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

If you don’t know them, Kaveri’s Dictionary on page 275 will tell you what they mean and how to pronounce them. It also explains a bit about the geography and history behind this book.

And read onto Recipes for a mid-afternoon meeting of The Bangalore Detectives Club on page 278 for some delicious Indian recipes, adapted to modern times and inspired by the food in The Bangalore Detectives Club.
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The Ugliest Dog in Bangalore

Bangalore, September 1921

Mrs Kaveri Murthy’s emerald green velvet blouse showed off her strong shoulders, developed through hours of swimming in the Century Club pool.

Not bad, she thought, as she inspected the pleats in her peacock blue chiffon sari that flared out from her waist. So what if she didn’t wear a smart cloche and a flapper frock with high heels? She was a well-known and respected detective. At just nineteen years of age, she could hold herself with the best of the English and Indian society who would be at the animal show today.

Kaveri adjusted her gold chain, admiring the delicate locket in the shape of a magnifying glass. Her husband Ramu had given it to her a couple of weeks after she solved her first case: the murder of Ponnuswamy, a local pimp, in the lawns of the Century Club. The locket hung a couple of inches below the scar on her neck, reminding her of her encounter with a desperate murderer a few weeks ago. The scar was fading, but memories of that frightening evening remained fresh in her mind.

The large grandfather clock on the wall chimed, bringing her back to the present. Half past ten already? Kaveri rushed out of her shed towards the main house, pausing briefly to grin at the large sign hanging outside the shed.
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Although it had been up for several weeks now, it still gave her a deep sense of satisfaction.

The word seemed to be spreading – last week, a man from Majjigepura, the village of buttermilk, had come to her, seeking help to find his missing flock of goats. From his story, Kaveri deduced that his untrustworthy cousin was the culprit. He had sent her a huge tin of goat ghee in gratitude, which her mother-in-law Bhargavi promptly claimed so she could massage her aching knees.

The broad smile on Kaveri’s face dulled, as it always did when she thought of Bhargavi, who disapproved of most things she did. She wished she could avoid her today, but to her dismay, Bhargavi had insisted on meeting her at the animal show. She had sounded very mysterious.

‘Bhargavi athe? I am leaving now,’ Kaveri said, dragging her feet as she finally went into the house. She expected to see the dour expression that had been ever-present on Bhargavi’s face since Kaveri had solved a murder and attained local fame as a woman detective. That sour look had pushed Kaveri to spend much of her time in her shed over the past few weeks, working with her mathematics textbooks. Calculus and algebra were her refuge, an ordered path to certainty that calmed her when confronted with unpleasantness.

But Bhargavi surprised Kaveri by giving her an approving nod. ‘Remember, come to the Dewan’s tent after the dog show, Kaveri. I will be there.’

‘After the show? Aren’t you coming to see the dogs compete?’ The question was out of her mouth before Kaveri could swallow it. When she saw Bhargavi’s smile turn into a frown, she cursed her inability to stop interrogating people when she felt things didn’t make sense.

‘Of course not. You know how I hate dogs – nasty, smelly creatures. I will see you at the tent,’ Bhargavi responded in a curt voice.

Why does she want to meet me after the show then? Kaveri shook her head and ran down the stairs, thankful to be away from her mother-in-law’s disapproving presence.

She pushed all thoughts of Bhargavi and her dislike for unruly creatures – dogs and her daughter-in-law included – out of her mind as she approached her beloved Ford. Their gardener had polished the car with a piece of soft leather just that morning, and she couldn’t help but admire how it shone in the light. Kaveri’s mood lifted as she got into the car, thinking of the stunned look on the traffic inspector’s face when she had gone in to take her test a few months back. Ramu had told her with glee that she had been a major topic of conversation in the traffic room – only the second Indian woman in Bangalore to possess a driver’s licence.

Kaveri drove slowly along the roads, enjoying the feeling of the breeze on her hair as people on the streets gaped at the young woman in the driver’s seat. It was nearly noon when she arrived at the Residency Grounds, and the animal show was in full swing when she turned into the private enclosure. She handed her premium ticket to the gatekeeper before driving beneath the arch and parking.

A large cloth banner hanging above the arch announced the presence of ‘The Horse, Dog and Animal Show, Bangalore, 1921’ in the three official languages of Mysore: English, Kannada and Urdu.

The wisps of clouds, remnant from last night’s rains, were scattering and it could not have been a brighter or more glorious day. A military band, resplendent in full regalia, began to play a lively selection of music.

Tents with striped bunting in red and gold protected folding tables from the scorching heat of the afternoon sun. A stout Anglo-Indian lady wearing a frilly pink lace frock and a wide-brimmed pink hat manned a large table, loaded with jars of jams, preserves and chutneys. Kaveri’s steps slowed as she took in another table crammed with trophies and prizes for the dog show. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the gold bangle for ‘Ladies’ Pet Dog’ donated by Messrs Barton and Son, the jewellers who had crafted the Mysore Maharaja’s silver throne. Miss Roberts, whose brother was Ramu’s supervisor at the Bowring Hospital, would certainly be angling for that one!

An usher, resplendent in the Maharaja’s colours of red and gold, hurried up to Kaveri. ‘This way, madam. Are your dogs coming in a separate vehicle?’

‘No, I’ve come to watch the prizegiving ceremonies,’ she said with a smile for the fresh-faced young man who looked so eager to be of help. The usher changed direction, escorting her to a large spectator tent.

Kaveri looked around as she stepped inside, trying to spot her friend Mrs Reddy. There must have been scores of people in there, dressed in their best French chiffon saris and frocks. The air was thick with perfume, and Kaveri didn’t recognise a single face in the crowd.

She lifted up a loose flap of the tent to squint past the haze of sun and dust from the arriving cars, and saw a number of well-dressed men and women accompanied by dogs of all shapes and sizes, from small brown terriers and snow-white Pomeranians to massive Afghan hounds. Excited yips and barks filled the air outside. She peered out at the crowd, shaking her head. How on earth would she find Mrs Reddy, much less talk to her in this chaos?

‘Pardon me,’ a distinguished-looking Indian gentleman said as he moved past. He wore a well-cut grey morning suit with a marigold blossom in his lapel, and he held on to a large greyhound the size of a small pony. The dog bared its teeth, generating a deep threatening rumble as it looked at the press of people.

‘It’s far too crowded, Shanthi. Shall we move to the neighbouring tent?’ A woman Kaveri assumed to be his wife took his arm as they exited the tent. Kaveri looked after them, wondering absently if she should get herself a deep purple sari like the woman was wearing, with a crochet lace border in maroon.

‘Kaveri? There you are, my dear,’ a familiar husky voice boomed from the back.

Kaveri turned and found herself enfolded in the familiar embrace of Mrs Reddy. She was wearing a stunning sari in rich red colours. As always, it had been wrapped carelessly around her ample curves. Mrs Reddy had the most exquisite taste in textiles, but lacked the patience to dress up – and Kaveri only loved her all the more for it. She hugged her back tightly, feeling a wave of affection for the woman who had taken the place of her mother in this unfamiliar city when she had moved to Bangalore a few months ago.

‘Ah, Kaveri. How nice to see you.’

Kaveri frowned inwardly at the sound of a nasal voice she recognised all too well.

‘Miss Roberts!’ She pasted a polite smile on her face, turning and extending her hand to Dr Roberts’ sister. She had to be nice to the woman – Dr Roberts was Ramu’s supervisor.

The older woman was neatly clad in a grey silk frock with a modest high neck and long sleeves, the hem extended a few inches below her knees.

‘I didn’t expect to see you here,’ Mrs Reddy said. ‘I thought you would be in the other tent, where the pet owners are.’

‘Oh, I never intended to stand there all day with my dog, dear,’ Miss Roberts drawled. ‘Prissy, my fox terrier, is so hairy, you know. She sheds all over my frock, and you know how difficult it is to get good clothes cleaned by native servants.’

Kaveri caught Mrs Reddy’s eye before looking away. ‘I hear they have some nice prizes today,’ she offered, trying to change the subject.

‘But the tickets, my dear! Two rupees! So expensive,’ Miss Roberts complained in her grating tone.

‘It is for charity, after all,’ said Mrs Reddy mildly, catching the eye of a bearer circulating with a tray of lemon sherbet. ‘The proceeds go to the cantonment orphanage.’

Kaveri took one of the drinks and tried to take delicate sips, even though her throat was parched. As she gave up, draining the remainder in one unladylike thirsty gulp, the usher opened the tent flap and a man began to beat a large drum, signalling the entrance of the judges, followed by the dogs with their handlers. Kaveri clapped politely, but curiosity stirred inside her when she saw the couple she had seen a short while back re-enter the tent, accompanied by an elderly British pair.

Her attention was diverted when the announcer picked up a megaphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for attending the animal show. We thank Messrs Barton and Sons, jewellers to His Majesty the Maharaja of Mysore, and Mr and Mrs Sharma of the Sampangi Mills for donating the prizes today.’

Mr Sharma acknowledged the crowd’s applause with a polite smile, but his wife had turned back, striking up a whispered conversation with a young woman standing a few feet behind them. Head bent, she wore a grey sari, and her body was hunched into itself, looking sulky. Kaveri looked on with interest. Mrs Sharma seemed to be speaking to the younger woman firmly, almost like a mother to an errant daughter. But surely Mrs Sharma was too young to be her mother?

Kaveri felt eyes on her, and when she looked up, she noticed that Mr Sharma was staring at her. He nudged his wife and whispered something in her ear, and Mrs Sharma turned, caught Kaveri’s eye and gave her a slight wave. The young woman behind them shot Kaveri a hostile glance and stepped back, limping slightly as she moved further into the shadows.

Who were these people? They acted like they knew her, but Kaveri could not remember ever meeting them before.

As the prizes began to be announced, Miss Roberts looked on eagerly, but her face soon became pinched. Her brother’s new greyhound, Tommy, came third and she muttered about the lost opportunity to snag an ornate Travelling Clock from Messrs Barton and Sons. Her fox terrier fared even worse, getting only an honourable mention. She began to look decidedly irate, speaking under her breath about rigged, deceitful contests. Kaveri exchanged pained looks with Mrs Reddy. How were they to get rid of this wretched woman?

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, the moment I’m sure you’ve all been waiting for!’ The announcer, a portly man with a pink face and a white bristling moustache that looked exactly like a toothbrush, waved his arms with a flourish. ‘The Ugliest Dog Prize!’

Kaveri burst out laughing. ‘Is that really a category?’

‘Shh!’ a large woman in front said with an imperious frown, as a series of decidedly strange dogs were paraded past the avid audience.

‘It’s an audience favourite,’ Mrs Reddy whispered into Kaveri’s ear. ‘A lot of people place private bets on the winning dog.’

Kaveri took in the parade of mutts, tiny and massive, hairy and smooth-skinned, with odd gaits, droopy flaps of skin, sticky dribbles of drool and flatulent emissions. She hoped no one had told the dogs that they were being given prizes for being ugly. Peculiar they certainly were, but each had a distinct presence and personality.

A bristle of anticipation went through the crowd.

‘And the winner is … Gunner Sherrin’s chum, with his dog Putta. The young man in question gets a silver cigar case.’ The British announcer was still at his megaphone, shouting out the winners as the crowd stepped back from him.

Kaveri giggled again. Putta meant small in her language, Kannada, and the dog in question was not small in the slightest. He was enormous, with a huge body and an even larger head that seemed almost too big for his torso. One raggedy ear showed the side effects of a scrap with some other dog, and he panted with exuberance, drooling a little on the red carpet, which was already showing signs of wear. His owner stepped forward to receive the prize.

‘Why can’t they call out the dog owner’s name? Imagine calling him Gunner Sherrin’s chum.’ Mrs Reddy looked irritated.

‘Well, you know, some of these natives have such difficult names to pronounce.’ Of course, that was Miss Roberts, again.

Really, this was a bit much. It was only last week that Miss Roberts had launched into a tirade about the inability of the stockist at her favourite condiment store in Bangalore to pronounce Worcestershire. If Mrs Roberts could expect the poor Indian shopkeeper man to know that it was ‘Wooster’ sauce, surely she, who had been in India for some weeks now, could learn to pronounce Indian names with some attention to accuracy.

Just then the winner walked by them, holding Putta by the leash.

‘Congratulations!’ Mrs Reddy told him, trying to change the topic. ‘What is your name?’

‘My name? It’s Palanivel,’ the man responded, looking at them doubtfully. ‘Er, why?’

But Miss Roberts was there again, thrusting herself into the conversation. ‘I say, my good man. What’s that there?’

‘It’s no good to me,’ Palanivel said mournfully, holding up the silver cigar case tucked carelessly into his shirt pocket. ‘I don’t even smoke cigars.’ He patted the dog absently. ‘But this here’s a fine dog, and a perfect sweetheart. He’s just a pup, really, less than a year old. Well trained even though he’s a bit of a bhayandanguli, gets afraid easily. Still, he’s going to be massive when full grown, I’m sure one look at him will be enough to scare anyone. I don’t suppose any of you are looking for a guard dog?’ He squinted at them hopefully, the stench of alcohol on his breath making them recoil.

Miss Roberts soldiered on. ‘Not the dog. But I would like to buy the case from you.’

‘You would? And how much would you be paying me then, madam?’ The man’s face brightened. As they haggled over the price, Kaveri and Mrs Reddy used the opportunity to make their escape out of the tent.

‘Phew. I thought we would never get rid of her.’ Kaveri shot Mrs Reddy a pleading glance. ‘Are you going straight back home after this? My mother-in-law said she would meet me at the Dewan’s private hall. A welcome lunch has been arranged there for the Indian attendees.’

‘And you want me? For moral support?’ The older woman cast her a shrewd look, walking alongside her towards the hall. ‘You should find a way to get on your mother-in-law’s good side, Kaveri. A house where the women are pulling in different directions is never pleasant.’

‘I am trying – you know that. But it’s so hard, especially when she disapproves of everything I do,’ Kaveri said as they set off to the large white hall, a few yards to the back of the pavilions. ‘Though perhaps today will be different. She said she wants to bring a friend to meet me. A friend who requires my help.’

‘Really? Perhaps it’s the start of a new mystery.’ Mrs Reddy gave Kaveri a hopeful grin. ‘After all, you are now Bangalore’s most famous detective.’

Kaveri’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. ‘Women and crime? She doesn’t think they go together. Not in genteel homes like ours.’
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