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          1999 – CALCUTTA

        

      

    

    
      Paulami Roychowdhury loved the view. Richard was lying on the unmade bed, his smooth, tanned chest rising and falling in silence. Beyond the prone figure of the boy, she could see the Oberoi Hotel’s swimming pool, surrounded by polished tropical foliage, reflecting the late morning Calcutta sun. Waiters in white, starched livery moved silently between bathers, dispensing cocktails, mocktails, and other refreshments best added up in dollars. Life. Somewhere far away she could hear the roar of the city. For a moment Paulami wished the image would freeze, suspended in time and space, her eyes forever fixed on the inert, perfect shape on the bed, afloat in one of the city’s most salubrious private hotel suites.

      She caught her reflection in the oversized mirror. Getting older was a drag. Abir, who spent his nights in filthy Chinatown music bars, ogling women ten times more tired than herself, was good for nothing but his money. The irony of having to spend so much of his money to get away from him wasn’t lost on her. Having to hide a little scandalous behavior from the neighbors in Bagh Bazaar, while he came home drunk, was like a sore she’d been scratching for years. Annoyed, she kicked one of the legs of the four-poster, scuffing her gold-embroidered Punjabi juttis on the dark wood.

      She would have loved to stay with this boy, the first white boy she’d been with since returning from her studies in Leeds twenty years earlier. Richard had managed to pry her from her gilded cage. But the longing would pass. Richard wouldn’t be able to solve her problems. Still, one could always use a thorn to remove a thorn.

      The air-conditioning was turned up too high. Shivering into her best Baluchuri sari, Paulami snapped out of her well-deserved revelry. Her gaze drifted away from the movie scene she’d created for herself. She let go and sashayed away from her lover towards the phone. Things to do, people to call. Life in Calcutta wasn’t a holiday. Life in Calcutta was murder. And time was its most reliable assassin.
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      The lift operator, a small, grizzled man from UP who hadn’t seen the sun in years, showed Madhurima Mitra into the bar. She’d never set foot in the Broadway Hotel. She certainly had never been in the hotel’s ground floor night spot, now virtually empty and smelling of stale cigarette smoke, spilt beer, and the kind of existences she had little time for outside her professional life. Madhurima didn’t go to bars. At least the air-conditioning worked.

      It was easy to spot Becker, the only foreigner in the dingy room, installed at a small table, a large bottle of Kingfisher in front of him. Who drank at 6pm? She thanked the lift man and wound her way between the tightly packed tables towards Becker. She’d checked the hotel register. He was a photographer. He’d booked in for a week.

      As she got closer, she made a quick appraisal. She already knew Becker was in his mid-20s, a few years younger than herself. He had provided an address in London and had entered the country on a six-month tourist visa, also issued in London. The hotel had furnished her with a C form and a photostat of his passport. The foreigner was sitting down, but she could tell that he was pretty tall. Broad shoulders, a face a little too worn for his age, ash blonde hair. His tan confirmed that he’d been in India for a month. His eyes. She looked away as he returned her gaze.

      “Good afternoon. Are you Mr. Becker?”

      Becker smiled. Madhurima was the kind of woman who always smiled back, at the appropriate frequency. Everyone deserved a smile. Those who didn’t got one anyway. A smile was professional. It was defense. It was authority. The foreigner smiled a little more and made an inviting gesture towards the worn chintz chair across his table. She stood. It gave her more self-confidence. It was proper, she supposed, as proper as her smile. She was on duty. And even if she hadn’t been… But then she wouldn’t be here. She’d be at the gym, at home, somewhere. Not at the Broadway, not drinking beer.

      “I’m Inspectress Madhurima Mitra, Kolkata Police. Nice to meet you, Mr. Becker.”

      Becker stood up. He was a little slow doing so. Definitely not in a hurry. He held out his hand, probably to make up for his reticence. His touch was cool and light as a feather. Madhurima suspected that his handshake varied as much as his smile. She had to admit that hers did too. The moment was a little awkward, a little too long, but quite acceptable in the bar’s dim, rusty, old movie light.

      “What am I supposed to have done, Ms. Mitra?” his voice trailed off. She detected a hint of concern on his face. Deep down everyone was guilty of something.

      “You’ve done nothing we might be concerned about…” she trailed off for a little dramatic effect. “Not at this moment, anyhow. I’m investigating the disappearance of Richard Dunlop, a British citizen. He rents a room in this hotel.”

      Becker relaxed.

      “Could you step out to the reception, please, Mr. Becker?”

      “If you want the entire hotel staff and half of Ganesh Chandra Avenue to discuss our conversation for the next couple of days, then that’s the best option.”

      She was annoyed for a second. He was right. And he was rude. But she moved on, pulled out the chair he’d offered her, and sat. He wasn’t the first rude man she’d encountered. A waiter came past with the drinks’ menu. She waved him away before he’d reached the table.

      “When did you last see Mr. Dunlop?”

      “Four days ago, in almost exactly the same seat you’re sitting in now.”

      She opened a notepad and pulled a biro from her breast pocket.

      “What time was that?”

      “Closing time. We had four beers and he told me his life story.”

      She jotted down everything he said. First impressions were important.

      “He’s been found dead?”

      She shook her head. The foreigner could sense there was something she wasn’t telling him.

      “I appreciate your cooperation, Mr. Becker. We have no reason to believe that Mr. Dunlop is dead. But he’s been missing for four days.”

      “If something happened to Richard, I’d be glad to help.”

      “You are a photographer?”

      Becker nodded, more to himself than to her.

      “I’m sure you know that already.”

      “You don’t like the police?”

      Becker pulled himself upright.

      “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. I am here to help.”

      “Can you tell me more about him?”

      “He’s a bit weird. He has almost no money. He’s been all over, Jaisalmer, Goa, Hampi. Too many tourists, he told me, so he came east. Richard told me he liked Calcutta, he described the city in quite lyrical terms — he mentioned the morning fog on the Hooghly, the crumbling Raj buildings, the food. He talked about Bengali women.”

      Becker looked at her with an expression she couldn’t quite read before he continued.

      “He told me he bagged a degree in German from Leeds a few months ago and was trying to put as many miles between his academic past and his current self as possible. He was trying to find something, but he wasn’t sure what. Adventure and glory, he said. At one point, quite a few beers into an evening, he shouted ‘Independence or death’. He was definitely driven, restless.”

      “So, you felt sorry for him.”

      Becker didn’t look like he minded sitting in bars alone. He almost looked part of the furniture.

      “He was the only other foreigner drinking down here every night. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who goes nuts because he’s been in India too long. Perhaps he isn’t lost at all, just broke and in need of a beer while planning his next move. Now I think about it, what he told me about his life in the UK was more revealing than what he told me about what he’d been up to in India. He hated being in Leeds. Perhaps something traumatic happened to him there. He was a man on the run, so to speak.”

      Madhurima raised her eyebrows.

      Becker corrected himself, “I didn’t mean that in the sense of Richard being a criminal fugitive. If he was, you’d know by now, I guess.”

      “What did he say about Bengali women?”

      Becker shifted in his seat, looking like a man who’d already said too much. As if information he’d furnish on Richard Dunlop might sound like a reflection on himself. She felt oddly touched by the thought.

      “He told me Bengali women were beautiful. He said this could be a place where a young man might fall in love. At the time, I didn’t think much about it, and I didn’t press him. He’s right, of course.”

      He was looking directly at her. There was nothing leery in his expression, but Madhurima blushed anyway. She noted his answer on her pad, hoping the dim light in the bar was on her side.

      “Did you have the impression he was…” she was looking for the right words, “he had met a woman here?”

      “Yes, I did, but as I said, I didn’t ask any questions. He didn’t volunteer anything else.”

      Madhurima relaxed. The foreigner was helpful. More helpful than her colleagues back at the Bowbazar Station, who’d saddled her with the case of the missing tourist because no one was keen to investigate the whereabouts of foreigners. And because they wanted her to fail. All except Emran. He was on her side. The others didn’t want to see a woman rise through the ranks. One day they might have to take orders from her.

      “So, he ran off with a rich woman?”

      His question made her uncomfortable. He was giving her goosebumps. She wasn’t entirely sure how much to tell him. He wasn’t supposed to be asking questions. That was her job.

      “It’s possible.”

      Becker shrugged and took a sip of beer and waved for a second bottle.

      “If you tell me what really happened, I can perhaps make some suggestions. I know Richard a little. He was gregarious and very private at the same time.”

      “He would run off with an older woman?”

      Becker laughed. Short and dry. “Well, I guess he did, if you put it like this.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “You’re not telling me what happened.”

      She searched his face, though she didn’t exactly know what for. She realized that she held back not just because he was a witness in an investigation that might have far-reaching, career-defining consequences, but because he was a foreigner. But she might need a foreigner to find a foreigner. She tried to look Becker in the eyes, but there was something else there from which she recoiled. If she were really honest to herself, it was her, not him, that bothered her. His calm, friendly demeanor, his apparent helpfulness, his non-judgmental gaze, and the subtle negation of it that floated in the way he looked at her, flustered her. Madhurima pulled herself together and came to a decision.

      “Richard Dunlop checked into the Oberoi, the finest hotel in the city, with a local woman called Paulami Roychowdhury four days ago. Did he tell you about her?”

      Becker shook his head.

      “I guess they’ve checked out since, destination unknown?”

      “Yes, destination unknown. That’s a nice way of putting it.”

      He smiled. She blushed again. She wasn’t used to working with foreigners, she decided. But her great uncle, her role model, Calcutta’s most celebrated detective in the 1960s, had always told her: when in doubt, take a leap. Especially a leap of inquiry. He’d told her again and again that her mind was the most powerful weapon at her disposal. That’s how she’d gotten to where she was today. Another leap wouldn’t hurt.

      “Mr. Becker, I need more than this. Mrs. Roychowdhury is a well-known, wealthy, socialite from North Kolkata. She’s old money. Her elopement will scandalize the entire city. I need to find her. And Mr. Dunlop, of course. Not just for his sake, but for mine too.”

      Becker raised a questioning eyebrow. She envied him his calm.

      “I was assigned this case because it’s a social disaster. Her husband is old Calcutta money. Her brother-in-law owns one of the finest properties in North Calcutta. If I fail to find Mrs. Roychowdhury and Mr. Dunlop both alive and well, I’ll be pushed into traffic duty.”

      The door to reception creaked open. A uniformed cop stuck his head inside the bar. He waved for her with some urgency. She couldn’t very well ignore him, but she took her time wrapping up her interview. Looking flustered in front of her subordinates, or for that matter, the foreigner, wasn’t an option. She got up with economic ease, not a gesture of uncertainty in her movements that might have betrayed her insecurity. Becker was just too damn calm.

      “We will meet again. Please don’t leave the city. In fact, please stay in the hotel this evening. I may have to get back to you soon.”

      “I’ll be right here talking to my little, brown friends.”

      She was incensed, then she realized he was talking about his bottles of Kingfisher. There was so much room for misunderstandings with outsiders. That added an extra challenge to her situation. But she had to admit to herself, it wasn’t all bad. Becker was interesting. He was cooperating. And she liked his eyes, even as she couldn’t really hold his gaze. Nor could she explain exactly why that might be the case. There was something loose about the way he looked at her. Perhaps some things didn’t need to be understood quite as properly as she generally expected.

      Outside in the real world, a car was waiting for her at the crowded curb. Assistant Commissioner Mazumdar sat in the back. He looked impatient. Madhurima wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find out that he was friends with the Roychowdhurys. He was cut from the same cloth. And he was here because something had happened. Something terrible.
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      Paulami hadn’t been to Kishore’s rajbari, her husband’s family’s stately home in Shobha Bazaar, for years. Abir had told her in drunken bouts of sentimentality about growing up beneath Belgian chandeliers, surrounded by vases from China and oil paintings of Indian landscapes by long forgotten Britishers. When the brothers had inherited the sprawling building, they’d immediately fallen out over money. While Abir enjoyed a stellar career as one of the city’s top transport engineers, Kishore had invested whatever funds had been handed down by the family into transforming part of the mansion into a hotel. But for all its fading zamindar glory and Kishore’s unique art collection, the building’s location, in the heart of what had once been called Black Town (as opposed to White Town where the Britishers had lived, further south), had kept the tourists away. When the hotel had opened its doors, offering twelve huge rooms crammed with antiques, the newspapers had rightly pointed out that the property stood on the edge of Sonagachi, Calcutta’s most notorious red-light area. A trickle of foreign tourists, unaware of the less than salubrious surroundings, continued to check in, but the domestic travelers stayed away. The rot, Abir had told Paulami, had soon set in again.

      Nonetheless, Roychowdhury Mansion was impressive. A dispirited-looking guard waved Paulami and Richard through the heavy, wrought-iron gate onto a gravel drive. A marble fountain topped by a swan, long defunct, sat in the middle of an uneven lawn. The main building loomed a hundred regal meters ahead, a two-story architectural mélange of Bengali and Raj aesthetics, fronted by a classical colonnade and a broad stairway that rose from an unruly lawn. Paulami had no desire to live in the place. She imagined it would be draughty and wasn’t heated in winter, but she couldn’t help be impressed by 170 years’ worth of urban splendor. She’d married into the right family. Just not to the right man.

      Richard didn’t hide his astonishment. He stared at the building, transfixed, then turned towards Paulami. He was almost manic with joy, as if he’d found something that he’d been looking for a long time.

      “That’s incredible. What an amazing building. I feel so…privileged to have met you,” he said turning his attention back to the building.

      “Come, meet my brother-in-law Kishore.”

      They crossed the lawn and started up the steps. At the top of the steps, Richard looked back at the garden slope towards the fence that ran along the far end of the property, and was lined with neem trees. She imagined him as a young prince, surveying his realm, though there was something discomfiting in the thought, despite its sensuous subtext.

      Paulami’s brother-in-law wrenched her out of her reverie. He was a good-looking man, trim, and straight-backed, his raven-black hair greased back, a little younger than her husband, a lot less wracked by alcohol, and altogether more presentable. She felt like a maharani, flanked by her two lovers. But today, Kishore didn’t shine, so she felt disconcerted a second time, by a second man.

      “Paulami, sister, you’re mad coming here. The whole city’s looking for you. They have a young and ambitious female inspector on your case. I just saw the news on Doordarshan.”

      “What are you talking about, Kishore? Is Abir behind this? Why does this city care if I abscond with my friend Richard for a couple of nights? Is this where we are at as a society? I was at the damn Oberoi only. I paid my taxes for this year. Well, Abir did.”

      Kishore didn’t laugh, didn’t even smile at her quip. His eyes flicked from her to Richard and back.

      “Abir is dead.”

      The news hit her like a fist. Of course, it wasn’t news. It was the plan. But if she hadn’t known better, she might have thought Kishore was genuinely distressed. He put on a great show for Richard. He was totally in character. She felt sick. Abir was dead. Finally. It was utterly shocking. She’d only seen him very much alive, if inebriated, three nights ago.

      “The cops are coming here to interview me. If they find you here and they find you guilty, I will be an accessory to your crime. It’s monstrous.”

      “How did they say he died?”

      Kishore wiped a thick film of sweat from his forehead. He seemed to struggle telling her. In fact, her brother-in-law looked utterly confused. He deserved an Oscar.

      “He was bludgeoned to death in a back alley in Bowbazar. Stuffed into a crate, they only found him this afternoon. The murder weapon has been traced to that den of iniquity, the Broadway Hotel, some kind of heavy tool they use to fix their lift. Abir had been in the box for three days. Thousands passed him, while he lay there dead.”

      Something felt wrong. Paulami had only spoken to Kishore the previous day from her suite at the Oberoi. He’d let nothing slip about the fact that the deed had been done. She guessed he was being careful not to implicate himself on the phone. But still.

      Richard gazed wistfully at the lawn while they talked. He was more tourist than prince now. Out of his depth. Or zoned out. And she was a murder suspect. Paulami Roychowdhury, you are a murder suspect, she intoned silently. It was monstrous. She’d have to fix that.

      “You must go. Leave the city. Take the car. Don’t take the train. If you go to the police, you’re done. Both of you. They’ll convict you, if only because of your scandalous behavior. And whoever murdered my brother will go scot-free.”

      Richard, his head lowered, descended a few steps. Paulami tried to sense where she was at. Was he disgusted? Was he in shock? Did he still love her, like he’d told her so many times? What did that mean now? Would their plan come together? It was time to go. Without another word to Kishore, she followed the young man.
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      Becker stood in the Mission Café, burning through his second coffee. Madhurima watched him from the pavement. He looked untroubled. He snapped a couple of pictures. He joked around with the staff. All around her, the city was waking up. Men, women, and children crowded around a fire hydrant that spewed water into the gutter, washing themselves, lathering themselves in thick layers of soap; the women dressed in shalwar kameez, the men with gamchas around their waists, the children naked and screaming. The mornings were innocent. The day’s struggles hadn’t ground the street people down yet. There was joy and optimism in the mornings. Today would be better than yesterday, and tomorrow would be better than today. She admired her fellow Calcuttans for their faith. Faith would still be there tomorrow. Better governance probably wouldn’t. Becker spotted her and waved. She went inside.

      “Coffee.”

      She nodded. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Good morning, Mr. Becker.”

      He smiled depreciatively.

      “Just call me Becker.”

      She tried to smile back, visibly untrammeled by emotional baggage, she hoped.

      “Fine, please call me Madhu.”

      “I guess you wouldn’t be back first thing in the morning, if there wasn’t some news. Has Richard turned up?”

      “Have you watched TV?”

      He shook his head.

      “Never even switched it on yet. I don’t speak Bengali. What’s the deal? You left pretty quickly last night.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be impolite. My boss was outside, with bad news.”

      He raised his eyebrows questioningly. It made him look less severe.

      “We don’t know where Paulami Roychowdhury and Richard Dunlop are. We have combed the city’s better hotels. There’s been a terrible development.”

      Becker said nothing. She was grateful he didn’t feel the need to second guess her. He just stood waiting.

      “Mrs. Roychowdhury’s husband was found dead late yesterday. Across the road from here, around the corner from the Broadway.”

      Becker sucked in his breath. He quite obviously hadn’t expected this.

      “You think Richard did it for her? A crime of passion?”

      

      “We’d like to ask him that. I think they have left town. I don’t see where else they could be. We’ve asked all the relatives, acquaintances. No one’s seen her. Except perhaps her brother-in-law. When we interviewed him, he seemed obviously distressed, but I felt something else. He might not have been telling me the whole truth. I mean, he was in mourning, but he was preoccupied at the same time.”

      “Thanks for sharing this with me. Am I a suspect?”

      “No, of course not. Not in my book, anyway. But my boss wants me to explore all lines of inquiry. And the Calcutta police force would much rather arrest two foreigners who have collaborated on a murder than start apprehend members of our establishment.”

      “How did the husband die?”

      “He was beaten about the head with an iron rod. A spare part for the elevator in the Broadway, it turns out.”

      “Yesterday?”

      She shook her head.

      “No, whoever killed him, hid him in a crate. He was probably killed three or four days ago.”

      “Perhaps that’s before Richard disappeared. Could have been around the time I was hanging around with him.”

      She nodded and pulled her notepad from her breast pocket. She showed him a timeline she’d made.

      “Yes, I am afraid that in theory that makes you a suspect too. And Mr. Roychowdhury’s death was really rather violent. There was real force in the beating he received. We don’t think his wife did it. Her lover might have had a motive and the means though.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “You admitted spending time with Richard on the day of the murder or just before. You’re the only one who knew him. That makes you a person of interest.”

      Becker laughed, a bitter tone in his voice.

      “That’s why I love cops so much.”

      “I took the liberty to take your passport from the receptionist at the Broadway.”

      Becker sucked in his breath. “Am I under arrest?”

      Madhurima knew she needed to tread very carefully now.

      “Not at all. And I myself don’t suspect you. Not at all. But my superiors want me to throw a very wide net. There is pressure from higher up to resolve this case. And some of my superiors don’t believe I can do it.”

      “You seem capable.”

      “No need to flatter me, Becker. But yes, I know what I’m doing, and if I can crack this case, I will be in a lot of people’s good books.”

      Becker grinned with something she chose to interpret as reassurance.

      “What happens now? I have to report to the local police station every day?”

      She shook her head.

      “I need your help, Becker. I have half the station against me, the other half indifferent. I told you, my great uncle was a famous detective. Everyone in the city knows him. That’s why I was interviewed by the press yesterday. People expect me to nab the culprits or to fail spectacularly. Mostly the latter. And you are our only link to the young man who eloped with a prime murder suspect.”

      Becker said nothing. He just looked at her, perhaps trying to decide whether he could trust her. Then he pulled a compact camera from his pocket and snapped her portrait.

      “I tell you what. I’m sure they’ve gone to Puri, the seaside town. Richard mentioned it several times and was keen to go back. Really keen. If you go down there, take me with you. I’ve been before. If they’re there, I’d like to speak to Richard first before your colleagues arrest and torture him.”

      She ignored his foreign outburst of bad taste. Law enforcement was what it was. But there was no call to judge her. Madhurima was proud to be cop, and she was determined to bring Abir Roychowdhury’s killer to justice.

      “Great. We will go. I will get train tickets. I know Puri quite well. My family used to go there on holidays, visit the temple and eat macha ghanta.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Fried fish head curry. You will love it, Becker. And we will catch ourselves a killer. But now I will go to see Kishore Roychowdhury, the victim’s brother. He lives in the old family rajbari, one of the old Bengali homes in Calcutta. He tried to make a hotel out of it. Abir was an engineer, very successful, but a drunk. These two often clashed, sometimes very publicly.”
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      Kishore was waiting for Madhurima on the stairs of his mansion. She’d lived in Calcutta all her life, had been in and out of the houses of wealthy zamindars, the old landowner elite, countless times, but still, she was impressed by the grandeur.

      “You have an amazing home, Mr. Roychowdhury. It’s one of the finest buildings I’ve seen in Calcutta.”

      Kishore looked nervous. Madhurima guessed him to be in his late 40s. He was lean and reasonably handsome. He also looked like a man in mourning. No doubt, his brother’s death had punched the wind out of him. He led her into the palace’s central courtyard. Two floors of galleries with countless doors leading off into countless rooms ran in a rectangle above their heads. The courtyard was open to the sky, though a netting had been fitted to keep the birds out. They sat at a low marble table on narrow benches that looked stylish but proved to be uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you at this terrible time. I’m here to talk to you about…”

      Kishore cut her off. “You are Feluda’s grandniece, no?”

      Madhurima nodded.

      “If you’re only a tenth as good as your great uncle, you will surely crack this case, Madam, no?”

      “We’re following various leads.”

      “Whatever happened to the man?”

      “He retired some years back. He’s an astrologer and sits in his house in Ballygunge buried in charts and horoscopes.”

      Kishore wasn’t really listening. He was more of an observer than a listener. He couldn’t stop appraising her in the most obvious manner, as if he were continually updating his chances of personal success if push came to shove. Madhurima wasn’t sure how to interpret this. Did he doubt her competence, or was he hiding something? Or was he stupid enough to be making a pass at her?

      “You have honed in on any suspects yet?”

      She didn’t answer. The man was out of sorts, exasperated. Of course, he was in mourning, but there was something else. And sometimes not answering a question led to revelations disguised as new questions.

      “Why are you working with a foreigner? I heard that on TV. It’s very unusual. What can he do?”

      “Mr. Becker knew the British man your sister-in-law spent three nights at the Oberoi with.”

      She didn’t expect him to slow down. And he didn’t.

      “Then perhaps he is the culprit. He had a motive if Paulami really eloped with him, as the press has been screaming on their front pages these last few days. It would be a perfect solution to this murder mystery…” he trailed off, looking at her, appraising her. “Perhaps my brother’s killing is all down to a foreign plot to divide us.”

      “Perfect solutions are rare, Mr. Roychowdhury.”

      She watched him swallow. Something had finally slowed Kishore down. That same something was in the back of her mind, telling her to push the boat out a little further.

      “I’ll find out who killed your brother. The city is in shock and needs answers. You and your family need answers, and you are right to demand those. The Kolkata police is here to help you. We Care. We Dare.”

      He relaxed a little and managed a crooked smile.

      “But where could they have run off to?”

      As she got up and headed for the stairway, she turned his question over in her mind? Usually one didn’t inform grieving relatives of progress in a murder investigation and Kishore’s questions had been too plentiful and too pointed for her taste. She decided to take a risk.

      “Your sister-in-law may have eloped to Puri to see Lord Jagannath. I promise we will explore all avenues of investigation.”

      Kishore’s face lit up. Madhurima started down the stairs without another word.

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      When she turned, her host had already hurried back inside the building.
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      Howrah Station, India’s oldest railway complex, was teeming with passengers, railway employees, and a cast of thousands of homeless souls — platform children, teenage glue sniffers, and sex workers eked out a living between the railway tracks. The homeless slept on the ground in front of passengers waiting for trains. But it wasn’t all bad. Most people had somewhere to go. Almost 20 000 trains crisscrossed the subcontinent every day. More than a million people had found employment with the railways. There was method to the madness.

      Madhurima loved the station. She was proud of what her country could achieve in the face of sheer insurmountable challenges. And in her childhood, her parents had often taken her south to Puri on the very same train she was to take today.

      The overnight Howrah Puri Express was packed, but Madhurima had tapped into the tatkal tickets, which were issued on the day of departure, and managed to get two 2nd class sleeper tickets.

      Becker had installed himself on the lower bench and ordered two chai. She sat down next to him, scanning the multitudes outside the carriage. Too many of them were squeezing into their carriage, loaded with huge pieces of luggage, children, and tiffin boxes.

      “Nice you got the tickets at such short notice. The quicker we get down there the better.”

      She took this as a compliment. “We have a term for this — jugaad. It means we find creative ways to work around a problem. We manage to come up with solutions even when we lack the very resources to overcome our problems.”

      Becker laughed, “I wish we had such a mechanism back in England.”

      “You guys are so wealthy you can choose to do things by the book. We try to, but we can’t always afford it. It’s a major dilemma in the police force.”

      “I think we have significant structural problems doing things properly back home. Our big businesses pretend to act within the law, but = they operate just like the East India Company used to. But we prefer to keep that very much out of view. Expensive suits and meetings with politicians in the media, environmental vandalism and war in the streets or exported to other parts of the world. So, you guys naturally think it’s greener on the other side. But challenge the capitalist hegemony in the West and you’ll get to the limits of democracy and pluralism pretty quickly.”

      She laughed. “You obviously thought about that.”

      “It’s what I photograph,” he continued, making no concessions to her irony, “I make a living shooting both sides. A great American singer summed it up very simply.”

      Becker turned to her and started singing, quietly enough not to draw a crowd from their fellow passengers.

      “I bet there's rich folks eatin'

      In a fancy dinin' car…”

      She was impressed. He had a good voice even if the tune was a little simple and lacked subtlety. She thought of her own role models and education.

      “Our great poet Rabindranth Tagore, who won your prestigious Nobel prize, once commented on the zamindars, our landowner class who grew rich by collaborating with the Britishers exploiting our country, ‘I know zamindars are like the leeches of the land, a parasite that feeds on living things.’”

      “People like the Roychowdhurys?”

      “Oh, Becker, like my great uncle, you have great magajastra. You see and you understand. Your brain is like a weapon.”

      He laughed and flagged down another tea seller who was squeezing through the crowded carriage.

      “You keep mentioning this guy. Perhaps you could take me to meet him when this is finished.”

      She smiled back at him, cautiously. “That depends on the outcome of my investigation. Everything hinges on that. It will make or break me. It will enable me to face great uncle with pride. Or it’ll make me hide in shame in a back office pulling ledgers for the rest of my life. The stakes couldn’t be higher for me, Becker.”

      The tea seller handed her a clay cup. The train’s whistle pierced the cacophony generated by thousands of passengers, and the Howrah Puri Express slowly lurched out of the station and into the tropical night.
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      Madhurima couldn’t sleep. The carriage was air-conditioned and glacial. The incessant snoring of fellow passengers assaulted her from all directions. Somewhere further down the aisle, a child was playing with a Chinese-made plastic toy, a wheel grinding on a wheel, in endless short spasms that had neither rhythm nor grace. She felt like arresting the parents. Becker lay fast asleep below her. He slept silently, his face relaxed, a tiny smile playing around his lips. She quietly climbed down into the carriage corridor and headed for the nearest toilets. As soon as she opened the carriage door, the usual smell of urine and bidis assaulted her. The two cubicles at the end of the carriage were both locked. She decided to wait it out rather than trace her way back along the entire carriage to the next set of toilets when she picked up another smell: opium. It was unmistakable, the cold smell of the poppy. She knew it from her childhood; her family’s chowkidar, an old man long dead had sometimes indulged. In fact, she’d kind of liked the narcotic’s scent when she was a child. Someone was getting high in one of the restrooms. The carriage managers slept in a tiny bunk-bed cabin when off duty and the one behind her was empty. She quickly slipped inside and pulled the curtains. From her vantage point she could watch both toilet doors. If the staff came by, she had her ID to wave them away. She didn’t have to wait long. The door to her right opened. Kishore stepped into the corridor, his eyes bloodshot and remote. He turned and stumbled off into the next carriage — also second class but no air-conditioning. So, he had followed them. He had walked right into her trap. She slipped quickly into the toilet Kishore had emerged from before returning to her bunk. The poppy’s aroma followed her into her deep sleep.
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      Becker had two teas ready at first light. Madhurima folded her bunk up and they sat side-by-side looking at the new day rising through the carriage’s grimy windows. Puri was a small, coastal city in Orissa, 300 miles to the south of Kolkata. Home to the famous Jagannath temple and long stretches of beach facing the Bay of Bengal, it was also the location of the Rath Yatra, one of her country’s most spectacular festivals. Once a year, giant wooden chariots, pulled along the town’s main thoroughfare by thousands of devotees, transported the temple’s three deities to their summer holiday residence. Two weeks later, the same process played out in reverse. The start of the festival was just a few days away.

      There was no sign of this in the verdant countryside they rode through. Miles of rice paddy in a thousand shades of green interspersed by palm trees and small village hamlets revealed themselves in the grey dawn. Children, driving their water buffaloes to pasture, waved at the passing train. Men and women were doing their ablutions by the tracks. It was as pastoral as in her childhood memories.

      “What will we do when we get there? Bengalis travel there in their thousands, and there are countless hotels. Searching for Mrs. Roychowdhury in those will be impossible, and I don’t want to alert the local constabulary unless absolutely necessary.”

      Becker grinned. “I know where to go. The foreigners all stay to the north of town on C.T Road. And Richard told me about a hotel he loved; the Z... The last one on the beach apparently. Some kind of mansion belonging to a local politician. If they’re in town, they might have booked into this place. It sounds like it will be acceptable to Mrs. Roychowdhury.”

      “I saw Kishore last night.”

      “In your dreams?” Becker laughed.

      “No, coming out of one of the carriage toilets after indulging in opium.”

      Becker raised his eyebrows. “So, the bait you threw into the conversation yesterday worked. You had a great hunch. Do you think he killed his brother and tried to implicate Richard by using the tool from the Broadway?”

      “I wouldn’t dare to speculate. We don’t have enough information. It could just be that he’s worried for his sister-in-law and doesn’t trust the police to find her.”

      “We will find her.”

      His hand brushed against her shoulder and she recoiled a little, though not because she felt he was too close. In public, someone was always watching and judging, even 300 miles from home.
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      The Z Hotel was a handsome mansion set back from the main road in well-kept gardens, protected by a high wall and a tall gate.

      Paulami Roychowdhury was pacing the hotel’s back terrace. The roar of the waves breaking on the beach and the crows fighting in the garden’s casuarinas were lost on her. Richard had been angry. It had been a real shock. She’d never seen him angry. She had no idea her gentle, young soul could get this angry. After she’d told him that she couldn’t go to England with him in the foreseeable future, he’d first been crestfallen, but then he’d huffed and puffed and finally walked out. She wasn’t sure why she had told him. It hardly mattered. Once the cops found her, she would confess all. That had been the plan. Never change the plan, her mantra had been ever since. Never change the plan, because if one did, all hell might break loose.

      They’d found her.

      “Good afternoon. I’m Inspectress Madhurima Mitra, Kolkata Police. You’re Paulami Roychowdhury. Your husband was murdered four days ago in Bowbazar. I’m investigating your husband’s murder. Would you care to tell me why are in Puri?”

      The police woman was young and self-confident, but she already had that knowing and suspicious look that all police had. Behind her a foreigner loomed in the doorway to the terrace. She felt her pulse quicken. This wasn’t going to be easy. She said nothing, merely nodded affirmatively, and slumped into one of the heavy wooden chairs lined up against a long table that stretched along the terrace.

      “Mrs. Roychowdhury, this is Mr. Becker. He stayed next door to Richard Dunlop at the Broadway before Mr. Dunlop checked into the Oberoi with you on the day your husband was murdered.”

      Paulami straightened up and tried to look imperious. But the policewoman didn’t seem to notice and continued, “We have reason to believe…

      Paulami interrupted. “I didn’t do it. I have nothing to do with my husband’s death. I am completely shocked. I have an alibi. I was at the Oberoi on the day of the killing. I wasn’t anywhere near the scene of the crime. You’re right, I was with Richard. The Oberoi is one the few places in the city where one can enjoy privacy.”

      The policewoman looked non-plussed. She’d pulled a note-pad from her trouser pocket. The foreigner just stood in the doorway, watching them.

      “I didn’t do it.”

      The policewoman smiled sympathetically.

      “Did you and your husband have any problems in the time leading up to his murder? Did you have an argument?”

      Paulami huffed as if the question was beneath her, before answering. “I don’t have to justify myself. My alibi is solid. But as you’ve made your inquiries you will know that our marriage was…difficult. My husband drank and disappeared for days on end. It wasn’t a happy marriage. But I didn’t kill him, and I don’t know who did. It’s monstrous.”

      “But you’re a free woman now, expecting a large inheritance.”

      With as much anger as she could muster, Paulami shot back. “It’s hardly the time to talk about this now. Yes, I will inherit what’s due to me. But I didn’t kill him. Quite the contrary, I encouraged him many times to stop drinking and come home to his old life, our life. But he refused.”

      The police officer shook her head, “I am sorry, Madam, but it’s very much the time to talk about it now. You will never have an audience as sympathetic as me. My male colleagues will pin this murder on you, whether there’s rhyme and reason. They’re waiting in the wings of Bowbazar for you. You’ll do yourself a favor talking to me. And being frank of course.”

      Paulami looked at her again. She was good. She was professional. Appealing to her empathy wouldn’t work. It was time to get the knives out.

      “I am taking so much tension at present. I didn’t follow the press. It was my brother-in-law who informed me of my husband’s death. Only yesterday.”
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