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Praise for Murder in Moonlit Square


			‘Takes us to the colour and crowds of modern Delhi, in pursuit of a killer. A charming start to a vibrant new mystery series’ Vaseem Khan, author of the Q and Malabar House series

			‘Never cross a nun! Offbeat detecting duo Sister Agatha from Ireland and Avtar from India bring a fresh twist to cosy crime amidst the glamour and grime of deadly Delhi. I loved it!’ Robert Thorogood, creator of the Death in Paradise and Marlow Murder Club series

			‘A pacy, charming thriller that mixes the romance of old Delhi with the energy of the modern megacity it has become. Can’t wait for the next one’ Amish Tripathi, broadcaster and author of the The Shiva Trilogy and Ram Chandra Series

			‘Rich, layered and multi-­faceted, this is Paul Waters at his best. Murder in Moonlit Square has everything you could hope for in cosy crime: unforgettable characters, a compelling mystery and a wicked sense of humour. Waters has established himself a masterful voice in crime fiction’ Awais Khan, author of No Honour and Someone Like Her

			‘This colourful novel takes us through the streets and back alleys of Delhi where we can almost smell the spices and baking tandooris off the page. This is vivid and empathetic storytelling by a writer who can intrigue us with a mystery and knows India well enough to take us there and show us around’ Malachi O’Doherty
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			For my wife, Aneysha

			And to the memory of Sister Agatha McLoughlin,

			of Ireland and India

		


		
			Though I am old with wandering

			Through hollow lands and hill lands

			W. B. Yeats

			What home have I, an exile,

			Other than the threshold of your hand?

			R. Parthasarathy

		


		
			

			
FOREWORD

			Before you begin this story, I should let you know that there’s a glossary at the back of the book that contains explanations of some of the Indian and Irish terms and people you will encounter. If you already know your eejit from your filmi and gupshup, you won’t need it. And from now on, they won’t be in italics. But if you find your brow occasionally furrowing in confusion or wonder, enlightenment may lie within the glossary.

		


		
			

			
MONDAY

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 1

			Sister Agatha Murphy surveyed the dusty, busy, noisy lane in front of the Delhi Haveli Hotel and knew she was about to give in to temptation. She was honest enough to admit to herself, if not to others, that she had a vice she could not quite kick.

			But not here. Not in front of the shopkeepers sitting on their steps. Above them dangled bright red Santa Claus suits, with moulded plastic faces sewn in beneath the red hats. They were displayed on wooden poles threaded through the arms and hung out over the lane – like so many child-sized effigies of a crucified Father Christmas, with wispy white beards and artificial rosy cheeks. It reminded her of that scene at the end of the film Spartacus, with thousands of defiant rebels hanging from crosses along the roadside. She appreciated that Delhi did it to acknowledge Christmas approaching and intended it to be jolly, rather than macabre.

			The chai wala on the corner tried to sell her a glass. ‘Nahi, ji,’ she told him. Her ‘no’ was unremarkable, but the added honorific surprised him. Delhiites were notoriously finicky over orders of precedence, but being foreign – let’s face it, white – gave her licence to subvert the elaborate rules of etiquette.

			The seductive aroma of burnt sugar and syrup made her turn her head. But no, she could not do it by the jalebi wala with his hot sticky cauldron either. Nor in front of the street children scavenging discarded plastic bottles and rags. And definitely not inside the hotel – the scandal!

			Sister Agatha had felt the yearning growing inside her since she had left the hospital that morning. Just visiting, thanks be to God. Part of her routine, visiting the sick, the lonely, the abandoned. Whoever had nobody else to turn to. Whoever could not summon up enough energy to tell her to get lost – which tended to narrow it down to old men and women barely clinging to consciousness in their final days.

			It’s lucky I’m such a good conversationalist, she thought, because the bedridden patients don’t usually contribute much. Especially not the elderly gentleman she’d been sitting with this week. He said nothing. The staff knew nothing about him. Sister Agatha was not even sure if he was ever aware of her presence while she sat with him and talked, or prayed, or silently held his hand.

			Sister Agatha was no saint. Just semi-retired. And that’s what semi-retired nuns do. Try to be useful without being disruptive. Which was why she had fought her craving throughout her time on the ward, then restrained herself while still in the grounds of the hospital, and held back until she was well away from anywhere where ill people were being treated. To do otherwise would have been an insult both to the sick and to those caring for them. 

			But the time had come. She was going to crack.      

			Delhi is a city of youth and vivid colours, but Sister Agatha did not look out of place in her light grey habit with her head covered. Lots of older people wore loose robes, and head coverings too, for modesty or against the dust and sun.

			She noticed a group of bushy-bearded old men milling around outside the ornate hotel entrance, one of them slowly bending down to scratch a stray dog under its chin. Most of the men wore embroidered skull caps. Pilgrims from Pakistan touring the Islamic shrines in the city, she guessed. They would not welcome her using them as camouflage.  

			But maybe… She glanced sideways from under her cowl down the alley that led along the side of the hotel. It seemed empty, though you could never be sure where people would be living or sleeping in this vast city.

			The front of the hotel looked like it belonged to an ancient monument, all elaborate curves and stone carvings. The arched entrance at the top of broad steps rising from the lane could have graced the Taj Mahal. The decorative tiled walls visible between the large studded wooden doors could have graced a palace. 

			But Sister Agatha was not interested in what lay within. She swished casually but confidently away from the lane, along the much plainer side of the building, towards where the alley turned behind it, not knowing whether the passage kinked and carried on, or ended round the corner.

			It led to a small yard. All quiet. Just bins, some discarded bits and pieces, and stacks of flattened cardboard that had once been boxes. A fire escape door. A far cry from the regal front of the hotel. And a risky place for a woman to linger on her own. But she reasoned it was far too early and bright for that sort of threat.

			Sister Agatha carried no bag. Her hands were clasped under her scapular, the cloth that hung down in front and behind her habit. Unseen, she delved inside her robe to a discreetly sewn pocket. A woman should always have pockets. A small packet of cigarettes and a lighter emerged in her hand.

			She didn’t smoke. Not officially. She’d given up a long time ago. It had been one of the bad habits she had discarded when she had donned the holy habit of the religious life. But she was semi-retired now, and there were some days that just demanded it. And this was one of those days.

			She noticed a newspaper folded neatly in half on a plastic tub. The Hindustan Times. Headlines about a terrorist attack somewhere in the east of the country. A college principal cleared of abuse charges. And a panel advertising Ma Veena’s spirituality column inside the paper. Sister Agatha squinted at the newspaper date. It was today’s. Somebody had been out here already, and might return soon. She should hurry.

			She tapped out a cigarette. Gold Flake Lights. A terrible brand. Nothing like the Majors of her youth in Ireland. She usually only smoked one and gave the rest away – which was, she knew, no mitigation. She bought lower strength cigarettes for the good of whoever received the packet after her. But it was a filthy, unhealthy habit, and leading other souls into harming themselves did not make it better. It did, however, sometimes help her think. She lit up. And drew in.

			What to do with those girls? she thought. Hopefully a solution would present itself by the end of her smoke. It often did. She held in the smoke. And froze. A door banged open behind her. A man’s voice. Surprised. Then challenging.

			‘Hello, sir,’ she heard. ‘May I ask your business here?’

			She turned, cigarette concealed, still holding in the smoke.

			‘Oh, excuse me, madam. My mistake.’ And then, ‘You are rather tall for a lady.’ The man collected himself, fixed his tie which was in no need of adjustment. ‘But the question remains. What are you doing lurking behind my hotel?’

			Sister Agatha looked at him, not speaking. It was no good. She couldn’t hold it in any longer. She blew out the smoke in a long stream. And gasped.

			‘Ah…’ he said.

			‘Ah…’ she agreed.

			He held up his own packet.

			‘Ah…’ she repeated.

			‘But why here, may I ask?’

			Sister Agatha indicated her clothing and shrugged. ‘Not a good look for a religious sister. Not setting a good example.’

			‘I know,’ he nodded. ‘It’s a weakness. But sometimes…’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Sometimes…’

			And then, whether out of genuine concern or simple nosiness, or because keeping the conversation going was less awkward than standing together in silence, she asked, ‘What was it this time?’

			‘The microwave. They were very unhappy that the microwave in their room was not working.’

			‘Oh,’ she said, ‘that’s unusual. A microwave in each room? Don’t you have a dining room?’

			‘We certainly do.’

			‘Well, I suppose some people prefer to eat alone. Or to save money,’ said Sister Agatha, not sure why such a commonplace problem had driven him out to the back alley. Part and parcel of hotel life, she’d have thought. Though perhaps it was just the latest in a series of complaints from demanding guests. The proverbial straw that had broken this camel’s back. ‘I’m not sure what happens with microwaves. Were you able to fix it or do you send up a replacement?’

			‘Neither,’ he said with some emphasis.

			She turned to look at him more closely. Dark blue suit, well groomed – as you’d expect – except for an irrepressible sprig of hair springing up above a high forehead. Handsome maybe, but not Bollywood star looks. Not enough product in his hair for that. And his ears stuck out too much. 

			‘As a hotel with a fine kitchen, and room service, we do not provide microwaves in our rooms.’ He took another drag. ‘We do, however, provide guests with the courtesy of a strong, metal box with buttons on the door by which they can set a combination lock. Most guests use these to store valuables.’

			‘Ah,’ said Sister Agatha.

			‘Thankfully very few try to cook food in their hotel room safe.’

			‘Not an easy mistake to make,’ said Sister Agatha. ‘Though I’m guessing you politely reassured your guest that the opposite was the case?’

			He closed his eyes. ‘We work hard to keep our guests happy.’

			‘A difficult job, no doubt,’ said Sister Agatha. ‘But I do have one concern…’

			He opened his eyes, questioning her.

			‘If your guest tried to heat up their lunch in the safe…’ Sister Agatha paused, giving him time to catch up with her, ‘is there a microwave elsewhere in the hotel with their jewellery stashed inside, just waiting for someone to cook it on full power for three minutes?’

			He looked at her in surprise.

			‘Now that,’ continued Sister Agatha, ‘would be a microwave even housekeeping would struggle to clean up afterwards.’

			For a moment he said nothing. Then he gave a loud bark of a laugh as the tension flew out of him. He smiled and exhaled. Then scrutinised her.

			‘You are not Indian. But I think that maybe you are also not English. The English can be very strange,’ he said, almost as an afterthought, ‘but you are surprising in a different way.’

			She took another drag. ‘Irish.’ Here I go, she thought, letting down not just myself and the entire Order of the Sisters of the Amazing Grace, but the whole of Ireland too.

			‘Oh well, that’s fine.’ He smiled. ‘The Irish are the Punjabis of Europe. You also like to drink and dance and enjoy yourself.’ He paused. ‘Though I do not know if that applies also to nuns?’

			‘You know,’ said Sister Agatha, ‘I wasn’t always a nun.’

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 2

			Avtar drew on his own cigarette and grimaced. I should not have commented on her stature, he thought. That was impolite. Though she is very tall for a woman. For a man even. He stole a quick glance at Sister Agatha. Taller than me.

			They stood together, nun and hotelier, enjoying a companionable break from the daily madness of Delhi. But cigarettes never last for long.

			He noticed the tall Irish nun wondering what to do with her cigarette butt.

			‘Allow me,’ he said, proffering an ashtray he retrieved from behind a bucket. She thanked him.

			They now faced a dilemma, he realised. There’s no particular etiquette needed for beginning a chance meeting. It just happens. And it either works or it doesn’t. This one seemed to have worked. But how to part? Just nod and walk away? He suspected she might be a nodder. But that was not the Punjabi way. There are minimum standards of hospitality to be observed.

			‘Oh!’ he said, as he realised, aghast, that he had fallen far below those standards. ‘My apologies. I have not introduced myself. My name is Avtar Mehta. Welcome to the Delhi Haveli Hotel.’ And he swept out an arm to take in their surroundings. ‘Inside is nicer,’ he quickly added.

			‘I’m sure it is,’ said the nun. He saw her pause for thought, but her question was one he’d heard before from foreigners. ‘The hotel name is a little unusual. What was that word in the middle?’

			Avtar smiled. ‘Haveli. It sounds like – have jelly. Or, not on your Nelly.’

			Now the nun was looking back at him as if he’d gone temporarily mad.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he reassured her. ‘I use rhymes to help me remember hotel guests’ names. Usually I do not say them out loud. The word haveli describes the style of the building. It’s one of old Delhi’s historic mansions. Built around enclosed courtyards – very private, very peaceful.’

			‘Thank you for explaining so clearly,’ said the nun. ‘If you ever get tired of hotel life, you could have a second career in the classroom.’

			Avtar nodded slightly in acknowledgement of the odd compliment.

			‘And it embarrasses me to have to admit – given the circumstances – that I am Sister Agatha Murphy from the Convent of the Sisters of the Amazing Grace, and the college next door to it.’

			He raised his eyebrows. ‘Ah, you’re a Saggy,’ he said, using the inevitable shorthand for the Sisters of the Amazing Grace. ‘A very good local school.’

			‘Yes. Well, we try,’ agreed Sister Agatha, trying not to wince at the reminder of their unfortunate nickname. ‘We’re blessed with girls who are very… enthusiastic.’

			‘Ah,’ he half smiled in sympathy. ‘We also are blessed with some enthusiastic guests. Which is why I occasionally come out here.’ He sensed Sister Agatha draw breath, as if preparing to speak, but being unsure what to say. Of course, he thought, the situation must be even more awkward for her – with him a single man and she, presumably, a single nun. He searched for an appropriate topic of conversation, but he knew nothing about her world, and they had nothing in common. Except…

			‘They don’t mind?’ he asked, raising a little the ashtray he was holding away from himself.

			‘Poverty, celibacy and obedience were the vows I took when I joined up,’ said Sister Agatha. ‘Would you prefer I strayed in one of those areas instead?’

			Avtar took a step back.

			‘Not that there’s the slightest risk of me breaching them,’ continued Sister Agatha. ‘Definitely not the first two anyway, and I work hard to live up to the third one.’

			‘I apologise for prying into things that do not concern me,’ said Avtar. ‘I did not mean to cause offence.’ He saw Sister Agatha close her eyes for a moment, raise her head and then smile.

			‘It is I who should apologise for overreacting to your perfectly reasonable question,’ she said. ‘And to answer it, though there was nothing specific in the solemn promises I made forbidding me from having the occasional smoke, I suspect a dim view would be taken – even though I’ve reached an age where I might be granted a certain latitude. In other words, they don’t ask, and I don’t tell – or make a holy show of myself. Apart from right here and now, in front of you, the owner’ – she paused, unsure; he nodded – ‘the owner of this prestigious hotel, who has caught me skulking at his back door.’ She shook her head, as if in genuine disappointment at herself. 

			Avtar was not sure how to put her at ease again. He indicated the alley, as a concierge might usher a distinguished guest towards the best table in a restaurant. ‘May I guide you back to more fragrant surroundings and escort you through the crowds out front? There’s always a squash as the pilgrims gather before heading for their bus.’

			But as they reached the corner, Avtar felt himself violently shoved aside. 

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 3

			It took a lot to shock Sister Agatha Murphy. She was from Irish peasant farming stock. And she’d been in India a long time. But it all happened so fast.

			As the very polite Mr Mehta reached the corner of the alley, a blurred figure smacked into him, knocking him down. Before she could do anything, the assailant had whipped past her, onto the bins, up over the wall and away. She turned back to see Mr Mehta scramble to his hands and knees, just as a larger, furious man rounded the corner and tripped over him, flattening him for a second time, and flying headlong at her.

			This time she was ready. She’d handled giddy cattle in her time. As the man rocketed towards her, she pivoted, grabbed one of his arms and brought him to the ground. That stopped him. Then she sat on him. It seemed like the proportionate action to take. But any further punishment wouldn’t be seemly. She waited to be rescued.

			‘Are you all right, Mr Mehta?’ she asked, as he staggered upright. ‘I think I might need assistance.’

			He responded at once, grabbing a metal bin lid with one hand and helping her up with the other. ‘Lie still, you miscreant!’ he shouted at the prone man. ‘How dare you assault this respected foreign lady!’ He tucked a question away for future consideration: is a nun a lady? 

			The gentleman on the ground appeared to be in such a state of fury that he could hardly speak. ‘Miscreant!’ he retorted, between gasps for breath. ‘Do you know who I am?’

			Sister Agatha looked at Mr Mehta, as if to say, ‘Good question.’

			Mr Mehta put the thought into words. ‘Who are you?’

			The man on the ground seemed as though he might explode, though he was regaining the ability to string words together. ‘Dacoit! Bandit! I am the victim of a robbery! Is this how you treat your guests?’

			Sister Agatha and Mr Mehta exchanged another glance, and stepped back from the man. On closer inspection, he did seem to be respectably dressed. Mr Mehta quietly put down his bin lid. The man also looked to be a little on the senior side to be a snatcher and grabber. And from another perspective it could be said that he’d been in pursuit of the first man who had knocked over the hotelier to begin with.

			‘I’m terribly sorry, sir. There seems to have been some kind of mix-up.’ Mr Mehta held out his hand. ‘May I please help you up?’

			The man batted away the offer and got back to his feet unaided. He looked at them both with suspicion.

			That’s a man who is used to being in control, thought Sister Agatha. And that thought was closely followed by another – I really shouldn’t have had that cigarette.

			‘I have just been despicably robbed by a thief, who I would certainly have apprehended and brought to justice, had you not got in the way and assisted his escape.’ The man paused to growl. Mr Mehta tried to interject – to no avail.

			‘Are you in league with him? I don’t know what other reason you could have for lurking in this alley. It is most irregular.’ He looked them both up and down, unable to get a fix on the situation.

			Mr Mehta attempted to bring calm. ‘Please sir, let me bring you inside the hotel so we can check you are not injured. My staff will bring chai.’

			Sister Agatha smiled. It was one of the things India and Ireland had in common: a universally shared faith in the curative, restorative and problem-solving powers of a wee cup of tea.

			‘Chai!’ the man shouted, misinterpreting Sister Agatha’s smile for mockery. ‘Chai will not put this right.’

			Oh well, she thought, maybe not quite universally shared.

			‘Of course, you’re right, sir,’ agreed Mr Mehta, mollifying the man. ‘We will also immediately notify the police. They can take down all the particulars of this unfortunate incident.’

			Sister Agatha noticed a distinct change in colour in the man’s face the moment the police were mentioned. His cheeks went from fiery red to something much paler. He suddenly looked a lot less angry too.

			‘Well… well… We need not bother the police with this matter.’

			Mr Mehta looked confused.

			‘No. No need to bother the authorities, now you have let the thief escape. He will be long gone now, thanks to you.’

			Mr Mehta hung his head.

			‘So maybe some chai would help,’ concluded the man, ‘with the shock.’

			‘Yes, sir, I understand. The police…’ Mr Mehta tailed off and shrugged. ‘You have already suffered enough loss without being pickpocketed a second time. And for nothing.’ 

			Sister Agatha saw the man’s colour rise again at this. But he held in whatever it was he had been going to say. How curious, she thought. Perhaps some chai is exactly what I need too.

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 4

			Avtar eased his way through the throng of pilgrims, clearing a path. Joshil Gupta, the hotel guard, looked resplendent in his uniform – part field marshal, part ringmaster – topped with a broad smile and suspiciously straw-coloured hair. Most men in Delhi dipped their heads in dye to keep their hair dark and maintain an illusion of youth that fooled only themselves. But Mr Gupta had gone blond. Avtar suspected he had first gone bald and then acquired some new thatch. His daunting appearance usually deterred mischief-makers, though clearly it had not worked on the street thief who had robbed the angry guest. 

			Aarushi on reception was finishing dealing with a semi-regular guest, an imperious figure who Avtar knew looked down his nose at staff as if they might contaminate him.

			‘Here’s your replacement key, sir,’ she said, smiling brightly and pushing it across the counter. ‘And just one moment…’ She began to write on a hotel memo slip.

			‘Please do not do that,’ boomed the guest.

			‘I’m sorry, sir?’

			‘I have no interest in your phone number. I am a married man.’

			Avtar saw Aarushi reel back in shock. She paled and then turned a beautiful darker shade as understanding and then embarrassment crept over her.

			‘Sir, that is the code to access the wi-fi in your room. For the internet.’

			‘Why didn’t you say so?’ said the guest, bustling off.

			Aarushi decided not to respond. She turned to Avtar, her eyebrows still raised, as if to ask, did you witness that?

			Normally Avtar would be slow to answer, to prevent his mouth from betraying his secret admiration for those arched eyebrows. But not today. ‘Never mind all that. Chai. Quickly,’ he said, speaking quietly and urgently. She looked back at him as if to say – Really? Now?

			‘Right now,’ insisted Avtar, wide-eyed, already doubting the wisdom of bringing this motley group into his hotel – a very tall nun, a furious and yet also curiously restrained victim of theft, and, he sighed, an opportunistic dog that had followed them in.

			Even though it was busy inside, it felt as though they had left the crush and noise and smells of the lanes far behind. They had passed through the high-ceilinged entrance hall, up more steps and into the main courtyard of the hotel. It was open to the sky, and staircases, balconies and rooms rose on four sides around them, insulating them from the Delhi hubbub.

			The courtyard was furnished with comfortable seating, plenty of space for guests and luggage in transit, and the reception desk in a corner. They passed a square tiled shallow well, roped off in the centre of the courtyard. The fountain set inside it added a classy, historic touch to the building, thought Avtar, despite the risk that someone might someday fall in.

			The courtyard was the centre of the hotel community – seats from the bar and restaurant overflowed into the space. This is where people got together to relax. Just like it had been in the old days when a grand family lived here, their domestic life shielded from the world outside.

			‘Please…’ Avtar ushered them into a corner, clearing suitcases and bags from the armchairs. ‘Chai is coming. And once again, my huge apologies, sir. Please tell me your room number.’

			The man hesitated, then produced his room key. Avtar’s heart sank. Definitely a guest then. Avtar’s last hope of averting trouble flickered out. Though no need to ask for identity details – they would all be on file, which was something at least. What to do next? he wondered.

			Luckily Sister Agatha had the presence of mind to ask what he realised were the obvious questions. ‘You’ve had a shock, sir. Please tell us what happened? And where?’

			At that moment Aarushi arrived with the chai on a tray. She gave him a discreet smile and a quick wink, before returning to the reception desk to regain control of the busy lobby.

			The man sipped his chai.

			They waited.

			It was too hot. He blew on it.

			They followed suit.

			Eventually he spoke. ‘I was standing outside the hotel entrance when someone in the crowd of Muslims snatched my bag.’

			Avtar couldn’t help sighing with relief. It had happened on the street. Not on hotel premises. But even so…

			‘That is most distressing,’ said Avtar, shaking his head. ‘May I ask what was taken?’

			‘As I said, my bag.’

			‘And inside it?’ prompted Sister Agatha. ‘Money? Valuables?’

			‘That is no concern of yours, madam. What should be of concern is how this hotel is run, with these crowds. Are normal guests even safe?’

			Normal guests? Avtar had been fearing this. His hotel was satisfyingly full. Exhaustingly full. And many of the guests were not only Muslims, but Pakistani Muslims. Political and military tensions between Pakistan and India meant significant restrictions on people’s movement across the shared border. But organised groups of pilgrims were permitted, under certain conditions, to cross either way to visit religious sites. Pilgrims were a source of income for both countries, but also convenient scapegoats when the need arose. 

			Avtar realised this could lead to serious trouble if his guest made a fuss. Thankfully Sister Agatha again came to his rescue. ‘Given the thief’s knowledge of the area, I doubt he was part of the religious group staying at this hotel. I hope you don’t suspect all people of faith of larceny?’ She paused and gave the man a significant look. ‘But of course we must do all we can to assist you in your time of trouble and I am very happy to give a statement to the police.’

			The man batted away her suggestion. It was a gesture of which he seemed fond.

			‘But I insist,’ she insisted.

			‘Thank you, but no. The chai has done its work. I will just go and rest and recover.’ He stomped off to the stairs. Avtar and Sister Agatha looked at each other.

			‘Interesting, don’t you think?’ asked the nun.

			‘One moment,’ said Avtar. He crossed to the reception desk and returned with the hotel register. He flicked over the page and ran his finger down. ‘Aha – Mr Ramesh Sharma. And his wife,’ said Avtar in surprise. ‘He didn’t mention her before.’

			‘Mmm…’ agreed Sister Agatha.

			‘And I don’t know why he did not tell us his name at the beginning.’

			‘Mmm…’ said Sister Agatha. ‘Almost as though he was having trouble remembering it.’

			Avtar frowned, puzzled.

			‘Or perhaps it was the shock,’ she reassured him.

			‘Yes, the shock,’ repeated Avtar. ‘Right. Back to work.’

			‘For us both,’ said Sister Agatha. Then Avtar saw her face lighten. She whispered triumphantly. ‘I’ve got it.’

			Avtar’s jaw dropped slightly. This Irish nun had understood and solved the whole situation already?

			She leant closer. ‘Machiavelli.’

			Avtar instinctively looked over to the staircase where the alternately angry and sheepish Mr Ramesh Sharma had disappeared, to check he really was out of earshot.

			‘You think that is his true identity? But how…’

			Sister Agatha waved aside his questions. ‘Ah no. Machiavelli was a notoriously devious plotter from old Italy. Long gone. But he’s the right rhyme for your hotel. Machiavelli. Haveli. It captures the musicality of the name of this place – the Delhi Haveli Hotel. And it’s a more dignified reminder than “have jelly”.’ She tapped the side of her head. ‘I have it firmly tucked away inside here now.’ 

			She sat back, seemingly content to have sorted out at least one problem. ‘Thank you for the chai. A cup of tea always gets the brain cells working better.’ She looked around. ‘We seem to have acquired a dog. Does he come with the hotel?’

			‘It’ll be a stray. I’ll have it dealt with.’ Avtar looked around for a member of staff, and was pleased to see one of the hotel housekeepers approaching. He should really be upstairs, thought Avtar, but he’ll do to get rid of the dog.

			Manto, the housekeeper, stooped low to speak. ‘Ji, please come to one of the bedrooms.’

			Avtar sighed in irritation. ‘I am busy, Manto, with the Sister. I am sure you can handle anything. Or ask Aarushi on reception.’

			‘Nahi ji,’ repeated Manto. ‘Please come.’

			Avtar turned to Sister Agatha to apologise for the interruption. She seemed happy fussing over the dog.

			‘Manto, what is this you are bothering me with?’ whispered Avtar.

			‘Ji,’ said Manto in a low, sombre voice. ‘There is a body.’

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 5

			Sister Agatha liked dogs. She’d never met a bad one. A few fierce ones as a girl, but she blamed their owners for that. And packs of strays could be threatening to lone walkers on Delhi’s streets at night, but poverty and hunger was at the root of so much that was wrong in the world. She liked this dog. Small. White coat. Indeterminate breed.

			He appeared to be investigating an elderly lady in a baggy brown salwar kameez, head wrapped in a plain dupatta. The woman jerked her toes away from the dog’s tongue and gave Sister Agatha a flash of heels a lot higher than she would have expected for a woman of that age. A lot flashier than the rest of her outfit, thought Sister Agatha, not that I’m any fashion template myself. She made a quiet kissing sound to lure the dog away from the woman. Some people were uncomfortable around dogs, even when they were small and well behaved like this one.

			The woman glanced from underneath her veil. Sister Agatha caught a glimpse of green eyes, and smiled back. Green eyes always reminded her of Ireland. The woman looked away, and the dog graciously permitted Sister Agatha to rub his head, between his ears. Unusually calm for a stray, she thought. Perhaps he isn’t one. He seemed connected to an elderly pilgrim sitting in the courtyard, to whom he kept returning.

			The old man scratched the dog’s neck. Then he revealed a piece of biscuit in one hand, and held out his other hand flat, staring the dog in the eyes. Waiting. Until the dog sat and put a paw on the open hand, and then, etiquette properly observed, the man let the dog politely take the biscuit.

			Sister Agatha smiled at the dog, and then at his benefactor. ‘Yours?’ she asked.

			‘Too soon to say,’ the man replied. ‘We are only getting to know each other.’

			She had been aware of a member of staff demanding Mr Mehta’s attention. A person in his position must be constantly on call. She was only half listening, until she caught the whispered mention of a body.

			She turned to Avtar. ‘Please excuse me, Mehta-ji, but I have some experience in that area.’

			Avtar turned back to her, not understanding. ‘Pardon me, Sister, duty calls.’

			‘I can help, Mehta-ji,’ she persisted, speaking quietly. ‘I imagine that’ – and she made a gesture like a cricket umpire slowly indicating a four, or an undertaker unveiling a corpse freshly beautified for family viewing – ‘is an occasional part of hotel life everywhere. I spend much of my time visiting the hospital.’

			She could see the hotel manager gradually realise what she was talking about. ‘Sometimes my presence can be a comfort for family.’ Enough, she thought. Do not push any harder.

			The hotel owner looked her in the eye for what felt like a very long second. Then he nodded. ‘Thank you, Sister. Please come. But we will not rush.’

			They rose. Mr Mehta smiled a little and indicated to the hotel housekeeper to lead the way as if they were merely off to investigate a troubling spillage. An impressive man, thought Sister Agatha. No sign of panic.

			Mr Mehta pointed to the stairs rather than the lift. ‘Something I learned from a New York firefighter who stayed here,’ he explained, making conversation as they climbed. ‘Never run into the fire. Walk briskly to give yourself time to properly assess the scene, and do what is needed.’

			Manto’s cleaning trolley was parked outside the bedroom. Mr Mehta pushed open the door. Over his shoulder Sister Agatha saw a man lying under a sheet up to his neck, eyes closed, mouth open, jaw slack. He could be just napping, but the pallor of his skin suggested that he had embarked on his final sleep.

			She immediately closed her eyes and offered up a silent prayer: Eternal rest grant unto him, oh Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon him. May he rest in peace. Amen. She could not tell what the man’s faith had been, if he’d had any at all, but she felt that prayer would only comfort, not offend, whoever he was.

			When Sister Agatha opened her eyes again, she noticed the housekeeper, Manto, tugging at his employer’s sleeve, whispering. It was almost as if he was embarrassed, which struck her as a strange reaction to death. Fear, sadness, denial and sometimes relief – those she had encountered. Embarrassment was a first.

			‘It is okay. The Sister may be able to help. Is there any family present?’

			‘Nahi, ji. He is a pilgrim. But look…’

			Sister Agatha tore her eyes from the dead man’s face and let them travel down the shape of his torso until she spotted…

			‘Oh!’ She hadn’t meant to react aloud. Agatha, she reprimanded herself, don’t let yourself down in front of these people. You should not let a little thing like that surprise you at your age.

			But it was not little at all. The sheet was tented over a particular area of the dead man. Just below the waist. She could not help blinking. She was no stranger to the reality of the human body after life had departed, but this was something very unusual.

			There was a collective intake of breath and they all stepped back.

			Mr Mehta was the first to collect himself. ‘My apologies, Sister. I was not aware…’

			‘Please think nothing of it. Do what you need to do. I imagine you have a doctor you contact on these occasions. Perhaps I can help whoever was with the gentleman?’

			‘Thank you, Sister, but the pilgrims were all single guests. And this man should not even be here.’

			‘It can seem that way, Mr Mehta, but this is an inevitable part of life.’

			‘No, Sister. The room should be empty. The pilgrims all left this morning to return to Pakistan.’

			‘It looks like he missed the bus. At least he died doing something fulfilling.’

			Mr Mehta looked at her in shock and then back to the protuberance under the sheet. Sister Agatha’s expression remained impassively vague.

			‘I meant of course being on holy pilgrimage.’ 

			‘Of course,’ agreed Mr Mehta, reddening. ‘And I know it is wrong of me, but I cannot help imagining the newspaper headline: “Pilgrim Dies in Delhi Hotel”. It will not help business.’

			‘Please don’t worry. Elderly people must pass on in hotel rooms with some regularity. I do not think you will make the front pages in a busy city like Delhi. It’s not as if it’s murder.’

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 6

			Avtar paused to breathe and think calmly. Sister Agatha was right. Elderly people, ill people, died in hotel rooms all the time. They had to die somewhere. It could not always be in bed at home or hospital. Though the idea of a life ending alone in a hotel room seemed unnatural. Getting any time alone in this city, this country, was a struggle. Then he remembered that this man had not come to the Delhi Haveli Hotel for solitude. As Sister Agatha had said, he’d been a pilgrim, with other spiritual travellers. That thought cheered Avtar.

			He felt himself returning to his normal state of self-control and calm leadership. There was a neighbourhood doctor they called when guests fell ill. He’d arrange for him to come quickly and discreetly. Meanwhile check the gentleman’s personal details and contact his family in Pakistan. They might want the funeral formalities to be handled at a local mosque to avoid delay in burying him.

			‘At least he was not alone,’ said Avtar, to get the conversation back on a positive note.

			Another gasp. This time from Manto.

			‘You are right, ji,’ said the housekeeper. ‘But how did you know?’

			‘I meant his pilgrimage group,’ said Avtar. ‘What do you mean? Tell me quickly.’

			‘I first knocked. Then waited. Then knocked again. And called out that it was housekeeping, according to our standard practice, even though the room should have been vacant. Then I tried to unlock the door, but it was already unlocked. So I went in. At first I thought the guest was asleep, then I noticed the…’ Manto paused, searching for the right words.

			‘That’s okay,’ said Avtar.

			‘Thank you, ji.’

			‘And you saw someone?’

			‘Nahi, ji, but I thought there was someone in the bathroom.’

			Avtar raised his eyebrows. ‘Go on.’

			‘The extractor fan in the bathroom was on, ji.’

			Avtar thought for a moment. ‘And the light? Was that also on?’

			Manto shrugged. ‘I could not see, ji. The door was closed.’

			They turned as one to look towards the en-suite bathroom. The door was still closed. They listened.

			‘The fan is not on now,’ said Avtar. ‘Did you switch it off?’

			‘Nahi, ji.’

			Avtar felt a strange feeling of dread in his stomach. A shrinking sensation, as if his insides were being sucked into a vacuum in his core. He did not want to, but he knew he had to open the door to the bathroom. He was scared of what he might find. He tried to walk calmly towards the door, but his legs felt suddenly uncoordinated. He grasped the door handle for support and held on for a moment, then opened the door.

			The overhead light was off, but there was enough light from the window for him to see everything. The toilet, the sink, the shower and… nothing out of the ordinary. Avtar’s hand hurt. He realised he was squeezing the door handle as if he were being electrocuted.

			‘Nothing here,’ he managed to say. He saw Manto and Sister Agatha relax. She joined him in the bathroom, putting a hand on his arm as she passed. The current his body imagined was holding him to the door handle was broken. He let go, unconsciously rubbing his hands together.

			Sister Agatha smiled encouragingly, and his bewildering sense of displacement faded. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘The room is empty.’

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 7

			He doesn’t know it yet, thought Sister Agatha, but that poor man is in shock. He’ll need time to recover. Her hand on his arm had been a calculatedly casual touch, as if manoeuvring past him in the small space, but intended to break the spell and reconnect him with human warmth. Death was cold, she knew. We get together at funerals and wakes as if round the fires our ancestors lit in caves, to draw heat from each other and remind ourselves we’re still in the land of the living.

			She felt a growing respect for Mr Avtar Mehta. She’d sensed his dread, but also how he’d tried to conceal it from those around him, to protect them, and more importantly how he had stepped forward regardless. This man does not wave his bravery like a flag, but he has backbone.

			Mr Mehta sent Manto off to clean the rest of the rooms on his list, with stern instructions to say nothing to anyone about what they’d seen. Then he waited in the corridor with her for the doctor, forcing smiles and small talk any time a guest passed by.

			The doctor, when he finally arrived, had the look of a hedgehog, thought Sister Agatha. Small and hunched, silver hair springing up and back from his forehead and for all she knew down his back like quills, under his flapping tweed jacket, with bulging pockets. Probably where he stores worms to snack on later, imagined Sister Agatha.

			She was aware that the doctor was assessing her with some scepticism too. Presumably a hotel room with a dead body was not the usual habitat of a religious sister. I suppose we’ll both have to suspend our disbelief, she thought.

			Mr Mehta introduced them. ‘Sister Agatha Murphy of the Convent of the Sisters of the Amazing Grace. Dr Mashetty.’

			Sister Agatha felt her eyes widen before she could stop them.

			The hedgehog noticed. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Not the most auspicious surname for a medical man, but spelled with a T T Y at the end, you may be reassured to hear.’

			Sister Agatha blinked.

			‘Regardless,’ he continued, ‘I try to cut through the nonsense and quickly get to the point. On which note, I understand you have a body for me?’

			‘Yes, ji,’ said Avtar, ushering him into the room. As Sister Agatha followed, she noticed the doctor pause, as if to ask ‘Is she also joining us?’, then sigh as if to conclude what did it matter anyway.

			Mr Mehta closed the door to shield them from passing guests and staff. The doctor stood with his hands in his pockets and sniffed, then looked around the room before focusing on the bed and its occupant.

			‘Has the body been touched?’

			‘No,’ said Mr Mehta. ‘At least I don’t think so. A staff member discovered this gentleman, and came immediately to inform me.’

			‘And the identity?’

			‘The room is in the name of Mr Abdul Khan. A pilgrim from Pakistan. He should have left this morning.’

			‘I presume he was not here with his wife, if he has one,’ said the doctor.

			Sister Agatha, Mr Mehta and Dr Mashetty all assessed the swelling under the sheet, which was standing as firm as before. Never mind the medical mystery of its post-mortem vigour, there was also the question of how it had arisen in the first place.

			‘The Delhi Haveli Hotel is not that kind of hotel,’ said Mr Mehta firmly.

			‘Hmmm…’ murmured Dr Mashetty.

			Sister Agatha, tactfully, said nothing, though her eyes could not help straying to the en-suite bathroom.

			Dr Mashetty leant over the dead man’s face and head like he was snuffling for grubs. He felt for a pulse in his neck, then checked his wrist. ‘Of course I know he’s dead. You knew he was dead before you called me. But I had to confirm it. There’s something not right here. He’s bumped his head, which may or may not be important.’ Dr Mashetty scratched the bristles on his chin. ‘I would also like to give the rest of him a quick once-over. So if you’d like to give us some space, Sister?’

			‘Oh, yes, thank you,’ said Sister Agatha. Normally she would resist being dismissed like this, but she realised it was tact, rather than disrespect, on this occasion – given the bulge under the bedclothes. Then she remembered Avtar’s earlier anxiety. It was her duty to stand by him. ‘Actually Dr Hed... Mashetty, I will stay if you don’t mind. I’m used to being around people as they move on from this life. Though I may avert my eyes from…’

			Dr Mashetty nodded, as if he had neither the time nor the energy to argue. ‘In that case…’ He lifted the edge of the sheet and pulled it up and over to the other side of the bed, fully exposing the body underneath.

			Sister Agatha heard Mr Mehta gasp, and the doctor utter a low exclamation – a mixture of surprise and foreboding. She had been looking away, but now looked down at the man. She was surprised that he was dressed, not in nightclothes, but in a suit. He still had his shoes on. A tie, loose around his neck. She swallowed, realising that she was deliberately totting up small details about the man’s appearance to avoid thinking about the most important feature. There it was, sticking up from beneath his belt. ‘Oh, dear God,’ she whispered, putting her hand on her heart. ‘What is it?’

			‘I think what you are looking at, dear lady, is the cause of death.’

			Sister Agatha stepped back and reached out for support. She felt Mr Mehta’s arm and gripped him tight. This was a sight she would never be able to un-see.

			Far from being evidence of a final moment of ecstasy, the bulge under the bedclothes was revealed as proof of a bloody killing. A tapering, pointed object, about a foot and a half long, was sticking out from the dead man’s groin. His trousers and the bedclothes beneath were darkly stained. 

			The strange object, some kind of short spear with carvings along the shaft, and a square base, had been driven into the man’s body where he was most vulnerable.

			‘Never a nice place for an injury,’ said Dr Mashetty. ‘Very painful, but not normally fatal, if attended to. This must have caught an artery. He bled to death.’

			Sister Agatha felt Mr Mehta sway beside her. We both need to get a grip, she thought. ‘Doctor, what is that sticking out from the body?’ she said. ‘And could he have…’

			‘Done it himself? I very much doubt it. It would take some force to plant it so firmly. As for the weapon itself, it looks strangely familiar. I’m sure I’ve seen it somewhere.’

			While Dr Mashetty closed his eyes to think, she and Mr Mehta stared. Then she heard Mr Mehta groan. ‘I know what it is.’

			‘Oh, good man,’ said Dr Mashetty, opening his eyes. ‘Put me out of my misery.’

			Mr Mehta turned to stare at one of the pictures hanging on the wall. The room was decorated with sepia-tone prints of ancient Delhi monuments. The print he was gazing at with such horror was of the historic Qutb Minar complex, with its 800-year-old minaret towering above the ruins.

			‘Can’t you see it?’ whispered Avtar. He pointed at the round tower in the picture, and then to the shaft stuck into the man on the bed.

			Sister Agatha watched, confused, as Dr Mashetty crouched by the bed, twisted his head sideways to look, and then, unexpectedly, laughed.

			‘Well done, Mehta. I knew I’d seen it before.’

			‘I don’t…’ began Sister Agatha.

			Mr Mehta explained. ‘We try to convey the spirit of old Delhi in this hotel. Tradition. Manners. Service. And the glory of the city’s history. The building itself is a monument. The pictures on the walls. The artefacts on display in public areas. And the ornaments in the rooms.’

			Sister Agatha nodded patiently. It did not do to rush people at times of great stress, especially when they might still be suffering from shock. Goodness knows, I’m probably suffering from shock myself. But whatever he’s talking about, she thought, I am still not getting it.

			‘In this case,’ he continued, ‘it looks as though one of our ornamental objects has been put to a very different use.’

			‘Achha,’ interrupted Dr Mashetty. ‘What he’s trying to say is this pilgrim from Pakistan has been stabbed to death with the Qutb Minar. Appropriate, when you think about it.’  

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 8

			Avtar almost pushed Dr Mashetty out of the hotel bedroom. Sister Agatha followed. Then he locked the door to prevent anyone else entering.

			‘It’s a matter for the police now,’ said Dr Mashetty in parting. ‘They know where to find me.’

			Avtar phoned the local police station, being sure to mention that a foreigner was involved. That should hurry them up, he hoped. He once again felt Sister Agatha touch his arm.

			‘I do too,’ she said, ‘but we should wait here for the police.’

			He frowned in confusion, then realised that she had read his mind. He longed for a cigarette, but it would be unthinkable to light up inside the hotel. ‘Would you also wait…’ he began.

			‘Of course,’ she answered. ‘In case they want to speak to me too.’

			He was glad to have Sister Agatha by his side. Despite her advanced age, she seemed to radiate strength. He usually relied on Aarushi in delicate or difficult matters. She could divine just the right approach in any situation. She had become an indispensable colleague, but lately he had begun to notice other qualities and wondered how he had ever failed to see them before. But he was glad Aarushi was downstairs on reception. The thought of exposing her to what they had expected to find under the bedclothes made him very uncomfortable. The horrific reality somehow seemed less sordid.

			‘I’m sorry for speaking too soon,’ said Sister Agatha. ‘When I said at least it’s not murder.’

			‘I got the newspaper headline wrong too,’ remembered Avtar. ‘It’ll be bigger now. “Pak Pilgrim Murdered in Delhi Hotel”.’

			‘What did the doctor mean?’ asked Sister Agatha. ‘When he said the murder weapon was appropriate?’

			‘Dr Mashetty spoke in very bad taste,’ said Avtar. ‘His career has given him a twisted sense of humour. He was referring to the Qutb Minar. The huge tower in the Mehrauli district. It’s one of the oldest Muslim historical sites in Delhi. And the gentleman inside, a Muslim pilgrim, has been attacked with a miniature version of the monument.’

			‘No doubt the newspapers will like that detail too,’ said Sister Agatha.

			Avtar winced.

			‘It was odd to see him like that,’ continued Sister Agatha. ‘Wearing a suit, I mean. I expected some kind of loose robe, like the other pilgrims.’

			Avtar considered this. ‘Perhaps that’s what he usually wore when not on pilgrimage.’

			‘And what do you make of the person in the bathroom?’ she asked.

			‘There wasn’t one,’ said Avtar quickly.

			‘Not by the time we got here,’ Sister Agatha agreed. ‘But whoever it was – if it was anyone at all – could have crept away when Manto came to fetch you.’

			‘The room was booked for one person only,’ said Avtar. Then realising that this was hardly conclusive, added, ‘The fans keep turning for a while after one turns off the light. It may still have been running after the gentleman himself, Mr Khan, exited the bathroom.’

			‘Either way, he did not take his own life,’ said Sister Agatha.

			They became aware of a growing clatter of footsteps and voices. Avtar took a long breath, held it, then released it slowly. A crowd of uniforms bore down on them.

			‘Manager?’ the lead uniform barked.

			Avtar raised a hand. The uniform had three stars on his shoulder. An inspector.

			‘Body?’

			Avtar pointed to the room, key in hand.

			‘Take that. Open it,’ said the inspector to a subordinate. And then, addressing Sister Agatha: ‘You are?’

			‘With him,’ said Sister Agatha.

			The inspector’s already flushed face darkened as he suspected insolence, then turned in response to a gasp from the constable who had opened the door. That gasp was followed by others, as each constable looked inside. The inspector pushed them aside. ‘Move!’ Then Avtar heard him gasp too.

			‘Kumar!’ he shouted. A stoutish junior officer rushed by, head down. Only two stars on his shoulder.

			Avtar felt powerless as orders were issued and constables sent scurrying. His beautiful haven had been invaded. Guests had started to notice. The open galleries on each storey rising from the courtyard were a charming architectural feature, but they made it difficult to hide anything unfortunate. Like a police investigation into a dead body.

			‘You’re certainly providing entertainment,’ said Sister Agatha quietly.

			‘We’re lucky that most guests are out sightseeing,’ said Avtar. ‘But word will spread quickly. I hope people are not scared away.’

			‘I’d say it’ll be the opposite. Your bar will be packed with people catching up on the gossip. I’ve heard that people will pay good money to book into a hotel for a murder mystery weekend. And sure here they’re getting it for free.’

			‘I know what you’re trying to do,’ said Avtar, ‘and thank you. But this body is real. And the police will want to question everyone, staff and guests, in case they’ve seen something.’

			‘Or in case they are someone.’

			In case they are someone, Avtar repeated silently to himself. Like a government minister or celebrity? He hoped not. That would mean even more bad publicity. Then he realised what Sister Agatha was really hinting at. In case one of the people in his hotel was the killer. ‘But surely they will be long gone by now. Why would they linger?’

			She patted his arm to reassure him, but Avtar did not feel at all reassured. As they’d been talking, police personnel had been dashing back and forth, photographing and searching the room, shooing away guests, and issuing instructions for everyone to assemble in the courtyard for questioning.

			A constable appeared in front of them. ‘The inspector wants you.’

			As he didn’t specify which of them was being summoned, they went together. The inspector smoothed his impressive moustache with both hands as he looked suspiciously at Sister Agatha, then appeared to dismiss her as of no significance. He addressed himself to Avtar.

			‘Name?’

			‘Avtar Mehta, ji.’

			‘Do you know I am?’ The inspector did not wait for an answer. ‘I’m the man who is now in charge of your hotel. My name is Inspector Goga Patil. You, your staff and your guests all answer to me. I expect absolute cooperation. Now tell about this body.’

			Avtar explained who the guest was, that he’d been left behind – possibly forgotten – by his pilgrimage group, and how he’d been discovered by Manto on his housekeeping round.

			‘Have you interfered with the corpse?’

			Avtar grimaced at how the inspector referred to the body. Guests should be accorded dignity even in death, he thought. ‘Only the doctor touched Mr Khan, to confirm he was deceased. As part of his examination he removed the sheet that had been covering him.’

			Inspector Patil grunted and turned to Sister Agatha. ‘You. Name?’

			‘Sister Agatha Murphy—’

			‘Non-national?’ interrupted the inspector. ‘Britisher?’

			‘Thank you, but no. From Ireland. Though I’ve been here longer than there.’

			The inspector narrowed his eyes, but decided that her Irishness was not in itself a crime. Though his expression suggested his position on that could change at any moment.  ‘Anything to add?’

			Avtar hoped she would realise that when dealing with the police, especially an officer of this type, the less said the better.

			‘Dr Mashetty noted a head injury, as well as the more obvious wound further down.’

			‘We will speak to the doctor directly. Leave the detective work to us, madam.’

			‘Sister.’

			Inspector Patil glared at her. Sister Agatha elaborated.

			‘My clothing will not have escaped the practised eye of an experienced detective like yourself. You will no doubt have already deduced that I am a nun. Hence, Sister. Rather than madam.’

			Avtar swallowed. No good could come of antagonising a police officer. He sensed the gears turning in the inspector’s brain, shuffling through possible offences with which to charge her. They were saved by an intervention from the far side of the bed.

			The two-star officer was holding a ballpoint pen over Mr Khan’s body. He used it to carefully open the pockets of Mr Khan’s trousers and lift the sides of his jacket, avoiding touching anything with his fingers.

			‘I think I’ve found a wallet, sir. Shall I extract it to confirm identification?’

			The inspector grunted his assent. The man’s grunts are somehow more pleasant than his speech, thought Avtar.

			They watched as the policeman slowly pushed aside the left side of the jacket, exposing an inside pocket. He reached in and pinched the edge of the wallet with two fingers, and gradually slipped it out. He then equally carefully withdrew an identity card.

			‘Well, Sub-Inspector?’ asked Inspector Patil. Avtar noticed the junior officer’s shoulders tense at the reminder of his position in the hierarchy. It was not good management, thought Avtar, to be constantly keeping people in their place. He tried to help grow the ambitions of his hotel staff, rather than suppress them. 

			‘I think we need to stop that pilgrim bus before it crosses the frontier, sir,’ said the junior officer.   

			‘What are you talking about, Kumar?’

			‘Perhaps not in front of…’ And he looked towards Avtar and Sister Agatha.

			Inspector Patil took the hint. ‘You two! Out!’

			They left the room and the door slammed behind them.

			‘Well…’ began Avtar.

			‘Yes,’ agreed Sister Agatha. ‘And did Sub-Inspector Kumar remind you of anyone?’

			Avtar nodded agreement, then shook his head to indicate that it was a topic they should leave well alone. He walked her to the hotel entrance. ‘Lots for me to be getting on with round the hotel,’ he said, rubbing his face at the prospect of the disruption ahead. ‘Lots to organise.’

			‘And I should really be getting back to work too. It’s been a very interesting day, Mr Mehta. And please contact me at the convent or the school if I can help with anything. I know you will overcome all these temporary difficulties.’ 

			Avtar suddenly felt a little stronger. ‘Thank you, Sister. But please, call me Avtar. Not Mr Mehta. And I hope to be able to welcome you to the Delhi Haveli Hotel in happier circumstances in future.’

			‘Someday,’ smiled the nun. She turned and wandered off along the lane, giving a small wave.

			Someday, echoed Avtar to himself. What a singular lady. He noticed her pause by the chai wala and hand over a small packet, but not take any tea in exchange before she walked on. How odd, he thought. Though whatever it was seemed to make the tea-seller happy. What a strange foreigner, thought Avtar, though she seems to have found her own path through life here. He wondered if their paths would ever cross again. In a city the size of Delhi, ever growing, there was no guarantee.  

		


		
			

			
TUESDAY

		


		
			

			
CHAPTER 9

			Sister Agatha knew the difference between doing your best to put on a good show, and true enthusiasm. She’d witnessed the former from her students at this morning’s rehearsal. But even that was a welcome relief after yesterday’s drama at the Delhi Haveli Hotel.

			She gulped down her chai in the school staffroom – she’d never been a sipper when it came to tea. She knew she should not let her dismissal by Inspector Goga Patil annoy her. The goings-on at the hotel were nothing to do with her. She just hoped that Inspector Patil was as effective at police work as he was at barking orders. What a rude man.
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