



[image: cover]











Author the Author


 


Vaseem Khan is the author of two crime series set in India: the Baby Ganesh Agency series, and the Malabar House historical crime novels. His first book, The Unexpected Inheritance of Inspector Chopra, was a Times bestseller and has been translated into 15 languages. Midnight at Malabar House won the CWA Historical Fiction Dagger in 2021.










Also by Vaseem Khan


 


The Malabar House series


Midnight at Malabar House


The Dying Day


 


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 Lost Man of Bombay


 


 


Vaseem Khan


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Vaseem Khan 2022


 


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.


 


Cover Image © Hansrad Collection / Alamy Stock Photo


 


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 34113 3


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










To Prem Kumar Badhwar, my father-in-law, who passed away this year, a man of great integrity, wisdom, and, when the mood took him, a wry sense of humour.
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Chapter 1


March, 1950 – Tsangchokla Pass, Himalayan foothills 


‘Have you lost your mind?’


It was almost impossible to understand what Martel was saying above the rising wind.


Peter Reynolds blinked the snow out of his eyes. The blizzard was coming in hard and fast; soon they’d have to break camp and wait it out.


But he couldn’t let go of what he’d seen. Or, at least, what he’d thought he’d seen.


‘I think there’s someone up there.’


Martel’s cadaverous face registered a moment’s confusion, then twisted into anger. Peter sensed another argument.


When they had left to begin their adventure, just three weeks earlier, they’d departed as colleagues, having met eight months prior in New Delhi, a city undergoing a slow and painful transformation under Nehru’s fractious new government.


A friendship had developed, of sorts. Two Europeans – traditional foes, an Englishman and a Frenchman – navigating the bureaucratic jungle of the nation’s capital. Not that that was how the Indians saw themselves. Dealing with the pompous new breed of civil servant had become the bane of Peter’s life. Independence had brought freedom to the country, but with it had come opportunists settling into the vacuum left by the departing British. If Delhi had been a city of forts and mendicants before, it now served as a bastion of political cutthroats and blowhards with the moral scruples of rutting goats.


The paperwork alone was enough to make a man blow his brains out.


The trek had been a welcome break. Martel, an experienced climber, had proposed the expedition, had even picked a route suited to Peter’s level of skill.


Or so he’d said at the time.


They’d taken the Himalayan Queen up from Delhi, then hired a jeep to ferry them to the village of Yamunotri, nestled in the foothills of the Garhwal Himalayas. From here they’d set off on foot, nothing but the packs on their backs, making their way up through the Dhumdhar Kandi Pass, an experience Peter would not soon forget.


The scenery, as Martel had promised, was enough to take a man’s breath away: vivid mountainscapes, crystal clear night skies, the occasional snow leopard. What he’d neglected to mention was the cold and the danger. The high mountain passes were no place for an unseasoned climber, weak-limbed by the first stirrings of mountain sickness.


It didn’t help that he was in the company of a man whose recklessness would have made a drunk sapper seem sober by comparison.


Not that the Frenchman had shown any remorse. He had that peculiar temperament oblivious to anything but its own inverted logic.


Sociopath. That was the word.


Having barely survived the Dhumdhar Kandi Pass, Peter had made up his mind to quit. But somehow, Martel had beguiled him. The simple fact was that they had planned a two-man expedition. Even Martel wasn’t foolhardy enough to continue on his own.


Guilt. That, and the fear of ridicule in the eyes of a Frenchman.


Quitting was simply not an option.


They’d trekked down from the pass to the hamlet of Dharali, then turned up to Nelang. From here, they’d headed northwards to the Tsangchokla Pass, leading into Tibet, their ultimate destination.


‘It will make a fine story,’ Martel had told him. ‘Imagine la tête que feront tes enfants!’


Well, he was certainly imagining the faces of his children now. Imagining them gathered around his casket at the old church in Hampstead with his wife, Amanda, dressed in black and cursing her fool of a husband.


Martel’s growl cut across his thoughts. ‘No one could be alive up there.’


Peter hesitated. How sure was he of what he’d seen?


They’d been trekking through the high pass, knee-deep in snow, a stiff wind lacerating their faces. The valley snarled around them, sharp granite ridges covered in their winter blankets.


Martel had told him the route was often employed by Buddhist pilgrims.


What he hadn’t bothered to point out was that even fanatics rarely ventured here in the depths of winter.


And then the worst had happened.


A roar above and behind him. He’d turned to see a section of the nearest ridge shear away, come tumbling down in great slabs of snow and ice. Crying out in terror, he’d flapped and cursed his way out of the torrent’s path.


When the snow had settled, he’d looked back and seen . . . a narrow cave opening high up on the ridge’s flank. And in the mouth of the cave, what looked like the shape of a man.


He’d used his binoculars, but couldn’t be certain.


He’d caught up with Martel, who’d been a hundred yards ahead and had missed the minor avalanche entirely.


Convincing him to go back was never going to be straightforward.


‘Out of the question. If anyone is there, then he is dead.’


‘All the more reason to check. His family would wish to know.’


‘It is not our responsibility.’


‘I can’t see anyone else out here.’ Peter squared up to the Frenchman. He was sick of Martel’s condescending attitude. ‘I’m not moving on until we take a look.’


Martel must have seen something in the set of his shoulders.


‘Merd!’ he shouted and then turned and began trudging back the way they’d come.


Peter smiled under his hood, gripped his walking poles, and followed.


 


It took some time to find a safe route up to the cave.


Martel led, cursing all the while. On more than one occasion the unsettled snow shifted under them, almost making Peter question his obstinacy.


Finally, they slipped into the opening. The cave mouth was small and shadowed in darkness. Outside, dusk was falling.


He stared down at the shape he thought he’d seen.


A wash of relief as he realised his eyes hadn’t deceived him.


The dead man was splayed against the inner wall of the cave mouth. Rocks had piled up behind him, where the roof had collapsed, packed in with ice and snow. It seemed obvious that he must have been further in, and the avalanche had nudged his body towards the opening. Without that movement, he might have remained hidden, Peter thought. In the summer months, no one would bother to climb up here simply to explore a narrow opening in the rock face.


With a sharp bite of horror, he noted that the man’s face was all but gone, crushed by falling rocks.


Martel had dropped to his knees and was examining the body closely, running a torch over it. ‘He’s a white man,’ he eventually concluded.


Peter knew that many western climbers had perished in and around the Himalayas, lost in the high passes or attempting reckless mountain exploits.


He shuddered. There but for the grace of God . . .


Martel had begun searching the man’s pockets.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Looking for identification.’ He patted down the man’s thin shirt and trousers. The outfit was completely unsuited to the cold.


How had he ended up here in this remote cave?


Martel pulled something from an inner pocket.


A book.


Slipping off a bulky glove, he blew warmth on to his fingers, then flipped open the book and trained the torch on the flyleaf.


Peter resisted the urge to snatch the volume from the Frenchman’s hands.


A gust of wind blew into the cave, howled around them.


Finally, Martel looked up at him. The torchlight gave his sallow cheeks a skeletal aspect.


‘Bombay,’ he said, simply.










Chapter 2


‘What can you tell me about him?’


‘I can tell you he’s the most famous man in the country about now.’


Persis scowled. Standing in the Grant Medical College autopsy room, the pungent smell of formaldehyde stinging her nostrils, she was in no mood for Bhoomi’s macabre brand of humour.


The newspapers had had a field day.


An unidentified white man found dead in a cave up in the Himalayan foothills.


A man of mystery.


The Ice Man.


Who was he? How long had he been there? What had he been doing there?


The only clue: a book discovered on his person, a book that had led, for a reason she hadn’t yet ascertained, to his body being sent to Bombay.


As the clamour grew to unravel the Ice Man’s fate, the case had been shunted from one government office to another until it had landed at Malabar House, the runt of Bombay’s constabulary, a station where those in ill favour were sent – some as a penance, others because there was nowhere else to put them.


Persis, as the first – and to date, only – female inspector to have qualified for the Indian Police Service, had found herself in the latter category.


In her short time at the station, she’d been tasked with several politically sensitive cases, the kind that no one else wanted – no one in their right mind, at any rate. Her efforts had thrust her into the national spotlight, an uncomfortable place to be at the best of times.


It seemed not to occur to her detractors that their objections were at odds with the ideals of the new India. Hadn’t women fought the same fight, shed the same blood? Why should they be denied the right to participate in Nehru’s bright new dawn?


She shook the thought aside and focused on the Ice Man.


Roshan Seth, her commanding officer, had drily explained the situation that morning.


‘The Ice Man has become a cause célèbre, Persis. This makes him a headache for our superiors. No one wants to be seen to fail. And so, they’ve handed the job to us. And now I’m handing it to you. Congratulations.’


 


She stood back as Bhoomi went through his routine, occasionally barking at his assistant, a small wiry man named Kemal Butt, who had set up a camera so that the body could be photographed.


The pathologist carefully cut away the dead man’s clothing, revealing a pale corpse – middle-aged, if she had to guess – with sandy hair and strangely blackened hands, ears and throat.


‘Did you remove his shoes?’ she asked.


‘Well spotted,’ said Bhoomi, as his assistant photographed the naked body, the flash popping brightly in the low-ceilinged suite. ‘No. He came in without any shoes. Or gloves, for that matter.’


Bhoomi picked up a foot, took a closer look, as if examining a marrow at the market. He noticed her staring.


‘Do you know what happens to the human body in extreme cold?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Our bodies react by reducing blood flow to our hands and feet to preserve our core temperature. It’s a process called vasoconstriction. But in doing so, we lose heat in our extremities. As fluid in our tissues begins to freeze, our cell walls break down, leading to necrosis.’


‘Frostbite.’


‘Yes. And that is precisely what is missing here.’


She waited for him to expand.


‘This man did not die because of the cold. There is evidence of damage to the body caused by cold, but I believe that to have occurred post-mortem, a result of the icy conditions in which he was preserved.’


‘Why is he wearing such thin clothes? Where are his shoes and gloves?’


Bhoomi lowered the foot. ‘Have you heard of a phenomenon called “paradoxical undressing”?’


She shook her head.


‘In the final stages of hypothermia, the mind begins to play tricks. Sometimes, it convinces us that we’re warming up – possibly because of damage to the vasomotor centre. Climbers who succumb to the cold are often found in a state of undress.’


‘You’re suggesting he might have been wearing more clothes?’


‘It would be a strange man who went up into the mountains dressed as our friend here.’


He said no more and bent once again to his work. She watched as he took measurements of the body, and then carried out a fingertip search, leaning over the corpse and noting his observations in a leather-bound journal.


Once done, he gestured at Butt to help him turn the body over, the pallid flesh slapping wetly on the autopsy table.


The sound didn’t bother her, nor the sight of the mutilated corpse.


Death had never fazed her – not in the autopsy suite of the police training college at Mount Abu, and not in the streets of Bombay during the worst of the Partition rioting, when fly-covered bodies lay out in the open for days.


She waited while Bhoomi finished his examination. The pathologist took extra care with the wounds to the crushed face. Pausing midway, he picked up a swab and ran it around the inner whorl of the right ear. ‘Strange,’ he muttered.


‘What is?’


‘The ear is blackened. Initially I thought it was frostbite, but we’ve determined that it’s not that. Neither is it due to routine post-mortem discolouration of the skin – note how the colour here is much darker than the feet. This is some sort of . . . substance. It’s also smeared on his hands and throat. Quite possibly his face too, though there’s not much left of that to be certain. I’m not sure what it is.’ He continued to stare at the swab, then deposited it into a bag. ‘I’ll have to send it away for testing.’


He returned to his bank of instruments, picked up a small saw, and bent to the business of opening up the body.


She looked on as he extracted and weighed the organs, then placed a body block under the dead man’s head, before making an incision across the fractured crown and peeling back the scalp. In short order, he had exposed the brain, scooped it out, weighed it, then set it down on a steel tray.


Next, he pulled back the face and began a detailed examination of the skull.


When he finally stepped away, he looked perturbed.


‘Here is what I can tell you . . . by my estimation, our victim was a man in his early forties. I can’t be sure, but if I had to guess, he’s been up in that cave for some time. Years. Five, maybe ten. It’s impossible to be certain. Human bodies can be preserved almost perfectly by very cold conditions, certainly over the period we’re talking about.’


‘How did he die?’


‘My working hypothesis is that he died from blunt force trauma to the cranium and face. The morphology of his wounds is consistent with him being struck by rocks. One possible scenario might be that our friend here lost his mind in the grip of incipient hypothermia, tore off most of his clothes, then climbed up into that cave where a rock fall killed him. That would explain the absence of pronounced frostbite. Once he was dead, and in that cave, tissue damage from the cold would have slowed.’


There was something in his tone.


‘You sound unconvinced by your own scenario.’


He clicked his tongue. ‘The fact that his wounds are so precisely centred around his face and skull makes me wonder . . .’


She waited.


‘Look, there’s no way for me to be certain, but . . . it almost seems as if his face was deliberately caved in. The number of blows, the damage inflicted, the impact pattern of the strikes . . . they all indicate a force that I find hard to believe could have been generated by falling rocks, in what, if the report accompanying the body is to be believed, is a very small cave. What I mean is – the rocks would have had to have been either incredibly dense or fallen from a great height to make this sort of mess. The cranium is incredibly robust,’ he added.


She understood instantly. ‘You’re suggesting he was murdered?’


He shrugged. ‘I’m suggesting it’s a strong possibility.’










Chapter 3


‘Murdered?’ said Seth, bleakly.


‘Yes.’


He closed his eyes and breathed in aggressively through his nostrils. Under normal circumstances she’d have expected him to reach for the bottle of whisky in the top drawer of his desk, but she knew he’d made a conscious effort over the past weeks to curb the habit.


Roshan Seth, Superintendent of Police, and her commanding officer, had once been a leading light in the Bombay police, before the advent of independence had fired his career out of a cannon into the side of a barn. The changing of the guard had provided his rivals with the opportunity to settle old scores. Though never directly accused, rumours had poured into the ears of those that had taken over the running of the Imperial Police Force, whispers that suggested Seth had pursued his duty with excessive zeal during the Raj.


In the new India, such an accusation was tantamount to a death sentence.


In truth, she knew that Seth might well have preferred the hangman’s rope to the living death he now experienced, relegated to Malabar House, placed in charge of a group of misfits and undesirables, his career as dead as the Ice Man. A shrewd officer, once fastidious, he had succumbed to the lure of the bottle. His days were now spent lurking in his basement office like a giant bat with a jaundiced liver and a terminal case of cynicism.


‘Do we have any leads as to his identity?’ he now asked.


‘He was a white man in his forties. That’s about all we can say. His face is crushed beyond all recognition. It would be pointless to release a photograph.’


‘There can’t be many foreigners who’ve gone missing up there.’


‘You’d be surprised. I spoke to a Himalayan mountain guide earlier today – he runs a rescue service up near where the Ice Man was found. Apparently, dozens of climbers go missing in that region every year. Most are still up there. Recovery is difficult and expensive. Often, they don’t even bother to log their planned routes with the local authorities.’


Seth tapped the desk. Without a glass in his hand, he seemed oddly naked.


‘So what do we know?’


‘Very little. The only thing we have to go on is the book that was found on him. I’ve brought it back from the morgue. I was about to examine it before you hauled me in here.’


He gave her a sour look. ‘Heaven forbid you should keep your commanding officer in the loop. What’s the book?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t looked at it yet.’ She allowed a trace of impatience to enter her voice.


He raised his hands in surrender. ‘Fine. Fine. Just let me know as soon as you have something. Shukla is making my life miserable. Delhi is holding his feet to the fire on this one.’


She knew, from past experience, that Additional Deputy Commissioner of Police Shukla was a political animal, with the smile of a crocodile and the temperament to match. ‘Why does Delhi care?’


‘Because we live in an enlightened era, Persis. India is now a member of the global fraternity. The Ice Man is all over the airwaves. Everyone wants to know who our mysterious white friend was.’


‘It’s funny. Hundreds of thousands of Indians died during the Raj and no one gave a damn.’


He waved her words away as if swatting a fly. Old grievances. Pointless to dwell on the past now. India was steaming ahead, forging an identity that would define her place in the world in the decades to come. Nehru was remaking the country in his own image, penning a national fairy tale to rival the myth-making of the Hindu pantheon. A lingering hangover from the colonial era might have dulled her political senses, but India was now awake, seven millennia of tradition and history reasserting itself.


There was no time to play the victim.


‘How do you plan to proceed?’ Seth asked.


‘I’ll have a look at the book, see if it points me anywhere. In the meantime, let’s hope someone remembers a white man who went trekking up in that region and never came back.’


He leaned back, folded his hands over his stomach, then unfolded them.


‘There’s something else.’ He paused, suddenly agitated. His eyes slid away. ‘Have you heard of the Bombay Slum Rehabilitation Programme?’


‘No.’


‘An idea dreamed up by someone in the state legislature with too much time on their hands. The aim is to pan for gold in the murkiest pools of our fair city. Seek out the best and brightest in Bombay’s slums and give them a leg up. That sort of thing.’


‘Why are you telling me?’


He took a deep breath. ‘Because, Persis, it has been decided that you will take on a mentee as part of this shiny new initiative.’


She stared at him, stony-faced. ‘I don’t think so.’


His moustache twitched. ‘You seem to be under the illusion that you have a choice in the matter.’ He leaned forward, set his elbows on the desk. ‘It’s simple. They assign you a mentee. You meet the mentee. You talk to the mentee. You impart wisdom.’


‘If it’s so simple, why don’t you do it? Sir.’


‘I’m afraid you have been specifically requested.’


‘By who?’


‘By the mentee. By those running the programme. By God, for all I know.’


‘And if I refuse?’


His lips curled back in a parody of a smile, but he said nothing. There was no need.


She turned and walked stiffly to the door, then looked back. ‘I think I liked you better when you were drinking.’


 


Back in the office, she weaved her way to her desk and slumped into her seat. Slipping off her cap, she set it down and leaned back. The ceiling fan ruffled a sheaf of papers, congealing the sweat on her brow.


Even in early March the temperature was sweltering.


In other nations, spring announced a time of rebirth and renewal, serenaded by the mellifluous descant of nightingales, and the heady fragrance of cherry blossom and freshly cut grass. In Bombay, by contrast, spring heralded the onset of a torrid heat that curdled the open sewers and mounds of rotting vegetation dotted about the city like decorative flourishes, feasted upon by pie dogs and feral pigs who couldn’t quite believe their luck.


The open-plan office, a jumble of desks and battered steel filing cabinets, was all but deserted. Of her fellow inspector, Hemant Oberoi, there was no sign. Neither was Sub-Inspector George Fernandes present. She knew that Fernandes was still recovering from the bullet wound he’d sustained during their last investigation.


Her thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Sub-Inspectors Birla and Haq, clattering into the basement space like a brass band into a lift.


Haq, a large man with a lantern-shaped head and cauliflower ears, collapsed into his seat, wiped a fleshy forearm across his brow, then bellowed at the office peon to fetch him a glass of water.


Gopal, dozing on a stool in the corner, leaped up as if lashed by a whip, and scuttled from the room.


Birla made his way over. ‘How goes it with our frozen friend?’


Of all those banished to Malabar House, Birla had been the one to show her the most civility or, at any rate, the least disrespect. A slender man in his late forties, with a savage crew-cut and a small, neat moustache, his career in the service had been distinguished by mediocrity. He’d found himself consigned to the station following a slight against a senior officer. The fact that the slight had been committed by his daughter – a refusal to entertain the advances of the officer in question – had been neither here nor there.


He wouldn’t be the first father to pay for the sins of a headstrong daughter.


She quickly brought him up to speed.


Birla was her designated second on the investigation, though he had other duties that were occupying his time. Malabar House’s recent notoriety – partly thanks to her own efforts – had resulted in a sudden glut of cases. The other stations in the city appeared to have agreed among themselves that anything of a quirky nature, anything politically charged and with little hope of resolution, might justifiably be shunted to Bombay’s smallest police outpost.


In effect, they’d become a dumping ground for cases no one else wanted.


In a way, it made sense.


The station was already a dumping ground for officers no one else wanted to work with.


Malabar House, a four-storey Edwardian building located on John Adams Street and built in the grand British tradition, complete with gargoyles, balconied windows, a sandstone façade and an arcaded front entrance, was owned and operated by one of the country’s leading business houses, the basement leased to Bombay’s smallest and most unwanted police station, ostensibly the base of operations for a branch of the CID – the Criminal Investigation Department – tasked to investigate sensitive cases.


The reality put the lie to this convenient fiction.


The only cases that landed there were the ones with a tendency to explode in the faces of their investigators.


‘Mystifies me why anyone cares,’ expounded Birla. ‘I mean, if you choose to climb mountains, you shouldn’t be surprised if you end up freezing to death in a cave.’


After he’d wandered back to his desk, she picked up the evidence bag that Bhoomi had vouchsafed to her at the morgue. From inside, she slipped out the book found in the Ice Man’s possession.


It was a notebook, pocket-sized and bound in pebbled brown leather, the edges scuffed, the leather faded.


She opened it to the flyleaf and immediately saw why the Ice Man had been sent to Bombay.


On the blank page was a stamp: BOMBAY PRESS, 1943.


She supposed the person who’d made the decision hadn’t realised that the stamp meant nothing. The Bombay Press was, indeed, based in the city, but the notebook itself might have been sold anywhere in the country.


1943. She now had an upper limit for the length of time the Ice Man had been up in his mountain cave.


Seven years.


She continued flicking through the notebook.


The first section was taken up by various maps of India – she noted that they were all maps from the pre-Partition era, some stretching back to the beginning of the colonial period, India still labelled as Hindoostan. Others had legends setting out the map’s provenance, for instance: STANFORD’S MAP OF INDIA: BASED ON THE SURVEYS EXECUTED BY ORDER OF THE HONOURABLE THE EAST INDIA COMPANY, SPECIAL MAPS OF THE SURVEYOR GENERAL AND OTHER AUTHORITIES, SHOWING THE LATEST TERRITORIAL ACQUISITIONS OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE.


She wondered briefly if the Ice Man had been a cartographer.


Perhaps he’d been exploring the high passes with the intention of mapping them?


But if that were the case, where was his equipment? Why did he have no identification on him? Had those items been lost too when he’d discarded his clothes – as Bhoomi supposed – in the throes of his death madness?


The maps were followed by ruled pages, mostly blank, a few scribbled with notes, mostly incomprehensible. The Ice Man’s handwriting – if indeed it was his – was cramped, cursive, and looped into an ineligible morass. The few notes she could make out were bland observations, mainly of the weather, or odd comments such as ‘P – 65 paces to corner’ or ‘X – cigarette at 3.14 p.m. Panamas’.


There seemed to be nothing about what he had been doing up in the mountains.


At the very end of the book, she found something odd.


Three missing pages, torn out. And then a fourth page, containing two lines.


The first line was a message, presumably written by the Ice Man: ‘In the event of my death, please ensure that this journal reaches my wife.’


There was nothing else. No name or address. Nothing to indicate precisely who the author had meant. Yet the line told her something: somewhere out there was a woman waiting for her husband to return. And that might mean that, somewhere, a missing persons report had been filed.


White men didn’t just vanish in India without someone kicking up an almighty fuss.


Below this was another line, written in the same hand:


 


Caesar’s Triumph holds the key


 


An enigmatic statement . . . What could it possibly mean?










Chapter 4


She was still pondering the question as she parked the jeep in the alley that ran by the side of the bookshop.


Getting out, she made her way to the front, where a string bean of a man in ragged shorts and a white vest boasting more holes than cloth was perched above the lintel, sanding down one of a pair of stone vultures perched on a plinth above the glass façade.


The Wadia Book Emporium had been passed down from her grandfather to her father, and had survived rioting, fire, and war. The shop enjoyed a loyal fan base, and this, in concert with her father’s legendary bloody-mindedness, had carried it through the worst years of the Quit India movement when mobs routinely rampaged through the streets searching for symbols of the British Empire to push against the wall of history and beat to kingdom come.


A bookstore frequented by many of Bombay’s white residents had proved a lamentably seductive target.


Peering into the shop, she was surprised to discover the lights had been dimmed. Her father invariably worked late, though opening and closing times were often at the mercy of his moods.


She walked in through the front door. It was never locked – if there was one thing Bombay’s thieves seemed disinclined to pilfer, it was books. This was a continual source of amazement to her, given that the city’s legendary pickpockets would steal the air from a drowning man’s lungs if given the chance.


She walked to the rear of the shop, threading her way past Accounting, Literary Incunabula, and Zoology, skirting the battered old Chesterfield her father kept at the back, then up a flight of stairs to their apartment.


Upon entering, she found herself in the living room, where Sam and his long-time friend Dr Aziz were drinking by the grand piano.


She stared at them in astonishment.


Both men were resplendent in tuxedos. Though she’d seen Aziz in evening dress before, she’d never yet caught her father in anything so refined.


He noted her gaze and stared belligerently back at her from his wheelchair.


‘What are you wearing?’ she said.


‘Good evening, Persis,’ said Aziz, straightening from the piano and tilting his tumbler at her.


‘What is he wearing?’ she repeated, turning to the doctor.


‘You can perfectly well see what I’m wearing,’ said Sam tetchily.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The question is why are you wearing—’ She stopped. Her nostrils twitched.


Striding across the room, she lowered her nose to his neck.


‘Is there a reason you’re sniffing at me as if I were an old carpet?’


‘You’re wearing cologne!’ she said accusingly.


‘Is that a crime now?’


‘No. I mean, it’s just—’


‘If you must know, I’ve been out. With Aziz. To the opera.’


‘The opera?’ Her tone could not have been more disbelieving if he’d told her the pair of them had returned from the moon.


A moment’s silence thickened around them, and then she said, ‘Papa, where have you really been?’


He stared at her, his thick grey moustache twitching in irritation. ‘I don’t have to stand here and be insulted by my own daughter.’


‘You can’t stand,’ said Aziz helpfully. ‘You’re in a wheelchair.’


Sam glared at the man, then trundled out of the room, the door banging shut behind him.


Persis turned to the doctor. ‘Uncle Aziz, what’s going on?’


Aziz looked down into his glass. ‘It’s as your father says. We disported ourselves at the opera.’


‘My father hates the opera. He once told me he’d rather pour boiling oil into his ears than listen to fat white men singing baritone.’


‘Suffice to say that his views on the matter have changed.’


‘Papa? Change?’ Her incredulity could have scoured the paint-work.


‘Persis, your father is simply . . . awakening.’


‘Awakening? To what?’


Aziz smiled mysteriously. ‘To possibilities.’ He swung his forearm up to check his watch. ‘I’m afraid I must fly. Mr Flaherty is expecting me at nine to inspect his . . . his watering can. Poor chap has a frightful problem with nocturnal emissions. I suspect an infection!’


After Aziz had left, she stood there a moment, looking at Akbar, her grey Persian tomcat, perched atop the piano, licking his paws.


Akbar refused to meet her eyes.


Something had to be very wrong if even the cat looked guilty.


She went to her bedroom, stripped off her uniform, and walked into the shower.


Undoing her single plait, she unfurled her long black hair and spent a moment gazing at herself in the mirror.


Aunt Nussie had told Persis many times that she was the spitting image of her mother, Sanaz, a society beauty in her day. Born to wealth, Sanaz had broken her father’s heart by eloping with Sam Wadia, a man of limited means, prospects, and temper.


The marriage had been happy, but short-lived.


Sanaz had died in a motorcar accident when Persis was just seven.


It would be two decades before Persis would learn that Sam had been at the wheel of the car in question.


What would her mother make of her father’s mysterious behaviour?


What would she make of Persis’s own circumstances? A woman with few friends, a loner – and unmarried, in spite of Aunt Nussie’s best efforts.


Of course, she wasn’t entirely alone.


There were the handful of friends she’d clung on to from her college years: Dinaz, Jaya. And then there was Archie Blackfinch, the English criminalist she’d worked with on her past two cases. A man who’d somehow managed to disturb the simple equilibrium of her life, slipping, almost unnoticed, into the narrow space she’d left between her personal desires and the ambitions that drove her.


Thoughts of Blackfinch brought with them an unwelcome swirl of emotion. She shook the feelings aside. What good did it do to dwell on the matter?


She showered, put on a silk kimono imprinted with Japanese calligraphy, then returned to the living room where Krishna – the houseboy – was serving dinner. Her father had also returned, having divested himself of his evening dress, and was hunkered over the dining table in a cotton shirt and shorts.


She took a seat opposite and helped herself to chicken with saffron rice.


Krishna beamed a gap-toothed smile at her.


Her father’s geriatric driver and manservant had once doubled as her nanny. He’d been as proficient in that role as he was in the kitchen, but, over the years, they’d become acclimatised to his cooking, like hostages during an extended siege.


Avoiding the topic of her father’s recent interest in the arts, she instead told him about her day, and her progress – or rather lack of it – with the Ice Man investigation.


‘They’re all lunatics,’ pronounced Sam. ‘What’s the point of climbing a mountain anyway? What have you really achieved? Does the mountain care?’


‘If we didn’t climb mountains, we’d never achieve anything,’ she said mildly.


‘It’s that sort of thinking that leads men to start wars. Trying to prove their own greatness.’


She ignored him. Men – and women – climbed mountains because they spoke to something inside the human soul. In the grand scheme of things, humans were so insignificant that, occasionally, they needed to reassure themselves that they still mattered.


‘You’re too young to remember the German expedition that was lost on Nanga Parbat in 1934,’ Sam continued. ‘Nine men dead. It was led by a fool named Willy Merkl. Well, he was in Bombay earlier that year. Came into the shop. Stood there in his shiny suit smoking a cigarillo, spouting Hegel and all sorts of guff about the triumph of the human spirit. What rot! What has he got to show for his triumph of the human spirit now? A grinning skeleton, with ice in his eye sockets, that’s what.’


She changed the subject. ‘Why is there a man sanding down Achilles and Hector?’


Achilles and Hector: the childhood names she’d given to the stone vultures above the shopfront.


Her father’s gaze dropped to his plate. The overhead light glinted from his bald dome. ‘I thought the shop could use a few repairs.’


She set down her spoon and fixed him with a look. ‘Papa. What’s going on?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘First, you go to the opera. Now, you tell me you’re redecorating—’


‘It’s hardly redecorating.’


She stared at him, but he refused to meet her eyes.


‘Nothing’s going on. If I were you, I’d save my energy for the Ice Man. You’re going to need it.’










Chapter 5


Her father’s words proved prophetic.


The pathologist’s opinion that the Ice Man had been murdered exploded on to the front pages on the second day.


She’d arrived at Malabar House to find Seth agitatedly pacing the lobby of the grand old building, smoking a cigarette.


She hadn’t realised that he indulged.


‘I’ve given up drinking,’ he explained. ‘I thought I’d try these instead. They’re supposed to be better for you.’


He coughed like a stalled carburettor, bending over double and almost hacking his lungs out on to the terrazzo. Lurching his way to the marble counter, behind which the building’s receptionist – a young woman in a mango-coloured sari – observed him with alarm, he snatched up a folded copy of the Indian Chronicle and thrust it at Persis.


‘I suppose you’ve seen this?’ he wheezed.


She examined the front page.


 


ICE MAN MURDERED!


ENIGMATIC MOUNTAIN MAN


VICTIM OF FOUL PLAY


 


The journalist, Aalam Channa, had somehow procured a photograph of the Ice Man’s crushed face.


‘That place is leakier than a burst pipe,’ observed Seth.


It was an accusation often levelled at Raj Bhoomi’s mortuary. Then again, she knew that Channa was a journalist with few scruples, a man who’d sell his own soul if it meant a good headline.


His recent attempts to undermine her own reputation still burned in her memory.


‘This doesn’t change anything.’


‘Try telling that to Shukla,’ countered Seth morosely. He examined the burning tip of his cigarette, then threw it on to the floor before crushing it savagely underfoot.


 


The day passed at a speed that would have seemed indecent were it not for the fact that she managed to accomplish next to nothing.


The garish headlines instigated a deluge of crank calls.


In the space of a few short hours, the Ice Man was identified as a native of no less than a dozen countries, with a roll call of backgrounds so extravagant as to embarrass a coven of professional spies. A noted sadhu from the port town of Pondicherry promised to reveal the Ice Man’s fate if suitable financial recompense could be agreed upon for the perils he would face in communing with the departed.


She tasked Birla to follow up on the various leads, a labour he accepted grudgingly, bending to his telephone with a sigh.


Meanwhile, she began calling the other stations in the city, seeking missing persons reports that corresponded to the rough physical description of the victim.


The process was laborious and dispiriting. Record-keeping across the city’s eighty odd stations was fragmented, largely dependent on who had been in charge, and how often the station had been burned down during the Quit India riots.


They made little progress during the course of the day, turning over nothing that helped in identifying their victim or understanding what he may have been doing up in the mountains.


By the time she headed home, late in the evening, she’d begun to understand exactly why no one had wanted the case. She could already smell the stink of future failure, a rancid odour that clung to the station like a Delhi fog.










Chapter 6


Persis had often heard her father complain that a day in Bombay was equivalent to at least three anywhere else on the subcontinent. The sense of events moving at an ever-increasing pace, like a speeded-up film, was never far from her mind, more so in the past year since her arrival on the force.


On the third day, she arrived at the station to find Roshan Seth waiting to usher her into his office, where she discovered Hemant Oberoi sitting slackly in a chair, legs akimbo, as if he’d just returned from a hunt with his hounds.


Oberoi, the senior inspector assigned to Malabar House, had earned her ire early on with his vocal insistence that women had no place on the force. Tall, handsome, wealthy, and prone to rashness, he had landed at Malabar House following an ill-judged affair with the sister of a high-ranking government martinet. His time at the station had been marked by seething resentment at the hand fate had dealt him, manifesting in a surly attitude towards his colleagues.


As Seth made his way to the far side of the desk, Oberoi got to his feet with deliberate slowness.


‘Why is she here?’ he said, not bothering to look at Persis.


‘She’s here because I want her here,’ replied Seth curtly.


He tore a sheet from a notepad on his desk and threw it at Oberoi.


‘There’s been a double murder over in Fort. A couple by the name of Renzi. I want you to take Persis and head over there.’ He held up a hand. ‘Before you object: Persis has shown herself to be a very capable investigator. I trust her. If you don’t like it, you can hand me your badge and quit.’


 


The ride over to the Renzi residence could not have been more uncomfortable if she’d found herself in a tank with live eels. Oberoi made little secret of his displeasure at being forced to work with her; the feeling was mutual.


Having parked the jeep outside the Renzis’ substantial bungalow, he turned to her and said, ‘Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t give a damn what Seth says. This is my case. I don’t need your help or your opinion. You can tag along if he says so, but you don’t open your mouth.’


Not waiting for her to reply, he crashed out of the jeep and began barking at the guard seated by the gate.


She sat there a moment, seething, then composed herself and followed him out.


They approached the two-storey, sandblasted mansion, painted in duck-egg blue, over a gravelled drive. To one side, parked under a coloured awning, she could see a small fleet of cars.


Clearly, the Renzis were an affluent couple and not afraid of showing it.


She recalled Seth’s parting words. ‘There’s a reason the case has been sent to us. The wife is a Bombayite, from a political family – and by political, I mean her father is a long-standing thorn in Nehru’s side. Tread carefully.’


They were met in the lobby by a well-dressed older man, hair greying at the temples, peppered beard trimmed neatly to the chin, dark features lined with sorrow. Introducing himself as Arthur De Mello, he explained that he was Stephen Renzi’s business manager.


‘Tell me about him,’ said Oberoi brusquely.


De Mello blinked. ‘Stephen was Italian but he’d lived in India for several years. He married . . .’ He paused, overcome.


‘Yes?’ said Oberoi testily.


‘I’m sorry. It’s still hard to believe they’re dead.’


‘Dead is dead,’ said Oberoi, unsympathetically.


De Mello seemed shocked. Persis bit down on her tongue.


‘His wife is – was – Leela Sinha. The daughter of Pramod Sinha, the politician.’


‘Show me the bodies.’


They followed De Mello as he led them up a flight of stairs to a carpeted landing. They walked along a corridor, before stopping outside a half-open door, where several house servants were gathered, clutching each other and weeping.


De Mello took a deep breath, then bade them enter.


The walls were papered with floral pinks and pale yellows, the marbled floor covered with a scattering of thin rugs. A chandelier shimmered above a four-poster bed, gauzy white mosquito nets hanging between the posts. To one side of the room stood a pair of stout mahogany wardrobes. On the other was a mirrored dresser with a padded stool, a skirt of gold tassels running around the bottom. A vase of dried flowers perched on one corner of the dresser, looking as if it might fall to the floor at any moment. Beside it was an ornamental wooden doll staring unseeingly out into the room.


De Mello approached the bed, then stopped. He waved at it helplessly, then turned away.


Oberoi stepped forward and savagely yanked back the net curtain from between the nearest posts.


Persis peered past him.


A flutter in her stomach like the beat of a raven’s wing.


Two bodies lay on the bed, a man and a woman, dark halos of blood soaked into the pillows and bed linen around their heads.


The pair were dressed in their underclothes, the man in a vest and silk shorts, the woman in a short white nightgown that was startling against her dark skin.


‘Well, they’re certainly dead,’ muttered Oberoi.


Persis moved closer.


The man – a white man – was unrecognisable. His face had been smashed in, nose crushed flat, the jaw hanging loose, teeth pulped into the mess. The sight was sickening, but she found a centre of calm inside her; a cold current beneath the surface of a lake.


She continued her examination.


Stephen Renzi was tall, with a good build, the belly slighting seeding to fat. His legs and arms were covered in fine dark hair, as was his head, now matted with blood.


On his left hand, he wore a wedding band. She noted that a watch lay on the nightstand. It looked expensive.


The woman beside him had been spared the brutal death her husband had suffered.


Her face was intact – unblemished skin, delicate eyebrows, a thin nose, full lips.


Leela Renzi had been a beautiful woman, and remained so in death.


‘He slit her throat,’ she murmured.


‘What?’ Oberoi turned his head. ‘What did you say?’


‘I said he slit her throat. The killer. But he battered the husband’s face in. Why?’


‘Why what?’


‘Why kill the wife one way and the husband another?’


‘What difference does it make? They’re both dead, aren’t they?’


Oberoi turned to De Mello, who was standing by the window, framed in light, dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief.


‘Who found the bodies?’


‘The cook. Stephen and Leela didn’t come down for breakfast, so she came up to see if they wished for breakfast in bed.’


‘What time was that?’


‘Around nine. She found the bodies and called me.’


‘Why you and not the police?’


‘Because she was in a panic. She wanted to speak to a familiar voice. I’m sure you can understand.’


‘What did you do when she called you?’


‘I told her not to touch anything, then rushed over to the house – I only live ten minutes away. I was praying that, somehow, she’d made a mistake, or that she was playing a horrible trick on me. I was wrong.’


The door opened behind them and a small, portly man bustled in. Sweat sparkled in his untidy grey moustache.


Persis recognised the medical examiner, Sengupta.


They waited as Sengupta bent to the bodies and quickly certified death. Never a talkative man, he checked his watch to confirm the time, filled out the necessary paperwork, and handed it to Oberoi without bothering to acknowledge Persis’s presence.


‘Can you estimate time of death?’ asked Oberoi.


Sengupta blinked his turbot eyes. ‘Based on temperature readings and the fact that rigor mortis has just begun to set in, I’d say they were killed maybe five to seven hours ago. That would put time of death between three and five a.m.’


‘Dead of night,’ muttered Oberoi.


‘Yes, very droll,’ said Sengupta drily.


‘What?’


‘What?’


The two men stared at each other.


‘He thought you were making a pun,’ said Persis, eventually.


Oberoi shot her a look.


Sengupta sighed, peeled off his gloves, picked up his bag, and departed the room without a backwards glance.


Oberoi turned to De Mello. ‘I want to talk to everyone who was in the house last night.’


 


Fifteen minutes later, De Mello had assembled the house staff in Stephen Renzi’s study.


The room was airy, with a drizzle of honey-coloured light flooding in from a bay window, pinewood bookcases, and an uncluttered writing bureau. The walls were a testament to a man who enjoyed the hunt: the stuffed heads of a menagerie of beasts looked down on them accusingly: a tiger, a deer, and the tusked skull of a bull elephant.


On one wall hung a pair of crossed rifles.


Oberoi walked up and down the parade as if conducting an inspection. Persis knew that he was fully aware of the intimidating figure he cut, especially to a group of servants caught in the eye of suspicion. It was another aspect of his personality that grated on her, the dismissive manner with which he treated those born to lower rank.


De Mello introduced the staff: Safiya Mirza, the elderly cook; Mary Gracias, the Goan cleaner; Vishal Deo, the eighteen-year-old houseboy; and Manas Ojah, the Renzis’ driver.


‘What about the security guard?’ asked Oberoi.


‘I sent him home,’ said De Mello. ‘He came in last evening to cover for the regular man. He was at the gate all night.’


‘You can vouch for that?’


De Mello’s brow furrowed. ‘Well. No. Of course not.’


‘Where is the regular man?’


‘He went on leave. To his village.’


Oberoi’s face slackened. He said nothing, but Persis could see his mind ticking over in the silence. Finally, he spoke. ‘I want his details. This guard who just happens to vanish on the very night his employers are murdered.’


‘His name is Ismail Siraj,’ said De Mello, stiffly. ‘But he has nothing to do with this. He’s been with the Renzis for years.’


‘Why don’t you leave the police work to me?’ said Oberoi bluntly.


Persis dug her fingernails into her palm as her colleague proceeded with his interrogation, which largely consisted of firing accusations at his cowed audience. The man had the investigative instincts of a boulder rolling downhill.


By the end of his efforts, he’d determined very little.


None of the servants lived on the premises. At the end of their respective duties, they had all returned to their own homes – all lived in the vicinity, all claimed to have been fast asleep in their beds at the time of the murders.


The last to leave had been the houseboy, Vishal Deo, who’d departed at around nine, after dinner had been cleared.


The cook, Mirza, had had to rush off quickly, and had left him to clean up.


‘What were the Renzis doing when you left?’ asked Oberoi, looming over the boy.


‘Mr Renzi was listening to the radio in the downstairs parlour. Mrs Renzi had just returned. She said she was tired and went up to bathe.’


‘Returned?’


De Mello answered for him. ‘Leela was due to travel to Jaipur for a week of sightseeing with her friends. They had an overnight sleeper booked. Their plans were cancelled at the last minute when one of their party fell ill at the station.’


‘Who knew about this trip?’ asked Persis.


Oberoi shot her a warning glance. She ignored him.


De Mello rocked back and forth on his feet. ‘What does it matter who knew?’


Oberoi leaned in towards the young Deo. ‘She was very beautiful, wasn’t she?’


Deo seemed confused. ‘Yes. Madam was very beautiful. Like a film star.’


‘You liked her, yes?’


‘She was very kind to me.’


‘But it wasn’t kindness you wanted from her, was it? Not a young man like you. You wanted more.’


Deo’s eyes rounded as he finally grasped where Oberoi was going. ‘No! I – I didn’t have anything to do with this.’


‘I’ll find out, you know,’ said Oberoi calmly. ‘I always do. And then they’ll hang you. Just like they hanged Godse.’


Godse. Gandhi’s assassin. Persis knew the mere mention of the man’s much publicised execution would be enough to evoke terror in the young Deo.


‘Did you know that when a man hangs, his bowels empty themselves?’ Oberoi continued. ‘That will be your legacy. Dying in your own shit and piss with a rope around your neck.’


Deo whimpered.


‘What about enemies?’ interrupted Persis.
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