



[image: cover]











Also by Vaseem Khan


 


The Malabar House series


Midnight at Malabar House


 


The Baby Ganesh Agency series


The Unexpected Inheritance of Inspector Chopra


The Perplexing Theft of the Jewel in the Crown


The Strange Disappearance of a Bollywood Star


Inspector Chopra and the Million Dollar Motor Car (Quick Read)


Murder at the Grand Raj Palace


Bad Day at the Vulture Club










The Dying Day


 


 


Vaseem Khan


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Vaseem Khan 2021


 


The right of Vaseem Khan to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Maps by Rodney Paull


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 34107 2


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










This book is dedicated to all those who love a good puzzle. And, so . . . If you can tell me which Indian artefact the below riddle refers to, your name shall go into a lucky draw. The winner will feature as a character in the third book in this series. If you’re not sure of the answer, enter anyway! I’ll pick a second name from those who guessed incorrectly to use in a short story featuring the characters in the series.


 


Once the seat of kings refined


From whence an empire was defined


Lost in war and invasion bold


Dismembered piece by piece for gold


And precious stones of countless hue


Rara aves among the curlicue


It lives on now in myths of yore


Sought in vain forevermore


 


 


To enter the competition, please visit my website:


www.vaseemkhan.com
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Chapter 1


The dog watched her as she toiled up the steps. Thirty steps, shimmering in the late morning sun. At the summit a security guard was attempting to shoo away a limbless beggar strategically positioned at the base of one of the portico’s Doric columns. She wondered how he’d made it up the steps.


The guard raised his lathi but then caught sight of her out of the corner of his eye. Something in her expression stayed his hand. Or perhaps it was her khaki uniform and the revolver at her hip. His milky eyes widened. Like many in the city, he had yet to absorb the fact that there was now a living, breathing female police inspector among them. At times, she felt like a mythical creature, a mermaid or a fabulous Garuda bird.


She watched as he melted back towards the Society’s foyer.


The dog twitched its ears, lolling on its forepaws. There was something knowing in its gaze, world-weary and cynical.


Persis turned back to look for her colleague. Birla had stopped a dozen steps below to wipe his forehead with a handkerchief, his dark, pockmarked face shiny with sweat. Behind him the vista opened out on to Colaba Causeway and the Horniman Circle Gardens. The road was alive with traffic: cars, trucks, bicycles, a red double-decker bus, the side of its upper deck pasted with an advert for Pond’s talcum powder. Tongas ferried passengers at a leisurely pace while handcartwallahs moved load around the city. Below the steps a row of wizened men sat on the pavement beneath black umbrellas selling everything from fruit to wooden dolls.


Birla caught up with her. ‘It’s just a missing book,’ he muttered. ‘Why does it need two of us?’


Not bothering to answer, she turned and headed into the building. The beggar salaamed her as she walked past and she realised that his arm had been hidden under his ragged shirt while he feigned disability.


 


The Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland had been around in one form or another since 1804, when James Mackintosh, a chief justice of the Bombay High Court, had established a literary group in the city. In the century and a half since, the Society had evolved into both an impressive storehouse of rare books and manuscripts, and a hub of intellectual endeavour, serving, for a time, as Bombay’s Town Hall. The building itself had been fashioned from stone transported from England. Despite the British having been shown the door more than two years earlier, the place continued to exude a sense of its colonial upbringing.


Persis had visited on infrequent occasion. Her father, Sam Wadia, sometimes came across books that, in good conscience, he could not sell on in the family enterprise. His donations to the Society were always gratefully received, even if the bill that accompanied them was not.


The Darbar Hall was as she last remembered. Whitewashed walls, dark wooden flooring, cast-iron pillars topped by ornate capitals, and Gothic chandeliers in which pigeons routinely roosted. Light flooded in from lead-lined windows to illuminate a succession of marble busts of the great and the good. Mainly white men, but the odd Indian had snuck into the parade. Steel cabinets hugged the walls, jammed with books. Ceiling fans affixed to the tops of the pillars served only to stir the heat from one end of the room to the other.


They introduced themselves to a portly man with a scrappy moustache lurking at a counter. He held up a finger as if testing the wind, then vanished through a side door, returning swiftly, with a white woman in tow.


She was tall, late-middle-aged, slightly stooped, with intense blue eyes and grey hair worked into a bun behind her head. Her features were patrician and put Persis in mind of the stone vultures that adorned the façade of her father’s bookshop. She was dressed in a starched suit, in formal grey, with an A-line skirt, flaring out from broad hips to just under the knees. The cut and cloth were expensive. Sensible shoes.


Something in her expression reminded Persis of a picture of Agatha Christie that she’d recently seen in the Times of India.


She introduced herself.


‘Yes, I recognise you.’ The woman regarded her with a steady, unblinking gaze, like that of a stuffed bird.


Persis wondered if, like many who had read of her recent exploits, she was assessing whether the young woman before her could really have merited such praise. For many, she was a publicity stunt, a trick dreamed up by post-independence liberals aimed at portraying an India thundering towards the future now that it had thrown off the British yoke.


‘My name is Neve Forrester. I’m the Society’s president. Please come with me.’


They followed her through the hall towards a wrought-iron Regency staircase leading down to the basement levels, Forrester’s heels clacking loudly on the iron steps. Persis recalled that she’d briefly met the woman once before, years ago, with her father, not that she expected the Englishwoman to remember.


Forrester spoke without glancing back. ‘How much have you been told?’


The question returned Persis to Malabar House, an hour earlier, when she’d been summoned to Roshan Seth’s office. The SP, usually morose, seemed agitated. ‘I’ve just got off the line with Shukla. He’s asked us to handle a tricky situation. Apparently, those oddballs at the Asiatic Society have a problem.’


She’d considered Seth’s words. Any matter that warranted the involvement of Additional Commissioner of Police Amit Shukla could not be dismissed as trivial. When Seth explained, she almost burst out laughing.


‘I was told you’ve lost a book,’ she now said.


Forrester stopped, turned, and held her with another low-lidded look.


Persis wished she could rephrase her words. She, better than most, understood the value of a book.


‘I felt it best not to reveal the exact nature of our loss,’ said Forrester eventually. ‘It’s a politically sensitive matter.’


Politically sensitive. That explained much, including why Shukla had diverted the call to Malabar House. In spite of Persis’s recent success in investigating the murder of a senior British diplomat, the fact remained that the small force at Malabar House was considered a standing joke by the rest of the state’s police apparatus. A handful of misfit cops in bad odour, stuffed into the basement of a corporate building that had stray dogs in the lobby and a dearth of air conditioning below the first floor. Persis had been parked there because no one knew where else to put her. Such was the antipathy she’d faced following her passing of the Indian Police Service exams that, for a while, it seemed her career would be stillborn.


But recent events had changed all that.


For better or worse, she’d arrived in the national psyche.


‘We are a treasure house, Inspector,’ continued Forrester. ‘Stored within these walls are priceless artefacts: books, coins, manuscripts, records. It would be a mistake to dismiss the importance of our work.’ She turned and continued down the staircase.


Birla rolled his eyes, then shuffled off behind her.


They arrived in the basement and passed through a reading room: tiled floors and reading lamps, the familiar, comforting smell of old volumes. Here the bookcases were polished Burma teak. Plush reading chairs and sprung sofas were dotted around the place, some occupied; an elderly white man dozed in a leather wing chair.


They arrived at a dark wood door, manned by a guard sitting on a wooden stool. An engraved plaque was bolted above the door, bearing a Latin inscription – AN VERITAS, AN NIHIL – below it, the English translation: The Truth, or Nothing.


The guard leaped to his feet as Forrester loomed into view.


‘Our Special Collections room,’ said the Englishwoman. ‘We call it the Crypt.’


They found themselves in a large, well-lit room, double-heighted, with a sunken floor.


Around the room were numerous glass cases and steel cupboards. A series of long, polished tables ran through the centre of the room with reading aids – magnifying glasses, manuscript blocks, spring callipers – laid out along their length. Anglepoise lamps were positioned at regular intervals. The air was ripe with the rich, solid smell of learning.


A marble counter was set on the room’s eastern side behind which lurked an Indian male. Persis could see a steel door behind the counter but other than that there were no doors or windows save the one they’d entered through.


Neve Forrester waited for them to finish taking in the scene. ‘We have almost one hundred thousand artefacts at the Society but here is where we house our most valuable treasures. A five-tola coin from Emperor Akbar’s reign; a wooden bowl reputed to belong to Gautama Buddha himself; ancient maps from around the world, manuscripts so old they are written on palm leaves. We have in this room a Shakespeare First Folio dated 1623 – there are only about two hundred known copies in the world; we have a copy of both volumes of A Voyage Towards the South Pole and Round the World by James Cook, and a two-hundred-year-old History of the World by Sir Walter Raleigh.’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘But our most priceless artefact is a copy of Dante Alighieri’s La Divina Commedia – The Divine Comedy – one of the two oldest copies in the world. It’s been dated back more than six hundred years. And now that manuscript is missing.’


Birla gave a small puff of annoyance. ‘How valuable can an old book really be?’


Forrester’s gaze threatened to annihilate the sub-inspector where he stood. Persis didn’t need an answer.


She recalled now the last time the manuscript had made headlines.


It had been put on display just after the war when a noted Dante scholar from the London branch of the Società Dante Alighieri had arrived in the city to deliver a lecture. The talk had ended in chaos – rioters, in the grip of independence fervour, had attacked the Society. They’d stopped short of torching the place or looting its treasures, but the British expert had had to be smuggled out by a rear entrance and whisked back to the airport, his ardour for Dante forgotten in his desire to flee the manifest perils of the subcontinent.


In the aftermath, the newspapers had rehashed the old rumour that Benito Mussolini had offered one million dollars to the Indian government for the manuscript back in the 1930s, a staggering sum. The offer had been quietly refused. Mussolini was no longer around to make another offer, having been hung by the heels in Milan at the end of the war, though the new Italian government continued to insist that the ancient manuscript be returned to its homeland.


She understood now why Forrester had described the loss of the manuscript as politically sensitive.


‘Tell me what happened.’


Forrester pursed her lips, her expression grave. ‘Almost two years ago the Society hired a new Curator of Manuscripts. A scholar by the name of John Healy. Have you heard of him?’


Persis shook her head.


‘John Healy is something of a celebrity in the world of palaeography. He studied at Cambridge before securing a research position there. He made his name working on thirteenth-century manuscripts ascribed to a monk known as “the Tremulous Hand of Worcester”. This particular scholar is believed to have sat at Worcester Priory – in England – and worked on numerous manuscripts, annotating them in a distinctive fashion: the notes – or glosses – that he produced are leftward leaning and written in a “shaky” hand. John produced the definitive work on the Hand’s extensive career, even conjecturing as to his identity – something that had remained a mystery till then. The work brought him worldwide attention in the scholarly community, and he seemed set for a stellar academic career.


‘And then the war intervened. John was a patriot. He signed up to fight and somehow ended up on the front lines. He was captured in North Africa and spent almost a year in a prisoner of war camp. Following the war, he returned to England a hero, and shortly thereafter resumed his career.’ She paused. ‘You can imagine our delight when he contacted us in the winter of 1947 to express an interest in coming to Bombay. He wanted to spend some time working with our copy of The Divine Comedy. I discussed it with the board and persuaded them to offer him the role of Curator of Manuscripts – the previous curator had recently passed away. I never expected him to accept. But he came out here, stayed for a month, and decided it was to his liking. I was delighted when he agreed to take up the position.’


‘What was his interest in The Divine Comedy?’


‘John is one of the world’s foremost Dante scholars. It became an obsession for him after the war. He was producing a new English translation. John was a linguistic historian, among his other talents.’


‘He worked here?’ Persis indicated the room around them.


‘Yes. We do not permit The Divine Comedy manuscript to leave the Crypt – unless it’s for a public exhibition. But we haven’t had one of those since that unfortunate incident in ’46.’


‘When did you realise it was missing?’


Her eyes clouded over. ‘Frankly, it was John’s absence we noted first. He failed to come into work yesterday. This was unusual, to say the least. John is a workaholic and rarely deviates from his routine. Each morning he’s here at the opening of our doors – at precisely seven a.m. He’s never late and he takes only one day off a week – Sunday.


‘Nevertheless, we did not try to contact him. He was more than entitled to time off and I had no wish to intrude on his privacy. But when he failed to show up again this morning, I decided to call his home. No answer. I became worried and so I sent one of the peons around. There appeared to be no one there.’ She stopped. ‘I’m not a naturally suspicious person, Inspector, and, heaven knows, John has never given us any reason to doubt him. But when you’re responsible for such treasures as I am, one cannot help but be overcautious. I asked Mr Pillai, our strongroom librarian, to check on The Divine Comedy manuscript. That was when we discovered it was missing.’


Missing. The word tolled in Persis’s mind. A priceless manuscript and a famous British scholar. Both missing. It defied the odds that the two were unconnected.


‘Let’s assume for a moment that John took the manuscript—’


‘I’m not making that accusation,’ interrupted Forrester. ‘Not yet.’


‘I understand. But let’s assume, for the purposes of conjecture, that he did. How would he have been able to get it out of here?’


‘Follow me.’ She led them to the marble counter Persis had noted earlier. A red ledger was chained to the counter.


‘Anyone wishing to examine one of our rarer artefacts must present an authorised requisition here. To Mr Pillai.’ Forrester indicated the nervous-looking Indian behind the counter. The small man, balding and bespectacled, nodded at her. With his liquid eyes and sad expression, he put her in mind of a depressed lemur. ‘Mr Pillai notes the request in the ledger, then goes into the strongroom behind him’ – she indicated the steel door behind the counter – ‘and returns with the artefact. The individual may then examine the work within the confines of the Crypt before returning it to Mr Pillai.’


‘Who authorises these requisitions?’


‘Two members of the board must sign a requisition. For longer-term researchers such as John – who was also a staff member – we naturally provide an ongoing approval.’


Persis turned to Pillai. ‘I assume Healy came here the day before yesterday and took out the manuscript?’


‘Yes, madam.’ The short man spoke with the clipped manner of a Dravidian from the deep south.


‘At what time did he return it?’


‘At nine p.m. Our official closing time. I noted it in the register.’


‘And you saw it? With your own eyes?’


Pillai’s expression became queasy. He glanced fearfully at Forrester. ‘I – I thought so.’


‘Please explain.’


He stepped backwards to the steel vault door behind him, unlocked it, went inside, and returned swiftly with a carved wooden box roughly eighteen inches on a side and four in height. He set the box down on the counter, then said, ‘The Divine Comedy manuscript is kept inside this box. Each night when Professor Healy returns the box to me, I check inside.’


He removed a key from his pocket, unlocked the box, lifted the lid, and turned the box around. Inside was a large volume, wrapped in red silk.


‘This is what I saw when he returned it. Naturally, I assumed it was The Divine Comedy.’


Persis looked at Forrester. ‘May I?’


The Englishwoman nodded.


Persis lifted out the volume, set it down on the counter, then unwrapped it from its cape of red cloth. She had handled old volumes before – in her father’s bookshop – and was careful with her movements.


What lay before her was a copy of the King James Bible, beautifully bound in polished black leather. She knew the book – her father sold them in the bookshop.


She looked at Pillai. ‘I take it you didn’t check beneath the red silk?’


He shook his head wretchedly.


‘Tell me, did Healy have a bag with him, or a satchel?’


‘Yes. He always carried a leather bag with him. It contained his notebooks.’


‘So, in theory, all he had to do was swap the manuscript for the Bible, put the manuscript in his bag, and walk out of the door with it.’


‘The whole thing wouldn’t have taken more than a few seconds,’ remarked Birla behind her. She’d almost forgotten he was there.


‘Was anyone else present at the time he left here?’


‘No,’ said Pillai.


‘Did anyone requisition the manuscript yesterday, when Healy was absent?’


Forrester replied, ‘Only one other person currently has permission to view The Divine Comedy. An Italian scholar named Franco Belzoni; he wasn’t here yesterday.’


‘I’ll need his details.’ Persis turned back to Pillai. ‘Was anyone other than you working the counter yesterday or this morning?’


‘No.’


‘Does anyone else have access to the strongroom?’


‘No.’ He hung his head, his misery complete.


‘Mr Pillai has worked here for thirty years,’ said Forrester sharply. ‘He has nothing to do with this.’


Persis refrained from replying. She was early in her career but knew enough to know that suspicion was a democratic beast. It devoured anyone and everyone in the vicinity of a crime. ‘Why would Healy take the manuscript? Assuming it was him?’


‘A question I cannot answer,’ replied Forrester. ‘Yes, the manuscript is incredibly valuable, but John was a scholar. To him the value of such a work cannot be measured in monetary terms.’


Birla snorted. ‘You have a very flowery view of academics,’ he said, earning a glare from the Englishwoman.


‘Have you searched his home?’ asked Persis.


‘I don’t have a key to his residence,’ said Forrester. ‘Besides, it wouldn’t be right for me to break down his door and ransack his home.’ It was clear from her tone that this was precisely what she expected Persis to now do.


‘I’ll need a list of his colleagues, friends, and other acquaintances. Anyone he may have associated with.’


‘I shall draw one up immediately. Though his circle was very small. He was a guarded man, completely focused on his work.’


Persis looked down at the Bible. She wondered where Healy had purchased the volume. It was a Blackletter edition – a faithful rendering of the 1611 King James Bible using the same Blackletter font and English grammar employed in the original and printed in the sixteen-inch ‘pulpit folio’ format. A collector’s item. Presumably, any number of bookshops in the city sold it.


Her fingertips brushed over the leather binding, the gold lettering reflecting the overhead lighting. On an impulse, she lifted the cover and looked inside the flyleaf.


She was surprised to find writing on the normally blank page.


 


What’s in a name?


Akoloutheo Aletheia


 


Below this was a signature and a date: 6 February 1950.


The day before yesterday.


‘Is this Healy’s signature?’


Forrester peered at the page. ‘Yes.’ She seemed shocked. Persis guessed she hadn’t bothered to look inside the Bible.


‘The 6th was the last day he was here,’ continued Persis. ‘The day, presumably, that he stole the manuscript. Why would he leave this inscription behind? . . . Akoloutheo Aletheia.’ The words felt strange on her tongue. ‘Do you have any idea what this means?’


‘It’s ancient Greek,’ replied Forrester, still hypnotised by the page. ‘My Greek is rusty, but I believe “akoloutheo” means “to follow”, and “aletheia” means “truth”.’


‘Follow the truth,’ whispered Persis. It had the ring of an incantation.


What was Healy attempting to communicate? She was certain he was trying to tell them something. But why? And what did the first sentence have to do with the second? What’s in a name? It sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it.


‘I’ll need to take this,’ she said. She nodded at Birla who wrapped the Bible back in its silk covering and then tucked it under his arm.


A thought occurred to her. ‘Do you have a photograph of Healy?’


‘Follow me,’ said Forrester.


She led them back up to the Darbar Hall, to a large noticeboard propped on an easel. A collage of flyers and notices were pinned to the board. She pointed at an old newspaper cutting. The headline read: ‘Famed British academic to take up position at Bombay Asiatic Society.’ Beneath the headline was a photograph of Forrester and a cluster of elderly board members, both white and native. In the very midst of them stood a tall blond white man, wearing a tailored suit and eyeglasses. He looked frankly back at the photographer, unsmiling. There was something reserved in his gaze, Persis thought.


‘How old was he?’


‘I believe he was in his late thirties. Possibly thirty-eight or thirty-nine.’


He looks older than his years, she thought. ‘Where does he live?’










Chapter 2


Healy’s home was a short drive away, on a leafy road not far from the Flora Fountain. Passing through the congested junction within which the fountain stood, at the top of Mile Long Road, Persis couldn’t help but notice the idle ranks of black-and-yellow taxis, their drivers milling around, smoking, chatting, a few arguing with irate passengers brandishing suitcases. The impact of Nehru’s social reforms had yet to trickle down to the lowest rungs of Indian society. The taxi drivers had decided to force the state government’s hands by waging a two-day strike, all but bringing the city to a standstill.


An overcrowded tram rattled by as she swung the jeep around the fountain, a solid-looking structure topped by a magnificent statue of the Roman goddess Flora. Not that many Indians knew or cared. The Hindu pantheon contained a multiplicity of deities. No one had time for anyone else’s gods.


She parked beneath the branches of a banyan tree and checked her watch. Where was he?


Exiting from the jeep, she waited for Birla and Neve Forrester to join her.


Forrester led them across the road to an unassuming, single-storey, whitewashed bungalow with a red mansard roof.


No security guard at the gate, Persis noted.


Forrester sensed her unspoken question. ‘John refused to take on any staff. No chauffeur, no cook, no cleaner, and no security guard. As I said, he is an intensely private man.’


Madness, she thought. It was unusual for a westerner not to employ servants. It had been one of the principal comforts of empire. Indian labour was so cheap that even the poorest of Brits found themselves elevated to the status of gentry, with the arrogance and manners to match.


The front door was locked. Persis knocked, not expecting an answer. When none came, she stepped back. ‘Go ahead,’ she said, nodding at Birla.


The sub-inspector stepped forward, hefting the crowbar he’d taken from the jeep.


Moments later, the door swung back like a broken jaw.


Persis checked her watch again. She looked back at the road. She’d made the call just before leaving the Society. He should have been here by no—


A car came churning up the path, skidding to a halt behind her jeep.


A tall, dark-haired white man scrambled out from the vehicle, all legs and flailing arms. He spotted her and grinned broadly, the smile lighting up his handsome features. He waved vigorously with one hand – the other was weighed down by a brown leather doctor’s case.


He crossed the road in a few long strides, the sun glinting off his spectacles.


‘Hello!’ he said as he came alongside, flashing green eyes at Persis. Turning to Neve Forrester, he stuck out a hand. ‘Archie Blackfinch.’


Forrester ignored his hand and looked to Persis for an explanation.


‘Archie – Mr Blackfinch – is a forensic criminalist with the Metropolitan Police. He’s currently stationed in Bombay, working with our own police service. I thought his skills would be useful in examining Healy’s home.’


Blackfinch set down his bag, opened it, and removed several pairs of white gloves. ‘Please put these on,’ he said. ‘Try not to touch anything.’


Forrester’s expression made it clear exactly what she thought of being given orders by a man younger than her by some decades. She snatched the gloves from the Englishman and pulled them on with ill grace.


‘Wait outside,’ said Persis to Birla, before turning and entering the home.


 


The first thing she noticed was how small and bare the place was, more a hermit’s cave than the residence of a bachelor. There were only four rooms: a living space, a kitchen, a bathroom and toilet, and a bedroom. In the kitchen was a stove and oven, a sink, and a General Electric fridge. She opened the fridge – it was empty save for a lump of hard cheese, bread, a half-eaten tin of sardines, a couple of eggs, and a bottle of milk.


She twisted off the lid, took a sniff, then almost retched. Rancid.


In the bathroom, she found basic male toiletries: a razor, a bar of shaving soap, towels, toothpaste, a toothbrush, toilet water. The bedroom was equally bare: a single bed – without a mosquito net – a bedside table and lamp, and a wardrobe, inside which she discovered three men’s suits in various shades of grey, three pairs of brogues, half a dozen shirts, and a selection of undergarments. The fabrics were neither cheap nor expensive.


She searched the clothing, but found nothing, not even a scrap of paper or the wrapper of a boiled sweet.


In a bedside drawer, she found a half-empty bottle of red-and-blue tablets. The bottle was labelled Tuinal.


She paused for a second to look up at a wooden Cross on the wall. Christ the Redeemer. The Cross was positioned opposite the bed, Jesus looking down forlornly at the bed’s headpiece. A large, ornate ormolu dressing mirror was affixed to the wall below the Cross, scratched and spotted with age.


She glanced again at the Cross. It seemed incongruous in the bare room. She wondered if Healy had installed it.


‘Is he a religious man?’ she asked Forrester, back in the living room.


‘Not that I’m aware of,’ replied the Englishwoman. ‘He certainly made no mention of being a churchgoer. In my experience, practising Catholics cannot stop wringing their hands about their faith.’


‘He’s Catholic?’


‘Yes. He comes from Irish stock, though he was born and raised in England.’


‘He lives alone?’


‘I would have thought that was obvious.’


‘I meant does he have a partner? A female companion?’


‘I’m afraid I’m not in the habit of keeping track of my colleagues’ personal arrangements.’


‘Looks like a bachelor to me,’ said Blackfinch behind her. He’d removed a camera and tripod set-up from his bag and was screwing a flashbulb to the top of the camera. ‘This place lacks a woman’s warmth.’


He gave Persis a smile. Against her will, she found herself flushing. Her relationship with the Englishman had become complicated. They’d met on her first case, just weeks earlier, the murder of a British diplomat in the city. Blackfinch had been invaluable during the investigation.


Something unspoken had passed between them, a mutual attraction.


And then she’d shot him.


She turned away, concealing her awkwardness by striding to the waist-high bookcase in the corner of the room, dropping to her haunches, and examining the half a dozen volumes. An English-to-Hindi dictionary; Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea; The Hobbit by Tolkien; a translation of selected works by Rumi, the thirteenth-century Persian poet and scholar; a torn copy of Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. What looked like a new Lewis Carroll: Through the Looking-Glass.


She knew these books, had read them growing up in her father’s bookstore. But here, they seemed lifeless, discarded.


She stood and took in the room. It was as empty as the rest of the home. An oxhide sofa, a claw-footed coffee table, a depressing painting of a grim foreign landscape on the wall, the bookcase, a sideboard on which stood a telephone . . . and that was it. Not even a radio or a gramophone.


What did Healy do here? Unless he was fond of staring at the walls, there was literally nothing to do. Perhaps this explained his desire to spend every waking minute at the Society.


‘Monkish,’ observed Blackfinch, startling her out of her thoughts.


‘He’s a man of simple tastes,’ countered Forrester. ‘There’s something to be said for a restrained appetite in this age of excess.’


‘There’s no sign of the manuscript,’ said Persis. It had taken little time to search the place thoroughly. There was no hiding place worth the name. ‘There’s also no sign of Healy’s bag, the one Pillai mentioned.’


‘Do you think he’s left the city?’ asked Forrester.


‘Why would he leave his clothes behind?’ It was a weak argument. A man with a manuscript worth a million dollars need not worry about taking his wardrobe with him.


She realised what it was that was bothering her.


There were no personal effects here.


No family photographs to remind Healy of home, no gewgaws, none of the junk that people tended to accrete over time. He had lived here for over two years and yet, aside from a handful of worn garments hanging in his wardrobe, it was as if he’d never been here at all.


Loneliness. That was what seeped from the walls; the scent of loneliness, as strong as Mercurochrome.


‘It’s not inconceivable that he borrowed the volume, then met with an accident,’ said Forrester. The explanation sounded disbelieving even as it left her mouth.


‘It won’t take long to check the city’s hospitals,’ replied Persis automatically. She’d already arrived at the conclusion that Healy wasn’t coming back. But if he had intended to vanish, why write that enigmatic message in the Bible he’d left behind?


What’s in a name? Follow the truth.


Whose truth? And follow it to what end?


‘What was your impression of Healy?’


Forrester thought about the question. ‘He was – is – a reserved man. Guarded. When he spoke, it was with appropriate thought. Not the gregarious type; he preferred his own company, by and large.’


‘Did he engage with others at the Society?’


‘Not really. Our scholars tend to be solitary animals. As Curator of Manuscripts, John was, of course, consulted on all matters regarding the purchase or donation of new items to our collection. His expertise as a palaeographer was unquestioned.’


‘What exactly does a palaeographer do?’ asked Blackfinch, who had returned to the room after photographing the rest of the house.


‘How can I put this in layman’s terms?’ said Forrester, not bothering to hide her condescension. ‘Palaeography is the study and decipherment of ancient writing. Palaeographers bring old documents to life so that we might learn from them. For instance, the world’s libraries are full of medieval manuscripts, but without palaeographers, medieval history would remain a blank to us. Even Shakespeare would be an unreadable morass. Language evolves over time. Dialects, writing systems, alphabets, the meanings of individual words. Compare Beowulf to modern English.’


‘You seem very passionate about the subject.’


‘I’m a palaeographer by training,’ said Forrester. ‘I was unable to practise due to an unfortunate marriage.’


This surprised Persis. Neve Forrester did not seem the type of woman to allow a man to dictate her fate. ‘There’s nothing more to be learned here,’ she said. ‘I’ll need that list of acquaintances as soon as you can get it to me.’


Outside the home, Persis examined the neighbouring buildings. One was an abandoned old house, similar in form to Healy’s. The doors and windows were boarded up. A dead end.


On the other side were the premises of a corporate enterprise.


She spoke briefly to a guard sitting inside the gate.


‘Do you know the man who lives next door? The white man?’


The guard scratched thoughtfully under his armpit, gawping at her uniform. ‘I’ve seen him, madam. I don’t know him.’


‘Did you see him yesterday? Or this morning?’


He thought about it, then shook his head.


‘When was the last time you saw him?’


‘The day before yesterday. He left his house in the morning.’


‘Did he leave by car?’


‘No, madam. He always walks.’










Chapter 3


Persis was greeted outside the fire temple by Krishna, her father’s driver, cook, manservant, and all-round dogsbody. Krishna had been a fixture in the Wadia household since Persis had been a child. Following the death of her mother, Krishna had served as a sort of nanny, helping her father to raise the seven-year-old girl he’d suddenly found in his sole care.


Not that either of them had been any good at it.


It was fortunate that her mother’s younger sister, Aunt Nussie, had been on hand to steady the ship. Nussie’s well-meaning efforts had been hindered by the ongoing animosity between her and Sam Wadia, an antipathy that stemmed from the fact that her father had eloped with her mother. As Nussie had been at pains to explain to her, Persis’s mother – Sanaz – and Nussie herself  hailed from grander Parsee stock than her father. Sanaz had married below her station.


Persis wondered why her aunt was mystified that Sam held such a low opinion of her.


She left Krishna leaning against her father’s Ambassador, and walked past the enormous door statues, a pair of winged, human-headed bulls – the lamassu – and entered the temple. Stepping briskly through the outer courtyard and into the main hall, she encountered the familiar scent of burning sandalwood.


Inside the hall, a congregation milled about, some seated, some chatting in corners.


A pair of priests in white moved among the mourners, offering words of advice and consolation.


She spotted her father, sitting in the corner of the hall in his wheelchair, head bent into conversation with Dr Shaukat Aziz, one of his oldest friends.


She wondered briefly how Aziz had managed to get into the temple. Entry into agiaries was generally prohibited to non-Parsees. The fire here had been continuously lit for over a century, symbolic of Ahura Mazda’s eternal flame, transported from Persia, original home of the Zoroastrian faith, before Muslim persecution had sent them eastwards to the subcontinent.


She made her way to Sam, then dropped into a seat beside him. He broke off from his discussion with Aziz and glared at her. ‘The least you could have done is change out of your uniform.’


‘I’m still on duty, Papa.’


‘Boman was your uncle. You’ll probably turn up at my death ceremony wearing a swimsuit.’


She refrained from pointing out that Boman Mistry was her father’s third cousin, once removed. She remembered him as a greying moustache occasionally floating in and out of her childhood. In truth, she’d thought he’d died years earlier, not ten days ago. By now the vultures at the Towers of Silence where his body had been left to desiccate would have had their fill. Boman had not been a tall man; the vultures would have made short work of him.


The joke brought a grim smile to her lips.


‘What are you laughing at? You think death is funny?’


‘Acta est fabula, plaudite!’ said Aziz. ‘The play is over, applaud! Emperor Augustus’s last words.’


Sam shot him a venomous look. ‘Why don’t you keep your homilies to yourself? If they find out I smuggled you in under false pretences they’ll ban me from setting foot in here again.’


‘I’m only here to ensure your well-being,’ said Aziz, unruffled. ‘It’s not my fault you had a stroke.’


Sam reddened. ‘For the last time, it wasn’t a stroke.’


‘When a man goes red in the face and keels over, drooling at the mouth, I don’t call it constipation and offer him a laxative. I took a Hippocratic oath.’


‘I’m in great shape. Physically and mentally. Which is more than I can say for you. You’re losing brain cells just sitting there.’


‘Attacking me isn’t the answer. You’ve been under a great deal of stress lately.’


‘I’m about as stressed as a goldfish.’


‘Actually, goldfish die of stress all the time.’


Persis tuned the pair of them out. The two men had been jousting for more years than she could remember. She was glad that Aziz was here. Her father’s recent health issues had frightened her, at first, but she felt confident that Aziz would get to the bottom of it.


Her thoughts returned to the case.


When Seth had sent her to the Asiatic Society, she hadn’t expected much in the way of intrigue. But now she found herself drawn into the case, not just by the circumstances of Healy’s disappearance, but by the facts to hand. Her mind looped back to the strange note in the Bible he’d left behind in place of the stolen manuscript. Why bother with the note at all? And where was Healy now? Why would a renowned scholar destroy his reputation by committing such a crime?


She found it difficult to believe that Healy was motivated by monetary gain. The academics that frequented her father’s bookshop had always struck her as otherworldly, lost to the abstractions of their scholarly endeavours. There was no doubting the immense value of the stolen volume, but she was certain – on no more evidence than her own instinct – that something else lay behind Healy’s curious behaviour.


‘I’m going to say a few words,’ said Sam.


She watched as he trundled his wheelchair to the front of the congregation, waiting for the mob to settle down. ‘Like me, many of you knew Boman. I’ve heard many of you talk eloquently today about how smart he was, how generous, how accomplished; a good family man, a pillar of our community.’ Sam paused, looked down at his feet, then back up again. ‘Well, not me. The man was a liar, a cheat, and a scoundrel. The only reason I came here today was to make sure he’s remembered as he was and not as a bunch of snivelling hypocrites would like him to be.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Aziz beside her.


Persis sighed. This was going to take longer than she had thought.










Chapter 4


A brass band was playing on John Adams Street, bludgeoning passers-by with a cacophony of trombone, tuba, trumpet, and French horn. A man dressed in Congress white stood beside the entrance to Malabar House handing out leaflets.


She looked up at the building’s façade, certain that the plaster must be crumbling and the gargoyles lining the edge of the roof would have fled.


Malabar House was the corporate headquarters of one of the country’s leading business houses, a four-storey Edwardian affair, fronted by red Malad stone and large casement windows set behind balustraded balconies. In the seven months since she’d graduated from the academy, it had become her second home. Sharing the building with corporate worker ants had proved to be a minor inconvenience. In many ways, the police presence at Malabar House was all but invisible. Few knew of the station’s existence; the cases that arrived at their door, such as they were, tended to be referred via other units in the service.


She walked through the arcaded front entrance, and then down into the basement where the station had been given a temporary home.


The place, a maze of battered steel filing cabinets and old desks, was all but deserted.


She saw Sub-Inspector George Fernandes hunched over his desk. A big man with a head like a medicine ball and a thick moustache, he spotted her and quickly turned back to the report he was typing one-fingered on an ancient Remington. She brushed angrily past him – the mere sight of Fernandes these days caused a throbbing at her temples.


On her desk, she discovered the Bible they’d taken from the Society. Birla had left it there inside an evidence envelope, together with a note detailing his activities since returning from Healy’s home. The note told her that Archie Blackfinch had dusted the Bible for fingerprints and would report back in due course.


At the far end of the office she knocked on Seth’s door and was summoned inside.


The superintendent was smoking behind his desk, a glass of Scotch balanced precariously on the edge. She coughed in the cloud of lung-searing smoke and glared at him.


Seth ignored her for a moment as if savouring the calm before the storm.


A man of intellect and no small talent, the SP had once been groomed for the top, a rising star in the Indian Imperial Police. But the advent of independence had seen his ambitions collide headfirst with the sympathies of those seeking to redress the imbalances of British India. Men like Roshan Seth had, in the eyes of many, performed their duties a little too zealously under their former colonial masters.


Seth found himself sidelined to Malabar House, a temporary crime branch unit, supposedly established to handle the overflow of cases from the state’s Criminal Investigation Department, the much-maligned CID.


Seth knew the truth, of course.


Like a limping horse, he’d been put out to pasture until it was time to send him onwards to the glue factory where he might be shot and put to some use.


There were moments when he seemed inclined to do the job himself.


He stirred in his chair, waved his glass at her. ‘So, what have those queer ducks at the Society been up to?’


She quickly briefed him on the case, the missing copy of Dante’s masterpiece, John Healy’s disappearance. When she mentioned the manuscript’s value, Seth straightened, taking the cigarette from his lips. ‘A million dollars?’


His tone was disbelieving.


‘That was almost two decades ago. Who knows what it’s worth now.’


‘But who would you even sell it to? Something that famous, you could never let it surface publicly again.’


‘Apparently, there are private collectors willing to pay a fortune for a manuscript this rare.’


‘The Italians will have a fit when they find out. Now I understand why Shukla gave us the case. That man has a sixth sense for trouble.’ His finger tapped the side of the glass. ‘So, what next?’


‘We need to talk to the local fences. It’s highly unlikely Healy will try to get rid of the volume in Bombay, but we’ll check anyway. Birla’s already called the hospitals, the Juhu aerodrome, RAF Santacruz, and the major train stations. Healy’s description has been circulated.’


‘Do you have a photograph?’


She took out the cutting she’d taken from the bulletin board at the Asiatic Society and showed it to him. Seth grimaced, his lower lip curling into a pout. ‘Miserable-looking bastard.’


Persis refrained from comment. For a man who’d once venerated the British, Seth’s bitterness knew no bounds. He wasn’t alone.


Post-independence India was not shaping up as the utopia many had dreamed of. The British had departed, and that was only right and proper, but Prime Minister Nehru’s planned agrarian reforms had set the cat among the pigeons. Noble houses and feudal landlords were fighting tooth and nail to prevent legislation that would effectively strip them of their ancestral wealth and parcel it out to the peasantry that had, until now – with the blessings of the British – remained steadfastly beneath their boot-heels.


Nehru’s dreams for a better India had collided sharply with the iceberg of entrenched reality.


She couldn’t help but feel that Gandhi’s assassination had changed the course of her nation’s political future. Nehru endeavoured to forge a country based on Gandhian ideals, but lacked his late comrade’s force of personality.


Or perhaps cult was a better word.


That was how her father had always described Gandhi’s followers. Caught up in the zeal of the Quit India movement, she hadn’t understood what he’d meant then, but the cracks in the façade of the new republic were gradually becoming clear to one and all.


Seth handed the cutting back to her. ‘I suppose you’d better get on with it. And try to keep a low profile. The longer we can keep a lid on this, the better. Once word gets out, we’ll be under siege; you realise that, don’t you?’


She understood. Her last investigation had engendered national headlines; there was little doubt that the present case would also send shock waves around the country, though for different reasons. Given all the treasures that had been looted from the subcontinent over the centuries, it would be bad form to so tamely surrender a priceless European artefact. In the space of a heartbeat, the case had gone from an art theft to a matter of national honour.


‘Sir, where is everyone?’


‘If you mean Oberoi, he’s extended his leave. Apparently, he’s managed to twist an ankle while skiing.’


Persis refrained from smiling. Hemant Oberoi, the other full inspector in the unit, had made his antipathy clear from the moment she’d set foot in Malabar House. The scion of a wealthy family, he was the epitome of arrogance, a man who expected life’s red carpet to be rolled out for him at every juncture. A badly judged affair had derailed his career and he now found himself treading water at Malabar House with those he considered beneath him in every way.


The arrival of a woman had been the final straw.


‘As for the others . . .’ Seth lit another cigarette. ‘They’re out on crowd control. In case you’ve forgotten, Bombay is still hosting the National Games. Birla and Haq are at Brabourne Stadium.’


The National Games had been foisted on to the city by the state of Bengal, on the far side of the country, still recovering from the horrors of Partition.


Sawn in half by the Radcliffe Line, the state had seen horrendous rioting that had accompanied the migration of Hindus and Muslims between West Bengal and the newly created East Pakistan. More than two years later, the region remained turbulent; memories of the Calcutta killings – the communal bloodshed unleashed by Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s call for ‘direct action’ during his push for a Muslim homeland – lingered in the state psyche.


The ongoing administrative turmoil meant that Bengal had begged off organising the National Games, foisting them on to Maharashtra, with Bombay, as the state capital, the natural venue. After all, the port metro was still the nation’s entertainment capital; thousands of Europeans lingered in India’s ‘city of jazz’.


 


She returned to her desk, studiously ignoring Fernandes, who continued his grim, mono-fingered typing. Slipping out the Bible from its envelope, she ran her fingers over the plush binding, then opened it to the flyleaf.


 


What’s in a name?


Akoloutheo Aletheia


Follow the truth. There was no earthly reason for Healy to leave this message. To sign it and to date it. With each passing moment, she became certain that he had done so deliberately. Which meant that he wished for the message to be found, read, and acted upon.


The question was: were they smart enough to understand its meaning?


She dragged her own typewriter to the centre of the desk and inserted a sheet of carbon paper, then spent the next couple of hours typing up an FIR, a first incident report. Her notes were extensive – it was a habit she’d picked up during her teenage years, recording the minutiae of daily life in a set of cloth-bound journals taken from her father’s bookshop. The journals had been a way of combating the loneliness of growing up without siblings, without a mother – her father had never remarried – and with few friends.


By the time she looked up again, it was past seven. She was about to pack up for the day when Seth’s door opened and he beckoned her inside.


‘Another case came in. With Oberoi out of action and you leading the Healy case, I’m giving it to Fernandes. I want you to supervise him.’


She stiffened. ‘I won’t work with Fernandes.’


‘Won’t?’ Seth smiled nastily. ‘And here’s me thinking these stars on my shoulder meant I was in charge.’


‘You know what he did. You really expect me to just . . . forget?’


Seth picked up a silver pen, rolled it around in his fingers. ‘Fernandes is a good officer. He made a mistake and ended up here. He was offered a way out and he took it.’


During the investigation into the death of Sir James Herriot it had become clear that a member of the team was leaking information to the newspapers, deliberately fuelling an unflattering portrait of Persis’s handling of the investigation. She’d suspected Hemant Oberoi, but, to her horror, had discovered that it had been Fernandes, a man she’d admired.


‘Integrity is a movable feast,’ muttered Seth. His eyes were hollow and she wondered if he was thinking about his own situation. ‘Fernandes did what he thought was right. For himself, for his family. And he’s hardly alone in his prejudice against women on the force.’


‘That doesn’t make it right.’


‘Persis, look around you. None of us are here because it was right. What cannot be cured must be endured.’


She glared at him, but it was pointless. Seth was right. What was life at Malabar House, last way station on the road to obscurity, but an exercise in endurance?


‘What’s the case?’


‘A woman’s been found dead. On the tracks near Sandhurst Road station.’


‘That’s by the Dongri police thana. Why aren’t they handling it?’


‘Because our victim is a white woman. The station-in-charge at Dongri doesn’t want the case. Fortunately for him, he’s distantly related to our beloved commissioner. He pulled some strings and voila! Another grenade lands in my lap.’ He ran a hand through his thinning hair, his slim moustache crinkling in distaste. ‘Take Fernandes and check it out. For the avoidance of doubt: I’m not asking, I’m telling.’

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
Bombay
circa 1950

Prince’s Dock

Victoria Dock

T
Cross Island

\
NN
\EO, LI/{VT/Bombay Asiatic Society

VLJ )
W(D%gcua :laenard Pier

Malabar Point
Back

Bay

Bombay’ X
Nariman Point U““f“"y §

Middle Ground  ~y

Shgnl Q’-\

‘DQ:\
&
®
& Oyster Rock
COLABA
Navy Nagar L v |

Colaba Point mile






OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Dying Day



  



  



			Cover



			Also by Vaseem Khan



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Map of Bombay



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Chapter 39



			Chapter 40



			Chapter 41



			Chapter 42



			Chapter 43



			Chapter 44



			Chapter 45



			Chapter 46



			Chapter 47



			Chapter 48



			Author’s Note



			Acknowledgements



			Endmatter page 1











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
‘HISTORICAL CRIME FICTION AT ITS BEST’ Mail On Sunday

THE

‘HUGELY ‘STYLISH,
ENJOYABLE’ THRILLING’
ANN CHRIS
CLEEVES WHITAKER

A missing A trail of
manuscript. = riddles.

VASEEM KHAN





OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HODDER &
HODDER &





