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For Venkatachalam Suri and Dhwani Nagendra Suri, always




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 285 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 please peruse Janaki’s Adventures in the Kitchen for a mid-afternoon meeting of The Bangalore Detectives Club on page 289 for some delicious Indian recipes, adapted to modern times and inspired by the food in Into the Leopard’s Den.






1 Prelude to Murder [image: ]

Bangalore, 2 April 1922

The moon appeared through the clouds, its pale silvery light shining through the open door, glistening onto the old iron box. Below the box, the edge of a broken lock peeked out. A mouse scurried into the hovel, sniffing around the lock, disappointed to discover there was no food inside.

The door of the ramshackle hut creaked as it swung in the wind. Calling it a door was a stretch—it was a few boards of rotting wood, held together by rusty nails. Kupamma had tried to block the gaps through which the frigid night air whistled, with a makeshift curtain her husband had made from discarded gunny sacks. Rags of cloth, cobbled together from bits of old saris and torn petticoats, were wedged into the gaps between the wood. But today, there was no stopping the wind; the intruder had left the door ajar.

The draught was cold and furious. Little swirls of air rose up from the floor, blowing dust into her eyes, mouth, the bleeding wound in her scalp. An ant crawled on the floor, pausing when it encountered the trail of sticky blood, twitching its antennae and cautiously investigating the foreign substance.

Kupamma’s hand fluttered a few inches from the ground and fell back onto the dirt floor. She hated ants. Each morning, she neatly swept the floor with a coconut broomstick, sprinkling water from the mud pot, and evicting the insects. She turned her fading gaze to the pot, now lying broken in the corner. Destroyed by her intruder, who still raged through the hut—tearing down the flimsy cupboard her daughter had built for her from empty crates, flinging her aluminium vessels to the floor.

Life had lost its savour three months back, after her husband died. The thief had done her a favour by bringing Yama to her doorstep. She didn’t care that she would soon be dead. But why did the intruder seek to destroy what little she owned? Her daughter had wanted her pot, but now it was broken. Anger rose in her, hot and sour, along with a small, hard knob of satisfaction. She had hidden what the thief was looking for. It would never be found. Kaveri would find it.

‘Where do you keep it? Tell me!’ Her visitor let forth a volley of oaths, leaning over Kupamma’s crumpled body. Spittle landed on her face but she kept herself from flinching, eyes closed, breathing as shallowly as she could manage. Best if her assailant believed she were dead.

‘Why won’t you tell me where you hid it? I didn’t want to kill you,’ the thief pleaded, voice shaking. She opened her eyes, just a tiny slit, to see. The thief had collapsed onto the dirt floor, body shaking, head buried in the ground. She knew the intruder only meant to threaten her. Frightened, she’d stepped back and tripped, her head hitting the grinding stone. But her assailant could have called for help, taken her to a doctor, instead of leaving her here to bleed out her life on this floor. ‘If you had just given it to m—’

The intruder’s voice stopped mid-sentence, and Kupamma dug her nails into the dirt floor, sensing the sudden satisfaction in the voice. She watched as the indistinct figure got up, moving with purpose towards the patch of earth below the now-broken cupboard, where the ground was a different shade. Grabbing her iron ladle, the intruder used the handle to dig into the loose earth, then threw it aside, scrabbling at the earth with bare hands, scooping mud up in grubby palms and flinging it aside. Inch by inch, the small box Kupamma had buried below ground was exposed. Grunting in satisfaction, the intruder yanked the flimsy wooden box out and broke it, seizing the book within.

She moaned in fear. The intruder gave a queer, high-pitched giggle, stuffed the book in a bag, and walked over to Kupamma, bending low. She could feel the thief’s hot breath on her neck.

She opened her eyes, meeting the thief’s stare with defiance. So she had lost, and he had won. When her entire life was a litany of failures, what did one more signify? She would not give an unkind thief the satisfaction of seeing her afraid.

‘You should have given the book to me,’ the intruder said, more quietly this time, sounding weary as Kupamma’s heavy eyelids closed. ‘I only wanted to threaten you. If you had told me where you had hidden it, I would have taken it and left. But now it’s too late.’

The hazy figure was silhouetted in the moonlight, looking down at Kupamma’s motionless body. ‘You gave up your life for nothing.’

In the quiet of the night, the sounds made by the intruder carried on the breeze, out of the hut, past the deserted grounds, towards the side of the lake, where a group of urchins were playing daya katta. They looked up from their game, turning their faces towards the hut, hesitating. The old woman chased away anyone who came close to her hut—except for her married daughter, who visited her daily. They had all faced the sharp end of her coconut broomstick.

The noise came again. Throwing down their dice, they argued with one another about who should go. Finally, they all got up, moving cautiously towards the hut, holding hands for courage. The boys saw a figure clad in white slipping away from the shack, running across the field. Seeing it vanish behind a tree, one of the boys shrieked, ‘Bhootha, bhootha! Ghost!’ They ran, scattering in their haste to flee the accursed space.

Only one ragged urchin, smaller and more intelligent than the rest of his friends, lingered, frowning at the thicket of trees behind which the ghostly figure had disappeared. Bhoothas didn’t wear sandals—at least, not in any of the tales he had heard. He retraced the figure’s steps, moving with purpose towards the hut.

The old woman pulled a scrap of paper out of her blouse and clutched it in her fist. Her daughter had brought a magazine article to show her this morning. Of course, Kupamma couldn’t read it—but she had cut out the painting of the young lady, Kaveri Murthy, intending to seek her out and ask for her advice.

The magazine said the woman detective helped everyone. And she didn’t charge any money. That was good. Every rupee that Kupamma had saved over the past two months, with so much difficulty, had been spent to pay for her recent travel. The much-anticipated trip, which began with so much happiness, and ended in this—a hurried return home, a fear-filled wait, and just as she was beginning to relax, thinking that she was safe—the final attack. She looked at the broken aluminium box, which had held the last coin she possessed. Without money for a funeral, would they throw her body in an unmarked pauper’s grave?

She heard a sound and looked up. A small boy wearing a grimy pair of shorts stood in front of her. Blinking her eyes, she tried to focus on him, but his image was fading. He reminded her of her son, when he was small. So many years ago, before she lost him.

Her eyelids were heavy, closing. She opened them again, blinking. Had God returned her son to her? ‘Will you bury me now?’ she asked him.

The boy squatted next to her, taking her palm in his, smoothing out her wrinkled skin with gentle fingers.

‘Son, find this girl Kaveri,’ she urged, struggling to speak. She opened her palm to show him the young woman’s photo. ‘Tell her to find my killer…’

Her voice trailed away, but she kept her eyes on him.

The boy crouched on his haunches at her side, not knowing what to do. He gripped her hand, shivering a little and looking away from the wicked wound on her head, the trail of blood that had made a sticky pool on the floor.

She caught the boy’s gaze, telling him fiercely, ‘I didn’t die for nothing.’

‘Of course not,’ he soothed, rubbing her palm gently, feeling helpless.

In a few moments, that seemed to him to stretch for a very long time, she drew her last shuddering breath, her gaze still fixed on him.

Gently closing her eyelids, he muttered a swift prayer, the only one he knew. May Garuda keep you safe and carry you to Lord Vishnu in heaven.

After taking the crumpled scrap of paper from Kupamma’s hand, the boy ran out of the shack. He ran swiftly, his bare feet moving noiselessly and with purpose, towards the place he considered his second home. The moon lit up his path, as the cold wind cut through his flimsy vest.



In her bedroom, Kaveri climbed on a stool to pull a set of books off the top shelf. She was packing her favourites into a box, clearing space in the bedroom. The box was packed with books and other githerments—a new word Kaveri had encountered in her dictionary and was determined to use. She looked at the pile of gifts in the box, given to her in lieu of the fees she refused to take, from a number of grateful clients. Bags of dried coconut from the farmer whose runaway son had been rescued by Kaveri and bottles of goat ghee from the man from Majjigepura, whose missing goats she had recovered, sat cheek by jowl with the exquisite needlepoint cushions crafted by the women whom she had rescued from the ashram where they had been trapped. They would all be moved to her favourite shed at the bottom of her garden, which doubled as a study and the location of the Bangalore Detectives Club—clearing out space for the nursery, which she planned to set up in a corner of their spacious bedroom.

She closed the box and returned to her desk, completing a half-finished letter to Ramu. I miss you very much, she concluded. Your loving wife, Kaveri.

She stared at the moon through the iron grills that secured her window, absently clicking the cap of her pen against the table. The moon climbed steadily, heavy in the Bangalore sky. It looked just like a droplet of yellow-white ghee would look if she floated it on ink.

Would ghee float on ink?

She wished her husband was here. Only Ramu understood the odd thoughts that popped into her mind. Her sister and school friends had made fun of her, so she had long gotten into the habit of keeping her thoughts to herself. Until she married Ramu. If he had been with her now, they could have taken her ink bottle downstairs, rummaged in the kitchen for some ghee, taken a dropper from his medicine kit, and tested out her theory.

Kaveri shifted restlessly on the chair, wondering if she should go down to the kitchen and try it, but then decided against it. Now that she was pregnant, and with Ramu out of town, Bhargavi athe insisted on keeping her bedroom door, just opposite Kaveri’s, open at night so she could hear if Kaveri needed her. Fortunately, she was a deep sleeper and it took a lot to wake her.

Kaveri frowned, tapping her fingers on the window. She appreciated the love and concern behind her mother-in-law’s obsessive care, but increasingly, these days, she felt stifled. Especially without Ramu there to buffer her from his mother’s tender ministrations.

Silly goose, she scolded herself. If she missed Ramu so much in three weeks, how was she going to manage without him till June, another three months away?

She heard a skittering noise. Someone was throwing pebbles at the glass. At this time in the night? Kaveri stood up and peered through the window, looking into the garden. A bandicoot darted out from behind the henna bushes lining the wall, rolling a half-eaten guava in front of her. She smiled, turning away, and then stopped when she heard a low whistle.

‘Who’s there?’ she asked softly, opening the windows and peering down.

An urgent voice whispered from below:

‘Kaveri akka? It’s me, Venu. Open the kitchen door.’

Hoping that Bhargavi had not heard their conversation, Kaveri tiptoed quietly down the wooden stairs that led to the ground floor, avoiding the treads that creaked. She drew back the bolts on the side door, stepping out to the garden. Venu, their milk boy, stood there, shivering in his sleeveless vest and flimsy shorts.

‘Why are you out so late? And where is the sweater that Uma aunty knitted for you?’ she demanded in a cross whisper, placing her shawl around his thin shoulders. ‘It’s not safe for a child your age to be wandering the streets of Bangalore alone. There are all kinds of dangers around.’

‘I’m not a child, akka.’ He drew himself up to his full, short height. ‘I am eight years old. And you know I deliver tea and bajjis to the police station at midnight when they work late. Ever since you got to know that you’re carrying, you’ve been trying to mother me and everyone else in sight.’ Venu wrapped the shawl more tightly around himself.

She looked at him shrewdly, noting the pallor in his face, the slight shake in his voice. In his young life, Venu had seen a lot of violence, helping her with many of her previous cases. He worked for Inspector Ismail, ferreting out information that even the most hardened criminals often didn’t know. Though young, he didn’t rattle easily.

‘What happened?’ she pressed gently, pulling him close. ‘You’re shivering, and it’s not from the cold.’

He leaned close to her, talking rapidly in a low voice. The wind blew around them in little gusts, carrying their low voices away. The moon shone gently down on them, and the bandicoot retreated into the bushes with his guava, a little cross at having his midnight feast so rudely interrupted.



A few hundred kilometers away, in the mountains of Coorg, the moon made its first appearance in the sky, making a swift escape from the clouds. Ramu let out a relieved grunt at the soft light, illuminating the path ahead of him. He scrambled down a rocky cliff, surrounded by tall grasses, holding his hospital bag high in one hand, hefting a big bamboo lathi in the other. At every step, he banged his lathi on the path, alerting the snakes to his passage. Snakes could not hear, but they could sense vibrations through their body. And like most wild animals, they preferred to avoid humans.

He had been up all night, helping to deliver a baby safely. It was a breech delivery, made worse because the girl’s mother-in-law refused to let a strange man see or touch her—never mind that he was a doctor. If only Kaveri had been there to help him—but his mother would never agree to let her leave Bangalore when she was pregnant.

Perhaps he should have spent the night in the farmer’s home, as the proud new father urged him to do. But his mother glared at Ramu when the farmer issued the invitation, still not ready to forgive the new doctor for his temerity in throwing her out of the delivery room. Ramu hadn’t wanted to spend a night under the same roof as her, drinking the coffee she would grudgingly make for him in the morning. In the darkness cast by the trees, those objections seemed childish.

Gripping the stick even tighter, he heard a deep-throated purring sound, a soft rumble. Leopard. Ramu stopped, trying to calm his breath, fighting the urge to take noisy gulps of air. He could hear his heart pounding in his chest, and wondered if the big cat could hear it too. Everyone in the village was talking about a leopard who had been seen in the forest at night. Rumours said the beast had attacked small dogs and cattle, carrying them away to devour at leisure. Mothers had taken to locking their children indoors after sunset.

He should have brought the lantern. He should have stayed back in the farmer’s house.

Hair prickling, Ramu opened his bag, fumbling for his matches, gripping his stick with his elbow. The roar came closer, and he stopped, pressing his back against a large boulder, trying desperately to quiet his breath.

The wind blew the musky scent of the animal toward him. He prayed to his patron saint, Raghavendra Swami, that the wind didn’t change direction, letting the animal smell him.

The birds had grown silent. Even the crickets had abandoned their incessant chirping. Ahead of him, a rat snake slithered across his path, scales glistening in the moonlight. The unwashed smell of leopard grew closer, stronger. Ramu pressed a hand against his nose, stifling an urge to sneeze.

A loud whistle split the air. No leopard could make such a sound. He stood on his toes, straining to look past the tall buffalo grass into the distance. But the moon had retreated into the clouds, and it was dark again.

The leopard’s growl reverberated through the forest, followed by another whistle, long and melodious. A long, lithe shape burst out of the grove of trees ahead of Ramu, clearing the road in one swift move, and crashing through the dried brush on the other side. The moon came out again, lighting up the ground ahead of him, and Ramu ran out onto the road. For a brief instant, he saw—no, surely, that couldn’t be?—a figure wearing green, running alongside a white leopard, far ahead of him.

He quickened his steps, changing direction, almost running towards the lights of Lakamma’s bungalow in the distance. There had to be a sensible explanation.





2 Too Hard for Footprints [image: ]

Venu sipped the tea which Kaveri had quickly prepared for him, wrapping his hands around the hot steel tumbler to absorb its warmth. He still looked distressed, Kaveri thought, but at least he wasn’t shivering quite so much now.

He seemed to be finding it difficult to begin, and she waited, impatient, but trying not to show it.

‘We were playing cards in the Sampangi maidan grounds a couple of hours ago,’ Venu said eventually, draining the last drops of sugary tea and licking the tumbler to pick up the remaining crystals of sugar. ‘We heard shouts from the hut in the corner.’

‘What hut?’ Kaveri interrupted. ‘After the circus left in January, I thought the grounds were empty.’

‘An old ajji called Kupamma moved in, two months back. In February. She threw stones at us when we came too close, so we usually left her alone.’ Venu gave her a quick sideways glance. ‘When we heard loud noises and went close to the hut, a ghostly figure came out of the hut. It was in a loose white dress, like the kurtas that Inspector Ismail wears, and it disappeared behind the trees. The others thought it was a ghost and ran. I went inside alone. I couldn’t save her. It was too late.’ He bit his lips, not wanting Kaveri to see the sudden tears that filled his eyes.

‘Did she have a fever, or an upset stomach?’ Kaveri asked, giving him a quick hug. ‘I wish she had not kept you all away. Your team of boys helps everyone. You could have taken her to the hospital before she got too sick.’

Venu put a hand on her forearm. ‘She was old, but very healthy. She worked in five homes as a maid. There was a large gaping wound on her head, and I saw some blood on the grinding stone in a corner of the hut. She must have hit her head there. It would have taken a long time to bleed as much as she had. The man I saw, the one who disappeared behind the trees, must’ve pushed her. He destroyed everything in her hut, broke it to pieces.’

‘Oh no.’ Kaveri put her hand to her mouth.

He lifted up his shirt and reached into the waistband. He took out a small pouch and opened it, handing her a crumpled sheet of paper, torn at the edges. It was sticky, smeared with blood.

‘Haven’t I taught you better, Venu?’ Kaveri demanded in a heated whisper, refusing to take the paper from him. ‘You can’t remove anything from the hut. It’s a crime scene, best left untouched for the police.’

‘I went to the police station on the way, before I came here, and alerted Inspector Ismail. He said he would go there immediately. He told me to bring this to you.’ Venu looked at her, his eyes too old in his young face. ‘Kupamma ajji pressed this into my hand before she died, akka. She gave me a message for you. “Tell Kaveri to find my killer”.’

Kaveri took the piece of paper he thrust at her, letting out a startled gasp when she recognised her face, drawn by an artist to accompany an article on her in the women’s magazine Saraswati. Kalyanamma, the writer who had founded the magazine, had profiled her last week, talking about all the cases that the Bangalore Detectives Club had solved. After the article appeared, she had been deluged with frivolous requests for help, regretting that she had ever agreed to speak to Kalyanamma. Until now…

‘She asked me for help… and she didn’t even know me.’ Kaveri’s voice cracked, as she looked at the torn fragment of paper.

Venu tugged at Kaveri’s arm. ‘In an hour, the sun will come up, and people will start to move about. The old woman’s daughter visits her in the morning, bringing food. When she finds her mother dead, she will raise an alarm. Inspector Ismail asked me to bring you to the hut immediately. He wants to talk to you.’

Kaveri hesitated, looking up at Bhargavi’s bedroom window. She could hear loud snores. Her mother-in-law was fast asleep, unlikely to wake till morning.

She bolted the kitchen door and hurried to her car with Venu, driving quickly down the deserted streets, reaching the Sampangi grounds in about fifteen minutes. She parked behind a large peepal tree, and followed Venu across a dirt track to the ramshackle hut. A light shone inside.

She bent down to inspect the area just outside the hut and heard a voice. ‘You won’t find any footprints here, Mrs. Murthy. The ground is too hard.’ Her friend Inspector Ismail stood at the entrance of the hut.

His face was grave as always, but she could hear the smile in his voice, which the Inspector reserved for her. Ismail often said Kaveri reminded him of his eldest daughter. ‘In your condition, I did not want to call you out at night. But I was curious to know why the dead woman asked for you personally.’

Venu tugged at her arm, pulling her into the hut. Kaveri switched on her torch, her eyes filling with tears when she saw the old woman’s body on the floor. She bent down, shining the light on the dead woman, observing everything—from the bloody wound on her head, to her faded sari with its frayed edges, neatly darned with thread. Her torch lingered on Kupamma’s feet, on the black thread tied around her ankles for good luck, noting the extra toe on her right foot.

‘I have never seen her before, Inspector. I don’t know why she asked for me. But no one should have to die like this. No one.’ Her voice broke, as she directed the torch across the floor, the light lingering on the shattered pot, the broken cupboard, the hole in the ground that had held the wooden box.

‘Last month, there was a series of attacks on old women living alone in slums and modest homes. We found the killer only by accident, after four women had been killed. We caught him pickpocketing, and he confessed to the murders during interrogation. He had done it to pick up a little extra petty cash,’ Ismail said.

‘Do you think someone else is targeting old women?’ Kaveri asked, her voice shaking.

‘I don’t know,’ Ismail said soberly. ‘It is not easy for us to get at the truth. Everyone is suspicious of the constables. But you have a way of getting them to open up. We need your help with this case. Especially since the old woman asked for you.’

Ismail squatted on the ground, picking up the broken box and showing Kaveri that it was empty. ‘The killer was looking for something. Kupamma must have buried it in this box and hidden it here, but the man seems to have dug into the ground and found it.’

‘Money?’ Venu asked.

‘Unlikely,’ Kaveri objected. ‘If the killer was after money, he would have targeted a bungalow.’ She moved towards the box but stumbled, her foot catching on something round and loose.

Venu caught her before she fell. ‘Be careful.’ His panicked whisper was loud in the silence of the night, and Kaveri hushed him. ‘If something happens to the baby, Ramu anna will never forgive me.’

‘I just stepped on something, Venu,’ Kaveri reassured him, picking up a small onion and tossing it aside. The torch in her hand shook, the light falling on something lying in the corner, something that glinted.

‘What’s that?’ she asked, moving in its direction. But Ismail held up his hand, stopping her. ‘Best to stay away from the dark corners. There may be snakes and scorpions.’ He handed his torch to Venu, who retrieved the shining object, showing the two of them what he held in his hand. A coin purse made from red velvet.

Ismail took the purse from him, opening it and taking out a two pai coin. ‘Almost empty.’ His face twisting with pity, he looked at the bare hut with its pitifully limited possessions.

‘The Women’s Gala,’ Kaveri exclaimed, grabbing the purse from him.

Ismail raised his bushy eyebrows.

‘Miss Roberts held a fundraiser for the Gala last month,’ Kaveri explained. ‘I know she only ordered half a dozen of these purses, because Ramu told me. He helped her and his supervisor, Dr. Roberts, plan the fundraiser. She distributed them as thank-you presents to her elite sponsors. We were the only Indian family to be given a purse. How on earth did Kupamma get her hands on one of these?’

Venu took the purse back from Kaveri, turning it over in his hands. ‘There’s a label inside.’ He handed it back to her, his face falling a little. ‘It’s in English. I can’t read it.’

Kaveri ruffled his hair, consoling him. ‘You thought of looking for a label. You are becoming a very good assistant detective, but you stopped coming home for classes. If you resume your classes, I can soon teach you to read and write in English too.’

Venu puffed up his small chest, catching Ismail’s approving smile. For most people, one raggedy urchin looked like another. Only Inspector Ismail had had the intelligence to look beyond their dirty faces and torn clothes to see bellies distended with hunger—and bright minds thirsting with the need to do something. Like Kaveri, Ismail was a fan of the Sherlock Holmes series and took inspiration from the Baker Street boys. His network of street urchins, like Venu, could fan out across the city, going unnoticed. They could climb trees and look into windows, hang around on street corners to keep a watch on the goings-on. And now that Kaveri had taught Venu a few basics of detection, such as how to collect fingerprints, he was eager to do much more.

Ismail shone his torchlight on the purse, while Kaveri squinted at the label. ‘This came from Green’s Store,’ Kaveri said.

‘The one on South Parade? Kupamma’s daughter works there,’ Venu announced.

‘Mrs. Green has only one assistant. Don’t tell me Kupamma’s daughter is Hiramma.’ Kaveri stared at Venu. ‘I get all my swimming costumes and sari blouses stitched by her, but she has never exchanged a word with me. I don’t think she likes me.’

‘Hiramma doesn’t speak to anyone. Like her mother, she mostly keeps to herself,’ Venu explained. Then his eyes lit up. ‘You promised Anandi akka that you would take her out in disguise, to practise her skills. You could take her to Green’s Store, investigate how Kupamma got the purse and investigate the killer.’

‘Is Anandi still determined to set up her own shop as a detective?’ Ismail’s smile was instantaneous, his teeth flashing white in the darkness of the hut. He was very supportive of the young woman who had reinvented her life since meeting Kaveri, in September the previous year—from battered wife to housemaid, and now manager of a shelter for other abused women.

‘Yes, and Shanthi akka has agreed to let Anandi use the garage in the shelter to launch her office,’ Kaveri said. ‘After Kalyanamma’s article appeared in Saraswati, I have been deluged with requests to track down unfaithful husbands and runaway daughters. If Anandi sets up her own detective practice, maybe people will stop bothering me and go to her.’ But then she frowned. ‘There’s no point in taking Anandi to Green’s Store. Surely Hiramma won’t be at work today, after learning about her mother’s death.’

Venu shook his head at her. ‘You’re doing it again.’

‘What?’ She cast him a swift look.

‘Thinking like you, who lives in a big house, with cupboards full of money—not like one of us. Do you think Hiramma can afford to stop working, even for a day?’ Venu scowled.

‘I thought Mrs. Green would give her a day off,’ Kaveri said defensively, but her voice trailed off. Venu was right. Mrs. Green was hardly the kind of person to be overcome with compassion at the news that Hiramma had lost her mother. ‘Mrs. Green won’t allow us to speak to Hiramma. Anandi and I will wait for her to go to lunch, then approach her. It won’t seem so conspicuous if we’re in disguise. But I hope she agrees to speak to us.’ Kaveri’s voice was small. She hated to think of poor mousy Hiramma, having to deal with a long day of work after finding out that her mother was brutally killed.

Ismail looked up at the sky. ‘It will be daylight soon, Mrs. Murthy. The constable will be here shortly, with his fingerprinting kit. The man is a gossip. It is best if he doesn’t see you. I don’t want him to tell anyone else that you are working on this case, in case you put the killer on his guard.’





3 Monkeys and Bananas [image: ]

Sunlight filtered through the leaves of the large rain tree, the specks of dust dancing like dervishes in the silhouetted rays. The red mud formed a thin film on the freshly whitewashed walls of the shops that lined the sides of South Parade, Bangalore’s most famous shopping district.

A group of elderly Indian men squatted in the shade of a thorny thicket, focused on the cards they held in their hands. Their dark skin, liberally coated with castor oil to protect them from the sun, glistened in the heat, the starched brilliant white of their shirts contrasting with their purple and yellow Madras check lungis. One of the men threw down the cards in his hand, scooping in the pile of coins at the centre, as the group broke out into raucous laughter, trading friendly insults.

Under the heat of the morning sun, the flyers announcing a discount on diamonds had begun to peel away from the front of the jewellery shop, their edges looking crumpled and dispirited. A small boy, wearing torn shorts and a tattered grimy vest, was working on the flyer, singing a Kannada folk song about a clever monkey, as he applied sticky rice paste from a bucket as fresh adhesive on the edges of the advertisements.

He looked down the road, his smile fading as he saw a short woman walking in his direction, wearing a black cotton sari. Her eyes were red rimmed with sorrow, her cheeks streaked with tears. Slowly, she made her way towards a shop selling expensive silks, a big bungalow with a steep red-tiled roof and intricate V-shaped wooden monkey-top frontage.

The boy dropped his can on the road, bending down to pick it up. He whistled loudly and tunelessly as he crouched, casting furtive glances towards the dark side alley that led into the conservancy lane behind the street, his taut body relaxing when he saw two figures uncurl from the wall at the end of the alley.

Hearing him whistle, the shop owner turned, bellowing insults when he saw him squatting on the road. ‘Venu, you useless son of a donkey. Am I paying you to sit down and whistle while the others work?’

Venu sprang to his feet, running back to the window, deftly swerving to avoid the blow that the shop owner aimed at him in passing. Dipping his brush into the pot of rice paste, he ducked his head to hide the look of satisfaction on his face. His signal was sent and had been received.

The woman in the black sari hurried towards the shop, quickening her steps as she looked at the time on the large clock tower. No one paid any attention to her—except for a pair of flute sellers standing at the entrance to the side alley, idly tossing a coin back and forth to each other. The plumper of the two stood silent, readjusting the heavy belt laden with flutes around her protruding belly. ‘Press your moustache in, Anandi,’ she whispered to her companion. ‘The glue seems to be coming off.’

Kaveri and Anandi watched as the wind blew the red soil into a tiny, animated whirlpool, scattering bits of leaves onto the cart that moved slowly down the street. The driver listlessly cracked his whip against the hide of one of the animal’s bullocks, trying to make them move faster. But his waterskin was empty, and his voice too hoarse to carry. Ignoring him, the animals came to a standstill.

A sour-faced Englishwoman dismounted from the cart, tossing a couple of coins to the driver. She walked past the card players, adjusting her large hat with its basket of faux fruit, and headed for the elegant red-and-white building with a large hoarding that announced NEW FABRICS FROM ENGLAND, JUST 4 ANNAS A YARD. The disapproving lines on her face relaxed into a smile.

Setting the paper bag she carried on the railing, she moved closer to the shop window, admiring the velvet on display. A monkey jumped down from the roof, clutching its infant to its belly, and advanced towards her with purpose. The Englishwoman backed away with a small, ladylike shriek, gripping her hat tightly.

‘It’s not interested in your hat, Miss Roberts. Monkeys are clever creatures. It knows the fruit is fake—it’s after the paper bag with bananas for its child. Throw away the fruit, and it’ll leave you alone.’ The voice was feminine, and spoke in English, but there was no one else on the street, apart from the card players, all men.

The Englishwoman picked up the paper bag, clutching it to her stiffly starched bosom. The monkey pulled back its lips, baring a set of small but sharp-looking teeth. She shrank back, throwing the bag of bananas on the pavement. The infant jumped off its mother’s belly, deftly scooping up pieces of squashed fruit and stuffing them into its mouth.

Mrs. Green rushed out from the shop, shooing the monkeys away with a large umbrella.

Calmer now that the animals had been chased away, Miss Roberts studied the street. ‘Who spoke to me?’

Miss Roberts heard a soft giggle, quickly stifled. Turning, she peered into the alley from where the sound had come, pince-nez precariously poised on her long nose. ‘These men don’t speak English. I must be hearing things…’ she muttered, seeing only two flute sellers wearing scruffy shirts over lungis.

Mrs. Green led her inside the shop, avoiding the slippery banana peels on the pavement. ‘This dratted street is full of monkeys. And the sun is so hot, it plays tricks with the imagination. Can I offer you some passion-fruit sherbet? I have several yards of that gorgeous blue velvet you ordered for the Doctors’ Ball. And we have some gorgeous patterns, just in from Paris.’ The women’s voices grew fainter as they disappeared inside the shop.

‘You need to be more careful, Anandi,’ Kaveri scolded. ‘A detective can’t let her disguise slip, even for a minute. What were you thinking, speaking to Miss Roberts?’ She kept her voice low as she pulled Anandi back into the alley. ‘The purse that Miss Roberts distributed for the Gala was discovered in Kupamma’s hut, and Inspector Ismail is investigating that connection. If Dr. Roberts were to hear that we were hanging around South Parade dressed as men, he might jump to the conclusion that we are spying on his sister, and think she is implicated in Kupamma’s murder. He would be furious. My husband might lose his job.’

‘I am sorry, akka,’ Anandi said ruefully. ‘When I saw Miss Roberts getting terrified of something as commonplace as a monkey, I just wanted to help.’ She bit her lip.

Kaveri relented, looking at Anandi’s crestfallen face, and gave her a manly pat on the shoulder. ‘Let’s walk. People will get suspicious if we stand in the same place for too long.’

They paused outside the shop front, peering through the glass. Mrs. Green fawned over Miss Roberts as she opened bolt after bolt of silk for her inspection. Hiramma scurried behind them, neatly folding the untidy bundles of cloth and putting them away on the wooden shelves behind the counter.

Kaveri pressed a hand to the small of her back. Then, realising the gesture was too feminine, she rolled back her shoulders, leaning against a small tree for support. ‘Just how long is Miss Roberts planning to shop?’

As she spoke, Miss Roberts emerged from the store accompanied by Hiramma, laden with bags of cloth. Kaveri exchanged amused glances with Anandi. Dr. Roberts was going to be presented with a huge bill this month.

They stepped back, as Mrs. Green helped the elderly British woman climb into the bullock cart. When her gaze fell on the flute sellers, Kaveri looked away, staring at her feet. Bangalore’s now-famous lady detective could walk freely on South Parade, placing orders for bespoke jewellery and tailored swimming costumes. But a native street vendor was at the bottom of the pecking order and ought not to meet a shopkeeper’s gaze so directly.

The cart disappeared from view, and Mrs. Green crossed her arms in front of her formidable chest, glaring at Hiramma.

‘Hira!’ she raised her voice. ‘This is the last time I will tolerate this kind of nonsense. You came half an hour late today.’

Hiramma bowed her head submissively as Mrs. Green advanced on her, wagging her finger. ‘Miss Roberts wants you to go to her home now and start on her fitting. Mind you get there on time now, don’t dawdle on the way. And pack your bags. You need to stay there this whole week to get Miss Roberts’s new dresses stitched by Saturday, for the Doctors’ Ball.’

‘But…’ Hiramma said uncertainly, looking miserable. Mrs. Green paid no attention to her, shouldering past her hapless employee roughly as she went back into the shop. Hiramma stared into the distance, seemingly unaware of the tears trickling down her cheeks.

Anandi clenched her fingers around the flute, glaring at Mrs. Green’s retreating back. ‘Doesn’t she know that her assistant just lost her mother?’

‘She doesn’t care,’ Kaveri said in a sad voice as she looked at Hiramma’s helpless face. Mrs. Green had always seemed very welcoming to Kaveri, willing to look through new swimsuit patterns with her in the latest issue of Vogue, or design daring new styles of sleeveless blouses. ‘Inspector Ismail told me once—if you want to see what a man is really like, watch how they deal with their inferiors, not their superiors or equals in society.’

Anandi gave a hoot of laughter. ‘I could have told you that when I was six, when I started working with my mother as a housemaid.’ Then she watched Kaveri readjust her shirt, pulling it down. Her eyebrows creased with worry. ‘Let’s go home, akka. It’s too hot, and you need to put your feet up.’

Kaveri gave an exasperated snort. ‘How can we go home now? Hiramma will be out any minute. I wish you would all stop treating me like a baby. Only Venu deals with me like he did before. His sister-in-law worked until the day she delivered her baby. He doesn’t think I am a piece of cut glass that needs to be wrapped in cotton wool and kept at home in a golden cage,’ she said, recklessly mixing her metaphors. ‘That’s why he called me last night.’

‘You said you were sleepy,’ Anandi objected, but when Kaveri gave her a mulish look, she didn’t say anything more.

They waited in the shade of a scrawny neem tree. After a couple of minutes, Hiramma came out of the shop carrying a small bag, from which the end of a tape measure poked out. They followed her bowed figure as she steadily disappeared from sight, staying a safe distance behind her as she left South Parade and turned into Cubbon Park, walking towards Miss Roberts’s home. As she walked, Hiramma’s pace became slower, her steps more dispirited, until she passed a stone bench. She collapsed onto it, burying her face in her hands. Her thin shoulders shook with suppressed sobs.

‘It feels like we are invading her privacy,’ Kaveri said, holding back.

‘But this is our best chance, before she disappears into Miss Roberts’s house,’ Anandi said, moving forward.

They sat down on the opposite bench facing Hiramma, who tensed, giving them a frightened look. It was not done for two strange men to sit opposite a single woman in a deserted space like this. She grabbed her bag, standing up.

‘Hiramma, it’s me, Kaveri Murthy. And this is my friend Anandi.’ Kaveri spoke quickly in her normal voice, putting out a hand to stop her from fleeing.

Hiramma gave her a startled look. ‘You?’ She inspected Kaveri, her gaze lingering on Kaveri’s stomach. Hiramma had taken her measurements only last week, when Kaveri had come into the shop to order a new swimming costume.

Then her face hardened. ‘You are the last person I wanted to see today. My mother is dead because of you.’
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Hiramma, how can you say that?’ Seeing Kaveri fumble for words, Anandi took over the conversation. ‘We are only trying to help you.’

Hiramma scoffed, pointing a sharp, accusing finger at Kaveri. ‘I should never have given my mother that magazine article with her photograph. I told my mother that Kaveri would help solve her problems. Instead, she was attacked and died unprotected.’

‘I didn’t even know that she wanted to consult me.’ Kaveri kept her voice gentle, realising that Hiramma was in pain, lashing out at the nearest person. ‘If she had only approached me, or you had, I would have tried my best to help.’

Anandi whispered in her ear, ‘Ask her what problems her mother had.’ She ignored Anandi, keeping her eyes focused on Hiramma. Unless she earned the woman’s trust, they would not be able to get anything from her.

Hiramma looked down, shuffling her feet. ‘My mother didn’t have the money to consult you. She said she had spent all her savings. She asked me for a loan, but I didn’t have any spare money either.’

‘I do it for justice, not money. I will do my best to find her killer and see that he is punished,’ Kaveri promised, her voice grim with intensity. ‘But you have to give me some information, to help me.’

‘Not now.’ Hiramma backed away from them. ‘If I don’t reach Miss Roberts’s house in time, she might phone Mrs. Green and ask where I am. I can’t afford to lose my job. I need to pay for my mother’s funeral.’

‘The hospital will pay for that, as they do for all those who die without any savings,’ Kaveri said impulsively. Anandi glanced at her, guessing correctly that Kaveri would pay for the funeral herself. The hospital had no such scheme, but Kaveri sensed that Hiramma was too proud to accept charity.

Hiramma’s face relaxed. ‘My mother was worried that they might need to bury her in a pauper’s grave.’ She scrubbed her face with her sari pallu, clearing away the worst of the tear stains. ‘But how did you know my mother had died?’

Kaveri reached out, placing a hesitant hand on Hiramma’s stiff shoulder. ‘Venu told me about it. He was the one who found her, early this morning. She spoke to him before she died.’

‘What?’ Hiramma swayed, almost collapsing.

Kaveri sat down next to her, supporting her with one arm, as she quickly told her what Venu had seen. ‘Your mother was clutching my portrait in her hand when she died.’ Remembering the bloodstains on the paper, Kaveri squeezed her eyes shut briefly.

‘I am sorry for raising my voice at you.’ Hiramma’s bottom lip trembled. ‘I have been feeling guilty for not being able to lend my mother money, so she could visit you. One of our customers left a copy of the magazine in the shop. She was talking to Mrs. Green about you. That’s when I learnt that you are a detective. I took the article to my mother and showed her your sketch, told her where you lived. She was planning to visit your house as soon as she could scrape together some money.’

‘Why?’ Anandi burst out. ‘What reason did your mother have for wanting to see a detective?’

Hiramma gave a helpless shrug. ‘My mother has been acting strange lately. Until recently, our life was very normal. Suddenly last week, my mother informed me that she was going on a trip. She refused to tell me where she was going, or why—only repeating, again and again, that she would be back in a month, with big news for me. But she returned in three days.’

‘When did she return home?’ Kaveri asked, taking out her notebook.

‘On Sunday.’

‘This Sunday, twenty-sixth March?’ Kaveri wrote it down. ‘Did she say anything to you, explain why she came back so soon?’

‘I could make out something had scared her very badly, but she refused to talk about it. Amma had a nervous twitch in her jaw and barely ate. She jumped at noises, as though she expected someone to come after her. I asked her repeatedly to tell me what was going on. I pleaded, shouted, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. When I showed her your photograph and told her you were a famous detective who came to my shop for fittings, she looked hopeful for the first time.’ Hiramma’s voice broke.

‘Do you have any idea where your mother disappeared to for three days? Perhaps a relative’s house, or a friend?’ Anandi asked.

‘I’m an only child, and we have no relatives. My parents were reserved people. They never left Bangalore. I don’t remember them ever speaking to their neighbours or making friends with others.’

‘Your father? Is he alive?’ Kaveri interrupted.

Hiramma gave her a sad smile. ‘My father died three months ago. That was when they lived in the pete. A month after he died, my mother packed up her few possessions and moved to the Sampangi grounds, saying she couldn’t afford the rents in the pete.’

‘Couldn’t she stay with you?’ Anandi asked.

Hiramma’s eyes filled with pain. ‘I wanted her to. But I live in a one-room house, with my husband, daughter, and brother-in-law. My brother-in-law got into a huge argument with me when I told him that my mother was coming to stay, and he hit me.’

‘Your husband didn’t intervene?’ Kaveri asked her, shocked.

Hiramma’s mouth twisted. ‘My husband is scared of his brother and too afraid to support me. His brother keeps company with some very bad men. He has changed a lot in the past few months. I still asked my mother to come, but she saw the bruises and must have realised what had happened.’

Anandi sat on Hiramma’s other side and held her hands tightly. Kaveri watched the two women, her own eyes shining with tears. Anandi had been hurt by her husband many times, so badly that they had once feared she might die.

Tears streamed freely from Hiramma’s eyes now, and she spoke faster.
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