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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 324 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 Kaveri’s Beauty Routine on page 327 for some fun tips.
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Wrestling a Tiger
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‘Where did all the animals go?’ asked Miss Roberts, poking Kaveri with a bony finger.

Kaveri gazed around the interior of the Maximilian Circus tent where they were seated, trying her best to ignore Dr Roberts’ acerbic maiden sister. It was a good question, though. At least fifty feet high, the tent had space to seat over a thousand – people, not animals. Surely a circus of this size ought to have animals?

‘I think they’re in cages, at the side,’ Anandi leaned over to respond. Miss Roberts’ eyes narrowed, taking in the fact that a native ‘servant maid’ had had the effrontery to address her directly. With a haughty sniff, she looked away. How rude, Kaveri thought, glaring at her back. Anandi seemed unfazed. She pulled an exaggerated grimace at Kaveri, and then looked back at the stage, standing on her toes and trying to peep into a little gap in the middle, where the red velvet curtains had not completely closed.

‘You know, Kaveri, I went to Calcutta with my brother last year to see the famous Royal Bengal Circus in the Maidan. That was held in a tent which was at least twice this height . . .’ Miss Roberts rattled on. Kaveri blinked, losing the thread of the conversation as she tried to picture the size of that tent. She had seen a photograph of the grassy grounds of the Calcutta Maidan recently, in a picture book. How heavy would the poles need to be to hold up a tent that was double the size of this one? And how many people could the tent seat? Perhaps the new mathematics book she had checked out from the library would have some details on this. Kaveri smiled, thinking of her matriculation certificate that had arrived in the post this morning. She had got full marks, cent per cent in her Mathematics examination! In celebration she had danced around the table with Ramu as her mother-in-law Bhargavi looked on.

The evening at the circus was really the perfect end to a day like this, Kaveri thought, settling into her seat. Their first-class section had chairs of plush red velvet at the front, decorated with satin bows. How different they looked from the spartan wooden benches at the back of the tent. Her joy dimmed as she twisted in her seat, seeing how people jostled for space on the hard seats, noting how the rough jute sackcloth that was spread across the muddy floor had already become slushy, the women and men holding their plain cotton saris and lungis high to keep them from getting stained.

Kaveri studied Anandi’s beaming face. ‘Doesn’t it seem wrong to you?’ she said. ‘We get so much space, and sit in such luxury, while the others are crammed into those hard and uncomfortable benches.’

‘They look like mangoes stuffed into a wooden crate for sale,’ Anandi responded matter-of-factly. ‘I’m glad I’m not sitting there.’ She leaned back in her seat, slipped off her chappals with a sigh of satisfaction and placed her feet on the red-carpeted floor.

Kaveri watched Anandi fondly. The slim young woman sat with her head held high, paying no attention to the glances of disdain that came her way from the ‘high class’ turbaned gentlemen in the front rows, or their wives clad in expensive silk and diamonds. Even though Kaveri missed her mother-in-law’s presence – Bhargavi hadn’t been able to join them at the circus because of an upset stomach – she was glad they could use the extra ticket to invite Anandi. It was a rare treat for her. When Kaveri and Ramu had first met Anandi, she had been timid and fearful, a battered wife fleeing from her abusive husband. After finding sanctuary with their friends Mala and Narsamma, and helping Kaveri capture a dangerous gang of thieves, she had transformed into a different person.

Anandi nudged her. ‘Ramu anna has finally made it, along with Dr Roberts.’

Spotting her husband, Kaveri beamed with pleasure. They had been married for several months now, but her neighbour Uma aunty teased her that she still acted like a new bride whenever she saw him. She adjusted the mussed pleats of her new sari. Would Ramu appreciate the light orange chiffon with a brocade yellow blouse, or would he think it a touch too bright? All thoughts of her attire disappeared when she glanced up to find him next to her, giving her his crooked smile – the special one he reserved just for her. Her stomach gave a little flutter.

Ramu gently prodded her with his foot, reminding her that his boss Dr Roberts was next to him. Kaveri flushed, turning away from her husband to greet the English doctor, whom she admired and respected. How different he was from his sister – like mangoes and gooseberries!

Just as Dr Roberts took the seat next to his sister, and Ramu sat down next to Kaveri, a man dressed in red and yellow circus colours hurried up to Ramu, whispering in his ear.

Kaveri looked at him curiously, straining her ears to hear their conversation, but the hubbub of conversation in the tent filled her ears, drowning everything else out. The man stepped back, obviously waiting for a response, as Ramu turned to Kaveri, pulling her close and speaking loudly.

‘We have been invited backstage, to meet their star attraction – the incomparable magician Mr Das. What do you say, Kaveri – shall we go?’

Backstage? Kaveri nodded, eager not to miss this chance, but her mind raced. She had never been to a circus or a magic show before, so it was hardly likely that she would pass up a chance to meet a master magician up close. But why were they being singled out? As they followed the man, she and Ramu speculated in whispers.

‘Your fame as Bangalore’s unparalleled lady detective must have spread to the circus world,’ Ramu teased her, placing a warm hand on her back. Kaveri poked his arm, retorting, ‘You forget, you are the upcoming doctor whose fame is growing . . . maybe they read about you in the newspaper last week, about the surgery you performed on the metal worker injured in the train accident, helping to save his arm.’

They followed the man to the other side of the stage, up a set of steps, and then behind the plush red curtains into a narrow corridor, lit by a lantern dangling precariously from on the wall. The air within was dank, and the smell of burning kerosene filled her nostrils. Kaveri sneezed, moving closer to Ramu, gripping his arm as they moved towards the red baize door at the end of the corridor.

Quickening their steps, they reached the door just as the man opened it wide, ushering them in. Kaveri blinked rapidly, her eyes readjusting to the brightly lit room, the mirrors on the wall sparkling as they reflected the light from wax candles lining the walls on tiered silver stands. Squinting past the glare, Kaveri focused her attention on a man standing at the end of the room. Could that really be the master magician, Das? How ordinary he looked. Short and stocky, clad in a simple white kurta and pyjama, he was bent almost double in front of one of the mirrors. Kaveri stared at him, watching in fascination as he outlined his eyes in black kajal, his breath leaving small clouds of moisture on the glass. He dipped a piece of cotton into a small pot of rouge, staining his cheeks and lips.

Meeting their eyes in the mirror, Das slowly straightened, turning away from the mirror to greet them. ‘The lady detective and her husband!’ he exclaimed, opening his arms in theatrical welcome. ‘It is such a pleasure to meet you. My son Suman was very keen to meet you.’ His hooked nose gave him the appearance of an elderly, statesmanlike eagle. Das’s face was caked with powder, accentuating the lines carved onto his face. Yet he moved nimbly, belying his grey hair and wrinkles. If she had seen him from a distance, Kaveri thought, she would have believed him to be in his late forties.

‘Forgive us for calling you backstage like this without warning.’ A slender young man, clad in a bottle green kurta and pyjama, entered from a side room and came hurrying up to them. That must be Suman, Kaveri decided, noting how different he looked from his father – taller, slight of build, his smooth cheeks contrasting with Das’s full beard. He seemed out of breath, almost as if he had run all the way. He turned to Kaveri, pressing the older man’s arm hard, as though in warning. ‘My mother was a keen fan of detective books. She would have been so excited to have met you.’

‘Is she not here?’ Ramu asked, looking between the two men.

A beat of silence echoed through the room. ‘She is dead,’ Suman replied shortly, his mouth twisting. He seemed like he wanted to say more, but just then a fusillade of knocks sounded on the door, and it was flung open. Turning in unison, they saw a burly man looming in the doorway. Another performer, Kaveri guessed, studying his over-sized purple satin shirt, shimmering with sequins, worn over equally loose-fitting navy blue velvet pants.

‘The programme is beginning soon. Get your guests out of here,’ he said in a loud voice, swaying slightly as though he were drunk. Kaveri looked at the bandage on his right temple, wondering if he was injured, and on medication.

Suman scowled at him, but Das gave his son a warning look as he responded to the burly man. ‘We will be ready in just a few minutes. But come, Harish, meet my new friends.’ He gestured to Kaveri and Ramu. ‘The most intelligent lady detective in all of India, who has solved cases of murder, theft and embezzlement, Mrs Kaveri Murthy – and her husband, Rama Murthy, a brilliant doctor and surgeon who is fast making a name for himself. Pailwan Harish is a powerful strongman who can twist steel bars into knots with ease.’

Das seems to know a lot about us, Kaveri thought. Harish’s massive fists clenched on the doorframe. Suman took a step forward, then stopped, as Das placed a restraining hand on his arm. Harish gave them one last glare and left, slamming the door violently. Ramu placed a protective hand on Kaveri’s shoulder, drawing her close to him.

‘Baba.’ Suman’s voice was stiff with tension, but he spoke quietly. ‘We should let them go now, or else they will miss the start of the performance. We can meet them again later in the evening.’ He gave Kaveri a sudden shy smile, his face lighting up. ‘You will come back to see us again, after the show concludes, won’t you?’

Suddenly, Das was all briskness, pumping Ramu’s hand vigorously, leading them out of the room. Seeing Suman follow them, he turned to his son, saying, ‘Accha, beta, can you get my costume ready for me?’

Once Suman had gone back into the room, Das turned towards Kaveri. The larger-than-life persona he carried fell away from him, like a discarded robe. All at once he seemed older, more vulnerable. He reached for her hands, holding them tightly.

‘My son admires you greatly,’ Das said, his soft voice almost inaudible against the hiss of the kerosene lamps. Kaveri blinked, startled at seeing tears in his eyes. ‘Your guidance will be important for him. I hope you can help him.’

‘Baba!’ Suman repeated, his voice now urgent.

Das pressed her hands once more, and then released her, clasping Ramu on the shoulder as he turned back into the room, closing the door on them with a gentle thud.

Ramu shook his head at Kaveri as they walked back down the corridor, pushing aside the heavy curtain that separated the stage from the steps that led to their seats. ‘What was that about, Kaveri? I’m not sure what to make of the father and son duo.’

‘Das was hinting at something. I wish I had some idea what it was.’ Kaveri felt as bewildered as Ramu. ‘I liked his son though. Das was putting on an act for us, but Suman seemed straightforward, honest.’ And very young, she thought, thinking back to the sweet smile he had given her, making him look like a vulnerable schoolboy.

But there was no more time for private conversation, the show was about to start. When they arrived at their seats, Kaveri took her place to the right of Miss Roberts while Ramu sat on her other side, sandwiched between her and Anandi. The air inside the tent was warm and stifling. It smelt of jasmine, roses and sandalwood incense, overlaying the mustiness that emanated from the stiff, wiry red jute carpet below them. She felt her nose twitch and hastily pulled out her handkerchief. It would be awful if she sneezed on the silk-and-brocade sari of the woman in front of her!

Kaveri jumped as Miss Roberts shouted into her ear. ‘Look at all these native women, dressed to the nines in shining silk. A bit too bright, don’t you think? Too vulgar for me.’ The older Englishwoman patted the velvet fabric of her cream frock, looking with complacence at its lace fringe embroidered with red roses. ‘You Indians have good taste in jewellery though, I admit it freely.’

Kaveri pressed her lips shut. It would be very inappropriate for her to be rude to the sister of Dr Roberts, the head of the Bowring Hospital, where Ramu worked. Miss Roberts was stuck-up and snobbish but, Kaveri tried to remind herself, she had a kind heart beneath the layers of prejudice.

She tuned the woman out, nodding on auto pilot as Miss Roberts droned on, her nasal voice buzzing in Kaveri’s ear like the high-pitched drone of a mosquito. She poked Kaveri’s arm for emphasis. ‘I wanted to wear my rubies. They would have gone so well with my new dress, but my brother refused to let me take them out of the bank. He is worried about the recent thefts across the city. Two of our neighbours’ homes were burgled last week when they came to the circus.’

Thefts? Kaveri leaned forward, trying to focus on what Miss Roberts was saying, tuning out the hubbub of conversation around her. ‘What did they lose?’

But Miss Roberts was in full flow and could not be interrupted. ‘I didn’t even want to come, but my brother insisted we must see the magic show,’ the older woman sniffed. ‘Such charlatanry, manipulating the audience through tricks and illusions, separating fools from their hard-earned money.’ She turned around to glare at the audience at the back, packed like sardines into elevated benches.

‘Come now, m’dear,’ her brother remonstrated mildly from the other side. ‘They are adults, capable of deciding whether they want to pay a few annas for some entertainment. Tonight’s events will be a spectacle – the likes of which they have never seen before, and never will again. The Maximilian Circus has been everywhere – Egypt, Turkey, Algeria, Spain.’

‘Our tickets cost a pretty penny,’ Miss Roberts grumbled.

‘We didn’t pay an anna.’ Dr Roberts looked at Kaveri apologetically. He often had that expression on his face when she saw him with his sister. She was a good woman, who had come all the way to India to look after his children, as he often took the pains to explain to others. But there was no denying the fact that she was infuriating!

Kaveri turned her attention to Dr Roberts.

‘We received free tickets from our good friend, Major Wilks,’ he explained. ‘He’s in charge of security arrangements for today’s event.’ He waved to a uniformed man in scarlet and white, standing in a stiff military pose at the opening of the tent. The man looked at them as Miss Roberts called out in her high nasal voice, ‘Yoohoo – over here. Major Wilks, halloo.’ Wilks’s face darkened as he nodded stiffly then looked away.

Miss Roberts twisted her body into a pretzel, looking around the room to see if she could find anyone else she considered prominent enough to be seen saying hello to. Dr Roberts went on hastily, ‘Such generosity. These front-row tickets cost a fortune, you know.’

‘Thank you for sharing your extra tickets with us . . .’ Kaveri said, her voice petering out as Roberts gave her a surprised look. ‘You didn’t? Ramu found an envelope with three tickets on his table . . . he thought they came from you.’

Roberts’ face cleared. ‘That must have been Wilks. He said he had a few spare ones. I suspect he wanted to fill the row closest to the performers with reliable people. Nobody here seems like the kind to create a disturbance. Still, one can’t be too careful I suppose, not with the Prince due to arrive in just a few days.’ He gave Kaveri a meaningful glance.

She guessed at what he hesitated to put into words. The Prince of Wales was coming to the city in a few weeks. After his disastrous visits to Bombay and Calcutta a few months back, marked with riots and arson, the British were very keen to see that his time in Bangalore went smoothly. Ramu had told her that they were now monitoring all public events, keeping a keen lookout for what they classified as ‘rabble rousers’ – freedom fighters who used public performances like this as venues to spread the word to others about the independence movement. The jails were full to overflowing, with the police picking up anyone they thought was a troublemaker and locking them away.

A blood-curdling yowl cut off her thoughts, slicing through the buzz of conversation in the tent. Kaveri winced as Miss Roberts’ hand shot out to grip her tightly, her nails digging into her arm. Why can’t she grip her brother’s hand, Kaveri thought crossly. She peered across Ramu to check on Anandi. The young woman’s eyes were wide, startled in alarm, but Mrs Ismail – the wife of their good friend, Inspector Ismail – had occupied the empty seat next to her. She held Anandi’s hand in hers, patting it reassuringly. That was odd. How had Mrs Ismail afforded a front-row seat? Police inspectors didn’t get paid all that much – especially the native police.

Kaveri’s eyes scanned the rows of velvet seating and found the bulky figure of Inspector Ismail. He was in uniform, patrolling the aisles. Of course. He was probably in charge of security arrangements and had wrangled a good seat for his wife. She waved at him, but he did not respond with his usual broad smile. His face was set in grim lines as he turned his back on her. Kaveri’s jaw dropped open. Why would Ismail, one of her dearest friends in Bangalore, ignore her publicly?

Kaveri kicked her toes at the carpet. What an evening it was turning out to be! First, the strange visit backstage to see Das and Suman, with its mysterious undercurrents of tension. Then the discovery that thefts had been taking place in wealthy homes across the city. Now Inspector Ismail, cutting her dead in a crowd of people. She turned to Ramu for support, but he was deep in conversation with Anandi and had not noticed her interaction with Ismail. She started to tug at his arm, wanting to tell him what had happened, but Miss Roberts gave her no opportunity. As the angry yowl died away, leaving only a rasping sound lingering in the air, the Englishwoman leaned towards her again, speaking with a satisfied smirk. ‘Tiger. I knew there would be animals! The previous circus I went to had horses, camels, elephants, even a zebra.’ Her breath was hot and fetid, and Kaveri had to stop herself from wrinkling her nose, trying to move as far from her as her seat would allow.

Noticing her agitation, Ramu turned towards her, giving her a questioning look. ‘Later,’ she mouthed at him. The performances were beginning, and she would have to shout to be heard above the din. He interlaced his fingers with hers once more, rubbing her palm with his thumb. She took a steadying breath and felt herself relax. With her husband next to her, she could face anything – and this was just a circus performance, not a site of danger, she reminded herself.
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