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Introduction

Nalini Das’s prose has a simple, austere elegance and a natural flow. This is one reason why The Lu Quartet: Super Sleuths & Other Stories reads so well. Her tight grip on the narrative, the systematic yet imperceptible planting of clues at various stages, make the final unravelling of the mystery appear as logical and absolutely credible. It is hardly surprising that the stories became so popular when they appeared in Sandesh, the magazine with an iconic place in the history of children’s literature in Bengali, from 1961 to 1983.

The locales of the stories have a wide geographical spread. They range from what appears to be an imaginary town near Bihar’s border with West Bengal (Kanchanpur) to Sonadah near Darjeeling and Hathighisa near Siliguri in northern West Bengal, to Malwa in Madhya Pradesh. Nalini lived the early part of her life in various places in Bihar, including Hazaribagh, as her father, Arun Nath Chakravarty, was in the Bihar Civil Service. Besides, an avid traveller, she visited disparate parts of India with her husband, Ashokananda Das, younger brother of one of Bengal’s greatest poets, Jibanananda Das. A meteorologist by occupation, Ashokananda established the quality book-selling and publishing house, New Script, which is now run by their son Amitananda.

Writing was not Nalini’s profession. A distinguished educationist, she retired as the principal of Bethune College, India’s oldest women’s college with a string of famous alumni. Nor was it the calling of her elder sister, Kalyani Karlekar (this writer’s mother), who was also an educationist, a leader of the M.N. Roy-led erstwhile Radical Democratic Party and a well-known social worker. Kalyani wrote two volumes on the history of education in India and one on the methodology of teaching Bengali. Her only published novel, Kanya O Kumar (The Maiden and the Prince), was a mystery story for adolescents.

In the 1930s and early 1940s, the two sisters edited and published Meyeder Katha (Of Women or About Women), an early women’s magazine in Bengali that had an impressive literary content. Though more than competent writers in English, they chose to write in Bengali, their mother tongue. Nalini’s forte was creative writing. Her novel Ra-Ka-Je-Te-Na-Pa, acronym for Ramkanai Jeno Ter Na Paye (Ramkanai Should Not Get to Know), was in two parts. The first, originally published in the children’s magazine Shishu Shathi (Children’s Companion), featured by their pet names this writer (Ronu) and two of the latter’s younger brothers, Ranajay (Toto) and Abhijay (Jojo) and Madhu, a family retainer who was a voracious reader of crime fiction in Bengali, as characters. Another character was Jibanananda Das’s son, Samarananda (Ronju). Nalini’s son Amitananda (Babua), who was referred to as a baby, appeared prominently in the second part along with his friends in the Ballygunge Government High School and his cousin Prasad Ranjan Ray (Raja).

That Nalini wrote mystery stories should cause no surprise. Reading these was a part of her growing up years. Her grand-uncle, grandfather Upendrakishore’s younger brother, Kulada Ranjan Ray, translated Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of Baskerville into Bengali as Baskerville Kukkur. Crime fiction has long been a part of Bengali literature. Most of those growing up in the 1930s and 1940s eagerly read Shashadhar Datta’s innumerable books about Mohan, and his son, Swapan’s many incredibly daring acts of adventure and Hemendra Kumar Ray’s chronicling of the clever acts of detection by the quartet of Jayanta, Manik, Bimal and Kumar. Nihar Ranjan Gupta’s narration of the unravelling of the most baffling crimes by the cerebral Kiriti accompanied by his friend Subrata, held thousands enthralled, as did the exploits of Byomkesh, Saradindu Bandopadhyay’s super sleuth.

Creative and imaginative writing was Nalini’s intellectual inheritance. Her mother, Punyalata Chakravarty, is remembered for her books, Chhelebelar Dinguli (Childhood Days), Ekal Jakhan Shuru Holo (When the Modern Times Began) and Chhotto Chhotto Chhelemeyeder Jonya Chhotto Chhotto Galpa (Little Little Stories for Little Children). Chelebelar Dinguli was illustrated by her brother Sukumar Ray’s son, Satyajit who, besides the masterpieces he crafted on celluloid, was a compelling writer of crime fiction in Bengali. Remember Feluda? Sukumar was the celebrated author of Abol Tabol (Nonsense), a collection of apparently nonsense verses which were dense with profound double meanings, Ha-Ja-Ba-Ra-La (a jumble of letters of the Bengali alphabet indicating lack of sense) and much else.

Sukhalata Rao, the eldest daughter of Upendrakishore, a well-known writer of her time who also primarily wrote for children, also contributed, as did Punyalata. Sukumar edited Sandesh after Upendrakishore’s passing in 1915. After his premature death at the age of 36, Sandesh was edited by his younger brother Subinay, a gifted writer himself, until it ceased publication in 1927. It was revived in 1931 by those who had bought U. Ray & Sons, the printing press established by Upendrakishore. Subinay was one of the editors. It, however, had to be closed down again in 1935. Satyajit revived the magazine in 1961, editing it along with the well-known Bengali poet Subhas Mukhopadyay. After 1963, Satyajit’s aunt (daughter of Upendrakishore’s youngest brother, Pramada Ranjan Ray) and the well-known writer Lila Majumdar, became co-editor to be joined a decade later by Nalini. Today, Sandesh is edited by Satyajit’s son Sandip, who has made his own mark as a film-maker.

Nalini’s work bears the imprimatur of a very different period, in its familial and literary context. The stories predate super sleuths using computers and surfing the Internet for information to decipher clues. Rather, they depend more on human ingenuity and instinct.

Hiranmay Karlekar

June 2012




The Lu Quartet: Super Sleuths

It all seems like a dream right now! But when it actually happened, only the four of us know the intense tension we suffered. Sleep eluded us altogether, as we opened the door quietly every night and stepped into the eerie darkness outside. We stealthily made for the secret spot we had selected, without waking anyone. If we happened to make the slightest sound while opening the door, or if the dry grass rustled under our feet, Kalu would groan softly or pinch us hard. And then … we’d hear that mysterious sound and we’d stand still, holding on to each other.

The total silence made us feel as though we could actually hear each other breathing. In fact, my own heart beat so fast that I was sure everyone else could hear it! And then Bulu would grab my hand with her icy cold one. And a dog’s bark would tear the silence of the night. A train would chug past in the distance, whistling loudly. And … just then we would hear the rustling sound, so hushed and muffled, that we were not quite sure if we had actually heard it.

At first Kalu had not believed Malu’s words and said, ‘Rubbish! You must have imagined it. I keep telling you, don’t read so many thrillers.’

Even we (Bulu and I) were not sure if the mysterious sound was actually there, or where it came from. Sometimes it seemed to come from the vast mango orchard in our school. At other times it seemed to come from the house next door, that mysterious mansion, which was lying vacant. But Kalu simply refused to believe us. When Malu insisted that it was true, she flared up and gave Malu’s head a vigorous shake with her hands, saying, ‘The noises exist in this fanciful head of yours and nowhere else! See? Massage your head with cooling oil and the sounds will disappear.’

But before I get on with my story, here’s some brief information about the four of us and our school, which you, my readers, would need to know to understand my story.

Our school, mainly a residential one, is located in a rather lonely and out-of-the-way place. Although we can see the railway tracks from our school, the nearest station, Kanchanpur, is about 15 kilometres away. One has to come here by car or by bus. And now to introduce our Quartet: Kakoli Chakrabarty is ‘Kalu’ to the rest of us. Malabika Majumdar has been shortened to ‘Malu’. Bulbuli Sen’s short name is ‘Bulu’ and I, Tultuli Basu, have always been ‘Tulu’. Together we are known as ‘Gandalu’ or the ‘Lu’ Quartet’.

Kalu must be quite the most daring and fearless girl in our whole school. Malu tends to live in a world of imagination most of the time. As for Bulu and me—well, more about us later …

Kalu was in a foul temper that day because of Monica Ma’am’s scolding. All four of us had been so busy discussing the mystifying noise that we had left our homework unfinished. As a result, we were all pulled up ruthlessly, but Kalu crowned it all by falling asleep in Monica Ma’m’s class! Monica Ma’am is so sharp that one can’t even yawn or look out of the window without being caught instantly! Kalu, the best in maths, was her favourite pupil, so her falling asleep in class had been nothing short of a catastrophe. Kalu was really mad with Malu that day. But her anger vanished when she found Malu staring at her with pathetic, tearful eyes.

‘Now, don’t imagine that we’ll permit you to creep out alone at night in the quest of adventure,’ she told Malu. ‘If we do, we’re more than likely to find you in a dead swoon. We shall stick to you until we are able to rid your head of these queer fancies!’

However gruff she might sound, Kalu happens to be quite soft-hearted.

That night we heard the baffling sound once again. No one could call it imaginary this time because all of us heard it distinctly.

It seemed to come from somewhere above us.

All of us were frightened, and I’m sure Bulu would have screamed had Kalu not hurriedly put her hand over her mouth. I, too, grabbed her hand to stop her from making a sound. We could see nothing in the thick darkness, but somehow could not get rid of the feeling that we were being watched.

Soon after, we heard someone draw a deep breath and saw a hazy black shadow on the boundary wall melt into the darkness. Obviously the mystery was connected to the house next door. But where did our school come in? Was someone from our school also part of the mystery? If so, who could it be? Monica Ma’am? Or was it Anima Ma’am? It was difficult to imagine either of them with a dark secret! But we were aware of a scary sensation that made us feel downright uncomfortable. We knew we had to solve the mystery somehow.

Kalu, being the most systematic of us four, noted everything down in her diary, including the dates and time. She kept a full record of when Malu had first told us about the strange noise, when we had decided to creep out and investigate, and when we had finally decided that there was a mystery. And it was somehow tied to Monica Ma’am, Anima Ma’am, and the deserted mansion next door.

Our school building is next to a huge mango orchard enclosed by a compound wall. There is a deserted mansion on the other side, popularly referred to as the ‘Zamindar Mansion’ or simply the ‘haunted house’. The place has been lying empty ever since we can remember and many think that it really is haunted.

Our school building is quite large with classrooms on the ground floor and the first floor. The second floor comprises the hostel and the staff quarters. We also have big playing fields and a garden. In fact, we are considered to be quite as good as the top schools in Calcutta. But as it is located so far from the city, most of us are boarders. The teachers who stay in school include Miss Biswas, Miss Basu, Anima Ma’am, Monica Ma’am, and half a dozen others. There are three matrons (we call them ‘Mashima’) who also live on the same floor. And, of course, there are the maids, gardeners, cleaners, handymen and helpers—about 10 or 15 of them in all. Anjali Ma’am, our headmistress, as well as some other members of the staff, live in Kanchanpur and commute from there. We also have day scholars from nearby towns. The main road to Kanchanpur is to the north of our school building. We are sometimes allowed to go for walks there.

Bulu and I have been boarders here from our childhood. We’ve seen lights in the gardener’s shed sometimes but never in the mansion. In fact, the orchard next door is so overgrown with weeds and bushes that it is difficult to get a clear view of it. I have often tried to look inside but have been able to see little more than the flowering laburnum, gulmohur and the jacaranda trees over the walls.

We have heard several legends about the deserted house and its erstwhile occupants. The property was said to belong once upon a time to a zamindar who suffered a number of misfortunes. His son/daughter was supposed to have had a major accident; his grandchildren were lost and the rest died of earthquakes, fatal illnesses or were murdered! There have been several lurid tales in circulation with no one being sure of the actual facts. To conclude, the zamindar, having lost his entire family, donated most of his land and a large sum of money for starting a school for girls, and simply vanished into the blue. People said he had died in some far-off land. In any case, there was no trace of him. So his family mansion and orchard remained empty and soon acquired the reputation of being haunted.

Everyone in our class—Bina, Kajol, Hashi, Nandita and others—knew the story. But none of us had ever come across any spooks during our stay. Kalu used to be a day scholar at first. Later, when her father was transferred to a different city, she became a boarder, too. That’s when the three of us—Kalu, Bulu and I—became a trio with Kalu as our acknowledged leader.

After we were promoted to Class VII, we were moved to a separate room with no matron breathing down our necks. Kajol, Hashi and some others had a room in the east wing. Our room faced west, overlooking the mango orchard and a part of the ‘haunted house’. Bulu was scared and wanted to change rooms immediately. It took Kalu quite a while to convince her that there was nothing to be afraid of. I later peeped into Kalu’s diary, which said, ‘How stupid to be frightened of ghosts! I don’t believe in them. And I’m glad to have the chance of sleeping here right next to the haunted house. I shall prove before long that it’s all arrant rubbish.’

It was around this time that Malu joined our school.

It was the class before recess and Monica Ma’am was teaching us when Miss Basu brought a new girl to the class. She had curly, unruly hair that gave her a rather ‘poetic’ look. When Monica Ma’am asked her name she replied, ‘My name is Miss Malabika Majumdar’ in a soft, singsong voice. Some of us, including Kalu, burst out laughing. Monica Ma’am gave Kalu a stern look. The new girl also looked at her with timid, dismal eyes.

However, when the bell rang for recess it was Kalu who came forward and volunteered to show her round. We soon shortened her name to Malu. Before long she became one of us and the ‘Lu’ trio became the ‘Lu’ Quartet.

Although Malu’s temperament was totally different from Kalu’s, they became buddies instantly. Bulu and I were close friends already. Our friends soon started calling us –Gandalu’—the ‘Lu’ Quartet.
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Kalu, practical and tomboyish, had no time for anything soppy. Her favourite subjects were Maths, Science and games. She almost fell asleep when Anima Ma’am taught us poetry. Malu, on the other hand, loved literature, especially poetry, be it in English, Bengali or even Sanskrit! She loathed drill and PT classes, and Maths classes drove her to tears. She wrote poetry on the sly, read loads of romantic adventure stories and often imagined herself in the role of the heroines she read about. While Kalu was bent on driving out imaginary spooks from the Zamindar Mansion, Malu’s mind was full of romantic thoughts about the sad old zamindar’s unhappy spirit haunting its old abode.

Anima Ma’am, our English teacher, had also joined our school that year, and Malu became one of her ardent fans from the word go. Needless to say, none of the four of us was silly or soppy about teachers like some of the other girls were, nor did our teachers encourage it. But Monica Ma’am, our Maths teacher, couldn’t help being partial to Kalu, who was by far the best student in the subject, and in turn Kalu thought the world of her. The rest of us also admired Monica Ma’am and feared her more than we did the other teachers, but that’s where it ended.

Similarly, since Malu liked Anima Ma’am so much, we, too, got to like her and her classes. Anima Ma’am was the prettiest among our teachers. Malu told us some amazing stories about her. ‘She is just like a princess from a fairy tale,’ said Malu, ‘You see her now in ordinary clothes, but at home they always used to wear silks and satins and the most expensive diamond and pearl jewellery.’

‘How on earth do you know that?’ asked Kalu at once.

Malu pouted and said, ‘Haven’t I told you that my mother is also from Burma? Everyone there knows about Anima Ma’am’s family. Ask them if you don’t believe me.’

Seeing her getting tearful, we hastily replied, ‘Of course we believe you. Get on with your story.’

‘Well, Anima Ma’am’s family was one of the richest there,’ said Malu, ‘being owners of diamond and ruby mines. Anima Ma’am’s mother possessed pearls as large as pigeon’s eggs.’

‘In that case, what on earth prompted her to become a mere schoolmistress in this wild and far-off place—leaving all those diamonds and pearls behind?’ we asked.

‘Because they had to flee to India along with a lot of others during the Second World War,’ explained Malu.

‘And then?’

‘Obviously they had a tough time walking through deep jungles, losing their way every now and then, facing all kinds of danger and illness,’ replied Malu. ‘It took them months, and Anima Ma’am was among the very few who survived the journey.’

‘Poor Anima Ma’am!’ We were instantly filled with sympathy for all she had suffered.

‘There’s something else,’ continued Malu. ‘Most of the people who had escaped lost their money and jewellery to robbers on the way. But no one could lay their hands upon the riches belonging to Anima Ma’am’s family.’

‘Then what happened to it?’

‘Some say they were safely hidden somewhere, but no one knows for sure.’
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Malu loved to tell stories. She read storybooks secretly by candlelight and often made up stories herself. Her habit of reading secretly by the flame of a candle eventually led us to our current mystery. Here’s how Kalu noted it in her diary:


13 July: Malu claims that she saw lights in the haunted house twice. But how can that be? We’ve been here for years and yet none of us has ever seen lights there. Of course, we don’t read books by candlelight late at night the way she does!

14 July: I sat up virtually half the night hoping to see Malu’s spooky lights but saw nothing whatsoever. She must have imagined it all!

15 July: Malu says she saw the lights again. Strange spooks! They only switch on lights when Malu is awake on her own—and disappear the moment I try to catch them!

21 July: This time it’s not just lights—Malu has also heard a rustling sound. The kid sure has some imagination! But I’m sure the sounds will stop like the lights the moment I try to find them.

22 July: Hope the girl won’t turn crazy imagining a lot of rubbish! This time Malu says that she heard the rustling sound right outside our building.

23 July: Although I know that Malu has simply imagined the whole thing, I’m planning to open the back door and go into the mango orchard late at night, armed with a stick and a torch, and hide there to see if anything happens. It’s the best way to chase away her imaginary ghosts!



All of us acted according to Kalu’s plan for the next four days. We went to the mango orchard for three nights in a row although we didn’t quite believe what Malu had told us.

On the fourth night, however, there was no doubt about it. All of us heard the sound of footsteps and of someone breathing. We saw a black shadow scaling the wall between our school and the Zamindar Mansion. After that we also saw a faint light in the house itself just as Malu had claimed. The date was 28 July.

All this time Kalu had taken to the nocturnal visits mainly to prove Malu wrong, but now she was the keenest in our quartet to solve the mystery of the strange noises. Unlike Malu, she was not content with just a romantic theory. She was bent on going about it in a logical way and the rest of us were determined to follow her lead. Sleuthing became our main preoccupation—all through the day, during breaks, during prep time and even late at night when we were supposed to be asleep. The rest of our friends were taken aback by our odd behaviour.

‘What on earth is the matter with you, Gandalu?’ asked Bina. ‘You seem to stick to each other for dear life and keep ignoring the rest of us!’

‘Hope you’re not brewing some mischief?’ said Kajol.

Not just our friends, but our teachers in class also pulled us up constantly, but nothing dampened our spirits. As directed by Kalu, we went searching for clues along the walls of the mango orchard. We tried to peep into the garden of the Zamindar Mansion as far as possible. We found scratch marks on the walls and similar marks on the drainpipes of our school building. But, strangely enough, nothing on the ground.

Did our mysterious intruder have wings? It had been raining and the ground was muddy. How did he manage not to leave footprints?

‘Spirits don’t have feet, so there’s no question of footprints,’ said Malu with a sympathetic sigh. ‘It must be the spirit of the old zamindar roaming around, looking for his lost granddaughters.’

‘Don’t spin silly yarns, Malu,’ said Kalu in a stern voice. ‘I don’t believe in spirits anyway. These people are just as solid as you and me. Finding a deserted house here, they are simply using it as their den. I am sure they must be up to some mischief.’

‘What mischief can they possibly indulge in at a secluded place like this?’

‘That’s exactly what we have to find out,’ replied Kalu.
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Nothing notable happened for the next few days. Then, quite unexpectedly we discovered a fresh clue—a man swathed in a black shawl getting into our school building stealthily, whispering a few words to our watchman and then making directly for the kitchen. We kept watch for the next few days and found him doing the same thing every day. One day we found him whispering with our help, Keshtodasi. As soon as Keshtodasi saw us she frowned and said, ‘What are you people doing here? Go back to the hostel at once, otherwise ….’

Three of us scuttled back, but Kalu refused to join us. ‘No, I must look into this’ she whispered.

All of us hid quietly behind the thorny mehndi bush by the well. We saw the man whip out a letter from under his shawl and hand it over to Keshtodasi, who tied it to the pallu of her sari. Now, who on earth was this man? Where was he from and where did he stay?

We decided to find out. But it was by no means an easy task. We were supposed to return from our daily walk well before sunset and this man always came late in the evening. But at Kalu’s insistence, we hung back one evening after returning from our walk and waited for the strange man to arrive. What we managed to see was worth a scolding!

The man walked in as usual, stayed for a while and then went out of our school building. He made straight for the Zamindar Mansion. We followed him quietly. We could clearly see him getting into the gate and putting a huge lock on it from inside. We were not able to see him very clearly because it was getting dark, but we could make him out. None of us liked Keshtodasi because her only aim in life seemed to be to spy on us, and then sneak about it and get us punished. But we never imagined her to be in league with a possible criminal.

However, when we tried to complain about her strange behaviour to Monica Ma’am, she refused to listen to us. On the contrary, she pulled us up for breaking rules and not doing our lessons properly and other things.

Bulu said, ‘Don’t you think we’ve done enough sleuthing for now? Let’s go to Anjali Ma’am, the headmistress, and make a clean breast of everything we have discovered so far.’ But Monica Ma’am’s scolding made Kalu all the more determined to solve the mystery.
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After that things started to happen very quickly.

It was a partially moonlit night and it was drizzling lightly, but we made for the mango orchard in spite of it and waited patiently. Suddenly Kalu whispered, ‘Look! Look there!’ She pointed to a short, dark and stocky man standing on the window ledge just outside Anima Ma’am’s window. We wondered what we should do. Light our torches? Shout? Call people?

Before we could decide on a plan of action, the man made for the window of Monica Ma’am’s room with incredible agility. A stray cloud suddenly blocked the moonlight and we could see nothing more. We didn’t know what to make of it, but the main question was: Who was this man? Why had he come to our hostel? And why had he tried to peep into Monica Ma’am’s and Anima Ma’am’s rooms?

Bulu said, ‘Let us go and tell Anjali Ma’am. After all, we’ve all seen the man with our own eyes.’ But Kalu wouldn’t budge. She said that no one was likely to believe our story about having seen someone at such an unlikely place. What’s more, we’d have to face serious punishment for breaking rules. We just had to first find out all about this man and what he was after.

Malu said, ‘I see what it is. It must be a complex plan to get hold of those lost pearls somehow. That’s why they are after Anima Ma’am.’

‘What on earth do you mean?’ asked Kalu. ‘Surely she doesn’t keep the pearls in her room here, even if she has them?’

‘Why not?’ said Malu. ‘Even if they are not with her, she must be the only one who knows where they actually are. Perhaps that’s why they want to kidnap Anima Ma’am.’

‘Well, we won’t let them!’ said Kalu fiercely.

What could four schoolgirls do against a gang of criminals? But it was quite impossible to convince Kalu.
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Things took a dramatic turn the next day. Nothing had seemed different about Anima Ma’am all these days. At least, nothing that we noticed. But she looked both absent-minded and self-conscious the next day. Was there a touch of panic as well? We couldn’t quite make out. But she did look heavy-eyed, as if she had been crying.

Malu could not take it lightly. She sought her out after class and said, ‘Ma’am, you’re in grave danger. Do please be careful. Can we be of any help?’

Anima Ma’am continued to behave mysteriously. ‘Danger? What rubbish! There’s no danger! Go and play, and leave me alone,’ she told us firmly. Then she went to her room and locked the door.

Malu was really hurt. ‘Why doesn’t she understand that we are merely trying to help her?’ she asked.

Monica Ma’am’s behaviour was even more mysterious. It was Kalu who noticed Keshtodasi giving her a letter on the sly. It looked very like the kind of envelope the man in the black shawl had given Keshtodasi the other evening. Of course, we could be mistaken about the envelope, but what intrigued us was the secretive way in which Keshtodasi brought the letter and slipped it into Monica Ma’am’s hand. Monica Ma’am hid it and immediately locked herself in her room. Kalu was hiding nearby to see what would happen next. Monica Ma’am came out of her room a little later, looked about her carefully and then gave a letter to Keshtodasi who was waiting outside.

Kalu, desperate to find out the truth, followed Keshtodasi and saw her going behind the kitchen and handing Monica Ma’am’s letter to the man who had been hiding there all this time. He slinked out quietly with the letter. We were really astounded to hear about it. How could Monica Ma’am be involved with such a disgusting set of rogues?

‘I am going to keep watch from the second-floor verandah,’ Kalu told us that night, ‘You three can go down to the mango orchard.’ But both Malu and Bulu flatly refused to go there, so I was left in a quandary. Kalu gave us an exasperated look and said, ‘Very well, you three stay here, too.’

I shall never forget that memorable night! There was pin-drop silence everywhere as we quietly crept into the verandah outside the staff quarters and stayed put. I had never known time to pass so slowly! A jackal howled in the wilderness. The midnight train roared down the railway track. Once again, all was quiet. I glanced at Kalu who looked unduly excited. Just then we, too, heard the noise. Perhaps it was the same man walking along the window ledge. Kalu was really brave. She followed the sound, holding on to her torch and a stick. The sound stopped just outside Anima Ma’am’s window.

However, the window was closed, so we could not tell what happened. After a while the noise shifted towards Monica Ma’am’s window. Kalu was still following the sound. Monica Ma’am’s window was open, but we saw her closing it hurriedly. Kalu was also near her window by this time and waved at us to come, too. We could hear Monica Ma’am talking to someone, but could not make out what she was saying or who she was talking to. Also, we could not hear any other voice although we could hear the distinct breathing of two people. I can’t remember how long we sat there. Then we heard a rustling sound behind Monica Ma’am’s room and then Anima Ma’am’s, but neither of them opened her window.

We saw nothing more. We waited until the small hours of the morning before returning to our room.

The next day was a Sunday, which meant we didn’t need to wake up early. We missed our tea and managed to get up just a few minutes before seven. We were making our beds hurriedly when Kajol and Bina rushed into the room.

‘Have you heard the terrible news? Anima Ma’am is missing since morning!’

‘What! You can’t be serious!’ exclaimed Malu.

It was exactly what we had feared. ‘Who told you? How do you know about it?’ I asked.

‘Miss Biswas was telling the matrons. She didn’t know that I was listening, too.’

‘Are you sure you heard her right?’

‘Oh yes, perfectly sure. Keshtodasi had come to sweep the rooms as usual and found Anima Ma’am’s door open. She thought Anima Ma’am was in her bath and thought no more about it. Then she discovered that Ma’am was neither in the bathroom, nor the dining-room nor anywhere else in the school.’

Keshtodasi again!

All four of us had the same thought—even if there had been clues to Anima Ma’am’s sudden disappearance, Keshtodasi would have removed them all by now!

‘They have sent word to Anjali Ma’am,’ informed Kajol.

‘And what is Monica Ma’am doing?’ asked Kalu.

Bina looked surprised. ‘What on earth would you expect her to do?’

‘I heard Keshtodasi say that Monica Ma’am had slept late last night and woken up very late as well,’ said Kajol, ‘so she hadn’t realized that anything was amiss at first. She told Keshtodasi that she was going out for the day.’

We looked at one another. Kajol and Bina went out of the room, but we remained seated. Although we didn’t speak, each of us knew what the other three were thinking. We also felt a tremendous sense of regret. If only we had gone into the mango orchard last night, perhaps this disaster could have been averted. What seemed surprising was the fact that no one had heard anything. Monica Ma’am’s room was locked and there was a lock on Anima Ma’am’s door, too. But it was not hers. The lock belonged to the school.

‘I am going to do something about this,’ announced Kalu in a stern voice. ‘You people can come with me if you like. But I warn you, it could be dangerous.’

We three felt a bit nervous.

‘Where are you going?’ I asked Kalu.

She didn’t bother to reply. We decided to follow her.

Kalu whipped out a large bag and stuffed some things inside. She gave us a short stick each and put in a couple of knives, a long rope and a rope ladder (Rope ladders were commonly used for climbing trees those days and there was one among the junk found near the Zamindar Mansion, which our watchman must have picked up sometime). We didn’t enquire how and when Kalu had managed to get hold of (or borrow) all these things!

We crept out quietly, making sure that no one saw us. In any case, few people ventured into the mango orchard, and the trees grew thick, the foliage hiding us completely.

We climbed up a mango tree by the wall, from where we jumped onto the wall itself. Then we jumped down to the other side. We had to help Malu climb down, though the rest of us managed it on our own. Goodness me! How thick and overgrown the garden of the haunted house looked! The mango orchard was chock-a-block with all kinds of wild bushes and plants, dense enough to hide a pack of tigers and bears! We had a tough time making our way through it to get to the Zamindar Mansion. As we came closer to the house we discovered that there was another wall surrounding it, even higher than the outer boundary wall. We also heard voices on the other side of the wall. How on earth were we to scale this one?

Kalu bundled up her long hair in a tight knot, tied the piece of rope round her shoulder and held the knife between her teeth as she scrambled up the wall somehow. Then she whispered, ‘Stand here quietly, all of you, and tie the rope ladder to the end of the rope. I’ll climb down to the other side and tie the rope securely. You can climb up the rope ladder when I give the signal.’

We stood still. We heard Kalu jumping down on the other side. But she neither pulled up the ladder nor gave the signal, leaving us standing there uncertainly. A wild panic gripped us.

Did this mean …

I can’t remember how long we stood like this. Then there was a sound that made us start.

And surprisingly it came from a place where there was a tiny wicket gate we hadn’t noticed before. The door opened quite suddenly and Anima Ma’am stood there smiling and called us in. For a minute we couldn’t believe our eyes, but we stepped inside the gate and looked around curiously. Unexpectedly, despite the overgrown wilderness outside the wall it was lovely inside, with a well-maintained green lawn and a flower garden.

An old man lay in an easy chair under a flowering laburnum tree, a white shawl covering the lower part of his body. His hair was snow-white, as were his eyebrows and eyelashes. It was impossible to guess his age. There was a well-laid table beside him containing a virtual feast—toast, fried eggs, sweets and big red apples. Anima Ma’am stood by the table and filled up the plates. We were even more astonished to find Kalu seated in a chair on the other side of the table, munching an enormous apple and smiling at us. Her clothes were muddy; her hair bundled in the same tight knot. There were bruises all over her arms. She must have got them while scaling the wall. But she no longer looked grim, and was her usual bright and cheery self. Monica Ma’am smiled at us and said, ‘I hear you’ve had to miss breakfast. Better tuck in and make yourselves comfortable. I’ll ensure that you don’t get a scolding when you return to the hostel.’

The old man burst out laughing. ‘Don’t be afraid. I’m neither a spook nor a demon, so I’m not likely to harm you.’

The man in the black shawl whom we had seen earlier was there, too, and brought out some more chairs when Anima Ma’am asked him to. He also brought piles of piping hot cutlets, chocolate pastries and loads of other mouth-watering snacks. We still did not understand what was happening but started eating with gusto, discovering that we were famished, too. A single glance was enough to convince us that we didn’t need to be afraid of the old man. And Monica Ma’am, who seemed so formidable in the Maths class, no longer appeared to be someone to be scared of! She smiled and asked the old man, ‘Why did you let the cat out of the bag so easily, Dadu?’

‘After all, they had come here to rescue us from dacoits,’ added Anima Ma’am. ‘Isn’t that so?’

Kalu looked embarrassed. But the old man patted her on the back and said, ‘It’s not something to joke about. Don’t forget that your young students had come to rescue you without considering the consequences, knowing full well that their own lives could be in danger!’

Both Anima Ma’am and Monica Ma’am looked at us with gratitude and affection. Then Monica Ma’am said, ‘Why couldn’t you let them discover for themselves that you are not a spook? You needn’t have assured them the moment they walked inside.’

‘Well, hiding in this spooky place all by myself nearly turned me into one—until you came here and put an end to it,’ said the old man.

We were beginning to understand the situation. So this was the missing zamindar who had donated all that money and land for our school. He was not dead as people had assumed but had returned home and been hiding in his own house all these days! But how did Anima Ma’am and Monica Ma’am fit into the picture? And who was the man in the black shawl?

Monica Ma’am completed the story. ‘I could not possibly allow you to remain hidden forever,’ she said to the old man. ‘Here you were in your own house, heartbroken because you thought your granddaughter was lost for good. And there was your granddaughter crying her heart out because she thought she had lost her grandfather forever. So it was left to me to do the detecting, make a whole lot of enquiries and collect proof of your identity. But I could tell neither of you until I was absolutely sure. I kept everything to myself because I was particularly afraid of hurting Anima by giving her false hope. But just see how ungrateful your granddaughter is! The moment she got to know that you are here she rushed in without even telling me about it.’

Anima Ma’am placed her hand affectionately on her grandfather’s shoulder and said, ‘How could I possibly wait for proof when I got to know that you are really here? Didn’t you send your own messenger Angad to me? He found me quite independently. But isn’t it surprising? He saw me years ago when I was just a baby. How could he recognize me after all these years? And how did he make his way to my room on the second floor?’

‘He may have located you last night, but actually he has been looking for you in our building for quite some time,’ said Monica Ma’am. ‘He came to my window by mistake once or twice before. Unfortunately he can’t speak or I’d have got to know all the facts from him ages ago.’

‘But it’s really thanks to the four young sleuths that things came to a head,’ said Anima Ma’am’s grandfather. ‘You nearly caught Angad, too!’

But who was Angad?

A shower of laburnums fell over us, making us jump. We looked up to see a big chimpanzee hidden among the leaves, trying to laugh like a human being. It was Angad.

He jumped down and picked up a large apple from the table. He gave us a naughty look as he munched it, as if to say, ‘Wasn’t that a big joke? I fooled you, didn’t I?’ The man in the black shawl turned out to be the old and trusted help, Ghanshyam.

Before long we got over our embarrassment and managed to polish off all the food on the table. Helped by Angad, of course.

Monica Ma’am looked at her watch and said, ‘We’d better get back to school. I won’t be able to save you from scolding if we delay any more. Besides, we must let everyone know Anima’s good news.’

Anima Ma’am stood close to her grandfather and said, ‘Yes, do tell everyone that I have got back my lost grandfather.’

Monica Ma’am laughed and said, ‘I’ll also say that although I don’t have a grandfather of my own, I’ve found a new one.’

The old man put his arms round Anima Ma’am and said, ‘Also, don’t forget to tell them that I’ve found two granddaughters instead of one and four little granddaughters as well.’

‘And we’ve found a new grandpa, too,’ we said in a chorus, touching his feet.

Angad mumbled something, agreeing with us in his own way!

First published in Sandesh in 1961
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