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H

itesh smiled as he checked out the day’s problems on his favorite website. He was going to enjoy solving them; they looked tough.  Solving advanced math problems and puzzles was his favorite pastime. He was an excellent chess player, too. Three years ago, when he won a major chess tournament at the age of nine, the newspapers called him a child prodigy.

His sister Lata ran into the room. “Burglars broke into Mr. Bimal’s house last night!”

Hitesh turned around to stare at her. “That’s surprising. Ours is among the safest neighborhoods. If you calculate the past crime rate, the probability of a crime is near zero.”

“Does that matter? The burglary took place. That’s what’s important!”

“You’re right.” Hitesh went back to the computer screen.

“What are you going to do?” Lata asked. 

“I’ll solve these problems first. Then play chess against the computer. I lost yesterday’s game. Can you believe I lost after winning for thirty days straight?”

“I mean, what are you going to do about the burglary?”

“What can I do?”

“You can solve it! It’s a mystery. No one knows how the thief got into the house. None of the doors and windows is broken open.” 

“I’m not interested in solving mysteries.”

“I thought you might enjoy a real-life puzzle for a change. Anyway, let’s go to the Bimals’ and see what’s going on.” 

Hitesh sighed and shut down the computer. He could not refuse Lata. She was eleven, a year younger than he, and they were close.

A crowd had collected outside Mr. Bimal’s house. “Look, Hitesh, everyone seems to be here! There’s Ravi. Ravi! Ravi!” Lata cried.

Ravi was in Lata’s class and her best friend. “It’s a mystery,” he said. “The doors were locked from within. The windows have bars. No one knows how the burglar got inside.”

A police car entered their street. “The police are here. We can leave,” Hitesh said, eager to work on the math problems.

“You can’t be serious!” Ravi said. “We’ll miss all the fun if we leave now.”

The policemen got down to business. Inspector Rane started questioning Mr. Bimal, and Constable Babu took notes.

“When did you discover the burglary?” the inspector asked.

“My wife and I went out of town for two days. We came back an hour ago. It was six thirty. Our bedroom was a mess. The cupboards were open. They had been ransacked. There were clothes and other articles on the floor and on the beds.”

“Did you touch anything?”

“No. We rushed to check on the girls and my mother. My mother is ninety. At her age, she doesn’t like to travel, so my daughters stayed back to look after her.”

“Didn’t they hear the burglar?” Inspector Rane asked.

“Our bedroom is on the ground floor. My mother and daughters have their bedrooms on the first floor.”

“We’ll take a look inside first.” Inspector Rane turned to the onlookers. “Don’t come into the house or the garden. The burglar may have left clues. You might go trampling over them.”

Mr. Bimal led the policemen into the house. They searched the ground floor and the next two floors. Then they went into the garden. 

“Why is the constable squatting down? Do you think he found a clue?” Lata asked in a loud whisper. 

Hitesh did not care. He wanted to go home, but Lata and Ravi had managed to make way to the front of the crowd. The only way to leave was to fight his way out. He clamped his mouth shut and waited for the policemen to finish. Only then would Lata and Ravi agree to leave the scene.

Searching the modest-sized garden did not take long. “Nothing here,” Inspector Rane said. “Let’s see if we can find anything outside the compound wall.”

The crown parted eagerly. They followed the policemen around the house and down the road. Nothing of interest was found. The inspector went into the house again. 

“Let’s go in!” Lata grabbed Hitesh’s arm. Ravi and several other neighbors went in, too.

“Did you find anything?” Mrs. Bimal asked the inspector.

“The burglar came alone, that’s for sure. But there are no signs of him breaking into the house. Old people are light sleepers. Perhaps your mother-in-law may have heard him.”

Mr. Bimal’s daughter, Anila, hugged her grandmother. “She’s deaf. Dad got her a hearing aid, but she refuses to wear it. She doesn’t like the noise.”

“Is she deaf or heard of hearing?” Constable Babu asked. “She smiled and nodded when I spoke to her.”

The milkman was among those who had come in. He said, “Grandma always does that even though she can’t hear a word. I’ll show you.”

He went up to the old woman and joined his palms in a respectful namaste. “Grandma, my cow gave a thousand liters of milk today,” he said, raising his voice.

Anila’s grandmother smiled and nodded. She also patted his arm.

Inspector Rane was not amused. He told the milkman sharply not to interrupt his investigation. Then he questioned the neighbors who were present. “Do you live next door? At what time did you go to bed? When did you wake up? And you. Your house is across from Mr. Bimal’s. Did you see strangers in your street? Who lives next door? Mr. Bimal, I must speak to your domestic help.”

Nobody had seen or heard anything suspicious. Inspector Rane was not convinced. “Think again. The windows on the ground and first floors have bars. The burglar did not break in through them. The second-floor windows have no bars, but it is impossible to reach them from the outside. How did he get in? Did he walk in through the front door? Mr. Bimal, did your daughters leave the door open?”

“I told you we unlocked it this morning,” Mr. Bimal said.

Inspector Rane shook his head. Someone was lying, he was sure of it.

***I

Constable Babu started taking fingerprints of the Bimal family. They would be matched against the other fingerprints he had taken in the house. There was nothing more to learn about the burglary. The neighbors drifted out. Most returned to their homes. But a few, like Lata and Ravi, lingered. They stared up at the house, trying to solve the mystery of how the burglar had entered Mr. Bimal’s house.

“Let’s go,” Hitesh said.

“We’ll leave in a moment. I must tell Ravi something. It’s important.”

Lata drew Ravi aside and said something to him in a low voice. A smile broke on his face. He nodded and looked at Hitesh.

“Come on, you two,” Hitesh called. He didn’t like the look on their faces. They were plotting something. Whatever it was, he wanted no part in it.

“Hitesh, do you think the police will catch the burglar?” Ravi asked.

“That’s their job, isn’t it?” Hitesh demanded.

“They didn’t find any clue. They couldn’t even tell how the burglar got in. I read somewhere that most cases don’t get solved,” Lata said.

“Hitesh, you can solve it if you try,” Ravi said, as if struck by an idea.

“Lata put you up to it. I told her already. I’m not interested in solving mysteries.”

“Think of it as a puzzle. You love puzzles, don’t you?” Ravi said.

“Think of it as helping the Bimals,” Lata said. Did you see Auntie’s face? Her eyes were red and puffy. The burglar made off with all her jewelry.”

Hitesh shook his head and walked off. Ravi and Lata ran after him. “You need not solve the mystery. You can at least find a few clues so that Inspector Rane has a start on the case,” Ravi said.

“Look, I’ve already wasted half the morning. I have other things to do.” 

Lata caught his arm. “What other things? You solve problems and play chess every day. Trying to solve a mystery will be a new experience. You might help Auntie get back her jewelry.”

Hitesh was very fond of Mrs. Bimal. She made the best rosogullas. and never failed to send a box of the syrupy treat to their house. But he did not know how to solve burglaries. “What can I do? I’m not trained to solve mysteries.”

“Think of it as a puzzle!” Ravi said again. “A man got into and out of the house without breaking in. How did he do it?”

“Please, Hitesh!” Lata begged. She was immensely proud of her brother, but did not share his interests. The mystery would give them a chance to do something together.

Hitesh pulled at his earlobe, a sign that he was thinking. When he nodded, Lata fairly jumped. “Where do we start looking for clues?” she demanded.

“We’ll go to Sunil’s house.”

“Why not look around Mr. Bimal’s house? The burglary took place here,” Ravi asked.  

“Sunil’s house is right opposite. I want to get a complete picture.”

Ravi didn’t understand, but he had complete confidence in Hitesh. He agreed to wait with Lata in Sunil’s house while Hitesh went home for a few minutes.

Hitesh went home to change his clothes. A t-shirt and casual shorts would not do for the role of a detective. He wore a button-down shirt, trousers, and shoes instead of flip-flops. Not satisfied with the image reflected in the mirror, he found a cap. He took a notebook and a pencil. He would not need them – he always made mental notes – but they would help him feel like a detective.

He always dressed for his competitions. His older brother used to make fun of his habit. Sometimes his mother would ask him to wear normal clothes like the other boys of his age. All that had stopped when he won his first trophy.

Ravi and Lata had already told Sunil. He was as eager as they to take part in the fun. They crowded behind Hitesh on the small balcony. 

“What are you looking for?” Ravi asked. 

Hitesh continued to stare at Mr. Bimal’s house.

“Tell us what to do, Hitesh. We want to help,” Sunil said.

“Mr. Bimal’s is the corner house,” Hitesh said. “Mr. Rao’s house is to its left. Miss Mary’s bungalow is behind Mr. Bimal’s house. One road is to the front of the house. Another road is to its right.”

Sunil nudged Ravi. “Why is he telling us all this? We live here, too.”

Lata signaled him to keep quiet. She could tell her brother had a plan. 

“We must check for footprints or trampled plants. Lata, go to Mr. Rao’s Garden. Ravi, look around Miss Mary’s Garden.”

“What about me?” Sunil asked.

“Go with them or stay here.”

“I’ll stay here,” Sunil said, happy to watch Hitesh in action. But when Hitesh continued to stare at Mr. Bimal’s house, he became restless. “Haven’t you seen enough from here? We should go to the other side of the house and look for clues.”

Hitesh did not hear him. He was like the great warrior prince Arjuna, who saw only his target and nothing else. He remained still like a statue while his sharp brain worked out different possibilities.

Sunil grew tired of waiting. He longed for action. “I’ll go and see what Ravi and Lata have found.”

“I’m coming, too,” Hitesh said.

Lata and Ravi had nothing to report. Hitesh told them it was as expected. “The burglar used the road to the right of the house. He entered through the window on the second floor.”

“How do you know?” Sunil demanded.

“Are you sure?” Ravi asked.

Lata clapped her hands. “He has solved
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