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Chapter 1

31 December 1949

The call came in the deepest part of the night, the telephone’s lusty urgency shattering the basement silence. Persis paused, pen poised above the blank white page of the duty log she had been attempting to complete for the past hour.

There was little to report.

She sat alone in the office, the only sounds the gentle swishing of the ceiling fan and the scurrying of a lone mouse under the jumble of desks and battered metal filing cabinets. Occasionally a muffled bang would drift in from the world above. New Year’s Eve fireworks. The entire city was out partying, the streets alive with drunken multitudes, celebrating the end of the most turbulent decade in the nation’s history. In spite – or perhaps because – of this she had agreed to stand vigil for the night. Frivolity was alien to her nature and she had often been told that her tastes – in matters of dress and deportment – tended to the staid.

Perhaps this was the effect of growing up without a mother.

Sanaz Wadia née Poonawalla had died when Persis was just seven, taking with her the last vestiges of an already waning belief in a benevolent God. Her father had never remarried, raising her as best as he was able in the margins of his grief. Poor Aunt Nussie had tried her best, but Sam Wadia was a stubborn man.

The thought passed through her mind that the call might well be her father, ringing to assure himself that, an hour into the new year, she was still alive and well.

She plucked up the receiver of the black Stromberg Carlson: ‘CID, Malabar House. Inspector Wadia speaking.’

A moment’s hesitation, as her caller’s incredulity filtered down the line.

It wasn’t the first time.

Her appointment, seven months earlier, had occasioned hysteria in publications as far apart as the Calcutta Gazette to the Karnataka Herald. In Bombay, the Indian Chronicle had been particularly scathing: ‘The commissioner’s experiment in catapulting a woman into the service might well mirror our fledgling republic’s forward-thinking ideals, but what he has failed to consider is that in temperament, intelligence and moral fibre, the female of the species is, and always will be, inferior to the male.’

That cutting, framed in glass, now looked up at her from her desk. Each morning it served as a shot across her bows, a trenchant reminder that if it was respect she craved, she faced an uphill task in earning it.

Her caller gathered his composure. ‘May I speak with your superior officer?’

She stifled the urge to slam the receiver back into its cradle. ‘I’m afraid that tonight I am the ranking officer. Sir.’

The shallowest intake of breath. ‘In that case, Miss Wadia, might I ask you to make your way to Laburnum House on Marine Drive. The residence of Sir James Herriot.’

‘Inspector.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Inspector Wadia. Not Miss.’

Silence. ‘My apologies. Inspector, if you could make haste, it would be most appreciated.’

‘May I ask what this is regarding?’

‘You may,’ said the voice coolly. ‘Sir James has been murdered.’


Chapter 10

The tomb of Haji Ali had been built in the 1400s, a whitewashed monument perched on a tiny islet in the middle of Haji Ali Bay in mid-town Bombay, linked to the city proper by a narrow causeway that was traversable only during low tide. When the tide was up the causeway vanished, promoting the illusion that the Sufi saint’s tomb was floating on water.

Persis parked her jeep on the coast road, then walked along the causeway towards the tomb and its accompanying mosque, shimmering in the midday sun. Pilgrims jostled along on all sides, glancing at her, some with curiosity, others with open hostility. For centuries women had been banned from the tomb; even now they were permitted only into its marbled precincts and not into the sanctum sanctorum that lay at its heart, the central shrine where the saint was interred. Recent petitions to the Bombay High Court had fallen on deaf ears. As far as the law was concerned women were still persona non grata here, which made it all the more surprising that Eve Gatsby, a woman and a foreigner, had been granted access.

She found the American just outside the tomb, in a blazing white courtyard, examining a succession of pillars embellished with artistic mirror work: blue, green and yellow chips of glass arranged in kaleidoscopic patterns interspersed with Arabic calligraphy spelling out the ninety-nine names of Allah.

In deference to the proscription against revealing clothing, Eve had donned a pair of khaki jodhpurs and long boots, below a white blouson, a headscarf and trendy, bug-eyed sunglasses with yellow frames. She resembled a cross between a fashion model and a jungle explorer.

She was bent behind a tripod and camera set-up.

Persis noted a small, intense-looking Indian standing to one side: Eve’s official escort inside the tomb, she presumed. The man, dressed in a white shalwar kameez with a white skullcap, exuded a sense of nervousness, as if, perhaps, he had brought a landmine into the complex and was waiting for it to go off.

‘Glad you could make it, Inspector,’ said Gatsby in the breezy accent of a native New Yorker. ‘To tell the truth I was hoping to meet you while I was out here. India’s first female detective. And now a celebrity. In fact, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get a few shots of you on camera.’

Persis wasn’t sure how to respond. The American oozed self-confidence, as if the very possibility of the world not aligning itself with her wishes was something beyond the bounds of imagination. Gatsby was one of those who hadn’t bothered to wait around to be interviewed at Laburnum House.

‘I came here to ask you about Sir James Herriot.’

Eve smiled, a dazzling white-toothed affair. She was a beautiful woman, tall and chic, with wisps of dark hair poking out from under her headscarf. Persis could easily imagine her gracing the silver screen; she reminded her of a young Olivia de Havilland – Persis had been a fan of the American actress ever since They Died with Their Boots On.

Gatsby pulled out a pack of Capstans from her jodhpurs and lit one. Her minder uncrossed his arms and glanced around like a startled rabbit. Persis noted that the pair of them, the only two women in the courtyard, were attracting considerable attention.

On the far side of the courtyard, a group of Sufi singers launched into a bout of maniacal prayer. Their singsong voices rose above the courtyard, mingling with the cawing of gulls.

‘You know,’ remarked Eve, ‘this place is one of the best examples of Indo-Islamic architecture on the subcontinent. Haji Ali was a wealthy merchant. Gave up all his possessions one day and decided to travel the world seeking goodness in his fellow man.’ She flashed another breezy smile. ‘It’s a shame about Sir James. What would you like to know?’

‘How did you know him?’ asked Persis.

‘Through my father. Sir James was in the States last year, on a diplomatic mission, and my father entertained him at our New York home. They became friends. He invited us out to Bombay. My father couldn’t come but I was keen.’

‘Are you here for business or pleasure?’

‘A bit of both. I’m a photographer. Well, to be truthful I’m the daughter of a very wealthy man, one who pays for me to indulge my hobbies. But I like to think that I take it seriously. The subcontinent has always held a particular allure for the lens, if you have the eye for it. You don’t know who my father is, do you?’

Persis shook her head.

‘Truman Gatsby. Noted industrialist and Republican politician. That’s his official entry in the Marquis Who’s Who. My father made a fortune in New York real estate. And now he wants to run for Congress. We have a saying back home: “When a man is tired of common sense he takes up politics.”’

‘You sound cynical”.’

‘Let’s just say I’ve seen a little of the world and not all of it is to my liking.’

‘Was Sir James to your liking?’

She froze, then pushed her sunglasses on to her forehead, revealing two dark and pretty eyes. ‘If I was a betting woman, Inspector, I’d say that had a certain bite to it.’

Persis pressed forward. ‘I am told that you and Sir James were . . . involved.’

‘Involved?’ echoed Eve. ‘What a curious word. I take it you mean we were engaged in some sort of tawdry liaison.’

‘Were you?’

She gave a short bark of laughter. ‘No. The man was old enough to be my father. He had his charms, I suppose, but I’m not in the habit of falling into bed with any old fool.’

‘Are you saying he was no more than a friend?’

‘An acquaintance.’

‘We have evidence that he was . . . intimate with a woman just before his death. In his study.’

She grimaced. ‘It wasn’t me. Not for lack of his trying, I’ll grant you.’

‘He propositioned you?’

‘Of course he did. The man was a predator.’ She reached out to flick the ash from her cigarette but was stopped by a strangled cry from her minder. The man leaped forward, took off his skullcap, flipped it upside down. She frowned at him, then obliged by flicking the ash into the cloth bowl.

‘Why did you attend his party if you disliked him?’

‘I didn’t dislike him. I just saw him for what he was. Look, James had his uses. He introduced me to a lot of the city’s movers and shakers, people I wanted to photograph. It was his idea of foreplay.’

‘You don’t seem very distraught by his death.’

‘As I said, he was just an acquaintance.’

‘Do you know who he might have been with that night? In his study?’

‘I’m afraid I haven’t a clue, Inspector.’

‘Do you know of anyone who might have wished him harm?’

She shrugged. ‘He was a political animal. As my father is fond of saying, if you swim with the sharks don’t be surprised when one of them takes a bite out your ass.’

Persis waited.

Eve sighed. ‘I have no idea. You should ask that aide of his, Lal. I don’t think he particularly liked his boss.’

Persis dwelt on these words. It was the second time she had heard of a possible animosity between Lal and his employer.

‘Is there nothing at all you can tell me?’

‘The only thing I can think of is that he recently fell out with his business partner, the Scot.’

Persis perked up. ‘Do you mean Robert Campbell?’

‘That’s the one. Big brute. Rude.’

‘Are you suggesting that Sir James and Campbell had a disagreement? Over what?’

‘I don’t know. It was just gossip at the party. There seemed to be some tension between the pair of them. At least, James looked like he was avoiding the man.’

‘Why would he invite Campbell if they’d fallen out?’

‘It certainly wasn’t to celebrate anything. I’ve never seen a man so down in the mouth.’

‘Campbell was angry?’

‘Not at first. But, something happened late on, after the midnight fireworks. He got into some sort of spat with his daughter. Elizabeth.’

‘What about?’

‘No idea. Then again, they were always at it. Campbell and his daughter, I mean.’

‘Why?’

‘There was some talk of a beau that Campbell took exception to a while back. Ended badly, apparently. Or rather he ended it for her.’

‘Who was this man?’

‘I don’t know, but I hear he might have been a native. And I thought I was the scandalous one.’ She grimaced. ‘Rumour has it that Campbell resolved the problem through violence.’

Persis recalled the story Lal had told her about an Indian engineer that Campbell had supposedly had killed. Was there more to it than just rumour?

‘Do you remember when this was?’

‘About a year ago, I believe. They were up in Faridpur, just outside Delhi.’


Chapter 11

The offices of Merchant, Palonjee and Pettigrew were located on Manekshaw Lane, wedged in between an army and navy store and the premises of an ambiguous commercial enterprise engaged in ‘import and export’. The narrow road was choked with cars, tongas, cycle rickshaws and pedestrians. On the pavement a row of typists sat cross-legged on the baking paving slabs, pounding away on typewriters at ferocious speed. They were a common sight around the city, ranked outside government offices, law firms and the municipality’s various courts, catering to those in need of swiftly produced legal documentation.

Persis trudged up a narrow flight of stairs to a first-floor reception where a secretary flapped her towards a leather sofa. On the walls were photographs of the firm’s trio of lawyers, rubbing shoulders with a roll-call of clients, mainly white men with tailored suits and white-blocked teeth. She suspected that Merchant, Palonjee and Pettigrew was another of those colonial-era enterprises trying desperately to serve two masters: the past and the future. She also suspected that not so long ago the first name on the firm’s letterhead might well have been Pettigrew.

The secretary called inside, then led her through to a boardroom overlooking the main road. A conference table ran the length of the room. At one end a portrait of a severe-looking Britisher in a suit gazed out over the table and the four individuals gathered there. The nearest of these was Madan Lal and he rose now to greet her.

‘Thank you for coming, Inspector.’ Lal waved at the others. ‘May I present Inspector Persis Wadia? She is leading the investigation into Sir James’s death.’

The obese man in a light grey suit sitting at the head of the table spoke up. ‘Rather unusual to have a police presence at the reading of a will. Are you sure this is necessary?’

‘Quite necessary, Mr Merchant,’ said Lal before Persis could speak.

‘Welcome, Inspector,’ said the small man to Merchant’s left, dressed in a navy-blue suit, a bow tie and eyeglasses. ‘My name is Vivek Palonjee. Please, do have a seat.’

Persis moved around the table and sat directly opposite the white man who had observed her arrival with a steady gaze. He was young, sandy-haired and blue-eyed. He wore an Irish linen jacket over a sodden white shirt, his stomach sagging over his belt. There was something vaguely familiar about him . . .

‘May I introduce Edmond de Vries?’ said Lal. ‘He has flown over from the West Indies. He was Sir James’s representative there – managing his Caribbean holdings.’

De Vries nodded solemnly and held out his hand. She took it and was immediately repulsed. She wiped the moistness on to her trousers. He noticed this but said nothing.

An itch at the back of her mind. Where had she seen this man before?

The room was unconscionably warm, the ceiling fan whirring above the table fighting a valiant rearguard action against the rising afternoon heat.

Merchant, ladled into a suit that was too small for him, seemed fit to burst from it like a mango squeezed violently from its skin. ‘Now that we are all present, I suggest that we commence with our business.’ He had a rough, smoker’s voice, impassioned by a strange warble, as if a frog had become trapped in his throat. ‘For almost two decades the law firm of Merchant, Palonjee and Pettigrew has served distinguished gentlemen – both British and Indian – with dedication, faith and honesty. Indeed, those very words are the motto of our founder and guiding light, Anthony Pettigrew.’

Persis’s eyes shifted to the canvas hanging behind Merchant. ‘Where is Mr Pettigrew?’ she asked.

‘Our colleague has temporarily returned to England to attend to certain personal affairs,’ supplied Palonjee smoothly. ‘We expect his return imminently.’

The lie flapped about the room, then vanished through an open window. Persis wondered if the others had sensed it. If she had to guess, Anthony Pettigrew had discovered that post-independence India was a beast not to his liking. In all probability, he had emulated many of his countrymen and fled the new republic, leaving his partners to continue the fiction of his presence.

‘As you are all by now aware,’ continued Merchant, scowling at the interruption, ‘we were retained by the late Sir James for a variety of legal matters including the administering of his will.’ He reached towards the manila folder at his elbow. With great ceremony, he unwrapped the string that encased it, then opened it to reveal a sheaf of stamped papers.

‘The will of Sir James was prepared on December 15th, 1948,’ he began. ‘Its provisions relate to all assets, property and chattel that had accrued to him as on the date of his death. Such assets include the property at No. 38 Palmerston Square in London, England; the cash sums present within three bank accounts held in London; a variety of shareholdings and indentured bonds; a rubber plantation located on the Caribbean island of Trinidad; and its associated commercial enterprise, the West Indian Rubber Corporation, incorporated at Companies House, London.’ He paused. ‘Allow me to continue in the testator’s own words: “I, James Edward Herriot, citizen of the British Empire, being of sound mind and body, declare this to be my last will and testament. I hereby revoke all prior wills and codicils. By this, my will, I bequeath the residue of my estate in its entirety to the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society. Such estate shall include my property in London, England, the sum of my cash balances and investments, and the sum of my commercial enterprises in Port of Spain, Trinidad.”’

Merchant paused to pluck a handkerchief from his pocket and wipe the sweat from his jowls.

‘The value of the estate has now been ascertained. I am afraid the news is not good.’ He glanced at Edmond de Vries. ‘The fact is that recent financial difficulties mean that Sir James Herriot’s estate has been decimated. To put it bluntly, Sir James was all but bankrupt.’

A stunned silence greeted the lawyer’s summation.

Lal was the first to speak. ‘There has to be some mistake.’

‘I assure you, there is no mistake.’ Merchant endeavoured to look apologetic and sanguine at the same time, but failed to do either. He ran a fat finger around his collar.

‘How did you determine Sir James’s financial situation?’ persisted Lal.

Persis couldn’t help but note that the revelation of Herriot’s penury had stunned the mild-mannered aide. Perhaps he was considering the viability of his own position. If there were no estate left to manage, how long could Lal carry on at Laburnum House?

‘We spoke to his bookkeeper and contacted his bankers in London,’ Merchant replied. ‘And we telegrammed Mr de Vries in Port of Spain. He explained the situation to us.’

‘What situation?’

All eyes turned to de Vries. He was sweating profusely; a rash of red crawled up his neck.

‘Before I answer that question, I’d like to know: how did he die?’ He looked at Persis. ‘The gory details. The lawyers were very brief in their telegram and one can only glean so much from the dailies.’

She was taken aback by his tone. ‘I am sorry for your loss,’ she began, but he halted her in her tracks by bursting into a mirthless laugh.

‘Don’t be. I’m not.’

‘I take it you were not on good terms with—’ She stopped. Finally, she had it. It was the eyes. They took her back to the portrait she had seen in the murdered man’s office, of a younger Sir James Herriot.

‘He was your father, wasn’t he?’

His face changed. ‘Well done, Inspector. It usually takes a few days for people to make the connection. Though we must be careful of bandying around the word father. I was his bastard, you see, and he went to great pains to ensure I was kept hidden away. Wouldn’t want to put a dent in the old man’s golden aura.’

‘You disliked him.’

‘I despised him,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘And he despised me. It’s lucky I was on the other side of the world otherwise I might have been your prime suspect.’

‘What was the reason for the animosity?’

‘I am the living evidence of my father’s predatory habits. Only on this occasion my mother refused to go along with his plans for me, namely, a backstreet doctor, followed by a gentle shove into the night, a fistful of cash tucked into her hatband. She died when I was nine. Tuberculosis. When she understood that she hadn’t much time left she visited Herriot. Threatened to create a scandal if he didn’t take me in. They reached a compromise. Herriot would pay for my education, but I would not take his name, nor reveal to anyone that I was his son. He hated me, of course. The feeling was mutual.’ He glared at the wall behind her. ‘He was, quite simply, a vile man. Utterly self-centred, focused only on his own advancement, his own gratification. He packed me off to boarding school, then Cambridge. When I came back he banished me to the West Indies to run his holdings there. At least in name. He gelded me first. In actuality, the place is run by his man, a Jew by the name of Abrams; or was until he stuck a revolver in his mouth and blew his brains out.’

His watery eyes held her gaze. Was he attempting to shock her? She had no time for a contest of wills. He had been hurt, she did not doubt that. She could not imagine what it would have been like to grow up with a father who did not care.

‘Why did Abrams kill himself?’

His long fingers played with a water glass. ‘What does a man have to do to get a proper drink around here?’

She recognised the tracery of crapulence around his eyes, the filigree of broken veins.

‘Do you know what really irks me?’ he continued. ‘How he managed to pull the wool over everyone’s eyes. Sir James Herriot. Master statesman. Our man in the Orient.’ He leaned closer, his ruddy face twisted in anger. ‘He ruined my life and my mother’s. He was a monster and I’m glad he’s dead.’

‘Why did Abrams kill himself?’ she repeated.

‘Because he couldn’t live with it.’

‘Live with what?’

‘The collapse of the plantation. Insect infestation. There was nothing anyone could do. Or there would have been had Abrams not been asleep at the wheel. By the time he cottoned on to what was happening, it was too late. And so he took the honourable way out.’ He mimicked a gun with his fingers, the act of blowing his brains out.

‘Your father knew this?’

‘Yes. I telegrammed him when it happened. Three months ago.’

‘Why didn’t you return to India at that time?’

He gave a hollow laugh. ‘Return to India? I was never here in the first place. My father didn’t want me anywhere near him. Besides, I had my own commitments.’ She continued to stare at him. ‘If you must know I have a woman out there. She’s just given birth to my child. That’s the reason I hung on there. I wanted to come to India with my baby and my black mistress. Introduce my father to his bastard grandchild. Sir James Herriot, peer of the realm, grandfather to a mulatto.’ His eyes danced with a maniacal light. And then it all went out of him. ‘But he outwitted me again. He went and died on me.’


Chapter 12

The office was quiet. The only one at his desk was Sub-Inspector Haq, painstakingly writing up a progress report on his investigation into an arson attack that had burned down a local jute warehouse. The warehouse had belonged to a politico, a fiery character. The man had jumped up and down in his jackboots demanding the entire city be turned upside down until the perpetrator was apprehended. The case had gradually worked its way around to Malabar House. Haq, for his sins, had been given the investigation and had made slow but steady progress, weathering the eardrum-bursting fury of the politico and a revolving cast of henchmen whose only function appeared to be to turn up at Malabar House at all hours of the day to berate and threaten him.

She fell into her chair, set down her cap, and closed her eyes. The case was becoming more convoluted by the second.

She sat upright, picked up a pen, and pulled out her notebook.

A killer with a curved blade. A midnight tryst. A falling out with a friend. A mysterious jeweller, now missing. A recent bankruptcy. A government commission to investigate the worst of crimes.

How did these seemingly unconnected blocks fit together?

Inspector Hemant Oberoi walked in, did a double-take as he spotted her.

‘So, how goes your investigation?’

‘You’ve made it clear that it’s no concern of yours.’

His moustache twitched. ‘They put you in charge precisely because they know you will fail. They’re laughing at you. You’re the only one who doesn’t know it.’ He turned and strutted away.

The anger stayed with her as she took out the Partition files, moved to the interview room, and resumed looking through them.

Oberoi’s words hung in her mind. Could there be an element of truth there?

She drove out the insidious thought and bent to her task.

She had finished looking through the files for Bombay, and now took up the batch of testimonies from Bengal, particularly those centred in and around Calcutta, another epicentre of the bloodshed that had been unleashed during Partition. The division of Bengal into Hindu majority West Bengal and the new Muslim East Pakistan had led to a peak in sectarian violence.

The region had had a particularly hard decade. Famine, and the disease that followed, had killed two million during the war alone.

When the Japanese attacked Burma, half a million Indian refugees poured into neighbouring Bengal. The allied troops, pushed into retreat by the rampant Japanese, soon followed, quickly hoovering up the region’s limited resources. Anticipating a Japanese invasion via Bengal’s eastern border, the British military launched a pre-emptive, scorched-earth policy designed to deny the invaders access to food supplies. Simultaneously, they confiscated tens of thousands of local fishing boats in order to prevent them being used for transportation by the enemy. Together, these policies decimated food production and distribution in the region. Churchill’s army took no steps to relieve the situation. Indeed, the Prime Minister’s war cabinet actively denied requests for extra rations to feed the starving, requests made by his own commanders on the ground.

The Bengali peasants suffered horribly. Persis still remembered the pictures of naked infants dead in the streets and fields, their bellies swollen with hunger. While the world praised Churchill, in India many continued to think of him as a mass murderer.

She was looking for anything that might have caught Herriot’s eye.

Presumably, he had pored over these same witness statements, had begun investigating some of them. She knew from Lal that Herriot had travelled extensively in the past months – some of that travel must have been to the places mentioned in these files, to speak with those involved, to attempt to unpick the truth from the lies.

Had that effort triggered a sequence of events leading to his death?

Time slipped away from her as she became engrossed in her work.

She stopped for a break. A thought occurred to her.

She found Birla in the main room. ‘I want you to track something down for me. Around January last year an Indian engineer working on a bridge project in Faridpur died under odd circumstances. Killed by crocodiles. I want you to find out what you can.’

‘Something like that would have made the local papers,’ mused Birla. ‘What’s the connection?’

‘He worked for a company Sir James was associated with, run by a Scotsman named Robert Campbell.’

‘I’ll make some calls.’

 

She entered the bookshop to find her father scribbling furiously on a writing pad at the counter. A camel stood awkwardly before him, the top of its head brushing the ceiling lamp. A trio of students hovered nearby, pretending to browse the shelves and making a valiant attempt at ignoring the hulking beast behind them.

Persis squashed the impulse to pinch herself. She worked her way around the animal. The clothy smell of its hide entered her nostrils and it was all she could do not to sneeze.

‘Father,’ she said, ‘there’s a camel in the shop.’

Her father ignored her, his pen continuing apace over the blue vellum.

The camel snorted breathily over her shoulder. She turned and stared up at it. It had a peculiarly sad expression, as if it too could not fathom the cosmic jest that had transported it to this alien element.

‘Father!’

Finally, Sam Wadia looked up. ‘It’s Screwwallah,’ he said emphatically.

Understanding dawned.

For the past decade, her father had maintained a bitter feud with a fellow Parsee by the name of Bastar Screwwallah, who ran a competing bookshop, the Magic Lantern, in the nearby Nepean Sea Road area. The origins of the feud had been lost to the mists of time; all that mattered now was that there was a feud. The two men vented their hostility by means of acrimonious letters and by visiting upon each other petty acts of mischief.

A month earlier, Sam had paid a peon to paint over the windows of Screwwallah’s shopfront.

‘How long has it been here?’

‘It was here when I came down this morning,’ said Sam crisply.

‘Are you telling me this animal has been here the entire day?’

‘If Screwwallah thinks a camel will knock me off my stride he is sorely mistaken. The beast can stay here for all eternity as far as I care.’

She stared at him. ‘You know that you’re quite mad, don’t you?’

A leathery tongue rasped over her cheek. She stifled the urge to yell. Instead, she marched to the rear of the shop and headed upstairs.

 

Half an hour later, showered and changed out of her uniform into a pair of slacks and an embroidered kurta, she sat down to supper with her father. Krishna had made lamb cutlets and served them with spiced aubergine.

Her father ate stiffly, pretending to read the evening newspaper.

Persis put down her spoon. ‘I apologise,’ she said.

‘I don’t see what you have to apologise for,’ said Sam stiffly. ‘You’re a grown woman. A famous police detective. The toast of the town. You can say and do as you please.’

‘Papa, I’m sorry. I should never have said what I did. About Mother.’

His lips compressed themselves into a thin line, but he said nothing.

‘I just want to know what happened. Don’t I have a right to know?’

He pulled off his spectacles and set them down by his plate. ‘Yes, you have a right to know. But you are a child. When the time is right, you shall know.’

‘You just said I’m a grown woman!’

‘To the world, perhaps. But for me, you will always be my girl.’

She resisted the urge to bang the table in frustration. It always ended this way. Her father’s Sphinx-like silence on the matter had infuriated her over the years. But why? What could be so terrible that he felt the need to keep it clutched closely to him like some dead knight with his shield?

‘Nussie called,’ he said. ‘She requested that you come out with her this evening.’

Her antennae sprang to attention. ‘Why?’

‘Darius has requested the pleasure of your company.’

Persis groaned aloud. ‘I hope you told her I was unavailable.’

‘I did nothing of the sort. I said that you would be delighted to accompany young Darius.’

‘Papa! How could you? I won’t go!’

‘You’ll break Nussie’s heart.’

‘The man’s an imbecile.’

‘Really? How well do you actually know him?’

‘Weren’t you the one who said that he was living proof that even God makes mistakes?’

‘Nussie tells me he has matured. Ever since he joined Benson and Pryce as a managing agent he has become quite the catch.’

‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this. From you!’

He looked at her long and hard and then sighed. ‘Persis, Nussie is not your enemy. She wants the best for you, as do I. Look at me, my child. I am an old man, trapped in this chair. There is no telling when the fire will come for me. Don’t you think that, like any father, I wish to see you settled? A home of your own. A husband. Children.’

Her eyes flashed. ‘You know as well as I do that the Indian Police Service does not allow married women to serve. I would have to resign my post.’

‘Would that be so terrible?’

‘After everything I’ve been through? You can sit there and say this to me?’

‘You were always a wilful child,’ he said. ‘You refused to marry young, I agreed. You wanted to become a policewoman, I supported you. But now, now you are no longer just India’s first female IPS officer. The nation owns you. And, as many have discovered before you, the nation is fickle. Even if you solve this case, all that will happen is that you will be dragged further into the future, further away from the things that matter. Home, hearth, happiness.’

‘What makes you think I’m not happy?’

He gave a tired smile. ‘Because you are alone, my child. And who better than I knows the price of loneliness?’

A silence yawned between them. As the clock ticked on the wall behind her, Persis saw just how great a cost her father had borne for the life he had chosen. Was it because of her? Is that why he had never remarried? She felt her heart stretch and bend.

O, how she loved him! How she loved this man who had been her whole world for as long as she could remember. His erudition; his earthiness of spirit; his extravagant moods; his full-throated guffaw. The way he inhabited his wheelchair like a turtle in its shell. Those evenings when he invited children from the nearby slums to the bookshop and read to them, shadows gathering around him as he transported them to faraway lands and mystical adventures. They loved him too; how could they not?

She saw his grief, how it subsisted in the valleys of his soul. He lived with it, but it did not diminish him. In many ways, it was what gave him his extraordinary power.

Her anger dissolved. Was he really asking the impossible?

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I shall spend the evening with Darius. But that is all.’

His avuncular features broke into a smile. ‘You aunt will be over the moon.’ He frowned. ‘The woman will be insufferable, I suppose.’

 

A short while later, she stood in front of the mirror in her bedroom staring at her reflection. She had put on a knee-length navy dress with white trim and a plunging surplice neckline. ‘A dress to seduce any sailor!’ the breathless – and brainless, in Persis’s opinion – store-girl had trilled. White patent leather shoes, and a white straw disc hat completed the ensemble.

Doubt assailed her. The prospect of dinner with her cousin was hardly terrifying in itself. Darius was an amiable enough soul, though a trifle full of himself, increasingly so as he found his footing in the world. It was more the fact that she had never considered him in anything but a familial light. She still remembered him as the snotty boy in shorts too small for him, invariably picked on by his older cousins. Once, she had found him hiding in his mother’s almirah, sucking his thumb, wearing nothing but a small bib. His tormentors had stripped him to his skin, crowning his humiliation by forcing him to don the child’s apron.

He had been eighteen at the time.

She heard the phone ringing in the living room.

She walked out, found that her father had vanished, picked up the phone and answered curtly, expecting Aunt Nussie, calling ahead to ensure the sacrificial virgin was staked to her rock.

‘Yes?’

It was Adi Shankar’s secretary. ‘Mr Shankar will meet you tonight at his place of business. At 9 p.m.’

‘Nine p.m.?’ said Persis. ‘What sort of office opens at nine in the evening?’

‘The sort of office that employs a jazz band,’ came the pert reply. ‘Mr Shankar runs the Gulmohar Club. Please be prompt. Oh, and Mr Shankar politely requests that you wear something appropriate for the evening. He would prefer that his clientele do not see him questioned by a uniformed officer. I am sure you understand.’


Chapter 13

Persis climbed out of the taxi and yanked at her dress. She felt acutely self-conscious, strangely naked without her uniform. Around her, late evening revellers spilled from a cavalcade of tongas and motor cars heading towards the magnificent gulmohar tree that had been planted just outside the front doors of the club. Petals from the tree’s red crown smattered the pavement, continually kicked up into the air like little puffs of fire.

‘Hello! There you are.’

She turned to see Archie Blackfinch advancing along the pavement. He was dressed in an ill-fitting tux, his hair Brylcreemed back over his head, his spectacles reflecting the lights that festooned the club’s rose-coloured façade. ‘My goodness,’ he said, as he drew alongside, ‘you look different.’ He blinked owlishly at her. ‘What I mean to say is that ah, you look very, um, presentable.’

Presentable? She hadn’t expected him to remark on her appearance, but presentable seemed an odd sort of compliment, if indeed that is what it had been. Children readying themselves for inspection were ‘presentable’. An anxious husband headed for an important meeting was ‘presentable’.

She coloured and hoped he couldn’t see it.

Perhaps it hadn’t been such a good idea to call the Englishman and ask him to accompany her. For some unfathomable reason, she had balked at the idea of entering Shankar’s jazz club alone, in her navy swing dress, to question the man. Not because she was afraid or felt the need of an accompanying presence; but simply because in a place like the Gulmohar she was a fish out of water.

‘Thank you,’ she said stiffly. ‘You look very presentable also.’ He flashed her a smile, oblivious to her sarcasm. His teeth were small and neatly aligned, she saw.

A bovine smell assaulted her nostrils. She turned to find a cow at her elbow, staring at her sadly as it urinated on to the street, droplets splashing her right shoe. It lowed gently then wandered away. She cursed, shook out the shoe, then headed towards the front doors, Blackfinch following close behind.

At the doors two turbaned doormen wielding ceremonial spears nodded their heads as they passed.

The club opened into a vast space, sprawling over two levels. A dance floor took up the centre of the lower floor, crowded on three sides by round tables. On the upper floor couples leaned over the railing, cigarettes and champagne flutes in hand, tapping their feet to the jazz band playing on the stage below. A series of enormous chandeliers hung above the dance floor where a mix of British, Americans, Europeans and Indians swayed to the music.

Persis had rarely been in nightclubs like the Gulmohar, but she imagined there were places like this all over the country, little strongholds of displaced time, where westerners continued to act out the illusion of empire.

A short maître d’ in a smart black Nehru suit approached them, bouncing along on the soles of his feet as if gently electrified by the music.

Persis quickly explained their errand. The man led them to an empty table on the edge of the dance floor. ‘I will inform Mr Shankar of your arrival. In the meantime, feel free to order refreshments. Compliments of the house.’

Blackfinch ordered a Black Dog; Persis declined. A strange anxiety oozed around her stomach. She realised now that she had made a mistake. She should have come here as herself, as a policewoman. She had surrendered the most vital part of her identity and in so doing had given up the one advantage that someone like her might have in an environment such as this.

She glanced at Blackfinch who was humming along to the music. What was going through his head? Why had he agreed to come with her?

He caught her look and his mouth bent into an awkward smile.

The waiter arrived with his drink. He thanked the man, lifted the glass to his mouth and took a tentative sip. ‘Something the matter?’

Before she could reply, a chattering group descended on them. To her astonishment she saw that Robert Campbell and his daughter, Elizabeth, were among the party. Accompanying them were a trio of Indians: a round, jowly man in a dinner jacket too small for him; a tall, good-looking gentleman in a flashy white tux; and a graceful Indian woman in a gold and black sleeveless sari. The tall man, sporting a head of dark hair and a finely groomed moustache, transferred the elegant white cane he was carrying from his right to left hand, and held out his free hand. ‘Inspector Wadia, I presume? I am Aditya Shankar – Adi to my friends. Delighted to make your acquaintance. And may I say that your picture in the papers does you no justice.’

She rose to her feet and stretched out her fingers. With a suddenness that shocked her, he ducked in and planted his lips on the back of her hand. A wave of flame swept across her cheeks and she glanced at Blackfinch, but he seemed not to have noticed.

Shankar straightened. ‘This is my fiancée, Meenakshi Rai.’ He nodded at the beautiful Indian beside him.

Rai smiled and brought her hands together in pranaam. Persis recognised her from the newspaper cutting she had found in Herriot’s desk.

‘I believe you are already acquainted with Mr Campbell and his daughter.’ He indicated the pair with a poke of his cane. Persis noticed that it curved towards a jewel-encrusted handle. Shankar was clearly a man of style and not afraid of displaying his obvious wealth.

Campbell grunted, swilling a whisky glass around in his right paw. ‘I trust you’ve got a wee bit further than when we last met, Inspector.’

‘Don’t be such a bore, Father,’ said Elizabeth, aiming a smile at Persis.

The young woman was dressed in a black gown that accentuated her figure. Her bare shoulders, powdered and buffed to a creamy white, gleamed. Her mass of auburn hair was piled into a mound of curves and creases; her lips were carmine; her eyes delicately blue. Having first encountered her on the tennis court, sweating and heaving in the indelicate exertions of sport, Persis saw now Elizabeth Campbell in her element. Here, in the Gulmohar Club, she was a quite perfect thing of beauty.

‘Lovely to see you again, Inspector,’ she continued. ‘And may I say how wonderful you look. One would hardly recognise you as the same woman.’

‘Thank you,’ mumbled Persis. ‘Ah, you look very beautiful too.’

‘And who is this?’ asked the Scotswoman, turning her gaze to Blackfinch.

‘This is my colleague, Archie Blackfinch,’ supplied Persis. ‘He is a criminalist.’

‘A criminalist?’

‘Ah, yes,’ stammered Blackfinch. ‘I, ah, examine crime scenes.’

‘You poke around cadavers and the like?’

‘Well, no. That would be a pathologist. But I encounter them routinely. Occupational hazard.’

‘How intriguing.’

Blackfinch blushed. ‘If you should die in the open the first insect to arrive at your corpse will be a blowfly.’

‘Fascinating.’

‘They lay eggs, you see,’ he burbled. ‘Maggots will emerge within two days.’ He blinked at her from behind his spectacles.

‘May I introduce Ram Acharya?’ interrupted Shankar, gesturing at the overweight man beside him. ‘He will be fighting for Mumbai North Ward on behalf of Panditji’s Congress in next year’s elections. A man to watch.’

Acharya gave her a dull look. ‘So you are the famous lady police officer?’ His tone indicated a distinct lack of enthusiasm. ‘Well, at least they picked an attractive one.’

The retort sprang to her lips instinctively. ‘Thank you. Unfortunately, I cannot say the same for your seniors in the Congress Party.’

Acharya blinked owlishly, as if he hadn’t quite heard. And then his brain caught up with his ears. His thick eyebrows lunged ferociously towards each other; his moustache danced above his lip. Before he could speak, Campbell let out a great bark of laughter, defusing the tension.

Shankar swept them back into their seats. A waiter leaped to attention and drinks were ordered. Once again, Persis declined.

‘Surely, you’re no longer on duty?’ protested Shankar.

‘I did not come here for personal reasons,’ said Persis stiffly.

‘There is no harm in mixing business with pleasure.’

‘Hear, hear,’ growled Campbell. ‘This Indian desire for formality is killing the entrepreneurial spirit. Time was a man could get things done with a handshake and a word in the right ear. Now it’s all forms in triplicate and enough red tape to strangle a horse. We’re all at the mercy of the bloody babus.’

‘These babus you refer to,’ retorted Acharya, ‘are simply continuing in the best traditions of the British. You established a monolithic structure of administration – so that every anna you looted from the subcontinent might be accounted for. Well, sir, the boot is now on the other neck.’

‘Looted?’ bristled Campbell. ‘I never took a penny























































































































































































Author’s Note: 

The Ghosts of Partition

We often think of Partition as a matter of historical importance involving nation states, macro-level politics, and major world figures. But the truth is that Partition had – and continues to have – an enduring effect on individual lives. Millions died, millions more lost their homes, their businesses, the lives that they had known. Studies have estimated that between two to three million people went missing in the state of Punjab during the movement of populations and have never been accounted for.

The chaos of Partition cannot be blamed solely on Mountbatten and British policy. Subcontinental politicians must shoulder their share of the blame. And individuals too. Those ordinary citizens who allowed themselves to be incited into hatred and religious xenophobia, who set aside decades, sometimes centuries of friendship, who took up sword and flame to terrorise their neighbours and compatriots, to murder men, women, and children in a frenzy of bloodlust that even now is difficult to comprehend. 

My own father retained hazy memories of being forced from his village in Punjab as a boy. He was one of the fortunate ones. The violence passed him by and he settled in a village in Pakistan, a mirror image of the one that he had left behind. In his twenties, fortune brought him to the UK where he settled in London, where I was born. 

My father passed away last year at the age of 82, having spent many more years in Britain than on the subcontinent. He identified as a Brit and a Pakistani but he never forgot the India that he claimed was his birthplace. When I, at the age of 23, found myself travelling to live and work in that country (I stayed for a decade), he was overjoyed. My mother was somewhat less enthused. She had been born in Pakistan and had grown up with the hateful rhetoric that even now pits the two neighbours against one another at regular intervals. 

That is the true legacy of Partition. The way it has coloured the perceptions of two peoples who were essentially one, the way it continues to serve as a means by which political interests on both sides of the border can employ hatred and prejudice as a means of deflecting criticism of their regimes.

One can only hope that the wounds of history are healed in the fullness of time. Only then might the ghosts of Partition, the millions of dead and missing, find peace.

 

Vaseem Khan

London, March 2020
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