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INTRODUCTION


Tarun K. Saint


The Hachette Book of Indian Detective Fiction brings together disparate voices in the genre of detective fiction from India and the subcontinent, with selected translations from regional language writing (Bengali in particular, and Tamil). This anthology seeks to fill a long-standing gap in the archive of popular fiction, which may seem somewhat ironic in the context of the popularity of detective fiction, and series and movies (on Netflix, for instance) in contemporary India.1 Here we showcase some of the best new and original writing in English, while also highlighting the importance of earlier writers who established the standards for the genre in the region. 


In a significant recent essay on South Asian crime fiction, Laura Brueck and Francesca Orsini show how the genre unsettles the binaries that often characterize the discourse on World literature (Anglophone/non-Anglophone, domestic/foreign, local/global), as the localization and synthesizing of the form with previous modes of storytelling gave this genre a unique flavour, eventually quite different from either British, European or American precursors.2 After its arrival on Indian and subcontinental shores in the nineteenth century, this mode rapidly established itself with a niche of dedicated followers. From the late nineteenth century onwards, detective fiction with its characteristic clue–puzzle plot (in which the author sets up a puzzle with clues) found a firm footing, later diversifying into subgenres like historical mystery, police procedural, comic/parodic detective fiction, hinterland noir and feminist detective fiction. Indeed, as the elements of the genre were transformed, the subcontinental detective story at its best became a mode of testimonial literature, bearing witness to the ethical and socio-cultural ramifications of the advent of technological development and modernity in our spaces, especially in the context of the vexed afterlife of traumatic histories, marked by silence, amnesia and erasure, and the denial of justice.


While a comprehensive account of the history of the genre in India and the subcontinent awaits completion by specialists, we can certainly identify some landmarks in the adaptation of the genre across the subcontinent from colonial to postcolonial times. Let us take another look at the origins of the genre. According to several literary historians of Anglophone crime writing, precursors like William Godwin (Things as They Are; or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams, 1794, retitled 1831)3 and Wilkie Collins (The Moonstone, 1868)4 initiated an interest in the subject of crime and detection (also stimulated by the popularity of the Newgate novels detailing true crime stories in often lurid prose). However, modern detective (rather than crime) fiction came to the fore in the nineteenth century with the publication of Edgar Allan Poe’s remarkable tales of ratiocination set in Paris such as ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ (1841) and ‘The Purloined Letter’ (1844), featuring eccentric amateur sleuth C. Auguste Dupin.5 The figure of the amateur detective became enshrined in popular culture with the appearance of Sherlock Holmes shortly after (modelled in part on Poe’s character Dupin), in Arthur Conan Doyle’s novels and short stories (the novel ‘A Study in Scarlet’ appeared in Beeton’s Christmas Annual in 1887, while the story ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’ was published in the Strand magazine, in 1891, to immediate popular acclaim).6 


Between 1911 and 1935, G.K. Chesterton’s stories featuring Catholic priest Father Brown posed a challenge to the ‘scientific’ basis for detection, as spiritual and intuitive methods (at times even entailing a mirroring of the mind of the criminal) proved more efficacious in solving crimes.7 Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot was the best known of the detectives of the Golden Age of the genre in the 1920–40s, marked by the clue–puzzle structure and the notion of problem solving as a tacit game with the  reader.8 Indeed, Ronald Knox’s Ten Commandments of Detective Fiction (1929) sought to formalize the ‘fair play’ based (mock) rules for the genre that were broken famously earlier by Christie herself in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926), in which Dr Sheppard, the Watson-like narrator is eventually disclosed to be the  killer.9 


Children’s detective fiction began to appear in the nineteenth century. Indeed, Mark Twain satirized the genre and its readership in Tom Sawyer, Detective (1896),10 emphasizing the ‘innocent’ perceptions of the child (Huckleberry Finn) at the expense of the craft of the detective (Tom Sawyer).11 The Golden Age also saw the flourishing of children’s detective fiction in the marketplace, as Edward Stratemeyer formed a syndicate with a team of ghost writers, seeking to boost the fortunes of the genre; the first Hardy Boys novel came out in 1927, while Nancy Drew novels were published regularly from 1930 onwards under the Carolyn Keene pseudonym.12 Christopher Routledge shows how the genre merged with conventions taken from adventure tales and thrillers from the 1940s, exemplified by Enid Blyton’s Famous Five from 1942 onwards in England, later succeeded by the Secret Seven, with the ambiguous situation of the child detective vis-à-vis the adult world often decentering assumptions about children’s inherent naiveté.13 Robert Arthur’s creation, the Three Investigators, with Alfred Hitchcock as patron, gave an extended lease of life to this subgenre with its greater degree of realism from 1964 to 1987.14 Children across the Indian subcontinent (as I recall) eagerly devoured these tales, leading to the possibility of constructing counter-narratives and plots of their own as they grew older and became alert to the many stereotypes  in such work.


In the hard-boiled detective fiction of Americans, Dashiell Hammett (Sam Spade), Raymond Chandler (Philip Marlowe) and Ross Macdonald (Lew Archer), published initially in magazines like Black Mask in the 1920–30s, we can see a greater interest in the subconscious mind and psychopathology, a trend which became more pronounced in the wake of the Great Depression, the two World Wars, and the Cold War.15 The darker side to the city and human nature became the focus in noir-style narratives that unsettled definitions of good and evil, the law and its supposed antithesis, crime, with emphasis on the visceral rather than the cerebral. 


After the second World War, the police procedural or police novel came to the fore with the 87th Precinct series of novels by Ed McBain in particular highlighting the importance of police teamwork, including forensic investigation and the laborious assembling of evidence, while acknowledging institutional imperfections and police corruption.16 Subsequently, Patricia Cornwell’s novels brought in a strong element of forensic science – her character Kay Scarpetta works as a pathologist in the laboratory and morgue, and the novels draw on the author’s own experience as a technician in Virginia’s Chief Medical Examiner’s office.17 The novels of Kathy Reichs, featuring forensic anthropologist Dr Temperance Brennan (also drawing on the author’s professional experience in the field), took forward the emphasis on forensic detail, while Sara Paretsky’s series of novels featuring V.I. Warshawski reconstructed the hard-boiled tradition from a feminist standpoint.18 


Chester Himes (Coffin Ed Johnson and Grave Digger Jones) and Walter Mosley (Easy Rawlins), among others, articulated the Afro-American perspective in their crime and detective novels, underlining the vulnerability of the (often antiheroic) black detective in a racially divided society.19 Meanwhile, the figure of the antihero in crime and detective fiction has mutated from the gentleman thief Raffles of the nineteenth century and Leslie Charteris’s The Saint, through master criminals like Fantômas and Lupin to the more disturbing, even damaged transgressive figures like Patricia Highsmith’s Tom Ripley and Jeff Lindsay’s serial killer/forensic investigator Dexter Morgan.20 Indeed, over the years the genre has taken on a plethora of new forms, often resulting in the redoing of genre boundaries, especially in Scandinavia and Latin America.21


To invoke a classic reflection from an earlier era, W.H. Auden, in ‘The Guilty Vicarage’, famously described the genre of detective fiction (the ‘whodunit’) as an exploration of the dialectic of innocence and guilt. In his account, detective fiction is a mode of escape literature, with magical satisfaction provided by a detective with powers of reasoning akin to a genius, who removes guilt by identifying who is guilty.22 Yet, Auden conceded that there is a quest for absolution and a return to a lost state of innocence underlying the genre, in effect a pastoralizing impulse unifying aesthetics and ethics. This insight can be further extended and modified in the context of Indian and subcontinental detective fiction, which at its most interesting adapts the clue–puzzle plot to the social and cultural contexts in the region, positing ethnographic puzzles while addressing the problem of violence and the question of justice in local contexts, thus redirecting the quest from the realm of the personal or religious to the socio-political and cultural-collective domains. 


The reckoning with criminal activity may be set in colonial times, as in early Bengali detective stories, or may be portrayed in a retrospective way as in postcolonial and historical detective fiction. We can often discern, even in tales with a contemporary setting, a longing for prelapsarian or precolonial innocence, an illustration of a subcontinental variation of the pastoralizing impulse with a different metaphysical and historical basis. In the best work in the genre, the decoding of the ethnographic puzzle involves a sifting of layers of culture and society and a critical questioning of hierarchical structures whether of race, class, caste, or gender. For example, as we will see in Ambai’s story ‘Sepal’ in this volume, detective Sudha Gupta’s gaze turns inward to her own personal space, as she unravels with delicacy a mystery pertaining to the situation of those from the LGBTQ community in Mumbai today. Such reinvention of form is often accompanied by a refusal of the closure provided by solving the case as in Golden Age detective fiction. The ambiguities rife in the apparatus of law enforcement inherited from the colonial state come to the fore in the most significant novels and stories, marked by open-endedness and indeterminacy, even an absence of solutions to the mystery at hand.23 


In the subcontinent, detective fiction came into the regional languages as a result of translations into languages like Bengali, and later Hindi and Urdu, among others. As Shampa Roy shows, the Bengali bhadralok were forerunners in adopting the form, with goyenda (or detective in Bangla) magazines and novels appearing in the late nineteenth century with the advent of modernity in its colonial avatar (Calcutta was the colonial capital till 1911).24 Anxieties about colonial law, surveillance and policing as well as racist stereotypes about Bengali ‘effeminacy’ fed into the construction of at times derivative narratives conjoining (hyper) masculinity and deductive skill, foregrounding the detective’s immersion in Bengali culture.25 Soon after, we also see the emergence on the scene of parodies of the form, as in the case of Rabindranath Tagore’s ‘Detective’ (1898), unsparing of both the formulas of detective fiction as well as of the supposedly pristine cultural context of the genre’s origins in colonial Britain.26 


Francesca Orsini has mapped the coterminous cultural history of borrowing, adaptation and reinvention in Hindi and Urdu (from English and French as well as Bengali), in which the detective is termed jasus (or spy).27 As Brueck and Orsini remind us, the figure of the ayyar in the dastangoi tradition in Urdu often sent on missions involving investigative work and espionage, resurfaced in the ‘introduced genre’ of early Hindi and Urdu crime fiction as the jasus, albeit with modifications, such as the emphasis on analysing evidence and proof rather than lakshan (bodily marks/signs) to attain the truth.28 Local detective figures did not take long to appear as aspiring authors across the subcontinent sought to emulate western models and templates, also in the wake of the widespread circulation of pulp fiction, for instance at A.H. Wheeler stores at railway stations and the extensive readership that emerged following the publication of the latest story or novel in magazine form or as stand-alone editions. The emergence on the scene of figures like Saradindu Bandyopadhyay’s Byomkesh Bakshi,29 Satyajit Ray’s Feluda,30 and Ibne Safi’s (pen name of Asrar Ahmad Narvi) Inspector (later Colonel) Faridi and Sergeant (later Captain) Imraan31 was a marker of a more complex negotiation with modernity in its colonial, and later, postcolonial guises.32 The best examples of such writing (Satyajit Ray’s work in particular) enabled a critique of both the self and the other, with the genre also becoming a vehicle for social and cultural commentary, especially in Bengali detective fiction. In Ray’s ‘The Locked Chest’, for instance, detective Feluda takes the train from Calcutta via Plassey to village Ghurghutia in the hinterland upon being summoned to help a retired Bengali gentleman, who is an avid reader of works of criminology by Émile Gaboriau, Poe and Conan Doyle. In this short tale, Ray brings in references to the first French detective story, the zamindari system and its style of architecture, as well as English nursery rhymes as Feluda strives to unravel the venal motives underlying the planned theft of a chest’s valuable contents, besides deciphering a numerical code involving a parrot.


Brueck and Orsini show how from the 1970s to the 1990s ‘hard-boiled’ pulp Hindi detective fiction was predominant in North India, also a time of heightened political consciousness leading up to and in the wake of the Emergency (1975–77), with the city becoming identified with violence, both in terms of state-sponsored and communal violence.33 Jasoosi kahaniyan (spy or mystery thrillers) in Urdu and Hindi by writers like Ved Prakash Sharma, Om Prakash Sharma (both from Meerut), Anil Mohan and Surender Mohan Pathak, outpaced other literary forms in terms of sales.34 Along the way, ghost writers thrived, especially in the case of the Colonel Ranjit series of stories, actually written by Maqbul Jalandhari, a journalist with the Milap daily.35 Possibly as a result of over-simplistic, often ghost-written plots, as well as on account of the emergence of alternative forms of entertainment with the advent of cable TV and the mobile phone,36 sales of lugri sahitya (Hindi pulp fiction) have gone into a steep decline in the twenty-first century, although the translation into English of bestselling novels by Pathak and others has sought to reverse the trend.37


In the wake of economic liberalization from 1991 onwards, we see an increasing sense of self-confidence in writers writing detective fiction in English, not only as imitations of the sleuths in Western precursor narratives, but as an attempt to explore the consequences of the rapid changes overtaking traditional society with the advent of techno-science and modern development, and their often destructive underbelly. A notable trend is the emergence on the scene of a number of women authors and women detectives, absent to a large extent prior to this.38 Ambai began writing her Sudha Gupta series of detective stories in Tamil after establishing her credentials as a writer of literary short fiction, and has redefined the genre in significant ways in her delicately wrought stories set in Mumbai and its environs.39 


A host of writers in the English language have published crime and detective fiction in the last two decades. Anuradha Kumar (based in Singapore and the USA, with crime novels set primarily in Orissa), Sujata Massey (based in America, her character Perveen Mistry is a Parsi lawyer in the making turned sleuth in colonial Bombay), Nev March (based in New Jersey, her character Jim Agnihotri, an Anglo-Indian sleuth during the time of the Raj), Swati Kaushal (based in Connecticut, her character Niki Marwah is a police superintendent in Simla), Shweta Taneja (based in the US now, sleuth Anantya Tantrist), and Kishwar Desai (based in the UK, Simran Singh is a detective in Punjab) belong to the Indian diaspora.40 Madhulika Liddle (creator of Muzaffar Jang, a maverick amir with deductive skills in Delhi in seventeenth century Mughal India),41 Kalpana Swaminathan (Inspector Lalli in contemporary Mumbai), Meeti Shroff-Shah (Radhika Zaveri, a detective novelist and amateur sleuth in Mumbai), Anita Nair (Borei Gowda, a detective in Bangalore), Sukanya Datta (Lucky Shome, a detective with scientific training in Bengal), Kiran Manral (Mumbai), Harini Nagendra (colonial Bangalore) and Suchitra Bhattacharya (writing in Bengali, Mitin Mashi in Calcutta), have further consolidated the presence of women in the field, whether in India or abroad, heralding the advent of transnational feminist detective fiction with an Indian anchorage.42


Recent times have seen a proliferation of detective fiction in a variegated set of contexts, each with a unique cultural voice and identity. The break out moment for the form in English, albeit as an amalgam of detection and thriller, was the publication of  Vikram Chandra’s Sacred Games, in 2006, and the adaptation of the novel as a Netflix series in Hindi (2018).43 Besides the authors mentioned above, although British writers H.R.F. Keating (Inspector Ghote) and Tarquin Hall (Vish Puri) chose Indian settings while writing from afar,44 writers such as Vaseem Khan (based in the UK, his Police Inspector Persis Wadia is a Parsi in post-Independence Bombay, while in another series, detective Ashwin Chopra and Baby Ganesh, his pet elephant, live in contemporary Mumbai), Abir Mukherjee (based in the UK, his detectives Samuel Wyndham and Surendranath Banerjee solve mysteries in colonial Calcutta), A.A. Dhand (based in Scotland, Inspector Harry Virdee investigates crime in the UK and India), Ajay Chowdhury (located in Scotland, detective Kamil Rehman is situated in Kolkata and London), Avtar Singh (now based in Germany, his DCP Sajan Dayal, Kapoor, and Smita Dhingra are Delhi cops), Vish Dhamija (based in the UK, his police detective Rita Ferreira, from Goa, works on cases in Mumbai), and Sujan DasGupta (based in the USA, with stories in Bengali, amateur detective Ekenbabu solves mysteries in the USA and occasionally Kolkata) are part of the Indian diaspora in Europe and the USA.45 Arjun Gaind (the Maharaja series during the Raj era), Salil Desai (Inspector Saralkar, in Pune),  Ankush Saikia (Arjun Arora, in Delhi and Assam), Bhaskar Chattopadhyay (Janardhan Maity), Jerry Pinto (Inspector Zende and Peter D’Souza), Rajarshi Das Bhowmik (writing in Bengali, Inspector Kanaicharan), Tamilvanan (writing in Tamil, detective Shankarlal) and others in and from India have made effective contributions in this field.46 We have also seen detective fiction and science fiction meet, with futuristic crimes becoming the subject of investigation for detectives (including robot/AI detectives) in times to come as genre hybridization continues to unfold, as the stories in this volume show. Indeed, strong instances of the intersectional potential of the form have begun to appear across the subcontinent, in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Pakistan as well, reflected in the selection of stories here by Saad Z. Hossain, Navin Weeraratne, and Kehkashan  Khalid.


For this anthology authors and translators of detective (rather than crime) fiction from the subcontinent were invited to contribute offbeat short stories in the detective fiction mode (5–7000 words), with emphasis on originality and distinctiveness of treatment of the chosen storyline and setting. While a setting in the subcontinent was not deemed to be crucial, the stories needed to feature a recognizably Indian/subcontinental dimension, whether in terms of character or aspects of the plot. Translations of classic works were welcome. The idea was not to simply tread the beaten path and recapitulate the well-worn clichés of the Golden Age, but to open the genre to experimental treatment, including modes of meta-fiction in Borgesian style,47 as well as genre mixing. Approaches that encompass both formal innovation and social critique were especially sought. We hoped in the process to set the tone for the further reinvention of the genre of detective fiction in a subcontinental context, with cutting edge work by both upcoming and well-established writers. While not all writers chose to respond, with some expressing their preference for the longer form rather than the short story, many did send stories which extend the scope of the field in distinctive ways. As the luck of the draw (and editorial outreach so far) had it, we were fortunate to get several translations from the strongest regional tradition, Bengali, besides Tamil. We hope to enhance the number of detective stories in other regional languages in future volumes to come.


As we shall see, there is a considerable range in detective fiction emerging from India and the subcontinent in general of which this double volume anthology provides a glimpse. From classic whodunits to police procedurals, from feminist rewriting of the genre to postcolonial reinscriptions of history, as well as genre mixing of science fiction, fantasy and the thriller with detection, the diversity and imaginative versatility coming to the fore in the form is notable. The stories in Volume 1 are subdivided into three sections, classic whodunits with amateur detectives as protagonists, experimental and parodic detective fiction, and hybrid detective or existential or SF or fantasy stories. Volume 2, on the other hand, focuses on police procedurals and historical mysteries. 


While early writing in Bengal and elsewhere was inevitably based on European models of detective fiction, the impetus to widen the readership locally has led to a different set of styles and voices emerging, often contesting dominant notions about race, community and class (Vikram Chandra’s ‘Kama’ and Avtar Singh’s ‘Scandal in Punjab’, among others), as well as caste (Shashi Warrier’s ‘A Murder in the Monsoons’) and gender (Giti Chandra’s ‘A Darkling Plain’, among others), even featuring androgynous detective figures (whether amateurs or professionals). The fault lines in our society have come to be interrogated from a distinctive Indian and subcontinental vantage point in the genre. The emergence of an alternative basis for ethics not simply content with the reinforcement of inherited values and codes or judicial precepts can be seen in the most significant detective stories, as modes of fictive testimony. 


In the process there is a redefinition of the form, with a redirection of focus from neat solving of puzzles to an exploration of ethnographic complexity and socio-cultural contradictions, particularly in the light of failures to address long standing traumatic memories and silences, as justice continues to go a begging. Indeed, the genre of detective fiction in the region is growing by leaps and bounds, although the critical discourse is perhaps yet to come to terms with this. This double volume should thus be of interest to aficionados, students and general readers who share Auden’s sense of being addicted to the form, as well as provide a fillip to new writing to come, as this series unfolds.
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Volume 1


CLASSIC DETECTIVE FICTION – ­­THE AMATEURS


This section features stories following the whodunit template of Holmes and Christie, with modifications, occasional subversion and cultural re-inflections added. 


Satyajit Ray’s ‘The Locked Chest’ (tr. Gopa Majumdar) is a variation on the scenario of a locked chest mystery, with a code carrying – parrot acting as a mnemonic device for local colour.1 The story narrated by the sidekick Topshe brings in several references to criminology as well as the history of the genre of detective fiction as Feluda (Pradosh C. Mitter), an admirer of Holmes, brings his deductive ability to bear on the problem at hand, conjoining code-breaking and his skill at seeing through disguises and illusions while solving a mystery in the  hinterland. 


Saradindu Bandyopadhyay’s ‘The Rhythm of the Riddles’  (tr. Arunava Sinha) is a post-Independence tale featuring Calcutta detective Byomkesh Bakshi.2 The narration by his friend  Ajit babu may, to begin with, remind us of Watson’s role in the Holmes stories. However, this story, which begins with a lighthearted game of bridge, takes on serious overtones as it summons up memories of Partition-era violence and takes up the problem of retributive justice in an altogether novel, if problematic way. 


Ambai is the creator of the Sudha Gupta detective series in Tamil. ‘Sepal’, translated by Gita Subramanian, is an atypical tale that explicitly recognizes the dreary and wearisome side of amateur detective work in the city of Mumbai. Here we find Sudha’s gaze turn inwards, as she deals with a personal situation with respect to the daughter of her helper Chellamal. The ambivalences of gender and the ethical conundrums and questions that may arise in the context of the LGBTQ domain even in a cosmopolitan setting like Mumbai are addressed with finesse.


Meeti Shroff-Shah’s recent debut The Death of Kirti Kadakia has won critical acclaim. ‘Gulmohar House’ is a story set in a Mumbai apartment house, with keen psychological insights into the minds of families with the task of looking after someone with a terminal disability. The perspective of a nurse/caretaker allows for the disclosure of the consequences of the advent of empathy fatigue as a death occurs within such a family, not entirely free from doubt. 


Ankush Saikia’s hinterland noir story ‘The River’ places amateur detective Arjun Arora in the terrain of the North-East, where Arora’s skills help to track down the identity of those involved in a killing embroiled in the politics of dam building in this environmentally sensitive area. High-level corruption and the machinations of corporate interests in collusion with local lobbies contending with anti-dam activists provide a murky contrast to the natural beauty of the location in the North-East (the region where Arjun’s mother is from).


Anirudh Kala is a practising psychiatrist, as well as a writer, and his collection of short stories The Unsafe Asylum has been noticed by critics and readers alike.3 In ‘No Thermometer for Insanity’ we are introduced to a trainee psychiatrist and amateur detective, Dr Baani Sandhu, investigating a suspicious death in a mental asylum. Unravelling the web of deceit underlying the apparent suicide of an inmate requires attention to the politics of land, and the intermeshing of greed, desire and melancholia in provincial Punjab where insanity may be in Mantoesque fashion, set up as a charade to mask dark motivations.


Suchitra Bhattacharya’s ‘Lethal Air’, translated by Radha Chakravarty, brings to the fore the deductive and forensic skills of Mitin Mashi, a woman amateur detective in Kolkata, who is introduced to what seems to be a straightforward case by a sympathetic police officer. The dilemmas faced by caretakers of someone with a debilitating injury are rendered sensitively with specific reference to the woman’s perspective. The story questions the prevalence of masculinist assumptions that wreck the fragile understanding underpinning a marriage in the wake of an accident, also foregrounding Mitin Mashi’s intuitive deciphering of psychological motives.


Sujan DasGupta sadly passed away shortly after the completion of the translation of his story ‘All that Glitters: An Ekenbabu Story’ by Chandana Dutta. DasGupta wrote in Bengali despite being based in the US, and his Ekenbabu series has been popular among expatriates as well as readers of detective fiction in Bengal. Besides the published works, the stories have been adapted as a streaming series and a film.4 Here we have a story narrated in first person by Bapi, a teacher of Physics at New York University, and a friend and flatmate of Ekenbabu, who helps in the criminology department. The disappearance of diamonds from the shop of a jeweller proves to be a difficult case to crack for the local police, until the amateur skills of Ekenbabu lead to a discovery of the modus operandi in a story that explores the inner workings of the trade in precious stones across international borders.


Tamilvanan’s ‘Tokyo Rose’ (from 1967, trans. Pritham K. Chakravarthy) brings in an element of humour to begin with, as iconic detective Shankarlal tries to find some respite from popular adulation in Japan. The protagonist is nonetheless irresistibly drawn into an ostensible case of kidnapping of a Tamil actress in Tokyo, also solving the mystery of liquids turning blue along the way.  This larger-than-life persona of the dashing globetrotting detective owes as much to Ian Fleming and the Bond films as to models in the cinematic traditions of Tamil Nadu in a story that revels in its own kitsch elements and exoticism.


EXPERIMENTAL/PARODIC DETECTIVE FICTION


In this section we feature experimental, genre bending and parodic treatments of the form, as detective fiction takes a speculative and self-referential turn. 


Rabindranath Tagore was a colossus in the field of literature and the arts, renowned as a poet, dramatist, littérateur, and artist, as the Nobel Prize committee recognized in 1913. He did occasionally turn his attention to popular forms such as the ghost story, in ‘The Hungry Stones’5 and detective fiction in his tale ‘Detective’. First published in 1898, this story brings in a parodic thrust to the first-person account of the central character, detective Mahimchandra, whose wife is jealous of his devotion to his work. His acute sense of disappointment at the mundane manifestation of criminal tendencies in Bengal in comparison to the sinister criminals of Europe leads our detective to embark on an investigation of a possible criminal mastermind named Manmath, which eventually redounds on himself and his family situation, with comic consequences.


Anil Menon writes speculative fiction, often causing us to reflect on the form he is writing in, as we have seen in his recent collection The Inconceivable Idea of the Sun.6 This meta-fictional tilt can be seen in his story ‘A Death Considered’, which makes us rethink the structure of the whodunit, positing the notion of a ‘whotodoin’ as the narrator attempts to redefine the existential detective story with near mathematical precision. The sophisticated and self-reflexive ‘writerly’ text makes us think afresh about the formulas and plot devices common to the genre, with its wry references and humorous digs at precursors and naïve readers, effectively turning the genre inside out in its refusal to provide closure.


Tanuj Solanki’s Mumbai crime novel Manjhi’s Mayhem has been well received.7 His story ‘The Desire of the Detective’ is also set in Mumbai, a self-reflexive tale with a writer of detective fiction as victim and a detective with literary pretensions on the hunt for an elusive killer who may possibly be another writer of detective fiction or even a reader fascinated by the writer’s last set of questions about the form. As meta-fiction, this open-ended story makes us think about the nature of construction of meaning and its deconstruction, with the death of the author becoming a telling metaphor, even as the form becomes a pretext for the exploration of desire in such a cosmopolitan context as contemporary Mumbai. 


HYBRID SF/FANTASY/EXISTENTIAL DETECTIVE FICTION –­­ MIXED GENRES


The stories here exemplify the porosity and playfulness beginning to manifest itself in popular fiction. The boundaries between the genres are blurred as new hybrid forms take shape, featuring tropes from science fiction, fantasy and the existential thriller.


Saad Z. Hossain from Bangladesh has carved out a niche of his own with his blend of middle Eastern lore, fantasy and science fiction tropes, seasoned with doses of black comedy. In ‘The Detective of Black Korail’ the Korail slum in Dhaka becomes the locale for a highly unusual murder investigation. In this speculative space, witches, golem and djinns commingle, and advanced nanotechnology is taken for granted.  The story achieves an effect of light parody, as elements from various subgenres are blended. Magic and cognition are invoked in the unexpected resolution at the end, with some pointed black humour directed at subcontinental bureaucratic ways, even in an occult setting.


Timeri N. Murari is another established name in Indian Writing in English.8 ‘She Has My Name’ is in the mode of the existential thriller, braiding together elements from detective, crime and spy fiction. The quest is a personal one, as the unnamed operative/protagonist returns to his homeland to reclaim his dead daughter’s body, facing sinister antagonists representing the State. This psychological terrain, reminiscent of Graham Greene and Eric Ambler, is ambivalent, marked by shadowy detours and dead ends.


Kehkashan Khalid is a young writer of speculative fiction from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. ‘Andheri Nagri’ located in Karachi, is a tale that blends science fiction and detective fiction. We have a time travelling perpetrator/serial killer/vigilante and a detective on her trail, a scenario that leads to several metaphysical and temporal enigmas coming to the fore. The ethical implications of changing timelines through violent action are addressed through the vantage point of the detective traveller through the gateway in the fort, who has considerable personal investment in the quest, as we see.


Navin Weeraratne is a Sri Lankan writer of speculative and science fiction. In the cyberpunk style story ‘DeathGPT’ he explores the dilemmas of the advent of monetized virtual sexuality in the age of artificial intelligence, with a detective on the trail of the killer of an internet sex symbol. The ethical conundrums inaugurated by ChatGPT style AI with almost limitless possibilities of fakery, simulation and replication online are negotiated with an awareness of the slippery ethical terrain that criminalization of the programmers of such seductive hi-tech machines may open up.


Sumit Bardhan is a bilingual writer from Kolkata who writes in varied genres, including science fiction and steampunk. His story ‘Death of an Actress’ to begin with unravels the financial maze that underpins the workings of a metropolis like Kolkata, as an investigative journalist seeks to uncover the motivations underlying the death of a Tollywood actress and several other cases of apparent suicide. Pattern recognition plays a crucial role in this story, which is in hybrid SF/detective fiction mode, and has an unexpected twist in conclusion.


Kiran Manral’s story ‘Witch Hunting’ is a blend of science fiction and detective fiction, with an elite squad detective from a future era travelling back to hunt down a time escapee. The story’s protagonist is sent back to 1984 Bombay, where she faces an unusual dilemma embodied in the form of the monstrous chudail or witch. The story delves into questions of mirroring of identity and the implications on the self of time transfer through portals, as the detective figure deals with the ambiguities that result from (high) technological glitches and split selfhood.


Shweta Taneja writes fantasy and speculative fiction, with several novels featuring Anantya Tantrist, a woman detective with unusual training in the occult arts of Tantrism. Her story ‘A Messiah of  Tears and Broken Things’ is an origin story for Anantya Tantrist, who discovers the extent of her shakti (or power) while tracking a murderer among the aghori Tantriks in the Himalayas.
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THE LOCKED CHEST


Satyajit Ray, tr. Gopa Majumdar


Village: Ghurghutia


P.O. Plassey


Dist. Nadia


3 November 1974


To:


Mr Pradosh C. Mitter


Dear Mr Mitter,


I am writing to invite you to my house. I have heard a lot about your work and wish to meet you in person. There is, of course, a special reason for asking you to come at this particular time. You will get to know the details on arrival. If you feel you are able to accept this invitation from a seventy-three-year-old man, please confirm your acceptance in writing immediately. In order to reach Ghurghutia, you need to disembark at Plassey, and travel further south for another five and a half miles. There are several trains from Sealdah, out of which the Up Lalgola Passenger leaves at 1.58 p.m. and reaches Plassey at 6.11 p.m. I will arrange for you to be met at the station and brought here. You can spend the night at my house and catch the same train at 10.30 a.m. the following morning to Calcutta. I look forward to hearing  from you.


With good wishes,


Yours sincerely,


Kalikinkar Majumdar


I handed the letter back to Feluda and asked, ‘Is it the same Plassey where that famous battle was fought?’


‘Yes. There is no other Plassey in Bengal, dear boy. But if you think the place has got any evidence left of that historic battle, you are sadly mistaken. There is absolutely no sign left, not even the palash trees in the woods that stood in Siraj-ud-daula’s time. The name “Plassey” came from these trees. Did you know that?’


I nodded. ‘Will you go, Feluda?’


Feluda stared at the letter for a few seconds.


‘I wonder why an old man wants to see me,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘It doesn’t seem right to refuse. To be honest, I am quite curious. Besides, have you ever been to a village in the winter? Have you seen how the mist gathers in open fields at dawn and dusk? All that remains visible are tree trunks and a little area over one’s head. Darkness falls suddenly and it can get really cold... I haven’t seen all this for years. Go on, get me a postcard, Topshe.’


Mr Majumdar was told to expect us on 12 November. Feluda chose this date, keeping in mind that a letter from Calcutta would take at least three days to reach him.


We took the 365 Up Lalgola Passenger and reached Plassey at 6.30 p.m. I saw from the train what Feluda had meant by darkness falling quickly. The last lingering rays of the setting sun disappeared from the rice fields almost before I knew it. By the time we left the station after handing over our tickets to the collector at the gate, all lights had been switched on, although the sky still held a faint reddish glow. The car that was parked outside had to be Mr Majumdar’s. I had never seen a car like that. Feluda said he might have seen one or two when he was a child. All he knew was that it was an American car. Its colour must have been dark red once, but now the paint had peeled off in many places. The hood, too, bore patches here and there and showed signs of age. In spite of all this, there was something rather impressive about the car. I couldn’t help feeling a certain amount of awe.


A car like that ought to have had a chauffeur in uniform. The man who was leaning against it, smoking a cigarette, was dressed in a dhoti and a shirt. He threw away his cigarette when he saw us and straightened himself. ‘To see Mr Majumdar?’ he asked.


‘Yes, to Ghurghutia.’


‘Very well, sir. This way, please.’


The driver opened a door for us and we climbed into the forty-year-old car. He then walked over to the front of the car to crank the handle, which made the engine come to life. He got behind the wheel and began driving. We settled ourselves comfortably, but the road being full of potholes and the springs in the seat being old, our comfort did not last for very long. However, once we had passed through the main town of Plassey and were actually out in the country, the scenery became so beautiful that I ceased to feel any discomfort. It wasn’t yet totally dark, and I could see tiny villages across large rice fields, surrounded by trees. In their midst, the mist rose from the ground and spread like a smoky blanket a few feet above the ground. ‘Pretty as a picture’ was the phrase that came to mind.


An old, sprawling mansion in a place like this came as a total surprise. Ten minutes after we started, I realized that we were passing through private land, for the trees were now mango, jamun and jackfruit. The road then turned right. We passed a broken and abandoned temple and suddenly found ourselves facing a huge white, moss-covered gate, on the top of which was a naubatkhana (a music room). The driver sounded his horn three times before passing through the gate. The mansion came into view immediately.


The last traces of red had disappeared from the sky, leaving a deep purple hue. The dark house stood against the sky, like a towering cliff. We got out and followed the driver. As we got closer, I realized the whole house could be kept in a museum. Its walls were all damp, plaster had peeled off in several places and small plants had grown out of cracks in the exposed bricks. We stopped before the front door.


‘No one in this area has electricity, I take it?’ Feluda asked. ‘No, sir. For nearly three years, all we’ve heard are promises. But nothing’s happened yet,’ the driver replied.


I glanced up. From where I was standing, a lot of windows on the first floor were visible. But each room was in darkness. On our right, through a couple of bushes, a light flickered in a tiny hut. Perhaps that was where a mali or chowkidar lived. I shivered silently. What sort of a place was this? Perhaps Feluda should have made more enquiries before agreeing to come.


Light from a lantern fell in the doorway. Then an old servant appeared at the door. The driver had gone, possibly to put the car away. The servant glanced at us with a slight frown, then said, ‘Please come in.’ We stepped in behind him.


There was no doubt that the house sprawled over a large area. But everything inside it seemed surprisingly small. The doors were not high, the windows were half the size of windows in any house in Calcutta and it was almost possible to touch the ceiling if I raised my arm. ‘This house clearly belonged to a zamindar.’ Feluda remarked. ‘All the houses built by zamindars in the villages in Bengal about two hundred years ago were built like this.’


We crossed a long passage, then turned right to go up a flight of stairs. A strange contraption met my eyes as we got to the first floor. ‘This is called a “covered door”. It’s like a trapdoor, really,’ Feluda told me. ‘These were built to stop burglars and dacoits from getting in. If you shut it, it would cease standing upright. Then it would fold automatically and lie flat, stretching diagonally across, to form a kind of ceiling over our heads. So, anyone trying to climb up would be shut out. See those holes in the door? Spears used to be slipped out of those holes to fight intruders.’


Luckily, the door was now standing wide open. We began crossing another long corridor. An oil lamp burnt in a niche in the wall where it ended. The servant opened a door next to this niche and ushered us in.


The room we stepped into was quite large. It might have seemed even larger had it not been stuffed with so much furniture. Nearly half of it had been taken up by a massive bed. To the left of this bed was a table and a chest. Besides these, there were three chairs, a wardrobe and bookshelves that went right up to the ceiling. Each shelf was crammed with books. An old man was lying on the bed, a blanket drawn upto his chin. In the flickering light of a candle, I saw that through a salt-and-pepper beard and moustache, he was smiling at us.


‘Please sit down,’ he invited.


‘Thank you. This is my cousin, Tapesh. I wrote to you about him,’ Feluda said. Mr Majumdar smiled again and nodded.  I noticed that he did not fold his hands in reply to my ‘namoskar’.


We took the chairs nearest to the bed.


‘My letter must have made you curious,’ Mr Majumdar observed lightly.


‘Yes, it certainly did. Or I’d never have travelled this distance.’ 


‘Good.’ Mr Majumdar looked genuinely pleased. ‘If you hadn’t come, I would have felt very disappointed and thought you to be arrogant; and you would have missed out on something. But perhaps you have read these books already?’ Mr Majumdar’s eyes turned towards the table. Four bound volumes were arranged in a pile next to a candle. Feluda got up and picked them up. ‘Good heavens!’ he exclaimed. ‘These are all extremely rare and they are all to do with my profession. Did you ever...?’


‘No, no,’ Mr Majumdar laughed, ‘I never tried to become a detective myself. It has always been a hobby. You see, fifty-two years ago, someone in our family was murdered. An English investigator called Malcolm caught the killer. After speaking to Malcolm and learning something about his work, I became interested in criminology. That was when I bought those books. I was also very fond of reading detective novels. Have you heard of Émile Gaboriau?’


‘Yes, yes,’ Feluda replied with enthusiasm, ‘wasn’t he a French writer? He wrote the first detective novel, I think.’


‘That’s right,’ Mr Majumdar nodded. ‘I’ve got all his books. And, of course, books by writers like Edgar Allan Poe and Conan Doyle. I bought all these forty years ago. Of late, I believe, there has been a lot of progress and now there are many scientific and technical ways to catch a criminal. But from what little I know of your work, you strike me as one who depends more on old-fashioned methods and uses his brain more than anything else, very successfully. Am I right?’ 


‘I do not know how successful I’ve been, but you’re certainly right about my methods.’


‘That is why I asked you to visit me.’


Mr Majumdar paused. Feluda returned to his chair. After a while, Mr Majumdar resumed speaking, staring straight at the flame of the candle. ‘I am not only old – I crossed seventy some years ago – but also ailing. God knows what’s going to happen to my books when I die. So, I thought if I could give you a few, they’d be appreciated and looked after.’


Feluda looked at the books in the shelves in surprise. ‘Are all of those your own?’ he asked.


‘Yes. I was the only one in my family with an interest in books. Criminology wasn’t the only subject that held my interest, as you can see.’


‘Yes, of course. I can see books on archaeology, painting, gardening, history, biographies, travelogues... even drama and the theatre! Some of them appear to be new. Do you still buy  books?’


‘Oh yes. I have a manager called Rajen. He goes to Calcutta two or three times every month. I make him a list of books and he goes and gets them from College Street.’


Feluda looked once more at the books kept on the table.  ‘I don’t know how to thank you.’


‘You don’t have to. It would have given me a lot of pleasure if  I could actually hand them over to you myself, but both my hands are useless.’


Startled, we stared at him. His hands were hidden under the blanket, but I would never have thought that that had a special significance.


‘Arthritis,’ Mr Majumdar explained, ‘has affected all my fingers. My son happens to be visiting me at the moment, so he’s looking after me now. Usually, it is my servant Gokul who feeds me every day.’


‘Did you get your son to write the letter to me?’


‘No, Rajen wrote it. He takes care of everything. If I need to see a doctor, he fetches one from Behrampore. Plassey doesn’t have good doctors.’


I had noticed Feluda casting frequent glances at the chest kept near the bed while he was talking to Mr Majumdar. ‘That chest appears to be different from most,’ he said. ‘I can’t see any provision for a key. Does it have a combination lock?’


‘Correct,’ Mr Majumdar smiled. ‘All it has is a knob, with numbers written around it. The chest opens only if you move the knob to rest against some specific numbers. These areas were once notorious for armed burglars. You knew that, didn’t you? In fact, my ancestors became wealthy enough to buy masses of land chiefly by looting others. Years later, we ourselves were attacked by dacoits, more than once. So I thought a chest with a combination lock might be safer than any other.’


Mr Majumdar stopped speaking and frowned for a second. Then he called, ‘Gokul!’


The old servant appeared almost instantly. ‘Bring that bird over here,’ his master commanded. ‘I’d like these people to see it.’


Gokul disappeared and came back a minute later with a parrot in a cage. Mr Majumdar turned to it and said softly, ‘Go on, sweetie. Say it. Shut the door... say it!’


For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then, suddenly, the parrot spoke in an amazingly clear voice. ‘Shut the door!’ it said. I gave a start. I had never heard a bird speak so distinctly. But that wasn’t all. ‘O big fat hen!’ the bird added. This time, I saw Feluda turn his head sharply. Before anyone could say anything, the parrot said both things together, very rapidly: ‘Shut the door, O big fat hen!’


‘What does it mean?’ Feluda asked after a moment’s pause. Mr Majumdar burst out laughing. ‘I am not going to tell you. All  I can say is that what you just heard was a code and it has to do with that locked chest over there.  You have twelve hours to work it out.’


‘I see. May I ask why the bird has been taught to say it?’


‘You may indeed and I am going to tell you why. Age does strange things to one’s memory. About three years ago, one day,  I suddenly discovered that I couldn’t remember the combination that would open the chest. Can you believe that? After using the same numbers for years, almost every day, it had simply vanished from my mind, just like that. All day, I tried to remember the numbers. Then, finally, it came back in a flash, in the middle of the night. I could have written it down, but didn’t want to, in case it fell into the wrong hands. It was far better to keep it in my head, but now I realized I could no longer depend on my memory. So, the next morning, I made up that code and taught my parrot to say it. Now it says it every now and then, just as other parrots say, “Radhe Shyam” or “how are you?”’


Feluda was still staring at the chest. I saw him frown suddenly and get up to peer at it closely. Then he picked up the candle and began examining its lid.


‘What is it?’ Mr Majumdar asked anxiously. ‘What have you found? Do your trained eyes tell you anything?’


‘I think, Mr Majumdar, someone tried to force this chest open.’ 


‘Are you sure?’ Mr Majumdar had stopped smiling.


Feluda put the candle back on the table. ‘There are some marks on it,’ he said. ‘Ordinary dusting and cleaning couldn’t have left marks like those. But is there anyone who’d want to open it?’


Mr Majumdar thought for a moment. Then he said slowly, ‘Not many people live here, Mr Mitter. Apart from myself, there’s Gokul, Rajen, my driver Monilal, a cook and a mali. Vishwanath – that’s my son – arrived five days ago. He lives in Calcutta and visits me rarely. He’s here now because of my illness. You see, last Monday I had been sitting in the garden. When I tried to get up, everything suddenly went dark and I fell down on the bench. Rajen rang Vishwanath from Plassey and he came the next day with a doctor from Calcutta. It appears to have been a mild stroke. In any case, I know I haven’t got long to live. But... don’t tell me I have to spend my last few days in doubt and anxiety? Always afraid that a thief might get into my room and force open that chest?’


‘No, no. There is no need to jump to conclusions. I may be quite wrong,’ Feluda said reassuringly. ‘Those marks may have appeared when the chest was first installed in that corner. I can’t see very clearly in the light from one candle, so I cannot tell whether those marks are old or new. I’ll have another look in the morning. Is your servant trustworthy?’


‘Absolutely, he’s been with me for thirty years.’ 


‘And Rajen?’


‘Rajen has also spent a good many years here. But then, where’s the guarantee that someone who has honoured my trust until today won’t betray it tomorrow?’


Feluda nodded in agreement. ‘No, there’s no guarantee at all, unfortunately. Anyway, tell Gokul to keep an eye on things.  I don’t really think there’s any immediate danger.’


‘Oh. Good.’ Mr Majumdar appeared relieved. We rose.


‘Gokul will show you your room,’ he said. ‘You’ll find blankets and quilts and mosquito nets. Vishwanath has gone to Behrampore, he should be getting back soon. You must have your dinner as soon as he returns. Tomorrow morning, if you like, you can go for a ride in my car, though there isn’t much to see in this area.’


Feluda picked up the books from the table and thanked him again. Before saying good night, Mr Majumdar reminded him about the code. ‘If you can crack it, Mr Mitter, I will give you the whole set by Gaboriau.’


Gokul came back with a lantern and took us to our room. It was smaller than Mr Majumdar’s but with less furniture, which made it easier to move about. Two beds had been made with considerable care. A lantern burnt in a corner. Feluda sat down on the spotless sheet that covered his bed and said, ‘Can you remember the code?’


‘Yes.’


‘Very well. Here’s my notebook and a pen. Write it down.  I would love to get those books by Gaboriau.’


I wrote the words down. None of it made any sense. How on earth was Feluda going to find its meaning?


‘I simply cannot see how the numbers for a combination lock can be hidden in this strange message!’ I complained. ‘I mean, this is pure nonsense, isn’t it? How can a hen shut a door?’


‘That’s where the challenge lies, don’t you see? Nobody’s actually asking a hen to shut a door. That much is obvious. Each word has a separate meaning. I have to figure it out somehow by tomorrow morning.’


Feluda got up and opened a window. The moon had risen by this time and everything was bathed in moonlight. I went and stood by his side. Our room overlooked the rear portion of the house. ‘There’s probably a pond over there on the right,’ Feluda remarked, pointing. Through a thick growth of plants and shrubs, I could see the shimmering surface of water. The only noise that could be heard was that of jackals calling in the distance and crickets chirping in the bushes. Never before had I visited a place so totally isolated and remote.


Feluda shut the window again to keep out the cold night air. In the same instant, we heard a car arrive. It was obviously a different car, not the American one we had travelled in.


‘That’s probably Vishwanath Majumdar,’ Feluda remarked.


Good, I thought. This might mean we’d soon be called in to dinner. To tell the truth, I was feeling quite hungry. We had left after an early lunch, since our train was at two o’clock. We did get ourselves a cup of tea and some sweets at Ranaghat, but even that was a long time ago. Ordinarily, I would probably not be thinking of food at eight in the evening, but since there was nothing else to do in a place like this, I quite liked the idea of dinner and an early night. Looking around in the room, my eyes suddenly fell upon something I hadn’t noticed before. It was the portrait of a man that took up most of the opposite wall. There could be no doubt that he was one of Mr Majumdar’s ancestors. He was sitting in a chair, looking rather grim. His torso was bare, which showed to perfection his very broad shoulders. His eyes were large and his moustache thick, its edges turning upwards. His hair rippled down to his shoulders.


‘I bet he used to wrestle and use heavy clubs regularly,’ Feluda whispered. ‘Perhaps he was the first bandit who became a zamindar.’


There were footsteps outside. Both of us looked at the door. Gokul had left a lantern on the veranda. A shadow blocked out its light for a second, then fell on the threshold. It was followed by the figure of a man. Could this be Vishwanath Majumdar? Surely not? This man was wearing a short dhoti and a grey kurta, had a bushy moustache and glasses with thick lenses. He was peering into the room, trying to find us.


‘What is it, Rajen babu?’ Feluda asked.


Rajen babu finally found what he was looking for. His eyes came to rest upon Feluda.


‘Chhoto babu has just returned,’ he said in a gruff voice that suggested he might have a cold. ‘I have asked Gokul to serve dinner. He’ll come and call you in a few minutes.’


He left. ‘What is that smell, Feluda?’ I asked as soon as he had gone.


‘Naphthalene. I think he just took that woollen kurta out of a suitcase and put it on.’


Silence fell once more as the sound of footsteps faded away. Had Feluda not been with me, I could never have spent even five minutes in such an eerie atmosphere. How did Mr Majumdar and the others manage to live here day after day? Suddenly,  I remembered someone had been murdered in this house. God knew in which room it had taken place.


Feluda, in the meantime, had dragged the table with the lantern on it closer to his bed and opened his notebook to look at the code. I heard him mutter, ‘Shut the door... shut the door...’ a couple of times. Thoroughly bored, I decided to step out of the room and stand on the veranda outside.


Oh god, what was that? My heart nearly jumped into my mouth. Something was moving in the distance, where the faint light from the lantern gave way to complete darkness. I forced myself to stay silent and stared at the moving object. A couple of seconds later, I realized it was only a cat, not black or white, but one with stripes on its body like a tiger. It returned my stare sombrely, then gave a yawn before walking lazily back into the darkness. A few moments later, the parrot gave a raucous cry and then all was silent once more. I wondered where Vishwanath Majumdar’s room was. Was it on the ground floor? Where did Rajen babu live? Why had we been given a room from which it was impossible to hear noises in other parts of the house?


I came back to the room. Feluda was sitting crosslegged on the bed, his notebook in his lap. ‘Why are they taking so long?’  I couldn’t help sounding cross. Feluda looked at his watch. ‘You’re right, Topshe. Rajen babu left at least fifteen minutes ago.’ He then went back to staring at his notebook.


I began going through the books Feluda had been given. One was on analysing fingerprints, one was simply called Criminology and the third was called Crime and its Detection. I picked up the fourth, but could not understand what its name meant. It was full of pictures, chiefly of firearms. Had Feluda brought his revolver?


No, why should he? After all, he hadn’t come here to solve a crime. There was no reason for him to have brought his revolver. I put the books in our suitcase and was about to sit down, when the sound of an unfamiliar voice startled me again. Another man was standing at the door. This time, there was no problem in recognizing him. He wasn’t Gokul, or Rajen babu, or the driver, Monilal. He had to be Kalikinkar’s son, Vishwanath.


‘Sorry to have kept you waiting,’ he said, folding his hands and looking at Feluda. ‘My name is Vishwanath Majumdar.’


Now I could see that he resembled his father to a great degree. He had the same eyes and the same nose. He was probably in his mid-forties. His hair was still black, he was clean-shaven and had very thin lips. I took an instant dislike to him, though I couldn’t find a proper reason for it. It was perhaps simply because he had made us wait a long time, and I was tired. Or it could be that – but this could just be my imagination – when he smiled, his eyes remained cold and aloof. He seemed as though he wasn’t really pleased to see us. Perhaps it was only our departure that would make him happy.


Feluda and I went with him down to the ground floor to the dining room. I had half expected to be asked to sit down on the floor for a traditional meal, but found to my surprise that there was a dining table. Silver plates and bowls and glasses were placed on it. When we were all seated, Vishwanath Majumdar said, ‘I like having a bath twice a day, be it summer or winter. That’s what took so long, I’m afraid.’


He was still reeking of perfumed soap and, possibly, an expensive cologne. Clad in grey trousers, a white silk shirt and a dark green sleeveless pullover, he was clearly a man fond of the good things in life.


We began eating. Several little bowls were placed in a semicircle around our plates, each containing a different dish. There were three different vegetables, daal and fish curry.


‘Have you spoken to my father?’ Vishwanath Majumdar asked. 


‘Yes. I am rather embarrassed by what he did.’


‘You mean the books he gave you?’


‘Yes. Even if those books were still available, they would have cost at least a thousand rupees.’


Vishwanath Majumdar laughed. ‘When he told me he had asked you to come here, I was at first quite annoyed with him,’ he told us. ‘I didn’t think it was fair to invite people from the city to a place like this.’


‘Why not?’ Feluda protested. ‘Why should you have objected to that? I have lost nothing by coming here. On the contrary,  I have gained such a lot!’


Vishwanath Majumdar did not pay much attention to these words. ‘Speaking for myself,’ he declared, ‘I’d be perfectly happy to go back tomorrow. The last four days have been quite enough for me, thank you. I have no idea how my father can live here permanently.’


‘Doesn’t he go out at all?’


‘No. He spends most of his time in that dark room. He used to go out and sit in the garden a couple of times every day. But now the doctor has forbidden all movement.’


‘Did you say you were returning tomorrow?’


‘Yes. Father is not in any immediate danger. Will you be catching the train at half past ten?’


‘Yes.’


‘I see. That means I shall leave soon after you get to the station.’ Feluda poured daal over his rice. ‘Your father is interested in so many different subjects. Are you interested in anything other than your business?’


‘No, sir. I simply don’t have the time for anything else once my day’s work is done. I am entirely happy being a businessman and no more.’


By the time we said good night to Vishwanath Majumdar and returned to our room, it was half past nine. It didn’t really matter what time my watch showed, for time seemed to have very little significance here. Seven o’clock had seemed like midnight.


‘Do you mind if I keep my pillow on the other side?’ I asked Feluda.


‘No, but why do you want to do that?’


‘I have no wish to see that grim face on the wall the minute  I open my eyes in the morning.’


Feluda laughed. ‘All right. I think I’ll do the same,’ he said.  ‘I must say I don’t like the look in his eyes, either.’


Just before going to bed, Feluda picked up the lantern and turned its light down. The room seemed to shrink in size. In just a few minutes, I could feel my eyes growing heavy with sleep. But, just as I was about to drop off, I heard Feluda muttering, which made me open them at once.


‘Shut the door... and open the gate... no, that’s wrong. Pick up sticks. Yes, that comes first.’


‘Feluda!’ I cried, slightly alarmed. ‘Wake up, Feluda! You are talking in your sleep. What’s the matter with you?’


‘No, no,’ I heard him chuckle in the darkness. ‘I am fully awake and no, I haven’t gone mad, I assure you. What has just happened, Topshe, is that I think I’ve won that set by Gaboriau.’


‘What! You’ve cracked the code?’


‘Yes, I think so. It was actually ridiculously simple. I should have spotted it at once.’


‘It still makes no sense to me.’


‘That’s only because you aren’t thinking. How were you taught to count when you were a child?’


‘Very simply. One, two, three, four... that was all.’


‘Was it? Think, dear boy, think. Did no one try to make it easier for you? Weren’t you taught a rhyme?’


‘A rhyme to go with numbers? You mean something that began with one, two... no, I don’t think... hey, wait a minute! Feluda, Feluda, I know what you mean! Yes, I’ve got it.’ I sat up in excitement. I could dimly see Feluda turn his head to look at me. He was grinning.


‘Very well. Let’s have it, then.’


Softly, I began to chant a rhyme I had been taught in nursery school


‘One, two 


Buckle my shoe. 


Three, four 


Shut the door. 


Five, six 


Pick up sticks. 


Seven, eight 


Open the gate. 


Nine, ten


A big fat hen. 


Eleven, twelve 


Dig and delve...’


‘That’ll do. Now what do you think the full message means?’ 


‘Shut the door... that would mean three and four. Big fat hen would mean nine and ten. Right?’


‘Right. But there’s an “O” before “big fat hen”. That means the whole number is 340910. Simple, isn’t it? Now, go to sleep.’


I lay down again, marvelling at Feluda’s cleverness. But just as I began to close my eyes once more, footsteps sounded on the veranda. It was Rajen babu again. What did he want at this time of night?


‘Yes, Rajen babu?’ Feluda called.


‘Chhoto babu told me to find out if you needed anything.’ 


‘No, no. We’re fine, thank you.’


Rajen babu disappeared silently. This time, sleep came very quickly. All I was aware of as I closed my eyes was that the moonlight that had seeped through closed shutters had suddenly gone pale. I thought I heard distant thunder and the cat meowed a couple of times. Then I fell asleep.


When I woke in the morning, Feluda was opening the windows. ‘It rained last night,’ he said. ‘Did you hear it?’


I hadn’t. But now I could see through the window that the clouds had gone. The sun shone brightly on the leaves I could see from my bed.


Gokul appeared with two cups of tea half an hour later. Looking at him in daylight, I was considerably surprised. Not only did he seem old, but his face held an expression of deep distress.


‘Has Kalikinkar babu woken up?’ Feluda asked. Perhaps Gokul was hard of hearing. He did not answer Feluda’s question at first. All he did was stare at him vacantly. Feluda had to raise his voice and ask again before he nodded and left the room quickly.


We made our way to old Mr Majumdar’s room at around seven-thirty and found him exactly as we’d left him the night before. He was still lying in his bed, a blanket covering most of his body including his arms. The window next to his bed was shut, possibly to avoid direct sunlight. The only light that came into the room was through the open door. I noticed a photograph on the wall over his bed. It must have been taken many years ago, for it showed a much younger Kalikinkar Majumdar. His hair and beard were both jet black.


He greeted us with a smile.


‘I got Rajen to take out the books by Gaboriau. I knew you could do it,’ he said.


‘Well, it is for you to decide whether I’ve got the right number. 340910. Is that it?’


‘Well done!’ Mr Majumdar’s voice held both pleasure and admiration. ‘Go on, take those books and put them in your bag. And please take another look at those marks on the chest. I had a look myself. They didn’t strike me as anything to worry about.’


‘Well then, that settles it. If you’re not worried about it, nothing else matters.’


Feluda thanked him once more before collecting the four books written by the first writer of detective fiction.


‘Have you had tea?’ Mr Majumdar asked.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I told the driver to bring the car out. Vishwanath left very early this morning. He said he wanted to reach Calcutta by ten. Rajen has gone to the local market. Gokul will help you with your luggage. Would you like to go for a drive before you catch your train?’


‘I was actually thinking of going by an earlier train. We don’t really have to wait until ten-thirty. If we left immediately, perhaps we could catch the 372 Down.’


‘Very well. I have no wish to keep anyone from the city in this small village any longer than is necessary. But I’m really pleased that you could come. I mean that.’


Soon, we were on our way to the railway station. The road went through rice fields, which glistened in the early morning sun after a rainy night. I was looking at these with admiration, when I heard Feluda ask a question. ‘Is there any other way to get to the station?’


‘No, sir, this is the only way,’ Monilal replied.


Feluda was suddenly looking rather grave. I wanted to ask him if he had noticed anything suspicious, but didn’t dare open my mouth. The road being wet and muddy, it took us longer to reach the station. Feluda took the luggage out of the car and thanked the driver, who then drove off. But Feluda made no attempt to go to the ticket counter to buy tickets for our return journey. He found the stationmaster’s room instead and left our luggage with him. Then he came out once more and approached one of the cycle-rickshaws that were waiting outside.


‘Do you know where the local police station is?’ 


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Can you take us there? We’re in a hurry.’


We climbed into the rickshaw quickly. The driver began pedalling fast, honking as loudly as he could, weaving his way through the milling crowds, narrowly avoiding collisions more than once. We reached the police station in five minutes. The officer left in charge was Sub-inspector Sarkar. It turned out that he knew Feluda’s name. ‘We have heard a lot about you, sir,’ he said. ‘What brings you here?’ 


‘What can you tell me about Kalikinkar Majumdar of Ghurghutia?’


‘Kalikinkar Majumdar? As far as I know, he is a perfect gentleman, who keeps himself to himself. Why, I’ve never heard anything nasty said about him!’


‘What about his son, Vishwanath? Does he live here?’


‘No. I think he lives in Calcutta. Whatever’s the matter,  Mr Mitter?’


‘Can you take your jeep and come with me? There’s something seriously wrong.’


Mr Sarkar did not waste another minute. We began bumping our way back to Ghurghutia in a police jeep, splashing mud everywhere. Feluda’s face held a look of suppressed excitement, but he opened his mouth only once. I was the only one who could hear his words:


‘Arthritis, those marks on the chest, the late dinner, the hoarseness in Rajen babu’s voice, the naphthalene... every little piece has fallen into place, Topshe. I tend to forget sometimes that there are other people just as clever as Felu Mitter.’


The first thing that I noticed with considerable surprise on reaching the old mansion was a black Ambassador standing outside the main gate. It obviously belonged to Vishwanath Majumdar. ‘Look at its wheels,’ Feluda said as we got out of the jeep. ‘There is no trace of mud anywhere. This car has only just come out of a garage.’


A man – possibly its driver, whom I hadn’t seen before – was standing near the car. He turned visibly pale and frightened at the sight of our jeep.


‘Are you the driver of this car?’ Feluda asked him. ‘Y-yes, s-sir.’


‘Is Vishwanath Majumdar at home?’


The man hesitated. Feluda ignored him and walked straight into the house, followed closely by the inspector, me and a constable.


Together, we ran up the stairs and down the long passage that led to Kalikinkar’s room. It was empty. The blanket lay on the bed, all the furniture was in place, but its occupant had vanished.


‘Oh no!’ Feluda exclaimed. I found him staring at the chest. It was open. Judging by its gaping emptiness, nearly all of its contents had been removed.


Gokul came and stood outside the door. He was trembling violently. There were tears in his eyes. He looked as though he might collapse any minute. Feluda caught him by his shoulders.


‘Gokul, where is Vishwanath Majumdar?’ 


‘He... he ran out of the back door!’


‘Mr Sarkar!’


 The inspector left with the constable without a word.


‘Listen,’ Feluda shook Gokul gently, ‘if you tell me a single lie, you will go to prison. Do you understand? Where is your master?’


Gokul’s eyes widened in fear, looking as though they would soon pop out of their sockets.


‘He... he has been murdered!’ he gasped. 


‘Who killed him?’


‘Chhoto babu.’ 


‘When?’


‘The day he arrived, that same night. He had an argument with his father and asked for the numbers to open the chest. The master said, “I am not going to give it to you. Ask my parrot.” Then... a while later... Chhoto babu and his driver... they got together...’ Gokul choked. He uttered the next few words with great difficulty: ‘The two of them dropped the dead body into the lake behind the house. They... they tied a stone round its neck. And Chhoto babu said if I breathed a word to anyone, he’d k-kill me, too!’


‘I see,’ Feluda helped him sit down. ‘Now tell me, am I right in thinking there is no one called Rajen babu at all?’


‘Yes, sir. We did once have a manager by that name, but he died two years ago.’


Feluda and I leapt out of the room and began running down the stairs. There was a door to the left where the stairs ended, which led to the rear of the house. We heard Mr Sarkar’s voice as we emerged through this door.


‘It’s no use trying to escape, Mr Majumdar. I have a gun in my hand!’ he shouted.


This was followed immediately by a loud splash and the sound of a revolver going off.


We continued running, jumping over small bushes and crashing through thick foliage. Eventually, we found Mr Sarkar  standing under a large tamarind tree, with a revolver in his hand. Behind the tree was the lake we had glimpsed last night through our window. Its surface was covered almost totally with weed and algae.


‘He jumped before I could fire,’ Mr Sarkar said, ‘but he cannot swim. Girish, see if you can drag him out.’


Vishwanath Majumdar was fished out in a few minutes by the constable and transferred behind bars, very much like his father’s parrot. The money and the jewellery he had stolen from the chest were recovered by the police. It appeared that although he ran a successful business, he used to gamble rather heavily and was up to his neck in debt.


Feluda explained how he had arrived at the truth. ‘Rajen babu came to our room twenty minutes after we left Kalikinkar; and we saw Vishwanath Majumdar half an hour after Rajen babu’s departure. Then Rajen babu came back briefly after dinner. Not once did we see father and son and their manager together. This made me wonder whether there were indeed three different people, or whether one single person was playing different roles. Then I remembered the books on drama and acting. Perhaps those books belonged to Vishwanath Majumdar? Maybe he was interested in acting and was good at putting on make-up? If so, it wouldn’t have been difficult for him to wear a false beard and different wigs and change his voice, to fool a couple of visitors in a dark house. He had to hide his hands, though, for presumably his knowledge of make-up wasn’t adequate to turn his own hands into those of a seventy-three-year-old man. But my suspicions were confirmed when I noticed this morning that although he was supposed to have left quite early, there were no tyre marks on the ground.’


‘But who had actually written to you, asking you to come here?’ I put in.


‘Oh, that letter was written by Kalikinkar himself, I am sure. His son knew about it. So, he did nothing to stop our arrival, for he knew he could use me to find out the combination  numbers.’


In the end we got so delayed that we couldn’t catch a train before half past ten. Before we left, Feluda took out the books he had been given and handed them to me. ‘I have no wish to accept gifts from a murderer,’ he said. ‘Topshe, go and put these back.’


I replaced the books, filling each gap in the shelves and came out quietly. The parrot’s cage was still hanging outside in the veranda.


‘Shut the door!’ it said to me. ‘Shut the door... O big fat hen!’




THE RHYTHM OF THE RIDDLES


Saradindu Bandyopadhyay, tr. Arunava Sinha


1.


Byomkesh had been to Cuttack on official work, I had accompanied him too. After a few days, it became evident that the task would not be accomplished quickly, that it would take time to rummage through a mountain of deeds and documents in the government office to unearth the truth. Accordingly, Byomkesh stayed on in Cuttack, while I returned to Calcutta. How could a Bengali household be expected to run without the presence of a man at home?


On my return to Calcutta, however, I had no work. I was feeling a little helpless in Byomkesh’s absence. Winter was setting in, the days were getting shorter; and yet the hours refused to pass. Occasionally I would visit the shop, supervise Prabhat, who ran the shop, read new manuscripts if any. But still there was nothing to do for most part of the day.


Then an opportunity to pass the evenings presented itself unexpectedly.


We lived in a three-storeyed building, occupying five rooms on the top floor, while a dozen or so office-goers messed together on the first floor. On the ground floor were the manager’s room, the pantry, the kitchen and the dining room, with just one corner room being occupied by a solitary boarder. We were familiar with all of them, but not particularly intimate with any.


That evening, I had just switched on the light after darkness had fallen and opened a magazine, when there was a knock on the door. Opening the door, I discovered a middle-aged gentleman standing outside, smiling deferentially. I had seen him once or twice on the first floor of our building, where he had taken up residence recently. He occupied the best corner room on the floor all by himself. He appeared to be a man of refined tastes, being dressed in a warm Nehru jacket and a silk churidar, his hair more black than white. He was well turned out.


Greeting me, he said, ‘Excuse me, my name is Bhupesh Chatterjee. I live on the first floor.’


‘I’ve seen you now and then,’ I replied, ‘though I was not familiar with your name. Do come in.’


I gave him a seat in my room. ‘I came to Calcutta a month and a half ago. I work for an insurance company; there’s no telling where I’ll be next. Tomorrow they might transfer me somewhere else altogether, for all you know.’


‘You work for an insurance company,’ I said with some unease. ‘But I have never taken out a policy, nor am I planning to.’


‘That’s not what I came for,’ he smiled. ‘It’s true that I work at the insurance office, but I’m not an agent. I came because...’  After an awkward pause, he said, ‘I’m addicted to bridge. I haven’t had a game ever since I came here, I’m dying for one. After much effort I’ve managed to find two more players. They live in Room No. 3 on the first floor. But we haven’t been able to find a fourth. We tried cut-throat bridge for a few days, but that isn’t the real thing.  I thought I’d find out today whether Ajit babu is interested.’


I was indeed interested in bridge once upon a time. Not merely interested, obsessed. Since I had not played for a long time, the obsession had died. Still, I felt that playing bridge was preferable to passing my companionless evenings reading a dull magazine.


‘Very well, very well,’ I said. ‘I am long out of practice, of course, but still – why not?’


‘Then come with me,’ said Bhupesh babu, springing to his feet. ‘I have made all the arrangements in my room. Why waste time?’


‘Please lead the way, I’ll follow as soon as I’ve had my cup of tea,’ I said.


‘Oh no, you can just as well have your tea in my room. Come along,’ he replied.


I was amused by his eagerness. I used to be just as enthusiastic once upon a time; the evenings seemed wasted without a game of bridge.


I got off my chair. Informing Byomkesh’s wife Satyabati,  I accompanied Bhupesh babu downstairs.


The first room when you went down the stairs to the first floor was Bhupesh babu’s. Pausing near his door, he called out loudly, ‘Come along, Ram babu, Banamali babu. I’ve got hold of Ajit babu.’


Two heads popped out of Room No. 3, which was situated halfway down the corridor, then disappeared with the word, ‘Coming.’ Bhupesh babu took me into his room and switched on the light.


It was a commodious room. There were two barred windows on the wall looking out on the road. On one side of the room was the bed, covered with a bedspread, on the other was a cupboard, on top of which reposed a shining portable stove and everything you needed to make a cup of tea. Four chairs were arranged around a low table in the middle of the room; it was clearly a card table. Besides these, the other small items of furniture, including a dressing table and a chest of drawers, all indicated good taste. Bhupesh babu was slightly Western in his tastes.


Settling me in a chair, he said, ‘Let me put the kettle on, the tea will be ready in a few minutes.’


Lighting the stove, he put the kettle on. Meanwhile, Ram babu and Banamali babu had arrived.


Despite our prior acquaintance, Bhupesh babu introduced all of us once more. ‘This is Ramchandra Roy and this is Banamali Chanda. They live in the same room and work at the same bank.’


I observed other similarities too; I had not noticed them earlier, possibly because I had not seen them together. Both were aged between forty-five and fifty, both were plump and of medium height, their features cut in the same mould – a thick nose, invisible eyebrows, a square chin. The resemblance was obviously genetic. I was tempted to surprise them. After all, I was a friend of Byomkesh’s.


‘Are you related?’ I asked.


They looked at me in surprise. ‘No,’ answered Ram babu a little brusquely. ‘I’m a Vaidya, Banamali is a Kayastha.’


I was taken aback. Just as I was trying to stammer out an explanation, Bhupesh babu arrived with a plate of snacks to rescue me. Then the tea arrived. Finishing our tea quickly, we got down to the game. The subject of their being cousins was forgotten.


As we played, I discovered I had not forgotten the art of bridge even after all these years; my playing and bidding expertise were both intact. The stakes were low; the most one could win or lose at the end of the rubber was four annas. But playing was no fun without stakes.


Ram babu and I were partners in the first round – or rubber. Ram babu lit a thick cigar, Bhupesh babu and I lit our cigarettes; Banamali babu was content with slices of clove and betelnut.


Then we began to play. After every rubber, the cards were shuffled and the pairs, changed. All three of them were good players; there wasn’t much conversation as everyone was immersed in the game. Only the ends of the cigar and the cigarettes glowed constantly. Bhupesh babu rose at one point to open the window and resumed his seat in silence.


When we finished our game, it was past nine; the servant had already reminded everyone twice of dinner. When we totted up,  I turned out to have won two annas. Pocketing my winnings,  I rose to my feet joyfully. ‘We’ll play again tomorrow, won’t we?’ asked Bhupesh babu with a smile.


‘We will,’ I said.


When I went back upstairs, Satyabati remonstrated with me. Nine-fifteen on a winter night was quite late. But, happy having played bridge after such a long time, I laughed away her scolding.


After this, our games became a daily affair, the session beginning as soon as the evening lamp was lit and continuing until nine at night. After five or six days, I had formed an impression about each of them. Bhupesh babu was kind-hearted, soft-spoken and hospitable, extremely fond of bridge. Ram babu was grave, taciturn, not given to protesting against others’ mistakes while playing. Banamali babu held Ram babu in the greatest of regard, trying without success to emulate his gravity. Both were reticent, deeply addicted to bridge. Both had faint Eastern Bengali accents.


We had been happily playing bridge for six days, our sessions on the verge of becoming a permanent institution, when a ghastly incident on the floor below upset our regular gathering. Natabar Nashkar, the only inhabitant of the ground floor, was suddenly murdered. While it is true that we had no direct relationship with him, even when a ship sails along the middle of the river, the waves do reach the banks.


At six-thirty that evening, I was on my way to our evening game, wrapped in a shawl. Because I was a little late, I ran down the stairs, my sandals flapping loudly. Just as I had reached the last step, a bang made me stop in my tracks. I could not identify the source of the sound. It could have been a car backfiring out on the street, but the sound was rather loud. No sound from the street could be as deafening.


After a brief halt I continued on to Bhupesh babu’s room. The lights were on. Bhupesh babu was looking out through the window, holding the bars, while behind him Ram babu and Banamali babu were trying to peep through the same window. When I entered, Bhupesh babu was saying excitedly, ‘There... there... he ran out of the lane just this minute, did you see him? He had a brown shawl on...’


‘What’s the matter?’ I said from the back.


Everyone turned towards me. ‘Did you hear the sound?’ asked Bhupesh babu. It came from the lane beneath this window here. I’d just opened the window when there was a bang down there.  I looked out and saw a man running out of the lane.’


Our building was situated on the main road. A narrow, paved blind lane connected the road to our back door; the servants took this route in and out of the house. I felt a misgiving. ‘The room beneath this one is occupied. The sound didn’t come from that room, did it?’


‘No idea,’ said Bhupesh babu. ‘Someone does live in the room beneath mine, but I don’t know his name.’


Ram babu and Banamali babu exchanged glances, after which Ram babu cleared his throat and said, ‘The room downstairs is occupied by Natabar Nashkar.’


‘Let’s go and see,’ I said. ‘If he’s in, he can tell us what the sound was.’


None of the three seemed keen, but I was Byomkesh the truth-seeker’s friend. How could I not investigate the source of the sound? ‘Let’s take a quick look before we start our game,’ I said.  ‘I wouldn’t have bothered if it had been an everyday sort of sound, but even if someone came through the lane to throw a cracker into Natabar babu’s room, we should find out, shouldn’t we?’


They accompanied me reluctantly.


There was a lock on the manager Shibkali babu’s door and the door to the pantry was shut too. The dining room was unlocked, for it held nothing but a few low stools. Only the door to Natabar babu’s room was closed without being locked. It would not be incorrect to presume that he was in, therefore. ‘Natabar babu!’ I called out.


There was no reply. When a relatively louder call did not elicit a response either, I pushed on the door gently. The doors parted slightly.


The room was dark, nothing was visible; but there was a faint smell. The smell of gunpowder. We exchanged startled looks.


‘There must be a switch by the door,’ sad Bhupesh babu. ‘Wait, let me turn on the light.’


Pushing me aside he peeped into the room, then reached in to grope for the switch. There was a click, and the light came on.


The first thing we saw in the unforgiving overhead light was Natabar babu’s corpse. Dressed in a white sweater and a dhoti, he lay on his back in the middle of the room, his limbs splayed out. A thick stream of blood had flowed out of the area near his chest. Natabar Nashkar had not been particularly handsome even when alive; he was of medium build with a protruding stomach, his bloated face deeply pockmarked. But death had made his appearance even more grotesque. I shall not describe that horror. You could tell from his expression how hideous an emotion the fear of death is.


Frozen briefly into a statue by the sight, Ram babu emitted a sound like a hiccup from his throat. He stared at the corpse with unbelieving eyes, as if in a trance. Suddenly sinking his nails into Ram babu’s arms, Banamali babu said, ‘He’s dead, dada!’ It wasn’t clear to me whether his expression was one of sorrow or wonder or joy.


‘There’s no doubt he’s dead,’ Bhupesh babu said, his face pale. ‘He died of a gunshot. There. Can you see it on the window sill?’


The window, which had no bars, was open – on its sill lay a pistol. The picture became clear; standing outside the window, the assailant had shot Natabar Nashkar, then left after depositing the pistol on the window sill.


Hearing quick footsteps behind me, I turned. Shibkali Chakraborty, the manager of the boarding house, was approaching. He had an emaciated frame, he walked with undue haste, his eyes were unnecessarily distraught; when he spoke, he wasn’t satisfied unless he had repeated himself several times. ‘All of you here? Here? What’s the matter? What’s the matter?’ he said when he was near us.


‘See for yourself.’ We moved away from the door to give him a clear view. Shibkali babu jumped out of his skin when he saw the blood-soaked corpse. ‘Oh my god, oh my god! Natabar Nashkar is dead. Blood, blood. How did he die?’


‘You can find out for yourself over there,’ I said, pointing at the window.


‘Oh god, a pistol, a pistol!’ Shibkali babu babbled again in terror as soon as he saw the gun. ‘Natabar babu has been murdered with a pistol. Who murdered him? When was he murdered?’


‘I have no idea who murdered him,’ I replied, ‘but I do know when he was murdered. About five minutes ago.’


I explained everything to him briefly. He stared at the corpse in distress.


I had not noticed earlier, but suddenly I realized that Shibkali babu was dressed in a brown shawl. My heart leapt into my mouth. Controlling my palpitations, I said, ‘Weren’t you home? Did you go out?’


‘What? Yes, I... was out on work,’ he replied in agitation. ‘But... but... what is the way out? What is to be done... what is to be done?’


‘The first thing to be done is to inform the police,’ I said.


‘True, true,’ responded Shibkali babu. ‘That’s right, that’s right. But I do not have a telephone. You have a telephone, Ajit babu, if you could...’


‘I shall telephone the police immediately,’ I said. ‘But none of you must enter the room; wait here till the police arrive.’


I dashed upstairs. As I was about to enter my room, I saw my own reflection in the mirror. I was dressed in a brown shawl too.


We were acquainted with Pranab Guha, the police-inspector in our locality at that time. A competent, middle-aged man, he was not, however, favourably inclined towards Byomkesh. While he did not express his amiability in any manner of harshness of speech or rudeness, he spoke to Byomkesh with excessive obsequiousness, chuckling softly at the end. Possibly their natures were mutually abhorrent; besides, Pranab babu did not care for the coarse touch of an unofficial hand in official matters.


Having listened to my account on the telephone, he said sarcastically, ‘Really! A crime in the detective’s den! But when you have Byomkesh babu there, why do you need me? Let him conduct the investigation.’


‘Byomkesh is not in Calcutta,’ I said testily. ‘Had he been here, he would definitely have taken up the case.’


‘Oh all right, I’ll come round then,’ said Inspector Pranab. He put the phone down with a chuckle. I went back downstairs.


Pranab babu arrived with his entourage half an hour later. He chuckled when he caught sight of me, then inspected the corpse gravely. Lifting the pistol gingerly from the window sill, he wrapped it in his handkerchief and put it in his pocket. Eventually, having dispatched the corpse, he occupied the only chair in the room and proceeded to interrogate all the inmates of the house.


I told him whatever I knew. I am summarizing the statements of the others—


Shibkali babu, the manager, was sworn to a vow of celibacy – a bachelor, in other words. He had been running the boarding house for the past twenty-five years; it was his wife, his child, his family... Natabar Nashkar had taken up residence in this ground floor room three years earlier and had occupied it ever since. He was approximately fifty years of age and not given to consorting with the others. Ram babu and Banamali babu used to visit him in his room once in a while. Shibkali babu bore no ill-will towards Natabar Nashkar, for Natabar paid his dues promptly on the first of every month... Shibkali babu had learnt that afternoon of potatoes being sold cheap at a particular warehouse, so he had gone to the godown to purchase potatoes. But the potatoes had been sold out already, so he had returned empty-handed.


Bhupesh babu worked at an insurance office; he had been transferred to Calcutta a month and a half earlier. He was about forty-five, a widower with no children. He had no home to speak of; he had travelled all over the country in course of work. Bhupesh babu gave an accurate account of how he had gathered a group of people to play bridge and of that evening’s incidents; he mentioned the man in the brown shawl too. He had not seen the man’s face clearly; from the back you cannot see the face of a man who is running away; so he was unlikely to recognize the man were he to see him again.


The statements given by Ramchandra Roy and Banamali Chanda were similar. I observed that although Ram babu remained composed throughout the questioning, Banamali babu appeared somewhat perturbed. Both of them used to live in Dhaka earlier, working in the same British firm. Their wives, children and family had all been killed in the riots at the time of the Partition and they had somehow managed to escape with their lives. Ram babu was forty-eight years old; Banamali babu, forty-five. They had lived in this boarding house after crossing over to Calcutta and worked in a bank. Three years had passed this way.


They were fond of playing bridge, but had not had an opportunity to play since moving to Calcutta. Bhupesh babu had made arrangements for bridge in his room a few days earlier and the evenings had been passing pleasantly since then. Within five minutes of their entering Bhupesh babu’s room this evening, there was the sound of an explosion in the lane outside... They had been acquainted with Natabar babu in Dhaka; it had been a slight acquaintance, without any particular closeness. Natabar babu had worked as an agent for various enterprises in Dhaka. By virtue of living in the same boarding house, they used to meet occasionally; Ram babu and Banamali babu would drop in for a chat. They did not know whether Natabar babu had any other friends... They had seen the man in the brown shawl for a split second in the dim light of dusk at the head of the lane; they would not be able to recognize him again.


The remaining inmates were unable to reveal anything. A game of dice had been in progress in a room at the other end of the first floor. Four players and four other spectators had been present there; they had not heard the gunshot. No one else in the boarding house had anything more than a nodding acquaintance with Natabar babu.


Only the servant Haripada said something that could be either irrelevant or significant. At six in the evening, Suren babu from the first floor had sent Haripada to the restaurant on the main road to buy some snacks. On his way back through the back lane, Haripada had heard someone murmuring in Natabar babu’s room. He had been unable to see who was inside because the door had been shut; nor had he recognized the voice. Haripada had noticed this specifically because Natabar babu did not usually have many visitors. He could not specify the time, but  Suren babu stated clearly that he had asked Haripada to get the snacks at six in the evening.


In other words, Natabar babu had had a visitor in his room half an hour before he died. It wasn’t anyone in the boarding house, for no one admitted to visiting him. Therefore it had been an outsider. Perhaps it had been the man in the brown shawl. Or some other person altogether; Haripada’s statement proved nothing.


After he had taken everyone’s testimony, Inspector Pranab said, ‘All of you may leave now, we will search the room. And yes, this is for Ajit babu and Shibkali babu – do not attempt to leave Calcutta without my permission until this murder mystery is solved.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked in surprise.


‘I mean that both you and Shibkali babu are dressed in brown shawls,’ answered Inspector Pranab. ‘Heh heh. You may leave now.’


He slammed the door on our faces. We returned to our respective burrows. The game of cards was forgotten.


The following day passed in inactive tedium. The police made no noise. Inspector Pranab had left the previous evening with some documents after searching Natabar babu’s room and locking the door. The man was hostile towards us, but he expressed his hostility so courteously that you could say nothing. He knew  I had a watertight alibi, but had still used a flimsy pretext to issue instructions forbidding me to leave Calcutta. Since I was a friend of Byomkesh’s, harassing me was his only motive.


In the morning, the gentlemen at the boarding house all left for their respective offices. No one seemed the slightest bit perturbed. There was no regret amongst any of them for the death by gunshot of a person named Natabar Nashkar, who had lived in the same boarding house for three years. ‘If thou beest born, die thou must’ – everyone appeared to harbour a philosophical attitude.


In the evening I went to Bhupesh babu’s room. Ram babu and Banamali babu had turned up as well. All of us seemed to be lacking in spirit. No one suggested a rubber. Our session broke up after miserably discussing Natabar Nashkar’s death and criticizing the incompetence of the police over a cup of tea.


As I climbed the stairs, a thought occurred to me. No matter how efficient Inspector Pranab was, he would not be able to solve the mystery of Natabar babu’s death. Byomkesh wasn’t here; the evening sessions were flagging. It would not be a bad idea to write an account of the entire affair instead of sitting by idly.  I would have something to do and maybe Byomkesh would be able to get to the bottom of the matter if he could read my account when he returned.


I began writing that very night. Starting at the beginning, I wrote down every last detail from my perspective in a way that would not allow Byomkesh to pick holes in the narrative.  I finished writing the next afternoon.


I may have finished writing, but the story was not finished. Who knew when and where the story of Natabar babu’s murder would end? Maybe the murderer’s identity would never be known. Feeling somewhat dissatisfied, I had barely lit a cigarette when Byomkesh strolled in holding his suitcase.


‘Byomkesh! You’re back!’ I jumped to my feet. ‘So your work’s done?’


‘The work’s not even begun,’ Byomkesh said. ‘Two government departments are at loggerheads with each other. Each wants to be the first to lay down its life for the cause. When I saw all this,  I decided to leave. I’ll go back when they’ve finished battling each other.’


Hearing Byomkesh’s voice, Satyabati came running, wiping her hand on the end of her sari. They were not newlyweds any more, but even now a joyful light appeared in Satyabati’s eyes when Byomkesh appeared unexpectedly.


When the couple’s reunion was over, I brought up the subject of Natabar’s murder and gave Byomkesh what I had written for him to read. Byomkesh started reading my notes over a cup of tea.


He returned it to me at six in the evening, saying, ‘So Inspector Pranab has confined you to the city. What the fellow must think of us! We shall meet him tomorrow. Let us go and meet Bhupesh babu now.’


I realized the case had intrigued Byomkesh. ‘By all means,’  I said, pleased. ‘We may run into Ram babu and Banamali babu too.’


I took Byomkesh to Bhupesh babu’s room on the first floor. My assumption had not been incorrect; Ram babu and Banamali babu were indeed there. Byomkesh did not have to be introduced to anyone, for everyone knew who he was. Bhupesh babu welcomed him warmly and put the kettle on for tea. Ram babu’s gravity remained intact, but a nervous wariness was occasionally evident in Banamali’s eyes.


Taking a seat, Byomkesh said, ‘I was once addicted to bridge. Then Ajit taught me chess. But now I no longer enjoy playing.’


Turning to look at him as he was putting the tea leaves into the boiling water in the kettle, Bhupesh babu said, ‘Now for only the sport unto death with my life.’


I was startled to hear Bhupesh babu quote Rabindranath Tagore. He not only worked at the insurance office but also read poetry!


‘Right you are,’ responded Byomkesh quietly. ‘Playing against death all my life has ensured that I can no longer train my mind on light-hearted games.’


‘It’s different for you,’ answered Bhupesh babu. ‘I deal in death too; what else is insurance but the business of death. But I still enjoy bridge.’


Byomkesh may have been talking to Bhupesh babu, but his eyes kept drifting towards Ram babu and Banamali babu. They sat in silence, unfamiliar with such light but refined conversation.


Bhupesh babu brought the cups of tea and a plate of cream crackers. ‘Yours is a different kind of personality too. Bridge is a game for the intelligent; those who are intelligent are naturally attracted to this game. Some people play bridge as a means of respite from the agony of living. Many years ago I knew someone who used to play bridge to forget the agony of his son’s death.’


Three pairs of eyes turned mechanically towards Byomkesh. No one spoke, all of them could only stare in surprise. A heavy silence descended on the room.


We finished our cups of tea without a word. Then Byomkesh broke the silence and said matter-of-factly, ‘I was in Cuttack,  I have only just got back. Ajit informed me of Natabar Nashkar’s death as soon as I arrived. I was not acquainted with Natabar babu, but the news of his death made me curious. You do not often have a murder on your own doorstep. So I thought of making your acquaintance.’


‘How fortunate then that the murder took place,’ said Bhupesh babu, ‘or else you’d never have graced my room. But I know nothing about Natabar Nashkar. I had never even set eyes on him when he was alive. Ram babu and Banamali babu knew him a little.’


Byomkesh looked at Ram babu. A shadow of fear seemed to fall over his gravity. He fidgeted, cleared his throat as though about to say something, then shut his mouth. Thereupon Byomkesh turned his glance towards Banamali babu, saying, ‘I’m sure you know what kind of a man Natabar babu was.’


Startled, Banamali babu stammered, ‘Uh... ar... he wasn’t a bad sort... quite a decent sort, in fact... but...’


Ram babu finally regained his power of speech, cutting in on Banamali babu’s incomplete sentence. ‘Look, we were by no means friends of Natabar babu’s. But when we lived in Dhaka, he lived next door to us, so we were acquainted. We know nothing about his character.’


‘How long ago did you live in Dhaka?’ asked Byomkesh.


‘Five or six years ago,’ answered Ram babu, gulping. ‘Then the Partition riots began and we came away to West Bengal.’


‘So you worked in the same firm in Dhaka?’ Byomkesh asked Banamali babu.


‘Yes we did,’ he answered. ‘You must have heard of Godfrey-Brown; it’s a large British firm. That was where...’


Before he could finish, Ram babu suddenly rose from his chair. ‘You haven’t forgotten we have to call on Narayan babu at seven, have you, Banamali?... We shall take your leave now.’


Ram babu made a quick exit, with Banamali babu in tow. Byomkesh turned to watch their act of retreat.


Bhupesh babu smiled. ‘Your questions sound innocuous, Byomkesh babu,’ he said, ‘but Ram babu’s offended.’


‘I cannot understand why,’ answered Byomkesh innocently. ‘Do you have any idea?’


‘I have no idea,’ Bhupesh babu shook his head. ‘I was in fact in Dhaka during the riots, but I didn’t know any of them at the time. I know nothing about their past either.’


‘You were in Dhaka too during the riots?’


‘Yes, I’d been transferred to Dhaka about a year before the riots. I returned after the Partition.’


Silence reigned for some time. Byomkesh lit a cigarette.


Looking at him for a few minutes, Bhupesh babu asked, ‘Is your story about the man who used to play bridge to forget the pain of losing his son true, Byomkesh babu?’


‘Yes, it’s a true story,’ Byomkesh told him. ‘It happened a long time ago, when I was in college. Why do you ask?’


Bhupesh babu did not answer. Instead, he rose and fetched a photograph from his drawer, handing it to Byomkesh. It was a photo of a boy of nine or ten; his face glowing with the brightness of a child. ‘My son,’ Bhupesh babu mumbled.


‘Your son...’ Byomkesh said, raising his eyes from the photograph to look at Bhupesh babu in anxiety.


‘He’s dead,’ Bhupesh babu shook his head. ‘He had gone to school the day the riots began in Dhaka; he never returned.’


Breaking the unbearable silence, Byomkesh asked half a question. ‘Your wife...’


‘She’s dead too,’ answered Bhupesh babu. ‘Her heart was weak, she couldn’t bear her son’s death. I neither died, nor succeeded in forgetting. It’s been five or six years, I should have forgotten by now. I go to work, play cards, laugh and joke, but I cannot forget. Is there a medicine to wipe out memories of grief, Byomkesh babu?’


‘Eternity is the only medicine,’ Byomkesh sighed.


2.


‘Let us call on Swami Pranabananda,’ said Byomkesh over our morning tea the next day.


I was already under a pall of gloom after hearing of the tragedy of Bhupesh babu’s life the previous night; the thought of an encounter with Inspector Pranab depressed me further. ‘Is a meeting with Pranabananda absolutely imperative?’ I enquired.


‘Not if you do not wish to be free of police suspicion,’ answered Byomkesh.


‘Very well then.’


Taking the stairs to the first floor at nine-thirty, we observed a lock on Bhupesh babu’s door. He must have gone to office. Ram babu and Banamali babu were emerging from their room in full finery – they retreated on seeing us. Throwing me a sidelong glance, Byomkesh smiled.


Shibkali babu was going over the account books in his office downstairs. When he saw Byomkesh, he leapt to the door, asking with anguish in his eyes, ‘Byomkesh babu! When did you return from Cuttack – what time? Have you heard about Natabar Nashkar! And now look, the police have involved me in the  case – they’ve involved me.’


‘Not just you, they have involved Ajit too,’ said Byomkesh.


‘Yes of course, of course. Brown shawl. Ridiculous... ridiculous. You must save us.’


‘I shall try.’


Suddenly stopping on the road, Byomkesh said, ‘Come, let us take a look at the lane.’


He was referring to the lane that ran past our home, the one down which the man in the brown shawl had escaped after shooting Natabar babu. It was so narrow that two people couldn’t walk abreast in it. We entered the lane in single file. Byomkesh advanced slowly, his eyes fixed on the paved surface. I didn’t know what he had in mind, but it was rather far-fetched to expect clues to the murder three days afterwards.


The window to Natabar babu’s room was shut. Pausing before it, Byomkesh trained his probing eyes on the paved surface of the lane. The window was at a height of four feet from the ground; it would be easy to fire into the room if the shutters were open.


‘What’s that stain?’


Following the direction of Byomkesh’s finger, I observed a discoloured mark on the ground; star shaped, with a diameter of about three inches. The lane was swept from time to time, but despite the urgency of all the cleaning, the stain had not been obliterated. It appeared to be two or three days old.


‘What is that stain?’ I asked.


Without answering, Byomkesh suddenly lowered himself to the ground like someone doing push-up exercises and planted his nose on the stain. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ I asked in surprise. ‘Why are you rubbing your nose on the ground?’


‘I was not rubbing my nose,’ said Byomkesh, back on his feet. ‘I was sniffing it.’


‘Sniffing it! How does it smell?’


‘You can sniff if too if you’d like to know.’


‘No need.’


‘Then let us go to the police station.’


Leaving the lane behind us, we went off towards the police station. I glanced at Byomkesh once or twice out of the corner of my eyes, but it wasn’t clear whether he had discovered anything after sniffing the road.


Inspector Pranab was lording it over the police station. He was, on the whole, of pleasing appearance, medium build and not too dark a complexion; the only flaw was that he was barely five feet three inches in height.


At the sight of Byomkesh walking in, his eyes first expressed surprise, followed by feigned humility. ‘Byomkesh babu!’ he exclaimed. ‘How fortunate I am to be in your august company first thing in the morning. Hehe.’


‘I am no less fortunate,’ countered Byomkesh. ‘The scriptures clearly state the outcome of seeing a dwarf in the morning – you are freed from the cycle of rebirth.’


Inspector Pranab was taken aback. Byomkesh had always ignored his jibes, but today he was in a different frame of mind. Unprepared for a riposte, Pranab babu said glumly, ‘I admit my appearance does not resemble a lamp post.’


‘You have no choice but to admit it,’ Byomkesh smiled. ‘Lamp posts have lights on their heads; that is where they differ from you.’


Pranab babu’s face fell. Forcing out a laugh, he said, ‘I can’t help it; not everyone is so bright inside their heads, after all. Was there anything you needed?’


‘Of course there is,’ said Byomkesh. ‘First, I have marched Ajit to the police station to prove to you that he is not absconding. You may rest assured that he is under my surveillance; he will not be able to escape under my nose.’


Pranab babu attempted a disarming laugh. ‘I do not know what the Commissioner will say if he learns that you have restrained Ajit from leaving the city,’ Byomkesh continued without mercy, ‘but I would certainly like to know. We have courts of law in this country; even police officers can be punished for unnecessarily interfering with individual freedom. But still, all that can come later. My second question is whether you have been able to gather any information concerning Natabar Nashkar’s death.’


Pranab babu debated whether to answer this question rudely. But realizing that it would not be wise to antagonize Byomkesh in his current frame of mind, he answered calmly, ‘Do you have any idea of the population of Calcutta, Byomkesh babu?’


‘I have never counted,’ answered Byomkesh contemptuously. ‘Probably five million or so.’


‘Let’s say it is five million,’ said Pranab babu. ‘Is it a simple task to apprehend an individual in a brown shawl from these teeming millions? Can you do it?’


‘I might be able to if I have all the information.’


‘Although it is against our rules to share information with outsiders, I can tell you all I know.’


‘Very well, do so. Has Natabar Nashkar’s family been located?’


‘No. We had advertised in the papers, but no one has come forward.’


‘What did the post-mortem reveal?’


‘The bullet penetrated the ribs to enter the heart. The bullet was matched with the gun; it was the same pistol.’


‘Anything else?’


‘He was quite healthy, but on the verge of developing cataract in his eyes.’


‘Who’s the owner of the pistol?’


‘It’s an American army pistol, available on the black market. There’s no way in which to identify the owner.’


‘Did you discover anything significant when you searched the room?’


‘All the relevant items are there on that table. A diary, about five rupees in cash, a bank passbook and a true copy of a court judgement. You may take a look if you like.’


There was a table in the corner of the room. Byomkesh went up to it, but I did not. Inspector Pranab was not a decent sort; an unpleasant situation would arise if he objected. From my chair, I saw Byomkesh examine the bank passbook, leaf through the diary and read the court document with the judicial stamp carefully. ‘I have seen all I had to,’ he said on his return.


By then, the devil in Inspector Pranab had awoken again. Peering at Byomkesh, he said, ‘You saw exactly what I did. Have you got to know the name and address of the culprit?’


‘Yes, I have,’ Byomkesh told him.


‘Really!’ exclaimed Pranab babu, his eyebrows shooting skywards. ‘So soon! You’re incredibly clever! Would you be so good as to reveal the culprit’s name, so that I may arrest him?’


‘I shall not reveal the culprit’s name to you, Pranab babu,’ Byomkesh said, tightening his jaw. ‘That is my own discovery. You are paid a salary for your work; you will have to find out on your own. But I can offer you some help. Search the lane running beside the building.’


‘Has the culprit left his footprint in there! Hehe.’


‘No, he has left a mark even more incriminating... One more thing. I shall be taking Ajit to Cuttack with me in a few days. Stop him if you dare... Come, Ajit.’


‘Have you really identified the culprit?’ I asked in excitement when we left the police station.


‘I had identified him even before we came to the police station,’ Byomkesh nodded, ‘but Inspector Pranab is a good-for-nothing. He is not unintelligent, but his intelligence is destructive. He will never be able to get to the bottom of Natabar’s murder mystery.’


‘Who murdered Natabar Nashkar? Was it someone we know?’ I asked.


‘I shall tell you later. For now, let me tell you that Natabar Nashkar was a blackmailer by profession. You had better go back home, I am going to the city. Godfrey-Brown has a large office here in Calcutta too. I might get some information there. It may be some time before I am back.’ He left with a wave.


I returned home alone. It was 1.30 p.m. by the time Byomkesh came back.


‘You have to do something for me,’ he said after his bath and lunch. ‘You have to invite Ram babu, Banamali babu and Bhupesh babu to tea. We shall gather here in this room this evening?’


‘Very well. But what’s going on? Why did you go to the Godfrey-Brown office?’


‘There was a court judgement among Natabar Nashkar’s belongings at the police station. When I read it I discovered that two brothers named Rashbehari Biswas and Banabehari Biswas were the treasurer and assistant-treasurer, respectively, at the Dhaka office of Godfrey-Brown. They were caught embezzling funds seven years ago. They were taken to court. Banabehari was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment and Rashbehari, to three. Natabar Nashkar had got hold of this judgement. Then his diary revealed that he used to get eighty rupees every month from Rashbehari and Banabehari Biswas. I went to Godfrey-Brown to verify the misappropriation of funds. It is true. I had no more doubts that Natabar was blackmailing them?


‘But... Rashbehari, Banabehari... who are they? Where will you find them?’


‘They aren’t far away; you only have to go as far as Room  No. 3.’


‘What! Ram babu and Banamali babu!’


‘Yes. You came close to the truth. They are not just related, they are brothers. To honour the idiom, you could say they are not just brothers-in-arms but also thick as thieves.’


‘But... but... they could not have murdered Natabar. When Natabar was killed they were...’


‘Patience,’ said Byomkesh, raising his hand. ‘You shall hear the whole story at tea.’


A variety of snacks bought from the Marwari store and tea had been prepared to entertain the guests. Bhupesh babu was the first to arrive. Dressed in a dhoti and kurta, he had a folded grey shawl over his shoulder and an eager smile on his face. ‘Have you made arrangements for bridge too?’ he asked.


‘We can make arrangements if everyone wants to play,’ Byomkesh replied.


Ram babu and Banamali babu arrived a little later, their coats buttoned up to their necks, their eyes wary. ‘Welcome, welcome,’ said Byomkesh.


Byomkesh led a witty conversation over the tea and snacks. I observed after some time that Ram babu and Banamali babu had shed their stiffness. Feeling quite at ease, they were participating in the exchanges.


After twenty minutes or so, when the snacks were exhausted, Ram babu lit a cigar; offering Bhupesh babu a cigarette, Byomkesh then held the tin out to Banamali babu. ‘One for you, Banabehari babu?’ he said.


‘I don’t smoke...’ said Banamali babu and turned pale. ‘Er... my name...’


‘The two of you are brothers and I know your real names – Rashbehari and Banabehari Biswas.’ Byomkesh sat down in his chair. ‘Natabar Nashkar was blackmailing you. You were paying him eighty rupees a month...’


Rashbehari and Banabehari had turned to blocks of wood. Lighting his own cigarette, Byomkesh spoke as he blew the smoke out, ‘Natabar Nashkar was a devil. When he was in Dhaka, he was to all appearances an agent, but behind that façade he was a blackmailer whenever he had the opportunity. When the two of you went to jail, he procured a copy of the court judgement, keeping future possibilities in mind. His plan was to wait till you had got jobs again after your release and then start sucking your blood.


‘Then the Partition took place. Natabar could no longer continue his business in Dhaka, he escaped to Calcutta. But he did not know too many people here; there was no opportunity to pursue either his legal or his illegal profession as there was no one suitable for blackmailing. His business reached a low ebb. He took a room in this boarding house, surviving on whatever little money he had managed to bring.


‘While he was here, he suddenly saw the two of you one day and recognized you. You lived in the same boarding house. On making enquiries, he discovered that you were working at a bank under false identities. Natabar Nashkar found a channel for earning. God seemed to have trussed up the two of you and delivered you to him.


‘Pay up, or else I will reveal your real identities to the bank, Natabar told you. Helpless, you began paying him every month. Not a large sum, admittedly, only eighty rupees. But not bad for Natabar – at least it paid for his accommodation and food.


‘So it went on. The two of you had no peace, nor could you escape Natabar’s clutches. Your only hope lay in his death.’


Byomkesh paused. Breaking the breathless silence, Banabehari burst out, I beg of you Byomkesh babu, we didn’t kill Natabar Nashkar. We were in Bhupesh babu’s room when he was killed.’


‘That is true.’ Leaning back in his chair, Byomkesh said carelessly, ‘I do not care who killed Natabar. Only the police do. But the two of you work at a bank. If there is ever a discrepancy in the accounts I shall be forced to reveal your true identities.’


‘There will be no discrepancy in the bank’s accounts,’ Ram babu aka Rashbehari babu finally spoke. ‘We will not repeat our mistake.’


‘Excellent. Ajit and I shall remain silent in that case.’ Byomkesh looked at Bhupesh babu. ‘What about you?’


A strange smile flitted across Bhupesh babu’s face. ‘I shall remain silent too,’ he said softly. ‘Not a word shall escape my lips.’


The room was silent for some time after this. Then Ram babu rose, speaking with his palms joined together, ‘We shall never forget your generosity. May we leave now? I am not feeling very well.’


‘You may.’ Byomkesh saw them to the door, then came back after shutting it.


I saw Bhupesh babu smiling at Byomkesh. Byomkesh returned his smile. ‘I did not know there was an illicit connection between Natabar Nashkar and Ram babu and Banamali babu. That is a coincidence. You have probably unravelled everything, have you not?’


‘Not everything, but the sum of it,’ Byomkesh sighed deeply.


‘Why don’t you tell the story? If I have anything to add I shall do so afterwards.’


Giving Bhupesh babu a cigarette and lighting one for himself, Byomkesh looked at me and began to speak, slowly. ‘You wrote an account of Natabar’s death. When I read it, I was struck by a doubt. The sound of a pistol being fired is never so loud. This seemed to be the sound of a shotgun, or a bomb bursting. Yet Natabar had been killed by a pistol shot.


‘You had noticed the similarity in appearance between Ram babu and Banamali babu. When I spoke to them, they appeared to be concealing something. Since they used to frequent Natabar’s room, I became curious about them.


‘But they were in Bhupesh babu’s room on the first floor when the gunshot was heard. The atmosphere in Bhupesh babu’s room was peaceful, normal. He was in his own room; at  6.25 p.m. Rashbehari and Banabehari came for the game of bridge. But the game could not begin till Ajit had arrived. A couple of minutes later Ajit’s sandals were heard flapping on the stairs. Bhupesh babu rose and opened the window looking out on the lane. At once there was an explosion. Rashbehari and Banabehari went up to the window. “There... there... he ran out of the lane just this minute, did you see him? He had a brown shawl on...”  Bhupesh babu exclaimed.


‘There were several people walking past the lane on the main road. Rashbehari and Banabehari assumed one of them had just run out of the lane. They were left in no doubt that Bhupesh babu was right. It is possible to induce such mistakes if you want to.


‘Later the pistol was found on the window sill of Natabar’s room. Naturally the question arises, why had the assailant left the pistol behind? There was no justifiable reason. I suspected that there was serious deception at work behind this apparently simple occurrence.


‘Haripada, the servant, had heard someone in Natabar’s room at six in the evening. What if that person had killed Natabar? And had then pushed back the supposed time of the killing in order to create an alibi for himself? A difference of fifteen minutes in the time of death cannot be detected by a post-mortem.


‘I was convinced that the murderer was not an outsider, but someone who lived in the boarding house. But who was it? Was it Shibkali babu? Rashbehari and Banabehari? Or someone else?  I did not know who had a motive, but only Shibkali babu had the opportunity. Everyone else had a watertight alibi.


‘My mind was fogged; I could not see anything clearly. I had noticed that Natabar babu’s room was directly beneath Bhupesh babu’s and Natabar babu’s window was directly beneath Bhupesh babu’s. But the thought of a cracker hadn’t even occurred to me then. Yes, a cracker. The kind that explodes when hurled, or when it is dropped from a height on a hard surface.


‘I was on my way to the police station this morning in the hope of some fresh information. As I was leaving, I thought of checking for clues in the lane near Natabar’s window.


‘I did find a clue. The discoloured stain left behind by a cracker which burst on the paved surface of the lane directly beneath Natabar’s window. When I sniffed it I discovered a faint tang of gunpowder. All my doubts were now dispelled. An excellent alibi had been created. Who had created the alibi? It could not have been anyone except Bhupesh babu. Because he was the one who had opened the window. Rashbehari and Banabehari had gone up to the window after hearing the bang.


‘Bhupesh babu went downstairs quietly at six that evening under cover of darkness. The pistol had already been procured; he entered Natabar’s room, introduced himself and shot him. Opening the window looking out on the lane, he placed the pistol on the window sill and returned to his room. Fortunately no one saw him on his journey to and from Natabar’s room. But just in case they had, he needed an alibi. Returning to his room, he waited. Rashbehari and Banabehari arrived in ten minutes for their game of bridge. But Ajit had not arrived yet, so the three of them waited for him.


‘Then Bhupesh babu heard Ajit’s sandals flapping on the staircase. He was prepared, holding a marble-sized cracker in his clenched hand. On the pretext of stuffiness in the room, he opened the window looking out on the lane and dropped the cracker. There was a bang downstairs. Rashbehari and Banabehari rushed to the window; Bhupesh babu showed them the imaginary murderer in the brown shawl.


‘Bhupesh babu did not have to do anything more; the corpse was discovered in due course. The police came and took the corpse away. Curtain.’


Byomkesh stopped. Bhupesh babu had been listening without a word, without stirring, he remained the same way. ‘Any errors?’ Byomkesh asked him, arching his eyebrows.


Bhupesh babu stirred now, shaking his head with a smile. ‘None whatsoever. I was the one who made the error. I didn’t imagine you’d be back so soon, Byomkesh babu. I had expected Natabar’s case to have died down by the time you returned.’


‘Two questions remain unanswered,’ Byomkesh smiled. ‘First, what was your motive? Second, how did you muffle the sound of the pistol being fired? Even if you fire a pistol in a closed room, the sound is likely to be heard outside. Did you take no care to prevent this?’


‘I shall answer the second question first.’ Removing the shawl folded over his shoulder, he unfolded it and held it out before us with both his hands; we saw a small hole in the new shawl. ‘I was dressed in this shawl when I went to Natabar’s room, hiding the pistol under it. I shot Natabar without taking the pistol out of my shawl; the sound was muffled by it, no one heard.’


Byomkesh nodded slowly. ‘And the answer to my first question?’ he said. ‘I can guess some of it; you had shown us your son’s photograph yesterday. Still, I want to hear it from you.’


A pulse began to beat in Bhupesh babu’s forehead, but he spoke calmly. ‘I had shown you my son’s photograph because I realised you would discover the truth. So I was justifying myself in advance. Natabar tricked my son into accompanying him from school on the day the riots broke out in Dhaka. That evening he came to my house to tell me he would return my son for a ransom of ten thousand rupees. I did not have ten thousand in cash, I gave him whatever I had; my wife took off all her jewellery and handed it to him. Natabar left with all of it, but we did not get our son back. We did not see Natabar either. Several years had passed since then. When I came to Calcutta after losing my wife and son, one day I suddenly spotted Natabar on the road. And then...’


‘I see,’ said Byomkesh. ‘There is no need to say anything more, Bhupesh babu.’


Bhupesh babu remained immobile for a few moments. Then he said, ‘What do you wish to do with me?’


Byomkesh looked at the ceiling for a while. Then he said, “‘No one hangs for killing a crow,” the writer Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay had said. I believe no one should hang for killing a vulture either. You need not worry.’




SEPAL




Ambai, tr. Gita Subramanian


It was just the kind of morning when it felt that the day had just not dawned properly. There was no breeze to speak of. It was sweltering inside. Even the sea that could be seen at a distance from the window was a dark grey. The bright green leaves of the banyan tree seemed to hurt the eye. Not one bird song could be heard. Sudha Gupta shook her head vigorously; if her mind ran in such contrary directions, how was she to concentrate on her work? It was just her usual routine work: cases of husbands suspecting their wives and wives suspecting their husbands and asking her detective agency to compile a secret dossier on the other. People wanting to form business partnerships asking for secret reports on each other in order to know all there is to know about the other. Lovers spying on each other. Parents arranging a marriage between their offsprings, asking for a report on the prospective groom or bride. And such other similar cases. The usual sort of cases that come to private investigators. The reason why she got so many cases related to relationships could well be because she was the only woman in this line of work. But even though she would tire of it all every now and then, the incentive for her to continue in this line was that the present Assistant Commissioner of Police (ACP), Govind Shelke, regularly involved her in his cases. This was not the norm, yet he would somehow make it possible. He would also make sure that she received the money that was due to her. Though he would make fun of her guru Vidyasagar Rawte’s methods and say in jest that he was a veritable Sherlock Holmes, he did have a great deal of respect for him. Anyway, Vidyasagar did not mind it at all. With so many overbridges collapsing in Mumbai these days, Vidyasagar  knew the date of construction of every bridge in Mumbai, who built it, when and how they had been rated on inspection. He would say that detective work without conducting research and collecting all the facts available was no detective work at all. Sudha’s husband, the scientist Narendra Gupta and her daughter, Aruna, who was studying for her master’s degree, appreciated her work. Aruna would sometimes say that her mother’s line of work prevented any male student from coming anywhere close to her.


Sudha stepped into the space that she used as her office. At first, she had converted the front portion of one of the flats on the ground floor in her building into an office. The men who lived in the building were dying to find out what sort of an office a woman could have set up in their building. They sent their wives, who like the men were eager to know the details. All of them enquired what they would have to pay to have their own husbands investigated. It seemed like they were indeed men who needed to be investigated. One day, in the morning, Stella had said, ‘The uncle who lives in the opposite house thinks he is Salman Khan.’ When Sudha had asked her about it, Stella had signalled out the window with her eyes. In the balcony of the first floor opposite their office, wearing striped briefs and nothing on top, staring at their room, was a man with a huge belly, holding a bottle of oil in one hand. ‘Now for 15 minutes he will massage his body with oil. A free show for us to watch,’ said Stella. To avoid this, Sudha had moved their office to a portion of her own veranda, partitioning it off with a sliding glass door shutter.


To get out of her feeling of mental lethargy, Sudha decided she needed a cup of cinnamon tea. She pressed the button of the electric kettle and grabbed her cup. It was a gift from Aruna and it read: ‘Permit me to introduce myself. My name is Hercule Poirot. I am the world’s greatest detective.’ Sudha put in a tea bag and exactly at that moment, the switch popped up. Listlessly, she poured the water into the cup. The aroma that arose seemed to revive her a little. The file that she needed to check through had been left in readiness by Stella. This was a slightly different kind of job. A rich industrialist’s daughter, who was her father’s partner, wanted someone to keep an eye on the activities going on around him. It was one of those cases which involved property matters of wealthy families. The father was in the ICU and the mother herself was a doctor. At first, they could not quite make out what was at stake and how to go about it. The nurse who had been looking after him happened to be a classmate of Stella. It was through her that they could gather some details. On the previous evening, she had sent them a shocking three-minute video. The industrialist’s doctor-wife and another man had taken his thumb impression on a document. After wiping his thumb clean, they had closed the tube that was connected to his vein, through which essential drugs were being given. The nurse stood outside the room and was able to film what was going on inside. She had managed to get the flow of the fluid started again and then immediately called in the doctors. Without telling them the details of what had just happened, she had asked them to examine him. As the patient’s wife was a doctor, the nurse must have been confused as to what would be the correct course of action. The video had been sent to the daughter as soon as it had arrived. Now they had to send her the full report.
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