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This story takes place in 1920s Bangalore, so a few of the words may be unfamiliar.


If you don’t know them, Kaveri’s Dictionary on page 275 will tell you what they mean and how to pronounce them. It also explains a bit about the geography and history behind this book.


And read onto Recipes for a mid-afternoon meeting of The Bangalore Detectives Club on page 278 for some delicious Indian recipes, adapted to modern times and inspired by the food in The Bangalore Detectives Club.
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The Ugliest Dog in Bangalore


Bangalore, September 1921


Mrs Kaveri Murthy’s emerald green velvet blouse showed off her strong shoulders, developed through hours of swimming in the Century Club pool.


Not bad, she thought, as she inspected the pleats in her peacock blue chiffon sari that flared out from her waist. So what if she didn’t wear a smart cloche and a flapper frock with high heels? She was a well-known and respected detective. At just nineteen years of age, she could hold herself with the best of the English and Indian society who would be at the animal show today.


Kaveri adjusted her gold chain, admiring the delicate locket in the shape of a magnifying glass. Her husband Ramu had given it to her a couple of weeks after she solved her first case: the murder of Ponnuswamy, a local pimp, in the lawns of the Century Club. The locket hung a couple of inches below the scar on her neck, reminding her of her encounter with a desperate murderer a few weeks ago. The scar was fading, but memories of that frightening evening remained fresh in her mind.


The large grandfather clock on the wall chimed, bringing her back to the present. Half past ten already? Kaveri rushed out of her shed towards the main house, pausing briefly to grin at the large sign hanging outside the shed.
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Although it had been up for several weeks now, it still gave her a deep sense of satisfaction.


The word seemed to be spreading – last week, a man from Majjigepura, the village of buttermilk, had come to her, seeking help to find his missing flock of goats. From his story, Kaveri deduced that his untrustworthy cousin was the culprit. He had sent her a huge tin of goat ghee in gratitude, which her mother-in-law Bhargavi promptly claimed so she could massage her aching knees.


The broad smile on Kaveri’s face dulled, as it always did when she thought of Bhargavi, who disapproved of most things she did. She wished she could avoid her today, but to her dismay, Bhargavi had insisted on meeting her at the animal show. She had sounded very mysterious.


‘Bhargavi athe? I am leaving now,’ Kaveri said, dragging her feet as she finally went into the house. She expected to see the dour expression that had been ever-present on Bhargavi’s face since Kaveri had solved a murder and attained local fame as a woman detective. That sour look had pushed Kaveri to spend much of her time in her shed over the past few weeks, working with her mathematics textbooks. Calculus and algebra were her refuge, an ordered path to certainty that calmed her when confronted with unpleasantness.


But Bhargavi surprised Kaveri by giving her an approving nod. ‘Remember, come to the Dewan’s tent after the dog show, Kaveri. I will be there.’


‘After the show? Aren’t you coming to see the dogs compete?’ The question was out of her mouth before Kaveri could swallow it. When she saw Bhargavi’s smile turn into a frown, she cursed her inability to stop interrogating people when she felt things didn’t make sense.


‘Of course not. You know how I hate dogs – nasty, smelly creatures. I will see you at the tent,’ Bhargavi responded in a curt voice.


Why does she want to meet me after the show then? Kaveri shook her head and ran down the stairs, thankful to be away from her mother-in-law’s disapproving presence.


She pushed all thoughts of Bhargavi and her dislike for unruly creatures – dogs and her daughter-in-law included – out of her mind as she approached her beloved Ford. Their gardener had polished the car with a piece of soft leather just that morning, and she couldn’t help but admire how it shone in the light. Kaveri’s mood lifted as she got into the car, thinking of the stunned look on the traffic inspector’s face when she had gone in to take her test a few months back. Ramu had told her with glee that she had been a major topic of conversation in the traffic room – only the second Indian woman in Bangalore to possess a driver’s licence.


Kaveri drove slowly along the roads, enjoying the feeling of the breeze on her hair as people on the streets gaped at the young woman in the driver’s seat. It was nearly noon when she arrived at the Residency Grounds, and the animal show was in full swing when she turned into the private enclosure. She handed her premium ticket to the gatekeeper before driving beneath the arch and parking.


A large cloth banner hanging above the arch announced the presence of ‘The Horse, Dog and Animal Show, Bangalore, 1921’ in the three official languages of Mysore: English, Kannada and Urdu.


The wisps of clouds, remnant from last night’s rains, were scattering and it could not have been a brighter or more glorious day. A military band, resplendent in full regalia, began to play a lively selection of music.


Tents with striped bunting in red and gold protected folding tables from the scorching heat of the afternoon sun. A stout Anglo-Indian lady wearing a frilly pink lace frock and a wide-brimmed pink hat manned a large table, loaded with jars of jams, preserves and chutneys. Kaveri’s steps slowed as she took in another table crammed with trophies and prizes for the dog show. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the gold bangle for ‘Ladies’ Pet Dog’ donated by Messrs Barton and Son, the jewellers who had crafted the Mysore Maharaja’s silver throne. Miss Roberts, whose brother was Ramu’s supervisor at the Bowring Hospital, would certainly be angling for that one!


An usher, resplendent in the Maharaja’s colours of red and gold, hurried up to Kaveri. ‘This way, madam. Are your dogs coming in a separate vehicle?’


‘No, I’ve come to watch the prizegiving ceremonies,’ she said with a smile for the fresh-faced young man who looked so eager to be of help. The usher changed direction, escorting her to a large spectator tent.


Kaveri looked around as she stepped inside, trying to spot her friend Mrs Reddy. There must have been scores of people in there, dressed in their best French chiffon saris and frocks. The air was thick with perfume, and Kaveri didn’t recognise a single face in the crowd.


She lifted up a loose flap of the tent to squint past the haze of sun and dust from the arriving cars, and saw a number of well-dressed men and women accompanied by dogs of all shapes and sizes, from small brown terriers and snow-white Pomeranians to massive Afghan hounds. Excited yips and barks filled the air outside. She peered out at the crowd, shaking her head. How on earth would she find Mrs Reddy, much less talk to her in this chaos?


‘Pardon me,’ a distinguished-looking Indian gentleman said as he moved past. He wore a well-cut grey morning suit with a marigold blossom in his lapel, and he held on to a large greyhound the size of a small pony. The dog bared its teeth, generating a deep threatening rumble as it looked at the press of people.


‘It’s far too crowded, Shanthi. Shall we move to the neighbouring tent?’ A woman Kaveri assumed to be his wife took his arm as they exited the tent. Kaveri looked after them, wondering absently if she should get herself a deep purple sari like the woman was wearing, with a crochet lace border in maroon.


‘Kaveri? There you are, my dear,’ a familiar husky voice boomed from the back.


Kaveri turned and found herself enfolded in the familiar embrace of Mrs Reddy. She was wearing a stunning sari in rich red colours. As always, it had been wrapped carelessly around her ample curves. Mrs Reddy had the most exquisite taste in textiles, but lacked the patience to dress up – and Kaveri only loved her all the more for it. She hugged her back tightly, feeling a wave of affection for the woman who had taken the place of her mother in this unfamiliar city when she had moved to Bangalore a few months ago.


‘Ah, Kaveri. How nice to see you.’


Kaveri frowned inwardly at the sound of a nasal voice she recognised all too well.


‘Miss Roberts!’ She pasted a polite smile on her face, turning and extending her hand to Dr Roberts’ sister. She had to be nice to the woman – Dr Roberts was Ramu’s supervisor.


The older woman was neatly clad in a grey silk frock with a modest high neck and long sleeves, the hem extended a few inches below her knees.


‘I didn’t expect to see you here,’ Mrs Reddy said. ‘I thought you would be in the other tent, where the pet owners are.’


‘Oh, I never intended to stand there all day with my dog, dear,’ Miss Roberts drawled. ‘Prissy, my fox terrier, is so hairy, you know. She sheds all over my frock, and you know how difficult it is to get good clothes cleaned by native servants.’


Kaveri caught Mrs Reddy’s eye before looking away. ‘I hear they have some nice prizes today,’ she offered, trying to change the subject.


‘But the tickets, my dear! Two rupees! So expensive,’ Miss Roberts complained in her grating tone.


‘It is for charity, after all,’ said Mrs Reddy mildly, catching the eye of a bearer circulating with a tray of lemon sherbet. ‘The proceeds go to the cantonment orphanage.’


Kaveri took one of the drinks and tried to take delicate sips, even though her throat was parched. As she gave up, draining the remainder in one unladylike thirsty gulp, the usher opened the tent flap and a man began to beat a large drum, signalling the entrance of the judges, followed by the dogs with their handlers. Kaveri clapped politely, but curiosity stirred inside her when she saw the couple she had seen a short while back re-enter the tent, accompanied by an elderly British pair.


Her attention was diverted when the announcer picked up a megaphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for attending the animal show. We thank Messrs Barton and Sons, jewellers to His Majesty the Maharaja of Mysore, and Mr and Mrs Sharma of the Sampangi Mills for donating the prizes today.’


Mr Sharma acknowledged the crowd’s applause with a polite smile, but his wife had turned back, striking up a whispered conversation with a young woman standing a few feet behind them. Head bent, she wore a grey sari, and her body was hunched into itself, looking sulky. Kaveri looked on with interest. Mrs Sharma seemed to be speaking to the younger woman firmly, almost like a mother to an errant daughter. But surely Mrs Sharma was too young to be her mother?


Kaveri felt eyes on her, and when she looked up, she noticed that Mr Sharma was staring at her. He nudged his wife and whispered something in her ear, and Mrs Sharma turned, caught Kaveri’s eye and gave her a slight wave. The young woman behind them shot Kaveri a hostile glance and stepped back, limping slightly as she moved further into the shadows.


Who were these people? They acted like they knew her, but Kaveri could not remember ever meeting them before.


As the prizes began to be announced, Miss Roberts looked on eagerly, but her face soon became pinched. Her brother’s new greyhound, Tommy, came third and she muttered about the lost opportunity to snag an ornate Travelling Clock from Messrs Barton and Sons. Her fox terrier fared even worse, getting only an honourable mention. She began to look decidedly irate, speaking under her breath about rigged, deceitful contests. Kaveri exchanged pained looks with Mrs Reddy. How were they to get rid of this wretched woman?


‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, the moment I’m sure you’ve all been waiting for!’ The announcer, a portly man with a pink face and a white bristling moustache that looked exactly like a toothbrush, waved his arms with a flourish. ‘The Ugliest Dog Prize!’


Kaveri burst out laughing. ‘Is that really a category?’


‘Shh!’ a large woman in front said with an imperious frown, as a series of decidedly strange dogs were paraded past the avid audience.


‘It’s an audience favourite,’ Mrs Reddy whispered into Kaveri’s ear. ‘A lot of people place private bets on the winning dog.’


Kaveri took in the parade of mutts, tiny and massive, hairy and smooth-skinned, with odd gaits, droopy flaps of skin, sticky dribbles of drool and flatulent emissions. She hoped no one had told the dogs that they were being given prizes for being ugly. Peculiar they certainly were, but each had a distinct presence and personality.


A bristle of anticipation went through the crowd.


‘And the winner is … Gunner Sherrin’s chum, with his dog Putta. The young man in question gets a silver cigar case.’ The British announcer was still at his megaphone, shouting out the winners as the crowd stepped back from him.


Kaveri giggled again. Putta meant small in her language, Kannada, and the dog in question was not small in the slightest. He was enormous, with a huge body and an even larger head that seemed almost too big for his torso. One raggedy ear showed the side effects of a scrap with some other dog, and he panted with exuberance, drooling a little on the red carpet, which was already showing signs of wear. His owner stepped forward to receive the prize.


‘Why can’t they call out the dog owner’s name? Imagine calling him Gunner Sherrin’s chum.’ Mrs Reddy looked irritated.


‘Well, you know, some of these natives have such difficult names to pronounce.’ Of course, that was Miss Roberts, again.


Really, this was a bit much. It was only last week that Miss Roberts had launched into a tirade about the inability of the stockist at her favourite condiment store in Bangalore to pronounce Worcestershire. If Mrs Roberts could expect the poor Indian shopkeeper man to know that it was ‘Wooster’ sauce, surely she, who had been in India for some weeks now, could learn to pronounce Indian names with some attention to accuracy.


Just then the winner walked by them, holding Putta by the leash.


‘Congratulations!’ Mrs Reddy told him, trying to change the topic. ‘What is your name?’


‘My name? It’s Palanivel,’ the man responded, looking at them doubtfully. ‘Er, why?’


But Miss Roberts was there again, thrusting herself into the conversation. ‘I say, my good man. What’s that there?’


‘It’s no good to me,’ Palanivel said mournfully, holding up the silver cigar case tucked carelessly into his shirt pocket. ‘I don’t even smoke cigars.’ He patted the dog absently. ‘But this here’s a fine dog, and a perfect sweetheart. He’s just a pup, really, less than a year old. Well trained even though he’s a bit of a bhayandanguli, gets afraid easily. Still, he’s going to be massive when full grown, I’m sure one look at him will be enough to scare anyone. I don’t suppose any of you are looking for a guard dog?’ He squinted at them hopefully, the stench of alcohol on his breath making them recoil.


Miss Roberts soldiered on. ‘Not the dog. But I would like to buy the case from you.’


‘You would? And how much would you be paying me then, madam?’ The man’s face brightened. As they haggled over the price, Kaveri and Mrs Reddy used the opportunity to make their escape out of the tent.


‘Phew. I thought we would never get rid of her.’ Kaveri shot Mrs Reddy a pleading glance. ‘Are you going straight back home after this? My mother-in-law said she would meet me at the Dewan’s private hall. A welcome lunch has been arranged there for the Indian attendees.’


‘And you want me? For moral support?’ The older woman cast her a shrewd look, walking alongside her towards the hall. ‘You should find a way to get on your mother-in-law’s good side, Kaveri. A house where the women are pulling in different directions is never pleasant.’


‘I am trying – you know that. But it’s so hard, especially when she disapproves of everything I do,’ Kaveri said as they set off to the large white hall, a few yards to the back of the pavilions. ‘Though perhaps today will be different. She said she wants to bring a friend to meet me. A friend who requires my help.’


‘Really? Perhaps it’s the start of a new mystery.’ Mrs Reddy gave Kaveri a hopeful grin. ‘After all, you are now Bangalore’s most famous detective.’


Kaveri’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. ‘Women and crime? She doesn’t think they go together. Not in genteel homes like ours.’
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Good Women Are Malleable, Like Gold
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As they entered the Dewan’s hall, Kaveri looked up at the unique structure of the octagonal dome and wondered how to estimate the surface area of such an unusual shape. Lost in thought, she was startled to hear her name being called loudly, as Bhargavi came bustling up to them. Suddenly, the large hall felt a bit cramped.


‘Ah, Bhargavi. How nice to see y—’ Mrs Reddy began, then stopped to look at a woman in her mid-twenties who was hurrying up to them, beaming expectantly at Kaveri.


‘Ah, there you are, dear.’ Mrs Reddy smiled at the stranger. ‘This is my cousin – she wanted to meet your famous daughter-in-law,’ she explained.


Bhargavi’s lips thinned as she turned to greet Mrs Reddy’s cousin – a plump-looking, cheerful young woman.


‘You must be so proud of your daughter-in-law,’ the young woman gushed to Bhargavi, squeezing Kaveri’s hands in a tight, sweaty grip. ‘I have heard so much about her, and how she solved the famous murder case of the missing milkman last summer.’


A mother and daughter who were standing nearby overheard the word ‘murder’ and their ears pricked up. They started to whisper, heads together, and moved closer to the group of women, unashamedly eavesdropping. Bhargavi bristled, but Mrs Reddy seemed oblivious to her pointed glare, and turned towards the mother and daughter to include them in the group.


‘Did we hear you say murder?’ The daughter, who towered over her petite mother, leaned in towards Mrs Reddy, her eyes glinting avidly. Kaveri looked at Bhargavi nervously. She knew from experience that such avid interest was like a red rag to a bull for Mrs Reddy, and she also knew that Bhargavi considered public discussions of murder and detection crass.


More women began to gather around them. Encouraged by the receptive audience, Mrs Reddy began to tell the tale of Kaveri’s last encounter with murder, elaborating it with relish. The women oohed and aahed as their gold and diamond bangles clanked on their wrists, and the scent of jasmine from the garlands woven into their hair grew stronger in the heat of the midday sun.


Bhargavi let out a frustrated sigh, and looked away into the crowd.


Out of nowhere, Kaveri’s stomach rumbled audibly, causing Bhargavi to look her way. Their breakfast of idlis this morning suddenly seemed a long way off.


‘Shall we go get a plate of vadas and some coffee?’ Bhargavi suggested.


Before Kaveri could answer, she was being expertly manoeuvred through the crowds and towards one of the interconnected rooms that led out of the main hall. Bhargavi maintained a grip on Kaveri’s wrist as she towed her alongside her, but she didn’t seem to be moving towards the snacks. Instead, Kaveri saw Bhargavi casting searching glances around her, as though she were looking for someone.


The air was thick with incense smoke, making Kaveri nauseous. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead, rolling down towards her nose, and she stifled an urge to sneeze. Why had Bhargavi brought her here, to this hot and crowded room, when she looked as irritated in the heat as Kaveri felt?


Bhargavi’s gaze finally settled on a figure at the far end of the hall, and she folded her hands in a reverent namaskara, lips parted in awe. Kaveri peered into the distance, where she could see a tall, heavy-set man in saffron robes perched on a red velvet throne-like chair atop a small platform. She could hear the crowd around her saying ‘Jai Swami Vaninanda – long live the holy man! Glory be to him.’


Kaveri hadn’t realised that Swami Vaninanda would be at the event today. The priest had moved to Bangalore a few years back and seemed to be steadily growing in influence. He was frequently covered in the newspapers, and rumoured to have the ear of several people in the Maharaja’s court. Someone must have invited him to the Dewan’s hall today and Bhargavi had probably seized on this as the perfect occasion to introduce Kaveri to him.


No wonder she had been so coy about her reasons for wanting to come with Kaveri to the event today. She was probably afraid of what Ramu might say if she had mentioned it in advance. Kaveri grimaced at the memory of a recent argument that had erupted when Bhargavi had tried to persuade her son to come with her to the Swami’s ashram. Ramu had refused, quite uncharacteristically losing his temper. If the Swami was a truly religious man, Ramu argued, would he choose to live in a large, luxurious ashram in the heart of the city? Kaveri agreed inwardly, thinking of the simple surroundings in which true ascetics lived – like her family’s patron saint Raghavendra Swami had in the seventeenth century.


Kaveri bit her lip, annoyed at the way she had been tricked by the promise of food. Bhargavi tugged on her arm, heading purposefully towards a long queue of women lined up to meet the Swami. Should she go with Bhargavi? She knew Ramu would back her up if she refused. But as she dithered, Bhargavi gave her a distinctly irritated look, muttering under her breath, ‘Always has to be difficult, this girl.’


Kaveri tripped over her feet, feeling clumsy as she always did in environments like this, where everything she said or did was scrutinised through societal expectations. She was still adjusting to the reality of being the only daughter-inlaw of a wealthy prominent family. Everything she did would reflect on her husband and her mother-in-law, whether she liked it or not. Ramu had urged her not to worry about it, but the expectations of men were so different – how could he really put himself in her shoes?


Kaveri thought of Mrs Reddy, who had urged her to try to establish a better relationship with her mother-in-law. She was prepared to bend a little to get into Bhargavi’s good books. But to what extent could she reshape herself?


The problem, Kaveri admitted to herself, was that she held strong beliefs, and was not really ready to be very flexible about them, like many others seemed able to be. Perhaps that was why she was so interested in detection, which involved the pursuit of truth and justice. Those were absolute concepts, whereas societal expectations – such as being a good daughter-in-law – seemed more malleable. Just like the properties of gold described in her chemistry textbook: gold was prized in jewellery because of its lustre and malleability, but you had to mix it with a bit of copper – muddy brown, strong, defiantly non-lustrous copper – to give the gold some strength and character.


Kaveri was deep in thought, wondering what percentage of copper was in her, as opposed to gold, when her mother-in-law came to a halt in front of the red throne.


Responding to an imperative push in the small of her back from Bhargavi, Kaveri turned towards the Swami.


Two attendants stood by his side, waving thin fans made of silk. The scent of incense was especially thick here, and Kaveri blinked her eyes to see more clearly through the smoke. The Swami’s eyes bore into her through half-closed heavy eyelids, and Kaveri felt an involuntary shiver run down her spine. She tried looking away from him, but felt her feet moving instead towards him, as though she were hypnotised.


With a herculean effort, Kaveri pinched her palm with her fingernails until the sharp pain brought her back to her senses and she was able to tear her eyes away. She looked away, up at the white ceiling, gathering her wits before chancing a quick glance back at him. Swami Vaninanda was blessing a kneeling devotee – but as soon as Kaveri glanced at him, he looked up and gave her a patronising smile. His knowing smirk told her that he knew exactly what effect he had had on her, and how difficult it had been for her to regain control of herself.


Kaveri felt herself growing angry. How dare the man look at her in that way, as though she was a butterfly pinned to a board for him to scrutinise?


The smoke was still thick in the room, and she found it difficult to breathe. Behind the makeshift throne, she saw that the windows were open, and moved closer to them, hastily breathing in large gulps of fresh air. Although the back of her neck continued to prickle, she felt the cobwebs slowly clear from her brain as she focused on the sight of a bored-looking goat tethered to a large banyan tree outside.


Feeling in control of herself once more, she looked around again. Where was Bhargavi?


She could see a table against the long side of the hall, with liveried bearers standing behind it, handing out plates of crisp Maddur vada. She was eager to taste the crisp vada, a new recipe from the small railway town of Maddur which she had heard was very tasty. But her mother-in-law didn’t seem to be paying attention to Kaveri, or to the food. She was standing a few feet back, looking at the long line of women who had queued up to pay their respects to the Swami.


Kaveri sighed. It looked as if she was going to go hungry that day.


Bhargavi came up to her. Hearing her sigh, she said, ‘We may as well get some food to eat while waiting for the queue to shorten. Besides …’


Kaveri strained to hear her. ‘Besides what?’


‘Nothing.’ But, as they picked up a plate of vadas and glasses of milky coffee, Kaveri saw Bhargavi turn and shoot a furtive glance at the window. Her mother-in-law was definitely acting very peculiarly today, Kaveri thought.


As Kaveri followed Bhargavi’s gaze, she saw a flash of purple appear for a second, then disappear again behind a tree. She squinted, but was unable to see – the glare of the sunshine was too strong.


‘Shall we go outside? Stand under the banyan tree for a while?’ Bhargavi’s voice sounded excessively hearty.


Kaveri gaped at her. Eating under a tree? The oh-so-proper mother-in-law she knew would normally have been horrified at the thought of sharing eating space with the mud-covered goat tied to the tree.


Bhargavi hastily added, ‘It looks much cooler out there,’ almost rushing towards a side door that led out of the building to the patch of grass at the back. She led the way as they walked down a narrow mud track, stopping below the banyan tree. Bhargavi looked at the splotches of goat droppings with distaste. Kaveri followed more slowly, focused on the plate of food and the cup of coffee. She was trying hard not to spill food on her sari. But she looked up when she saw a flash of purple. An elegantly dressed stranger stood below the tree, next to the goat. Mrs Sharma, the woman who had handed out the prizes at the dog show a few hours back, Kaveri realised with a start. A few feet behind her stood the plainly dressed young woman who had accompanied the Sharmas earlier.


‘Shanthi and Chitra! What a surprise. Fancy seeing you here.’ The note of surprise in Bhargavi’s voice was so obviously false that Kaveri’s lips twitched with suspicion. What was she up to? She watched as the older woman came forward, taking the plate from Bhargavi’s hands and placing it on a flat rock.


‘It is so good to see you, Bhargavi akka.’ There was real affection in the elegantly dressed woman’s voice as the two women embraced. Then the stranger turned to Kaveri with a big smile. ‘Hello, Kaveri. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Bhargavi’s cousin, Shanthi – Mrs Sharma. We met at your wedding, and then later again at your reception a few months ago.’ She shook her head, correctly interpreting the look on Kaveri’s face. ‘But there were so many people at your reception. You probably don’t remember me.’


Shanthi pointed to a group of rocks near the open window. ‘Shall we sit down for a bit?’ Looking at Kaveri’s raised eyebrows, she continued, ‘I wanted to consult you professionally. That’s why I asked Bhargavi akka to bring you here, where we could talk without anyone overhearing us. It is a private matter. One that could be dangerous.’









3


Of Goats and Gossip
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‘So, you brought me here to meet Shanthi? Not the Swami?’ Kaveri asked Bhargavi as they made their way to a set of flat rocks, sitting down and balancing the plates of vada and coffee at their side.


Bhargavi nodded, looking uncomfortable.


‘You must be wondering why I did not just come to your house to meet you,’ Shanthi said. ‘But the thing is …’ She hesitated, then went on, ‘People gossip so much. If I’d come to your house, the person we suspect might realise that I’d come to consult the famous detective and get alarmed. But here …’ Shanthi gave an elegant shrug. ‘Here, we have all come to meet Swamiji, and our discussion can be passed off as just an accidental meeting.’


As Kaveri watched Shanthi carefully select the crispest vadas from Bhargavi’s plate and share her chutney dip, she saw an affectionate smile pass between them. So they were close friends, as well as cousins. Strange that Bhargavi had never mentioned Shanthi before, she thought.


Conversation halted for a few moments as the women munched their way through the vadas. The fried circles of dough melted in Kaveri’s mouth, the crisp semolina on the outside a delicious contrast with the soft filling of roasted cashew nut, crunchy slivers of coconut and fried curry leaves.


Kaveri held out her plate to Chitra, but the younger woman refused, turning her face away slightly. Who was she? No one had introduced her so far, and Kaveri felt it would be rude to interrupt the conversation to ask. She was trying her best to act properly around Bhargavi.


So instead, she covertly studied Shanthi, who made for a striking figure in her bright purple silk sari. She wore diamonds at her ears and throat, and her slender wrists were adorned with delicate diamond bracelets. Her dark hair was shot through with silver threads, and her face, with its high elegant cheekbones, had the faintest hint of wrinkles at the forehead and throat. Not so young, then. Probably in her late-thirties, Kaveri thought, as she listened to the crows cawing in the tree.


The goat lifted one rear foot in the air and let out a stream of urine. Bhargavi shrieked and moved back on the stone. Shanthi let out a bark of laughter, and nudged Bhargavi with her elbow. ‘Come on, Bhargavi akka. Don’t be such a touch-me-not. The goat is so far from you.’


Bhargavi nodded ruefully at Shanthi, tucking an unruly strand of hair behind her cousin’s ear. Kaveri blinked back her shock. It was the first time she had seen her dour mother-in-law show physical affection to anyone – she had never even seen her hugging her own daughter or son.


‘Now, you must be wondering why exactly I wanted to meet you,’ Shanthi began. ‘Actually, it is my husband who suggested it. He wanted to come too, but unfortunately, he draws attention wherever he goes. So he left to return to the office, and Chitra and I have come here with a message from him.’


‘Shanthi’s husband Mr Sharma is a well-known industrialist who owns Sampangi Mills,’ Bhargavi broke in. Kaveri nodded. She knew the mills well – located next to Sampangi lake, it was one of Bangalore’s largest and most prosperous manufacturing businesses, making woollen blankets, cotton and silk cloth, and other products.


‘They were married two years ago,’ Bhargavi continued. ‘And this is Chitra – their daughter.’


Kaveri’s start of surprise must have been obvious, for Shanthi took over the conversation again.


‘I know what you must be thinking – that I look too young to be Chitra’s mother.’ She smiled. ‘My husband had been married before – many years back. His first wife died several years ago, when their daughter – my stepdaughter, Chitra – was still very young. She is now twenty-four. A few years older than you perhaps?’ Shanthi watched Kaveri closely.


‘Kaveri is nineteen,’ Bhargavi said tersely, giving Chitra a steady look. Kaveri knew what she was thinking. Bhargavi had got her daughter married when she was very young, only fourteen. She disapproved of young women who stayed unmarried for too long.


But Chitra said nothing, still sitting motionless on the stone, her leg placed at an odd angle. Kaveri remembered seeing her limp earlier.


‘Chitra has a leg injury. A weak ankle, which she twisted some weeks back. It is taking time to heal,’ Shanthi explained, having caught Kaveri’s subtle glance at Chitra’s leg.


But Chitra stayed silent. Either she’s painfully shy, or she wants to have nothing to do with whatever her stepmother wants to tell me, Kaveri thought, as she shifted on the hard rock, trying to find a more comfortable position. She noticed from the corner of her eye that Chitra had still not moved. She sat bolt upright, stiff, almost like someone had tied a ruler to her back – like Kaveri’s martinet of a school teacher had often threatened to do to her students when she’d seen them fidget.


‘I used to help my father, who ran a small printing press, with his accounts. After marriage, I started to help out my husband too. The Sampangi Mills has always done well, but the factory now seems to be facing financial problems, and we cannot understand why. We’ve tried to figure out where the money is going, but are unable to.’ Shanthi looked up at Kaveri, her eyes serious under her thin, elegantly curved eyebrows. ‘We suspect there is embezzlement.’


Kaveri shook her head regretfully, placing a hand on Bhargavi’s arm as she opened her mouth to remonstrate. ‘This is beyond my capacity. I wish I could help you, but I cannot. You have to go to the police.’ She turned to Bhargavi. ‘Please understand. It is not that I don’t want to help. This is too large a challenge for me to take on. If I make a mistake, everyone will suffer.’


Shanthi picked up a stick and began to idly scratch a pattern into the muddy soil, her eyes all the while intent on Kaveri’s face. ‘I expected you might say that. But hear me out. We cannot go to the police, as it is a delicate family matter. Indeed,’ she paused, and her eyes flickered towards her stepdaughter briefly, ‘if we do, we fear the police may suspect our future son-in-law may be involved. Chitra’s fiancé.’


Kaveri turned to Chitra, surprised. She said nothing, but Kaveri noted that she had turned slightly to the right, keeping her face in the shadow.


‘Chitra got engaged six months ago, to a young man who is one of our most promising employees. It is difficult – no, impossible – for us to think he is involved. But whoever embezzled the money has to be someone with access to the safe. Besides my husband, Chitra and myself, only Kumar – Chitra’s fiancé – has access to the room where the account books and the safe in which the money is stored are placed. We cannot believe it is Kumar, he is a responsible young man, but if not him … then who?’ The police will surely pull him for questioning. Shanthi trailed off.


Kaveri couldn’t understand – why was Chitra still being so quiet?


Bhargavi turned to Kaveri, placing a hand on her arm. ‘How can they bring in the police, Kaveri? If the police interrogate Kumar, and the word spreads that he might be a thief, the gossip would spread – you know how people talk. If Kumar finds out that it was Shanthi and Mr Sharma who suspected him and called in the police, the insult would be too much for him to bear. He might break off the engagement!’


Kaveri hesitated. She knew the consequences of a broken engagement would be socially disastrous for Chitra, who might never be able to marry again. But could she take on a case as complicated as an investigation into embezzlement? This seemed like it was beyond the capabilities of an amateur detective like herself, who had only solved one major case. All the other cases she had taken on were minor ones, like the case of the man from Majjigepura.


Those cases, which had vastly increased her reputation as a detective, had been relatively quick and easy to solve. But this case seemed far more complicated.


‘Please, my daughter. You have a head for mathematics and are good with accounts. Ever since you took over the household accounts, we have begun to save so much more money,’ Bhargavi pleaded.


Kaveri’s heart pounded. Ever since she had got married, she had ached to forge a closer relationship with her mother-in-law. Bhargavi had always been somewhat disapproving of her independent nature, expressing her distaste for Kaveri’s ‘detective work’, which forced her to mingle with all classes of society. Now, for the first time, Bhargavi was asking for her help, and calling her ‘daughter’. How could she refuse?


Kaveri wished Ramu were there so she could consult him. But Ramu was away, travelling to Mysore with a team of doctors to test out a new vaccination protocol. Confronted with two eager faces, she was only able to remonstrate, weakly, ‘But … but managing the household accounts is so different from investigating the accounts of a large factory.’


Bhargavi stared meaningfully at Kaveri, while Shanthi said, ‘I know you can do it. Please, Kaveri. You are part of the family. Whom else can we turn to at this point? We cannot speak of family matters to strangers.’


Kaveri looked between the two women and took in their hopeful faces. How could she say no? She let out a shaky breath, giving in. ‘Tell me more.’


Before Shanthi could continue the conversation, a group of women emerged from the building and spotted them.


‘Kaveri?’ Mrs Reddy called out. ‘Ah, there you are. What are you doing there behind the tree?’


Behind Mrs Reddy, a number of faces peered curiously at Bhargavi, Kaveri, Shanthi and Chitra.


Shanthi cursed under her breath. ‘I don’t want anyone to see us together for too long.’


She pushed Bhargavi towards the door. ‘Go and keep the women engaged in conversation. Tell them we were feeling hot inside the room and came out to have a cup of coffee in the shade of the tree. Tell them we came to feed the goat some bananas.’


When Bhargavi looked confused, as if to say ‘Which should I say?’ Shanthi rolled her eyes, looking thoroughly exasperated, and gave her another push, this time a more forceful one.


‘Just go! Say something, anything, to alleviate their suspicions. Go, now.’


She drew Kaveri away from direct view, towards a spot just behind the open window where no one could see them.


‘Kaveri – come to the factory tonight at 9 p.m. Meet my husband, and we can explain the details of the theft, and show you the safe and the account books. Please.’


Kaveri hesitated. By now, she was used to driving the car alone. But traversing the city at night, alone? It didn’t seem safe to her.


‘It’s too soon. My husband is away. Let’s meet tomorrow evening. I can bring him with—’


‘No,’ Shanthi interrupted her, ‘it has to be today. Have you forgotten? Today is the lunar eclipse. The night of the blood moon.’


Kaveri stared at her. Was it true? In their house, Bhargavi was the one who kept track of the panchanga, the Indian calendar which displayed dates and times of religious significance. An eclipse was considered to be an inauspicious event, caused by the demon god, Rahu, who swallowed the moon. Only tantrics and certain kinds of black magic practitioners were out and about at such a time, practising secret rituals that they believed would give them great power.


‘Bhargavi athe will not allow me to go out during the eclipse,’ she said, finally. ‘She will want me to stay indoors and fast with her before and during the eclipse, shielding ourselves from ill fate.’


‘But don’t you see? That’s why this is the perfect time for you to come to the factory.’ Shanthi spoke in a hurried voice, looking over her shoulder at the door to the hall as though she feared that Mrs Reddy may reappear at any moment with other curious onlookers in tow. ‘At any other time, the place would be bustling with people – yes, even late at night. There are guards, workers on the night shift, cooks and cleaners around. They will see you, and ask questions. We have to keep this quiet.’


Shanthi paused, looking troubled. ‘Please, Kaveri. I explained to Bhargavi akka, and convinced her. She has agreed to let you come. Unless you believe in the idea that the eclipse brings bad luck?’ She looked at Kaveri, nodding in relief when she shook her head.


‘Tonight, the grahana, the eclipse, begins at 7 p.m. and extends until 10 p.m. Everyone in the city will be indoors, in their homes. No one will be on the streets to see you come and go. Even the thieves will be off the streets.’


Kaveri nodded. As her new friend Mala, a former prostitute, had told her, thieves were a superstitious lot. They diligently followed practices that they believed would bring them good luck and protect them from discovery.


‘My husband is in his office and will be there all evening. I will leave home at 8.30 and join you at the side gate at nine. I have the key to the gate, and to the side door as well. No one will be around until at least 11 p.m., and we can examine the account books and safe together.’ Shanthi reached out and held Kaveri’s hand. ‘Please, you must come.’


Kaveri swallowed thickly. ‘I will,’ she agreed, but not without hesitation.


‘I must go now,’ Shanthi said, but as Kaveri turned to leave, she pulled her back again.


‘Ah, you have a wristwatch, that’s good. We should coordinate our timepieces. The alley that leads to the side gate is isolated, and I don’t want either of us to be waiting alone for the other.’ Shanthi turned Kaveri’s wrist and bent to peer at it carefully in the shade. Her face was close to Kaveri’s, and Kaveri could smell the perfume she used, with the fragrance of roses and undertones of rich, moist earth. Just like the woman herself – strong, earthy, and confident, Kaveri thought.


Shanthi refused to go back into the tent. ‘I have to go – it’s getting late. I don’t want anyone to wonder where I’ve been for so long,’ she said.


She gave an imperious jerk of her head to Chitra, who was still sitting in the shadow of the rock. As Chitra got up slowly, Shanthi turned to look at Kaveri, her gaze boring into her. ‘Remember. 9 p.m. sharp. Don’t be late.’


And with that, she was gone, stepdaughter in tow.









4


Smoke and Ash


[image: image]


As Kaveri walked back inside, a number of women were leaving, moving past her in groups. Through the noise of the crowd, she could just about hear snippets of excited conversation about the Swami.


‘Such an honour to meet Swamiji.’


‘I shivered when he looked at me. Such burning eyes, he must be very powerful.’


Kaveri winced. Ramu was incredibly sceptical of self-styled godmen, and Kaveri could understand why. Of course, there were many religious men who truly were spiritual, but in her experience, truly spiritual men and women were not interested in public adulation or power. They were usually reclusive and lived quiet and simple lives in ashrams, absorbed in their faith and long hours of meditation. Men like this Swami, who had mass followings of worshippers who queued up to give him donations of money, jewels and land, who boasted that they had magical powers directly derived from God – rather than immersed in devotion, they seemed hungry for power.
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