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


If you don’t know them, Kaveri’s Dictionary on page 272 will tell you what they mean and how to pronounce them. It also explains a bit about the geography and history behind this book.


And read onto Kaveri’s Adventures in the Kitchen on page 274 for some delicious Indian recipes, adapted to modern times and inspired by the food in The Bangalore Detectives Club.














‘Instinct is a marvellous thing. It can neither be explained nor ignored.’


—Agatha Christie, The Mysterious Affair at Styles
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Bangalore, August 1921


The stranger was from Majjigepura, the village of buttermilk. He had rented a car and planned to make it to Bangalore by noon, but a punctured tyre had left him stranded on the highway for hours. The vastness and chaos of the city frightened him, and the rapidly sinking sun made matters worse. Only the scrap of paper which he held with an address and a woman’s name on it – MRS KAVERI MURTHY, Mathematician and Lady Detective – gave him the motivation he needed to abandon the car at the crossroads, proceeding on foot into dark and unfamiliar Bangalore.


All he knew about the detective was that she was a doctor’s wife and, praise be to God, she was living in Basavanagudi. Lying just outside the sprawling maze of Bangalore, it was an extension of the city built to solve its overcrowding problem. Its perfect roads were the first thing he noticed, the street signs in Kannada as well as English.


Earlier that day, the man at the Mysore teashop had given him directions on finding his way to Albert Victor Road – the address on the scrap of paper – saying to look out for a statue of the Mysore Maharaja. The stranger had fobbed him off with a cute story about a reunion with a long-lost cousin, and had been sent on his way with a free cup of chai and a smile.


But it was a week after Amavasya – the date of the new moon – and the dull light from the galaxy was barely sufficient to pick his way through the high streets, let alone find an ancient landmark.


Was that it? He could vaguely make out a dark shape in the distance, too tall to be a human being and too short and narrow to be a house.


He hurried towards it and then, amazingly, the moon came out from behind the clouds. Calling out a quick thanks to the gods, he walked towards the statue of a man on a horse, whose features he vaguely recognised as those of the famed ruler of Mysore. He paid him a quick gesture of respect then took the road to the right of the statue, as the teashop man had instructed.


A large house, white, with a neem tree outside, a red compound wall, a large arch covered with scented jasmine creepers, a yard full of fruit trees. Nailed to one of the gateposts was the name plate he was seeking – Rama Murthy, MBBS.


The lights were on inside the house, and peering through the open windows he could see bright lamps, cups of coffee being poured, plates of fried snacks passed around. The lady detective seemed to be hosting friends. Of course! He hit his forehead with his palm. It was a Sunday.


He looked to the left, and saw a small shed adjoining the compound wall near the back of the house. From a distance it looked like a storehouse, the old-fashioned kind used to shelve mangoes, coconuts and other large fruit. He crept towards the shed. Perhaps he could shelter there till the guests left.


On closer inspection, he saw that the shed was nothing like the dingy, traditional village storehouse he had been imagining. It was spotlessly white – freshly painted, he realised, as he touched his finger to the still-sticky surface. The wooden door had a large board above it, with English capital letters spelling out a four letter sign –
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The man carefully pulled open the latch and entered, wincing as it creaked a bit.


He fumbled for a match to light the oil lamp that hung by the entrance, waiting for his eyes to adjust while a yellow glow slowly filled the room.


The shed was stacked to the roof with books. Mostly mathematical. Volumes of arithmetic, trigonometry and calculus dominated two entire shelves. A third shelf, more interestingly, was filled with detective novels. A wooden desk stood in one corner, next to a chair – for visitors like him, he supposed.


A notebook lay on the desktop, neatly bound. The cover was embellished with creepers along all four corners, inked in indigo-blue. On it was written, in neat copperplate handwriting, The Bangalore Detectives Club: The First Case. Forgetting his nerves, the stranger from the village of buttermilk settled down in the chair and opened the notebook. The date in the margin read April, 1921.
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Swimming in a Sari
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Bangalore, April 1921


Mrs Kaveri Murthy pulled out her oldest sari, nine yards of checked cotton in dark brown. She felt so excited that she wanted to scream, but that would not do, so she resorted to her usual method for calming herself down, which was to make a mental list of all the objective facts at hand. Which were, at this very moment:


She was about to go swimming.


She had not gone swimming in three years.


Back at the Maharani Girls’ School, she used to swim all the time, doing laps of the shaded marble pool in the courtyard. That had all stopped once she was married. Her mother had refused to let her entertain the notion, saying it would not do for the wife of a respected doctor to be seen in a wet clinging sari. Kaveri began to realise there were a lot of things that a good married woman did not do.


But she was in a new city now, her mother miles away in Mysore. She remembered herself three months back, an anxiety-ridden bride, travelling north to Bangalore to begin life with her new husband. She had bitten her nails in the carriage and worried that he would find her too tall. Their formal marriage ceremony had taken place three years earlier – a loud explosion of a ceremony with drums and gongs which had left her with tinnitus – but this would be the first time she could call him ‘husband’ in the true sense of the word. To be able to pad barefoot into the kitchen, still wearing her housecoat, and say, ‘Good morning, husband!’ Her husband, Doctor Rama Murthy, Ramu to his friends and family.


Her first day in Bangalore she had been unable to rest and did not fancy sitting in silence with her new mother-in-law, nervously drinking cardamom tea and praying she wouldn’t accidentally let out a burp or say the wrong thing. Leaving her unpacked bags at the house, she had visited the hospital where Ramu worked and encountered kind, ample-bosomed Mrs Reddy – the wife of another doctor – who had taken her under her wing and told her about the swimming pool at the Century Club.


They had been standing in the shaded verandah of the hospital, fanning themselves.


‘What I would give for a dip in a pool!’ Kaveri had sighed.


‘Do you swim?’ Mrs Reddy had turned towards Kaveri, her pencilled eyebrows raised.


‘Oh, I used to! My home—’ she paused, ‘my parents’ home, in Mysore, used to have a large open well. My father gave us swimming lessons in it. He used to say that I must have been a water-sprite in an earlier life. I used to float in the well for hours when I was a little girl.’


‘My dear! I also swam when I was young. Our male servants kept guard around the pond when we went for a swim, keeping their backs to us. Brandishing large bamboo lathis, they would swat away anyone who came too close!’


‘At the Maharani Girls’ School, the Maharani – the Queen – gave us access to the palace swimming pool. She strongly believed in the importance of exercise for young women.’ Kaveri’s face lit up as she remembered those days when she swam and studied and did whatever she pleased, unhindered by rules about married women knowing their ‘proper place’.


That seemed to give Mrs Reddy an idea. ‘My daughter goes for a swim each Sunday at the Century Club, with the Iyengar girls,’ she said. The Iyengar girls were the daughters of another well-respected doctor in town. ‘In the mornings, from seven to eight, the pool is reserved exclusively for the use of women.’


‘Really?’ This all sounded very modern and avant-garde to Kaveri – who was only nineteen, and the daughter of a conservative family.


‘Of course,’ Mrs Reddy said. ‘You’re in cosmopolitan Bangalore now, and we’re in the 1920s, not some provincial backwater of centuries past. You must ask your husband to bring you next Sunday, and join us.’


‘Next Sunday’ was here, and Kaveri was humming – albeit under her breath – as she removed her bangles, earrings and chain and carefully deposited them in a golden silk pouch. She took hold of her long, black, braided hair and fastened it in a knot on her head.


Then, grabbing the delicate pleats of fabric in each hand, she hiked her sari up past her ankles, tucking the ends between her legs and tying them into a knot under her petticoat. Catching sight of herself in the long mirror, she giggled. This style reminded her of the advertisement for ‘Oriental Harem Pants’ she had seen in a glossy English magazine called Vogue, one of the souvenirs Ramu had brought home from London after his medical studies. She normally wore an eight-yard sari in the modern fashion – wound around her lower body, pleats fanning out from her waist – but that would never do for swimming.


She gave herself one last look in the mirror and left the room.


Outside the house, Ramu, waiting for his wife, was also humming to himself. ‘Cooo … coooo …’ he sang, imitating the koel bird that perched on the tamarind tree outside their home, a feathery prediction that heavy rain was on its way. He stood on the steps, hands in his pockets, gazing with pride at the car parked in the portico. The garage had finally returned the beloved Ford, and his servant had set to cleaning it last night, buffing its exterior until it gleamed in the moonlight.


Ramu, who had fallen in love with cars when he was studying in London four years ago, had imported the Model T Ford to Madras then driven it from there to Bangalore in a giddy daze. So when his wife had said she needed to go into town for a most important excursion – which when pressed further she’d admitted was to visit the swimming pool – he was already itching to take his new car for a spin, and eagerly offered to drive her.


The only thing that could drag his eyes away from the shiny Ford was Kaveri, who emerged from the house practically bouncing with excitement, and wearing a costume that looked suspiciously like harem pants.


After seating his wife in the car, Ramu felt a simple pleasure wash over him as he took to the wheel. Most of his friends employed chauffeurs to do this job, but he loved the sensation of driving, the thrill of feeling the magnificent machine moving under his hands, and could not imagine giving it up.


‘You didn’t tell me you swam,’ he said, giving his wife a sideways glance.


‘You never asked,’ she responded quickly, her lips twitching with a smile that he was starting to become familiar with.


The conversation turned to nostalgia and pleasant reminiscences on their childhood. As she chatted, Kaveri often gazed out of the rolled-down window to take in a sight – the elegant stone balustrades of the Empire Theatre, or a procession of women returned from a puja at the temple, the telling sign of a basket with coconuts and flowers in their hands. She had only been in the city for three months and felt as if she would never tire of sightseeing.


Ramu stalled the car at the turning into Cubbon Park. A haven of green, flowering foliage and white statues, it seemed to radiate calm in contrast to the bustling city. He looked at Kaveri with a boyish grin. ‘Shall we take a little detour? We have time. It’s only just turned six-thirty.’


Kaveri enthusiastically agreed and Ramu began a luxurious long circuit along the park’s wide boulevards, skimming massive rain trees and tall statues. They passed an aloof-looking white building, which Ramu explained was the Bowring Institute – home to an elite club which only admitted Europeans.


Kaveri’s smooth forehead wrinkled and Ramu couldn’t quite tell whether this was from squinting against the sun or a frown. ‘But the Century Club – the club we’re driving to, with the swimming pool – that’s a different sort of place, isn’t it? Your father told me about it in one of his letters,’ she said.


‘Yes, my appa was one of the founding members, along with the Dewan of Mysore. It was the first place where Indians could come together to talk, dance, dine. It was a different sort of club, one that would admit everyone.’


Ramu swallowed the lump that was beginning to form in his throat. His father had passed away recently, and he still found it difficult to speak about him. Kaveri patted his hand in tacit support and swiftly changed the subject by pointing to the beautiful St Mark’s Cathedral on their left. ‘How lovely,’ she said, admiring the building, which had been modelled on St Paul’s Cathedral in London, with its regal dome and arches.


They drove past the large granite building that housed Blighty’s Tea Rooms, famous for its ice cream. ‘I have never eaten “iced creams”,’ Kaveri admitted wistfully. ‘Take me some day.’


Ramu grinned, for Kaveri had begun to hum under her breath. She hummed when she was excited, completely unaware that she was doing so. She sounded just like a bee – a tall, happy bee, he thought, then reminded himself to keep his eyes on the road as he drove.


A minute before seven, Ramu dropped Kaveri off at the Century Club. The guard swung open the gate for her and she made for the swimming pool, moving purposefully towards the ladies’ changing room.


Inside, she found two young girls giggling on a bench in the corner, their heads close together. They looked up when she entered, then quickly stood up. ‘Welcome, Kaveri akka,’ they chorused, using the respectful akka, older sister, to address her. Kaveri was suddenly reminded of the gulf in experience between her and these children, though she was only a few years older.


Lalita Iyengar was about twelve, with thick black eyebrows and a long plait that fell below her knees.


The older child was Poornima Reddy. A girl of about fourteen, her movements were awkward and ungainly as though she was still trying to make peace with her long, coltish limbs. A recent spurt of growth, Kaveri guessed. She herself was quite tall for an Indian woman – five feet and five inches – and her parents had gone to pains to find a husband who would be taller than her. Poornima would also have some difficulty in this department, Kaveri thought, studying her covertly as they took their bags and went into the private changing stalls. You could tell a lot about a woman from her height.


But there was another reason she was staring at the girls. They were fitted with figure-hugging costumes of silk, exposing much more flesh than Kaveri had ever seen on a stranger.


‘You should try wearing a swimsuit, Kaveri akka,’ Poornima suggested, noticing Kaveri’s curiosity. ‘Swimming in a sari must be uncomfortable. We got these costumes stitched by the Anglo-Indian lady who runs Greens Store. Try it out and see. You’ll be able to swim so much faster.’


Kaveri felt her breath catch in her throat at the exciting prospect of wearing something so revealing. Poornima held her hand and dragged her towards the pool.


‘It’s okay, Kaveri akka,’ she said reassuringly. ‘No men are allowed anywhere near the pool at this time. We can wear what we want, and no strangers will see us.’


Perhaps I should give it a try, Kaveri thought, as she watched the younger girls dive into the water and swim like fish to the other side, racing each other as they darted from the shallows to the deep end.


The girls swam for over an hour. Kaveri was the first one to tire, slowed down by her wet, heavy sari, its cold pleats moving around her uncomfortably and dragging her down as she swam. She changed into dry clothes, tied her damp tresses into a loose plait, and went to explore the gardens, stopping when she found herself confronted by a boundary wall which kept the pool away from the prying eyes of visitors. Kaveri looked around, and spotted an untidy pile of bricks. She dragged them over and made a neat pile of steps, using it to stand and peer over the wall.


Two women, towels tied around their heads to screen themselves from the overhead sun, were squatting in the grass, picking out weeds. A gardener deadheaded roses a few yards away. They were chatting in the Kannada tongue.


‘Did you hear the Congress’s call to join the strike?’ the gardener called out to them. Kaveri had read in this morning’s newspaper, the Daily Post, that volunteers of the Congress – a political party fighting for India’s independence from the British Empire – had called for a mass strike amongst workers next week. Would doctors strike too? Probably not. She knew Ramu was as sympathetic to the Congress’s cause as she was, but he worried about the impact on patients if doctors went on strike.


‘Hush,’ one of the women chided, looking around to see if anyone was listening. Kaveri ducked behind the wall, just in time. ‘If anyone hears you, we’ll be sacked.’


Kaveri heard the man curse. ‘You’re as jumpy as a pack of mosquitoes. Not a rice grain of courage in the lot of you. If we want the British to leave India, we have to go on strike. We outnumber them. If we refuse to work till they agree to our conditions, then we’ll get rid of them much faster. But not if we behave like sheep.’


‘It’s all right for you to say, Ramappa,’ the second woman shot back, in a hoarse voice. ‘You have no one depending on you. Your children are grown. We have to work, not just to fill our bellies, but those of our children. Our husbands are drunken sots. We have only ourselves to depend on.’


Behind the wall, Kaveri considered this quietly. Large, unruly cities like Bangalore were dangerous places for lone women. But they were equally dangerous for women at the mercy of an abuser – whether husband, parent or lover.


‘Besides,’ added the first woman, ‘we’re in Bangalore, not Calcutta. The Maharaja takes care of us, not the firangi, the white people.’


Kaveri peeked over the wall again as Ramappa replied. ‘The whites rule everything – the Maharaja is just another of their toys,’ he said, sweat glittering on his forehead. He flapped a hand at the roses. ‘Look at these foreign weeds. Why am I forced to spend my day tending to their flowers, instead of our beautiful jasmine trees? Because there is a party next week, and some white memsahibs are coming, that’s why. They asked for roses. In glass vases.’


He plucked a white blossom that had been growing up a crack in the wall and inspected it with both hands. Kaveri immediately spotted that it was a datura flower – pale, trumpet-shaped, and just about as poisonous as deadly nightshade. ‘Why not put these in a vase instead. Or better yet, cook them up and serve them to the English women. Let’s see how strong their stomachs are.’


The women turned their backs to him, ignoring his passionate talk of poison and murder. Kaveri stared at his back. There was a steel-sharp edge to his voice that made her fear he was not just spinning tall tales to agitate the women. Yet inciting violence at a gathering for the British Raj was tantamount to painful death, or a lifetime in a mouldering cell in Bangalore Central Jail.


She climbed back down, made to leave, then remembered the pile of bricks. Too obvious, she decided, and quickly dissembled them in the pile of construction debris in the corner. Rounding the corner to the pool, she saw that she was just in time. Poornima and Lalita had climbed out of the water and were looking around for her, dripping a trail of water along the spotless white stone grounds, their wet hair piled inside white towel turbans.


Once the younger girls had changed clothes and plaited their hair, the three of them made their way to the Century Club dining hall – the swim had left them famished. Their antics in the changing room had melted away any lingering social awkwardness between Kaveri and the girls, and they chatted like old friends as they walked to the club lawns, holding hands affectionately and swinging interlocked palms. Kaveri felt wistful as she remembered early morning walks with her friends to the Girls’ School in Mysore, trading stories and jokes, lingering on the way for a snack of roasted peanuts wrapped in a twist of paper from a street vendor or to gaze at a colourful wedding procession. Marriage was nice enough and being married to a husband like Ramu – a promising young doctor from a wealthy and prominent family, chatty and sweet and kind – was especially wonderful. But it wasn’t all sweetness and light. She missed mathematics lessons and swimming classes. She hated being lectured about social restrictions, feeling pressure to perfect her lemon rice recipe so she could delight Ramu with hot, delicious plates of ochre tinted rice when he came home from the hospital.


‘Ah, there you are!’ Mrs Reddy and Mrs Iyengar said, as they made their way to the dining hall. ‘We knew you would all be hungry. I placed an order for dosas. They are on their way.’


The waiter appeared with a huge plate piled high with the crispy golden pancakes, and Kaveri – now nearly faint with hunger after the swim – had to stop herself from diving into the plate headfirst. Trying to restrain herself in front of Mrs Reddy and Mrs Iyengar – she did not want to run the risk of embarrassing Ramu with tales of his greedy wife circuiting the neighbourhood – she dug into a plate of the dosas, then a steaming bowl of sambhar, topping it off with two teaspoons of silky green coriander chutney. The girls gobbled their food down, talking nineteen-to-a-dozen, as the two older women looked on indulgently.


Mrs Reddy, a beautiful sari in a rare shade of elephant grey wrapped carelessly around her ample form, was chattering loudly. Mrs Iyengar was much quieter. She had a prominent dimple in the middle of her sharp chin, which became visible when she gave one of her rare smiles. Though she looked intimidating in her expensive sari, with diamonds sparkling at her ears and throat, Kaveri had liked her on sight. She liked her even more now, as her quiet features lit up at their conversation, Mrs Reddy arguing for the importance of promoting sports to young women, the need for them to be able to dress however they liked, without the restrictions on modesty that ‘proper’ society imposed.


Full of dosas, and pleasurably exhausted, they all flopped back in their wicker seats. Mrs Reddy’s spectacles had slipped down the bridge of her nose during their lively conversation; she rearranged them as she called for more water. The girls ordered banana milkshakes, and Kaveri opted for coffee.


She waited until the waiter had served the drinks and returned to the kitchen before asking, hesitantly, ‘Where do you think I could get myself a swimsuit?’


The question had been playing on her mind all afternoon and it was a relief to let it out. After having watched the girls swim with ease while she struggled in her wet cotton sari, which felt like it weighed a ton, she coveted one of those costumes dearly.


Mrs Reddy clapped her hands delightedly. ‘I’ll take you shopping,’ she offered breathlessly. ‘I love that Greens store. They have the most beautiful silks in every colour of the rainbow – a bit of a burden on the money pouch, but oh, so superior! I want to pick up a few things for my daughter as well. Come visit us any day next week, I’ll be happy to take you.’


Kaveri accepted this offer gratefully, although she was already starting to feel slightly nervous about the prospect of broaching this subject with Ramu’s mother. What would her mother-in-law think if she saw her wearing a slinky costume that clung so tightly to her bosom, and left her neck and arms bare for everyone to see? Would she object? The Iyengar girls moved through the water, and through life, so much more freely than she did.


Did Lalita and Poornima have dreams of their own, she wondered, that they hid from their mothers beneath their girlish boisterousness and laughter? And what would happen to those dreams once they satisfied their mothers’ nightly prayers and secured themselves wealthy, highly esteemed husbands?


While the group sipped their drinks and chattered peacefully, her thoughts wandered to darker matters. Just yesterday, she had read a horrific story on the front page of the Daily Post. A young man, an up and coming lawyer in Bombay, had hacked his wife to pieces, suspecting her of an affair with an older painter. It turned out that she had only wanted to learn to paint so that she could surprise her husband with a portrait of him on their anniversary. Women’s dreams were only as big as their husbands’ egos would permit them to be.
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A Boy in Need of Rescue
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For English people, as Ramu had once told Kaveri, early May is a mild month of shy sunshine and gentle breezes. In Bangalore, it is the middle of the fearsomely hot summer. So it was only to be expected that on this particular afternoon in early May, Kaveri was baking as she made her way through the corridors of the main house, the polished red oxide floor a cool reprieve on the soles of her feet.


Swinging open the heavy front door, Kaveri ran outside to the storehouse. The mud floor had absorbed the heat and she winced as her bare feet touched the searing surface. Dragging the wooden ladder that stood stacked against the wall, she tucked up the folds of her sari into her petticoat, and climbed the rickety contraption into the loft.


When she emerged a few moments later, she was a peculiar sight indeed. She had an exercise book in her mouth, which she was gripping tightly between her teeth as she clambered down the bamboo rungs of the ladder.


It was her mother-in-law’s nap time, i.e. the perfect time for Kaveri to take an algebra lesson.


* * *


Ten minutes later, she was deep in thought and frowning over a question at the kitchen table.


If 9 lbs of rice cost as much as 4 lbs of sugar, and 14 lbs of sugar are worth as much as ½ lb of tea, and 2 lbs of tea are worth as much as 5 lbs of coffee, what is the cost of 11 lbs of coffee if 2 ½ lbs of rice cost 6 ¼ d?


She hummed as she worked. All those hours of leaning against her father’s knee as he marked his students’ calculus papers had certainly paid off, Kaveri thought smugly. She had been as good as any boy in class – in fact, why be modest, better – and it was not for nothing that she topped the exam in her school every year. But now she was a married woman, there were no more term-times, no more calculus papers and no more matriculation. If she wanted to study, she would have to do so on stolen time.


She wished her mother-in-law was more supportive of her passion for mathematics, so she would not have to study in secret like this, furtively, like a criminal. Perhaps in time, she could convince Ramu to step in and support her, but she was nervous about telling him – what if he stepped in and forbade her from pursuing the whole business altogether, found it unbecoming for a doctor’s wife to spend her afternoons squinting over a dusty book of sums? For now, the algebra books would have to stay hidden in the loft, so that Ramu would not see them when he came home in the evening and be offended.


The sun was low in the sky. As Kaveri carried her exercise book back to the storehouse, she fretted about how slowly she was making progress. At this rate, she would be nowhere near proficient by October – which was when she planned to go home for the Dussehra festival and secretly sit the university entrance exam for a BSc in mathematics.


It was eerily quiet in the house today. Their gardener and driver had taken off for three days, to join the Congress call for a mass strike. Ramu had given them his discreet encouragement, and paid them a bit extra, knowing that many other employers, less sympathetic to the cause, had cut salaries to make up for lost manpower. Subramaniam Swamy, the lawyer who owned the large white bungalow at the end of their road, had sacked his gardener, cook and driver en masse when they announced their intention to go on strike. ‘Grovelling toady,’ Kaveri muttered to herself as she glimpsed his building through the trees.


Their maid Rajamma had smuggled in a parcel of mushroom curry for Kaveri this morning. Kaveri had never eaten mushrooms before – for her family they were forbidden food, for religious reasons. Kaveri looked at her mother-inlaw’s bedroom window. Still shut – she’s asleep then. She opened the parcel and ate the curry, mixed with rice, standing behind the large jackfruit tree, making sure she was hidden from sight. She licked the empty leaf after she was done, savouring the unfamiliar, rich flavour. Then grinned as she threw the empty leaf into the compost pit at the back of their garden. There. No one would get upset about what they didn’t know, she thought, as she washed her hands and moved back through the garden to the gate.


Manju, their milkman, was late again today – as he had been every other day this week – but he was not on strike. Kaveri knew this because he had a day job at the hospital. Nobody who worked at the hospital could afford to strike, Ramu had said, because their patients needed them.


Kaveri’s sharp ears had picked up the sound of cow bells at the far end of the road. Was that Manju? She hoped so. She badly wanted her afternoon coffee and their pantry was out of milk. Kaveri hurried back down the steps to the circular portico that framed the entrance of their house and looked out onto the road, a slim figure draped in mustard silk. Standing just within the gate, framed by a creeper thick with jasmine, she leaned her forehead against the wrought iron rails, waiting for Manju.


But it was not Manju who appeared at the end of the road. It was a young boy – and Kaveri could see even from this distance that he was severely underfed. He wore a grimy piece of cloth wrapped around his waist and an equally grimy vest, but a spotlessly clean towel was slung over his shoulder.


The cow was Manju’s. White, with wickedly curved horns and a vicious kick, Gauri was a good milker but did not take kindly to strangers. Kaveri realised that the small boy was Manju’s younger brother.


She hurried towards him as he led the large white animal towards the house. ‘Venu, what happened? How come you’re bringing Gauri – and why so late? What happened to Manju?’


‘I don’t know, Kaveri akka,’ Venu said in an odd, flat voice. ‘My brother went out in the early morning, saying he had a job to take care of. We waited for him – but now it’s four in the evening, and he has not yet returned. Gauri is heavy with milk. My sister-in-law asked me to take her out.’


As he spoke, Venu took Gauri to her accustomed spot near the mango tree, and tied her rope loosely to its trunk. Using the stream of water from the outside tap, he squatted down and cleaned her udders, then efficiently milked her into the clay pot that Kaveri held out to him. As Venu wiped his hands on his loincloth, readying to leave, Kaveri stopped him.


‘It’s late,’ she said, ‘stay and have a plate of lemon rice.’


The boy’s sad eyes lit up. He jumped to his feet with a small smile, patting the cow’s flank as she snorted in confusion.


Back in the kitchen, Kaveri brought out the pot of leftover rice and hesitated over which bowl she should serve it in, her wooden spoon poised in mid-air. Back at her mother’s home in Mysore, they had followed rigid caste restrictions. As milkmen were of a lower caste and deemed untouchable, all food was supposed to be served to them in a clay vessel, separate from the banana leaves reserved for upper caste people that Kaveri and Ramu ate their curries and chapattis off. Kaveri had been thrilled to find that her late father-in-law had not believed in hierarchies of caste, forbidding such practices in his house when he was alive. From what she could tell, Ramu agreed – he ate lunch with a mixed group of fellow doctors in the Bowring Hospital, including people from diverse castes and religions. Her mother-in-law Bhargavi’s prejudices were a different matter, but she did not dare say much when her son was around.


The dish piled high with lemon rice and ghee, Kaveri went back out to the porch, where she could see the skinny child seated cross-legged in the grass. His ribs were prominent, his eyes enormous as they fixed on the plate. Kaveri felt a pit of anger building in her stomach at the injustice of this situation but she tried to keep her mind on practicalities, plucking a banana leaf from one of the trees to plate up his meal.


Venu waited politely until Kaveri was in a comfortable position on the ground, then began to shovel mounds of rice into his mouth at tremendous pace. The food seemed to stick in his throat, and he struggled with the effort to swallow.


Kaveri settled down opposite him, on the ground. ‘Take your time,’ she said. Her tone was gentle, but she was impatient. She could not help but notice things in the world sometimes – patterns and abnormalities. They multiplied and repeated in all directions, like random coordinates on a map, begging somebody – begging her – to make sense of them. For example, when Manju was late on Monday, and then late again on Tuesday, and then late again on all the following days, she had felt a small knot of curiosity begin to form at the base of her spine. His absence today was making that small knot tingle.


Meanwhile, the meal was bringing a bit of life back to Venu. ‘Food is good, thank you, akka.’ He winked at her cheekily. ‘A bit salty though!’


Though she knew he was joking, it hit a nerve. Kaveri was new to running a household and anxious not to disappoint her husband by underperforming in the kitchen. Seeing her face fall, the boy added: ‘First time cooking? Don’t worry. My sister-in-law – my athige – also cooked like this when she first came to our house. Now she is an excellent cook. Even better than my mother.’ He flashed Kaveri a quick grin. ‘Don’t tell my mother though. She still likes to criticise athige’s cooking.’


Kaveri rolled her eyes, thinking of her own mother-inlaw, who seemed to wait with bated breath for her to do something wrong. She went back into the kitchen for some yoghurt and added it to the rice on Venu’s banana leaf to make it easier to eat. He took one bite and gave her the thumbs up before wolfing down the rest.


He rubbed his hands on his dirty vest. Kaveri pointed him to the pail of water near the tulasi pot, but he hesitated. Her mother would have been furious at the thought of allowing a milk boy to eat off a banana leaf in the verandah of their house, and apoplectic at the idea of allowing him to touch the pail of water that went into the well, claiming that this amounted to defiling the purity of the well itself. Such nonsense, thought Kaveri, getting fired up all over again.


Kaveri could barely wait until the boy was seated on the ground again before asking, ‘Did you not get lunch at home?’


‘No, Kaveri akka,’ Venu said, his eyes firmly on the empty plate. ‘We have very little rice at home. My mother and sister-in-law had to eat, so I pretended I was not hungry, and ran out of the house.’


He suddenly raised his head and held her gaze firmly with large brown watery eyes.


‘Kaveri akka, do you know anyone who can give me a job?’


‘Why do you want a job, Venu?’


He rubbed at his eyes fiercely. ‘It’s for my mother and sister-in-law. I can go without food, but they can’t.’


‘Your brother has a good job at the hospital, I thought?’ Kaveri said, her forehead creasing with concern.


‘Yes, things were so good for two years, after Doctor Ramu got him the job, but these days, my brother …’ His voice trailed off.


‘These days, your brother …?’ Kaveri prompted gently.


His unhappy eyes stared at her out of a gaunt face.


‘He doesn’t bring much money home. And if we say we are hungry, he …’ Venu shrugged, and his towel slipped from his shoulder.


Kaveri gasped as she saw the large purpling bruise now exposed on his left arm. Venu flinched at her gentle hand.


She stilled. What could she do for this poor boy? If only she could find Manju now – she would take a broom and beat him around the shoulders until he begged for mercy, she thought grimly. Ramu had muttered something only yesterday about Manju becoming too big for his boots. Wearing expensive shirts and shoes, using perfume, displaying an annoying attitude with patients …


As she sat, thinking furiously, Venu licked every last morsel of rice from his leaf.


She gave Venu a reassuring pat, and poured out water for him to wash his hands. After he’d washed up, she sent him around the side of the house to the backyard, to drop the leaf-plate onto the pile of compost in the corner.


‘Come back here after you finish your milk round,’ she told him when he re-emerged. ‘I’ll give you a bunch of bananas and some papayas from our back garden. You can take them with you, for your mother and sister-in-law.’


Venu’s eyes widened with excitement.


Kaveri watched him as he left, his thin, raggedy frame straining to open the large iron gate, leading Gauri behind him.


Bangalore was a strange city. Large, bustling, seemingly full of opportunity, but caste, job and family status kept people from progressing on merit alone. Of course Mysore’s famous Dewan, Visvesvaraya was an exception – a man who’d risen from a life of poverty to become the Prime Minister of Mysore – but he had the advantage of being from a high-caste family, with access to education. How many young cowherds like Venu existed across the city, taking the burdens of their families on their young shoulders while they went hungry? She would ask Ramu to help Venu, she decided. He would know how. And when she found that villain, Manju – she picked up a thorny stick and stabbed it into a banana leaf, slicing it into ribbons as she plotted how she could shake some sense into him.
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An Invitation to Dinner
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Venu’s bruised, skinny frame was on Kaveri’s mind the rest of the afternoon. She began to tell Ramu about Manju as soon as he returned from the hospital but the moment she said ‘Manju was late again,’ Ramu looked annoyed and said, ‘Again? I’ll speak to him at dinner this evening.’


‘This evening?’


‘Yes, the doctor’s association is hosting a reception at the Century Club. Both British and Indian doctors will be there, along with their spouses.’ He smiled affectionately at her. ‘Manju will be serving. He wanted some extra money.’


The prospect of a dinner with white men and women at the club made Kaveri blanch – she had never met them at such close quarters before. But here was a chance to bring Manju to justice! She ran into her bedroom to change into an appropriate sari, not even bothering to close the door behind her, obsessing over what she would say when she cornered that brute.


She selected a sari in a delicate leaf green shade, with a red border, from her wedding collection, and fastened an ornate ruby necklace – a gift from her mother-in-law, with its Gandabairunda, two headed bird pendant – around her slim throat. Kaveri winced as she felt the sharp hook of the necklace catch in her hair, and put her hand back to release it from her thick plait before placing the hook in the clasp.


‘Oh, did the hook catch in your hair?’


Bhagarvi smiled at Kaveri, displaying her large teeth, slightly crooked in front, as she entered the bedroom and closed it behind her. She rearranged Kaveri’s necklace so the pendant sat like a medal directly between her clavicles. She fussed with the sari pleats, draping the heavy Kanjeevaram silk around her daughter-in-law’s shapely hips. Kaveri stiffened again, as she felt the sari being pulled just a trifle too tight.


‘Ouch!’ Kaveri said, then remembered herself and smiled between gritted teeth. ‘Thank you, amma.’


‘If I don’t make it tight then how will you show off your beautiful figure?’ Bhargavi gave her sari one final tug and glided back out of the room. Kaveri breathed a sigh of relief. She surreptitiously tugged at her petticoat, loosening the string just a trifle. Ah, that was so much better. She sighed in relief.
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