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Tilly, my friend, roamed around his grisly house, stark naked except for a yellow ribbon around his ponytail under a ridiculous felt hat. He was downcast, sad-eyed, dejected. I could go on relentlessly. There were tiny puddles at the corners of his conniving eyes that he forced out by refusing to blink.


“I have a confession to make,” he revealed. “I have to get it off my chest. What should I do?”


“You should try and get it off your chest,” I advised sarcastically.


“Can I trust you?” he demanded even though he was perfectly aware what my response would be.


“No,” I answered, just to confirm his suspicions.


“I thought so,” he frowned, playing with a safety pin and pricking himself in the process. I noticed from the shape of the safety pin that it belonged to a diaper and wondered how it came into his possession. 


Tilly has an outlandish talent of possessing the most outrageous oddities. One full length of his over-furnished, under-utilised study is littered with Norman étagères abounding with questionable objets d’art. These include lunar dust, an Egyptian mummy, bandages off Egyptian mummies, a Greek clepsydra, pieces of the Skylab and broken arrows from Chief Geronimo’s quiver. Tilly’s all-time favourites, however, are a gas cylinder from Auschwitz, a carbon copy of the Magna Carta, a soft corner from the heart of the Shah of Iran, manure from the Trojan Horse, a Polaroid of Attila the Hun in nude at the Copa Cabana, a balalaika that had somehow parted company with the Soviet Union’s Cultural Attaché, rumoured to be the local KGB resident, and a Stradivarius that predated Antonio Stradivari by a couple of centuries.

I followed him to the living room and carefully chose a stool to prevent Tilly sitting down next to me. He glared at me with dubiety, crouched on the floor and grabbed my knees. As I attempted to shrivel away, he reached up and dabbed at his manipulative eyeballs with my expensive tie. 

“I don’t want to become a homicidal maniac,” he continued, breaking a three-minute silence that had hung in the air like a clothesline. “I’m quite religious and this is why I can’t get over the fact that I have transgressed. If I confess, would I be absolved?”


“Since you appear to be on first-name basis with the Almighty, let us leave that to his divine wisdom, shall we?”


He pondered over my remark for a trice, gave me a sly smile and said, as if it was a colossal achievement, “I was being blackmailed by Droopy Dick.”


“By your conspicuous use of the past tense I gather he is no longer blackmailing you?”


“Yes, Droopy is not my extortionist any more. I’m being blackmailed by someone else now.”


“You said something about not wishing to become a homicidal maniac. What exactly does that have to do with this?” I probed.


“Everything,” he snapped impatiently. “You know Droopy Dick, of course?”


Everyone on the wrong side of the fence knew Droopy Dick. As a policeman, I had stalked him unsuccessfully until recently when he vanished mysteriously. Droopy Dick was a blackmailer par excellence and could not be pinned down. He was known to have a thing or too on Satan as well. He couldn’t be caught. He was just too clean. When people paid him to keep his mouth shut, he had the temerity to hand them receipts for services rendered. Many two-timers, wife-cheaters, wife-swappers, cuckolding wives, smugglers, muggers, hoarders, pick-pockets, rapists, killers, swindlers, thieves, tax-evaders, extortionists and so on and so forth had Droopy’s name on their payrolls.


Droopy had them all in a sling! An astonishing number of apparently respectable citizens secretly wished Droopy had never been born. Droopy’s was an enormous network that he ran single-handedly with Promethean skill. His merchandise was silence and he audaciously brandished a long list of customers that enabled him to keep the price down. What the traffic will bear, so to say.


Tilly lit another one of his cheap cigarettes and exhaled straight into my face.


“Droopy was blackmailing me for a minor lapse of judgement,” he explained needlessly, “and I was constrained to kill him. Because I did not do a very neat job, someone else is now blackmailing me for murdering Droopy. I exterminated a pest and look where it has led me. It’s a whole new ballgame. There is no justice any more. I am now paying more than before. If I kill this new bum too, someone else might start blackmailing me. One thing leads to another. I don’t want to become a homicidal maniac, go to jail and spend the rest of my life picking up soap for some slimy guy named Conan the Sodomite.”


“You could consider stop taking showers,” I suggested with a grin.


“You’re a great help, aren’t you?”


“What do you want me to do?” I enquired, pretty much convinced he was making everything up either to bore me to death or compel me to leave.


“I want you to be a conscientious cop and get that nasty blackmailer off my back.”


“If you want me to be a conscientious policeman, which you have already presumed I am not, you could find yourself indicted for murder.” Tilly was pleased by the thought. He chuckled gleefully, almost clapping his hands. “Tell me why was Droopy Dick blackmailing you?” 


Tilly would not of course ever reveal that. “I have been indiscreet and let us leave it at that.”


“Okay, how did you kill him?”


“With a pistol, or do you call it a revolver?” he eyed me quizzically. “Anyhow, I pumped a couple of bullets into him before he could blink an eye. He didn’t know what hit him and died before I could stop him falling and soiling the carpet.”


Strangely enough, the more bizarre it sounded, the more I tended to believe him. Knowing Tilly, I was sure he must have shot Droopy with his eyes shut and if he had indeed managed to kill him as he claimed so much on the up and up, it was nothing short of a miracle.


“Where and when did this happen?” I grilled. “And where is the body?”


“Ah!” he chirped mischievously. “That, my dear friend, would be telling!”

▲►▼◄▲


Tilly did not divulge more because he suspected, and quite rightly too, that I would snap the bracelets on him with the slightest evidence. However, the sheer absurdity of the situation confounded me. I simply could not digest the possibility that Droopy was dumb enough to get done in by an imbecile like Tilly.


My friend Tilly is endangered specie. His ancestors not only survived both natural as well as artificial selection over many a millennia but actually prospered. The last surviving male amongst the MacAdams and towering above the rest of humanity at four feet and one quarter of an inch, he insisted adamantly he wasn’t short but was rather not tall enough. If that did not make him noticeable, his eye-patch did, which he shifted from one eye to the other.

“I have a rare optical affliction,” he explains to everyone. “It doesn’t have a name yet as it continues to mystify ophthalmologists. It is thought to be genetic. An ancestor, Hamish the Headache, stared at a solar eclipse, would you believe it, through a magnifying glass! Nothing happened to him unfortunately but every second or third generation has to pay for his foolishness. I feel vertiginous if I keep both my eyes exposed.” It was of course plain rubbish and just a ploy to arouse people’s interest.


He was precocious as a child but developed into a retarded adult, or so everyone believes. He is the kind of a person one would break a leg to avoid. I can claim on impeccable authority that if his mother had the option, she would not have liked to have his acquaintance the way it came about. Incidentally, she made a rather premature departure from this diabolic world when she stumbled over his toys and broke her neck one fine morning, thus throwing a few clouds over Tilly’s twenty-first birthday that he thereafter refused to cancel let alone postpone. 

Similar incidents and terrifying experiences told me everything, including even pregnancy, was possible with Tilly. He was terribly accident-prone. He is the sort who gets caught in compromising situations innocently, who can pull the emergency brake in a train quite by accident or get trapped in an elevator with nymphomaniacs, or amble nonchalantly into the ladies’ room, much to the chagrin of the members of the opposite sex of course!


When I drove home that day, I was disturbed by the predicament he had mired me in. I used my underworld contacts on the morrow to find out whether Droopy had resumed his collections and was informed he was still missing. He had been out of circulation for a conspicuously long period. Even the respectable lady with her seven charming daughters who lived at 69 Virtue Street, a place Droopy Dick frequented quite regularly, did not know where he was and sent me a missive to tell him to drop by when I saw him. By the fourth day, I was almost sure something extraordinary must have happened to Droopy. I then contacted a number of people I knew to be Droopy’s customers and though all of them denied even being aware of the scoundrel’s existence, I gleaned they were rather relieved by his disappearance.


I was ultimately put in touch with Wrinkled Harry, an underworld trouble-shooter who proudly advertised himself as “dirt- cheap”.


Droopy, he told me, was a very cool customer. “He keeps to himself, you know,” Wrinkled Harry stated. “Believes in the free enterprise system and works his beat alone. There’s no team better than a one-man team, he once said to me. Operates solo and makes a lot of money but I don’t know where and how.” 

If I had paid him a few bucks, he would have told him but as it was, I already knew. Instead, I encouraged him with a kick to go on.


“He didn’t get married for this very reason. Doesn’t like getting tied down to responsibility. Visits an astonishing number of houses of assignation to while away the lonely hours. However, as you obviously know, he is getting on in age and needs help for the odd chores. There’s a young lad he patronised a while back. Used to be a sneak thief who goes by the name of Upright Joe. This lad collects market information for Droopy Dick and drives him around from here to there.”


“Where can I find him?”


“Hangs around in Peeping Tom’s Den,” I was told.


I had the boys pull in Upright Joe a couple of hours later. He claimed he wasn’t aware of any Sagging Dick but after a couple of sessions with my inquisitors, he deduced correctly that testing my patience could turn out to be counter-productive and we soon had him singing like an eloquent canary.


“Droopy had a heart condition,” Upright Joe stated, dabbing at the fresh cut across his cheek. “The doctor advised him against driving and he hired me as chauffeur.”


“I am aware of that,” I said. “When did you last see him?” 


Upright Joe ran his tongue across his lips nervously. “Exactly a month back,” he answered quietly. “We made a few calls on people he knew. I invariably remained outside in the car. We never stopped for more than a few minutes at our places of calling. Sometimes he went only as far as the main door, exchanged pleasantries with whomever he had to and would come back. That day too, he didn’t take long at the places we visited. He almost always brought back envelopes or small packets. I think he ran some sort of a personalised courier service.”


He got a slap on the face for sharing this opinion with us. “Very kind of you,” I told him, “for your enlightening views. But please, do proceed.”


“He asked me to drive him to an ugly place he often visits in Frampton Park.”


“Great big dark mansion that looks like an upside down monastery built by slothful, reject freemasons? Huge wrought-iron gate? A couple of frightful Dobermans that wag their tails affectionately when confronted by strangers?” Upright Joe nodded and a chill ran up and then down my spine. “What happened?”


“He went in.”


“And?”


“I took out a book to read. I think it was something by the Marquis de Sade. Droopy usually took a long time with the lady in Frampton Park so I always kept something to read while he remained inside.”


“What lady?”


“The lady who lives in that funny hellhole.”


“There’s no lady in that tasteless house, “I informed him. “Never has been and never will be. The guy who lives there is a plague. No woman would dare come near him. He dangles helplessly way beyond the periphery of women’s interest. His own mother shuddered whenever she remembered she had breast-fed him and till the day she died, she kept on counting her nipples just to make sure they were still there.”


“Funny you should say that because Droopy always referred to that person as Her Ladyship. Anyway, I had just lit a cigarette, taken a good long pull and opened my book when I heard these shots.”


“How many?”


“Two or three. I don’t really recall very well exactly how many there were.”


“What did you do?”


“I got confused,” he responded. “I figured for the first time that Droopy was probably up to no good and that whoever had shot him would definitely come out to shoot me too. So, I turned the ignition, put the car into gear ---”


“Put the indicator on, released the clutch and so on and so forth?”


“Yes,” he tittered and earned another rap on his rapidly swelling face. “Ouch! Well, I drove off as fast as I could, came back to Droopy’s digs in Little Dipper, put the car in the garage, went home, had a night-cap and slept.”


“You didn’t do anything else? For instance, did you go back to the odd house in Frampton Park or contact the owner?” Upright Joe didn’t answer. The answer was on his face. “Have you been blackmailing that murderous bum?”


“I thought I was dealing with the lady’s old man. I’ve only borrowed a little bit of money from him, honest to God. I’ll pay him back as soon as I have a steady income,” he assured me.


“If you ever even cross his path,” I waved a policeman-like finger at him, “remember that you are six feet tall and quite handsome right now but when I’m through with you, you’ll be three feet tall and ugly!”


“I’ll quit town,” he promised.


“You’ll quit talking,” I advised. “I want you here in the precinct every week so that I’m sure you haven’t forgotten my warning.”

▲►▼◄▲


The mystery was solved. Tilly had indeed somehow managed to kill the master extortionist who had haunted people right and left. However, only someone as stupid as Tilly would have done such a thing inside his very own home and I was pretty certain that a great deal of hot evidence was there for the taking. The first priority was to save that moron Tilly from the gallows, if I could. No doubt I was what you can safely call a conscientious cop but the fact that my friend had committed what sounded like a brutal murder hardly bugged me. Droopy Dick was an undesirable and had it coming, sooner or later. A world without Droopy Dick was undoubtedly a better place to live in. All that could be done about Droopy now was to hope that he had found a nice resting place, that he was given a cheerful epitaph and that he was sent off with the best of Tilly’s blessings.


I went around to Tilly’s odious house the next day. Wearing a kilt with an awesome mohair sporran gawking at the environs, Tilly leant against the fireplace, absorbed in a James Hadley Chase thriller. I knew then what had inspired the murder. Tilly tossed the book aside, slightly embarrassed. He was in a nice, jovial and generous mood. He even offered me a cup of Darjeeling that I declined politely.


“What brings you here, Maigret?”


“Stop calling me Maigret, you damn fool,” I tapped him slightly in the chest with my truncheon and almost sent him cartwheels into the andirons. “I am just your friendly, neighbourhood policeman.” 

I sat down on his favourite chair and helped myself to one of his expensive cigars that he kept concealed in the false bottom of a hand-made cigar box carved from ivory smuggled out of Africa by one of his cousins. 


His mood changed suddenly. “Well, out with it! What brings you here?” 


“Droopy brings me here. You murdered him and it was not a perfect crime,” I informed him.


“I know that, silly,” he sneered. “If it had been perfect, wise guy, there wouldn’t be someone blackmailing me and no need for me to have taken you into confidence against my better judgement.”


“You didn’t take me into confidence. You just told me you had killed Droopy Dick,” I clarified. “However, now you do need to take me into complete confidence otherwise you could end up with a rope around your neck and nothing to rest your feet on.”


“You mean I might end up hanging in the air?” he gasped.


“Quite likely, I should say. There’s a witness whose mouth I cannot keep shut indefinitely.”


“Why don’t you kill him? I promise, scout’s honour, I won’t tell a soul. It shall forever remain a secret between the two of us.”


“Two can keep a secret only if one of them is dead,” I countered. “Anyway, cut the wisecracks. Just get up and tell me everything and show me where you dumped Droopy Dick’s body.”


The body was in the backyard. I knew Tilly was stupid but I could scarcely visualise he was that stupid!


“Where else could I have hidden the body?” he demanded indignantly.


“You could have pushed him up the chimney or stuffed him into the refrigerator,” I replied sarcastically.


“I had it all planned,” he reflected. “I started digging the hole the moment he said he was coming to collect his money. All I had to do was pump him with a few slugs, carry him into the backyard, throw him into the hole and fill it up. Perfect, don’t you think?”


“Yes. Perfect crimes like that make wonderful sleuths out of assess.”


I followed him through the badly lit corridor. Tilly has a tiresome habit of turning out lights in order to save on electricity. One of his former servants, George something-or-the-other, tells me that Tilly was once reading a book in his study when he realised the light in the hallway was not switched off. He got up, turned the light off in the study, went out to the hallway, turned the hallway light off too, struggled back to the study in the dark, stumbled over a tabouret whilst trying to turn the study light back on and dislocated his shoulder in the process.


Stepping gingerly, I followed him to the backyard. It didn’t take me long before I recognised the spot where Droopy currently resided. It was a freshly dug patch near the menagerie and surplus mud was still lying around conspicuously. Tilly had apparently done his utmost best not to conceal his cold-blooded crime. If he had endeavoured to cover his tracks the way he doctors his income tax returns, there would have been no problem at all but as events would have it, there was a lot to be swept under the carpet, so to say.


There was a shovel right next to the grave and Tilly made no gesture to reach for it. When I did not either, he regretfully got the message and began to dig obediently. Fifteen minutes later, huffing and puffing, he pulled the infamous Droopy Dick out and carried him inside. The cadaver was inside a state-of-the-art body bag, probably swiped from the PX at the Embassy of the United States. I untied the packet and drew the contents out, immediately sensing that something was amiss. There was absolutely no sign of blood. I turned the body over, which was yet to decompose beyond recognition. There was definitely no blood. I looked up at Droopy Dick’s alleged murderer and found him staring at me curiously.


“Anything wrong with my dead body?” he asked innocently.


“Where did you kill him?”


“In the lobby,” he replied.

“Show me.”


We came to the dark lobby. I flicked the lights on and asked him to tell me all that happened that eventful day. Tilly seemed to like the game and began when the alarm clock went off in the morning.


“Take it up from the moment you heard Droopy at the front door,” I suggested.


“I opened the door and let him in. He wanted to stay for a cup of tea and snacks. I took his coat and asked him to make himself comfortable in the drawing room. He didn’t know he was about to pay heavily for a cup of my Darjeeling and cashew nuts. When he was a safe distance away from me, I told him to stop, turn around very slowly with his hands well away from his sides, just like in the movies, and told him not to try any hocus-pocus with me. I had rehearsed it well but even then, I forget to take the gun out. Anyhow, by the time he could register the fact that the thing pointing menacingly at him was not a gun but rather a finger, I pulled my weapon out with my other hand. I shot him twice and then once again for good measure. There was a terrified expression on his face, he clutched at his heart and hit the floor. Bull’s eye, I told myself happily, and after scooping him into the body-bag, I carried him outside and threw him into the hole that awaited him impatiently.”


“Where was he standing when you shot him?”


“Right over there,” he pointed with his nose, “next to the door.”


I had a good long look at the door and sure enough, neatly wedged in the doorjamb and way off target was a bullet. A very short search later, I located the other bullets also.


“What are you looking for?” he asked suspiciously.


“I have found what I was looking for.”


“What on earth have you found in my doorjambs?” he demanded.


“There are three bullets in the doorjambs.”


“Bullets in the doorjambs?” he echoed, absolutely flabbergasted.


“Yes.”


“Who put them there?”


“Those bullets, my dear friend,” I threw an arm around his shoulder wearily, “are the ones you fired at Droopy. You didn’t hit him. You missed him by a couple of yards. He died of a heart attack when you pulled the gun on him. The poor bastard didn’t know you would have missed him even at point-blank range.”


Tilly posters me continuously these days and urges me to discover where Droopy stashed whatever incriminating evidence he held against him and other customers. He wants me to hand it over to him so that he can earn a bit of tax-free income. I’m sure this is just a ploy to find out whether I have actually unearthed Droopy’s treasure-trove. He’s even suggested once or twice that we could launch a joint venture. Tilly is actually afraid I might uncover whatever Droopy had on him and this is why he is presently being very chummy with me. He invites me to his sparsely attended parties and virtually forces gifts on me. I have, on the other hand, pretty much made up my mind that whenever I do locate Droopy’s cache, a lot of people will have a tough time, including Tilly perhaps.


Tilly eschews mention of the attempted murder of the late-lamented Droopy Dick. I have a strong suspicion he really feels disappointed about it and has had a few nightmares for mucking up yet another well-rounded plan. And knowing that I am also aware of his failure to graduate into the major league of criminals makes it all the more difficult for him to digest. Oh God! How he hates me!

Author’s Note:

Partially inspired by “The Gazebo”, I never intended to follow up this story with sequels. However, the characters of Tilly MacAdam and Captain Kidglove were simply too outrageous to be left alone and thereafter reappeared in more than a dozen capers. 

A Dream Come True


During the two odd years that I knew him, Toru Khan never invited me to his mansion. I don’t hold it against him despite the fact that during this period he remained a permanent fixture at my dining table whenever we arranged private or official dinners. I excused his lack of courtesy. After all, he provided good company, had a fine sense of humour, conversed well on all subjects, never annoyed nor embarrassed other guests, played a remarkable hand of bridge and fully appreciated my wife’s exquisite cuisine. She resented him thoroughly, though.


“He doesn’t even bring his own cigarettes,” she objected. “He’s a parasite. I detest people like that.”


“He wasn’t always like this,” I pointed out. “In fact, his lavish expenditures and conspicuous consumption are responsible for the shape he is in now.”


Toru Khan was the scion of an immensely opulent family that once owned almost the entire prefecture. Thanks to an over-indulgent mother and his own philandering, he was presently the master of but a few acres of real estate on the outskirts of town. Thousands of squares of land were brought under the hammer over the years to pay for Mama’s expensive jewellery, pink and purple diamonds, the latest haute couture, winter holidays around the Mediterranean and summers enjoying the midnight sun. The sedimentary wealth accounted for Toru’s trendy cars, horses, sessions of chemin de fer and expensive concubines. When the supply of money nose-dived, family possessions were sold to maintain dubious standards. Mama’s wardrobe, her jewellery and stones, vintage wine, Persian rugs, antiques, paintings, heirlooms, horses and cars came under the hammer, in that very order and in a matter of months.


Around the time I got to know him, Toru curbed his prodigal habits and devised a strategy to regulate his income and expenditures down to the last penny, which was tragically within sight. He quit drinking, squandering and gambling. The casino folded up soon thereafter! With a heavy heart, he disbanded his merry troupe of concubines and tried to marry into money. He didn’t find the kind of money he was interested in. That kind of money was looking for the sort of money he no longer had. And so with no options left, he spent his remaining wealth carefully in the hope that it would outlast him. He would have to die middle-aged for that!


I understood his compelling necessity to economise and resisted the temptation to surprise him at home, once an opulent mansion that now withered away, slowly but surely. At the same time, I made it a point to invite him every time I entertained. He even spent a couple of weekends with us, shared our family occasions and enjoyed them more than we ever did. On my thirtieth birthday, he walked unannounced into our bedroom at six in the morning with a cake and bed tea, naturally to my wife’s horror. She was absolutely livid when the bakery sent us a bill for the cake. Toru Khan was hardly attracted by the food and it was rather the company, festivity and glamour that lured him to us. He felt genuinely happy to be with us and I was often distressed whenever I thought about all he had thrown away, all those great times he might never have again.


That was all, of course, before Toru Khan became monstrously rich again.


When he missed three consecutive sessions of bridge and a lavish dinner I hosted in honour of my boss, I suspected he was annoyed and indignant at some innocent remark or gesture from one of my friends or my wife. My wife thought otherwise.


“He’s probably dead,” she pronounced. “Nothing else can explain his absence.”


“Don’t be so callous. He might be unwell with no one to attend to him.”


I dispatched Mukhdoom Sultan, a mutual friend, to find what had happened to Toru. Sultan returned gasping an hour later. I revived him with a Bloody Mary, pushed him into a comfortable armchair and awaited full disclosure.


“That blasphemous moron is in chilla,
” I was informed. “He will pray and meditate without interruption, without contact with the world at large, for another thirty-seven days, around the clock.”


A confirmed agnostic who had a mortifying tendency to flagrantly parade his disillusionment with divinity, Toru Khan was as much likely to commune with God as could a famished vulture be expected to ignore an unguarded corpse in the middle of the desert.


While my wife made preparations to celebrate the next five weeks of privacy, we waited impatiently for Toru Khan to come out of seclusion and explain his deliverance. A born-again Muslim was the last thing expected of him. We waited for him outside his home on the appointed day. He emerged from his chambers with forty days growth of shave, as many days of dirt on his clothes and a megaton of purity on his face. Before he mounted his horse and cantered off, he did display the courtesy of acknowledging us, but only slightly, the way I nod at my patwaris
 when they pay their respects.


Baffled and disappointed, we came back home. I left a short while later to inspect a far-off patwar
 circle but instructed Mukhdoom Sultan to keep me abreast of Toru Khan’s activities. I was stuck in the wilderness for the next two days because of heavy rains that inundated the mountain gorge lying along the way. As I waited for the water to subside, I learnt of Toru’s incredulous doings through the police wireless.

▲►▼◄▲


From where he passed us casually, Toru went straight to the Main Bazaar, procured services of four masons and a dozen labourers, purchased heaps of construction material, to be delivered at an indicated site within ten minutes, and proceeded to the small parcel of his real estate. Upon arrival there, meticulous measurements were made on the hitherto unused and mostly saline patch of land with the agitated Toru Khan throwing up wild tantrums each time the masons veered a fraction of a centimetre from demarcations their mercurial employer had in mind.


“Ask him what the idiot intends to do,” I instructed the operator at Wireless Control.


“They are digging a grave measuring fifteen feet by four,” I was told, which meant that either the dead man was enormously fat and quite short or that two tall men would go in the same grave in single file.


When I returned to headquarters, the grave lay completed, all fifteen by four feet of it. From a respectable distance and since Toru Khan would not permit anyone to approach, I observed it was covered with an archaic inscription made personally by Toru Khan with a spike and chisel. It was Greek for everyone. Foundations were being dug around the grave and a frenzied Toru Khan supervised the work like a Pharaoh’s taskmaster, driving the masons and labourers as if they were his serfs, his sharp tongue lashing with staccato repetition like a whip. 


I was relieved to see that the burgeoning crowd watching the spectacle was rather intrigued than amused. Toru Khan often made a fool of himself and I didn’t particularly fancy the idea of seeing him ridiculed on account of yet another idiosyncrasy.


“What do you think he is up to?” I asked of Mukhdoom Sultan who was maintaining a laborious vigil on Toru Khan’s latest obsession.


“Toru is preparing to construct a large sepulchre around the grave. He has hired some fancy architect who has brought along a team of artists and artisans. Looks as if they will do some frescoes and mosaic work on the building. One of the artists has gone back to buy up all antique tiles available in the market.”


“Is the silly ass about to spend his remaining money on this abomination?” I enquired.


“Sure seems he will have to do it on his own. His bank manager was around a few minutes ago and turned down a request for a cash credit limit.”


“What’s got into his head?”


“The bank manager’s?”


“No. Toru’s.”


“A dream,” he answered. 


“What dream?”


“Toru met an old man in his dream,” Sultan answered. This old man roamed these parts four or five hundred years ago. He was a wise man who could work miracles, cure the sick, drive evil out of the demented, provide justice to the denied, guide those who had erred and so on. He dedicated his life to humanity and cared little for his own needs, which were few anyway. He remained perpetually surrounded by people who begged to be blessed and so he did unselfishly but by the time he grew old, he had used up all his powers and was thus unable to find a panacea for the cancer rapidly eating into his body.”


“The old man has apparently regained some of that power to make an appearance in Toru Khan’s dreams,” I reflected.


“On the contrary, he has regained most of his powers.”


“Yes. I quite agree that five centuries of untroubled sleep can work wonders. But tell me, why did Rip Van Winkle choose to reveal himself to Toru?”


“It had to be Toru,” Sultan laughed. “You see, the old man is buried on Toru Khan’s land. That’s his grave over there! Although the old man is not in there physically, his spirit has been captured and buried in the grave.”


“Don’t tell me you believe this poppycock?”


“Of course I do,” he cried. “Why else would a skinflint like Toru Khan spend such a lot of money on an old man dead and gone for so many centuries?”


That made sense, of course, but I remained sceptical. I returned home wishing Toru Khan would soon get over this lunacy but this was not to be. Toru Khan’s fatuity continued unabated and what’s more, he invited me to inaugurate the mausoleum at a private ceremony when it was completed about three months later. Because it would have signified official patronage, I declined the offer politely. 


However, out of sheer curiosity, I did pay a visit to the place one night. I was stimulated by its serendipity. For construction done in a frantic hurry, it wasn’t bad at all. The mosaic work on the roof and frescoed walls were pretty attractive and in good taste and it seemed as if the stained-glass windows were pillaged straight out of a Gothic cathedral. A lot of money seemed to have been spent and I noted with disappointment that the sepulchre was marred to some extent by evidence of work completed in an extraordinary hurry, as if Toru Khan was competing against a deadline.


The shrine was inaugurated by my illustrious predecessor, who had seen Toru’s better days and who presumed incorrectly that he could wangle a return air ticket for Bermuda out of him. But the shrine was not open for public inspection. Toru installed a team of formidable, hefty factotums outside the shrine to ward off trespassers and inquisitive reporters. The shrine became famous overnight and the word of its perpetrator’s sudden and unexpected transformation travelled far and wide. Throughout the county, everyone talked of that nincompoop who had finally seen light. Some spoke of him with respect while others were curious about him, and more significantly, about the shrine!

For three weeks, Toru Khan stood his ground and refused to allow anyone into the shrine while crowds outside grew larger and larger. It developed into a significant law and order problem. The ripples reached the provincial headquarter and sure enough, the Home Secretary thought I had once again done something to breach public peace and wanted to know what was going on. In true bureaucratic fashion, he instructed me to nudge the worshippers in. Abiding my legalistic spirit, I instead ordered the local police station to maintain a small posse to safeguard the shrine and its harum-scarum defender. At the same time, I advised Toru to quickly obtain a restraining decree from the High Court.


One fine morning, the swelling crowd broke through police cordon and stormed inside. Most of the policemen on duty seized upon the opportunity and followed suit. I despatched reinforcements to spirit out trespassers and my truant policemen. We were forced to make a few arrests to discourage future adventurism. That night, a delegation formed outside my bungalow and demanded an audience. Mir Bashir, the Chairman of the local Town Committee whom I had recently indicted on popular demand for embezzlement of municipal funds and who now sought to re-establish his credentials, led the vocal protestors and was relishing his reinstatement.


“We want to be blessed by the shrine,” he told me when I came out to calm his friends down and to ask them to desist from calling me names.


“I’m afraid I am unable to allow that unless we have Toru Khan’s explicit permission granting ingress,” I explained. “The shrine is on his land, as you obviously know, and he built it out of his own money. He is entitled to complete privacy and the full protection of the law. I can’t see how I have the authority to allow you access to the shrine. It is like letting a circus into someone’s house.”


“Baba Faiz
 is not Toru Khan’s exclusive property,” an old man growled.


“Oh! I see that the grand old man now has a name,” I grinned.


“Listen to me Sahib Bahadur,
” a local landowner leaned forward menacingly. I recalled seeing him hurriedly getting out of my way many a time during my visits to the town. Baba Faiz appeared to have infused a lot of courage in him. “Baba Faiz may have drifted into that pervert’s dream but this doesn’t mean no one else can partake of his powers and receive his boundless blessings.”


Mir Bashir decided he had been quiet for too long, a full three minutes in fact, and put his foot into his mouth. “Sahib Bahadur,” he began philosophically, “wouldn’t you agree that by denying us Baba Faiz, your good friend Toru Khan is interfering with our freedom to worship?”


I thought I had them there. “Well, strictly speaking, if you people plan to worship before your Baba Faiz, I may just have to haul you guys in for misdirected devotion and polytheism, if not apostasy!”


The local maulvi
 came out of the shadows to reveal himself, and was greeted with enthusiastic cheers from the rest of the mob. “We already have a fatwa,
” he clarified. 


We were getting nowhere and I thought fit to get rid of them for the present. I needed to buy time to wait for the other shoe to drop. Mukhdoom Sultan had hinted that fearing another frontal attack, Toru would capitulate of his own volition sooner or later. 


“Listen, I make no promises,” I said, “but I will look into the matter. As Mir Bashir has pointed out so sarcastically, Toru Khan is a friend and it is possible I might be able to reach some sort of an arrangement with him. Having said that, however, I would also suggest that you should try and plead your case with him at your own level too. He’s not entirely unreasonable, I assure you.”


They had already done their damnedest with him and failed. And so it was left to me to mediate. Toru Khan granted me an interview the next day and finding him in an expansive mood, I talked him into opening the shrine to the general public twice a week. Things quietened for a few days but then the crowds bulged all over again, caused by a young man who announced his lisp had disappeared. No one remembered his lisp but they all agreed he definitely didn’t have one any more. An old tailor from a nearby village informed the gathering that Baba Faiz had cured his epilepsy. And so the stories flew around, getting embellished as they travelled the land.


Toru Khan was ultimately forced to grant unhindered access to the public. The police detail that separated him from the horde of bullish worshippers no longer liked the job they were doing. He could quite possibly have been lynched. There was plenty of talk about strapping him to the tallest date tree behind the Town Hall where brigands had breathed their last in the good old days.


As I have already said, I had my doubts about the many alleged miracles of Toru Khan’s resurrected healer but the masses had full faith in him. They came to the shrine, placed massive floral wreaths over the grave, put nazranas
 in the large green boxes provided for this purpose and then made their wishes. Some professed Baba Faiz had favoured them, granted their wishes, while others came back again and again and strove harder and harder to get themselves on his right side.


My cook took a night off, spent it at the shrine and requested Baba Faiz to bless him with a son. A few days later, he was the proud father of a baby boy. We later found out his wife had been expecting, an omission he conveniently made while conveying the good news to us. However, he did persist in the misplaced belief that if he had neglected to pay a visit to the shrine, the baby would have been a burdensome girl instead of a promising boy. To show his appreciation, he made a donation of two months’ salary to the shrine and named his son Faiz Mohammed.


And so it went on.


In the meantime, as the owner of the shrine and the undisputed custodian of all the nazranas made to Baba Faiz, Toru Khan became rich. With his increasing wealth, Toru Khan first purchased two hundred acres of valuable land surrounding his own. The neighbours were happy to sell at prices well below the prevalent market rate. He used two acres to expand the courtyards of the shrine. Toru Khan laid out a fine, state-of-the-art orchard in the remaining one hundred and ninety-eight acres. When neighbours protested, Toru explained Baba Faiz had a fondness for mangoes. They not only withdrew their complaint but also apologised to the affronted Toru Khan and then spent hours genuflecting before Baba Faiz to seek his forgiveness.


Toru Khan next had the shrine air-conditioned and put in lush wall-to-wall Bokhara carpets. A few weeks later, he added washrooms with hot and cold water, a community kitchen and a large dining hall where his servants ensured he succeeded in the restaurant business too. Then he bought a coach to transport pilgrims to and from the bus stand and the railway station. He also ordered a Ferrari for himself. He spent one quarter of the nazranas made by the pilgrims on the shrine itself and retained the balance for himself. By the end of the year, he was a millionaire many times over.


To celebrate the occasion, Toru Khan invited me to dinner at his mansion, restored, renovated and refurnished.

“I like that racket of yours,” I ventured, but only after having enjoyed the delicious food. “A nice gimmick! I wonder why no one ever thought of it before. No risk involved and plenty of return guaranteed from plenty of fools. I must say I really admire your modus operandi and the way you engineered and handled it.”


“Oh yes,” he chuckled. “I hope you will keep this to yourself. Some people suspect as much but are too scared of Baba Faiz to say so openly.”


“I was positively certain what you were up to right from the beginning,” I told him. “I knew all along your fakir is bogus.”


“Baba Faiz is hardly a dud!” Toru Khan protested vehemently. “He has worked at least one wonder. He’s made me rich again.”

Thou Shalt Not Tempt

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


Over a cup of tea, I asked him how he was robbed. Tilly, a friend I can do without, tensed and was reluctant to settle my inquiry.


“How do you know I’ve been robbed?” he asked after pretending unsuccessfully not to have heard.


“I wouldn’t be much of a police officer otherwise,” I remarked sardonically.


“I’m aware of that, Maigret,” he snapped. “I did not report the crime so if you already know about it, you are probably responsible for it.”


“Please don’t call me Maigret,” I requested politely. “Actually, the insurance company called us to register a complaint because you neglected or chose not to do so. How much was the necklace worth?”


“It was insured for a quarter of a million,” he replied evasively. 


I then asked him if the necklace belonged to him. 


“No,” he growled. “It belongs to that stray dog that nearly died after biting you the other day. Of course the necklace was mine, you idiot! I don’t wear it if that’s what you’re getting at.”


“Why didn’t you report the theft? I’m sure the insurance company required a report to the police.”


“They have already paid up,” he beamed. “Willy-nilly they’d have had to. Failing to report the theft was obviously required under the terms of the insurance policy but I didn’t bother. I’m one of their most valued clients. They can’t afford to dilly-dally with me.”


“Where did you keep your precious necklace? Under your pillow?”


Tilly was clearly offended. 


“I have a safe,” he announced. “It is hand-made by a Swede who worked for the internationally renowned E.A. Rosengrens of Göteborg. You must have noticed the safe when I let you into my bedroom once or twice. I had it installed on the instructions of the insurance agent. Naturally, I adjusted the cost of the safe against the premium. It is small and neat but very secure. It has one of those combination locks one can’t break with stethoscopes or any other sophisticated gadgetry like that.”


“Did you set the combination or is it still on all the zeroes?”


“It is still set on all the zeroes,” Tilly admitted sheepishly. “I reckoned it was the last combination a thief would try.”


“What else was taken? You usually have wads of cash lying around.”


“There were a few bills in the safe. I banked most of my money last week.”


“Ah! So Stephen Leacock starts trusting the banks!” I exclaimed. “Was anything else stolen?”


He sighed and revealed it all.


“My original locks of hair,” he began. “I safeguarded them against astronomical odds for thirty years. They were wrapped in one of those fine chamois bags that a Royal Salute comes in. They are particularly valuable. Contain my DNA, you know. I fell off a tree when I was young and my body chemistry sort of got warped. Those locks of hair are my true manifestation.”


“So?”


“They are crucial in case I decide to get myself cloned,” Tilly explained. “The future of civilisation has to be considered, you know.”


I suppressed a yawn. “What else?”


“Also missing are my first dummy, my first bib and a few of my first nappies.”


“Get on with it,” I persisted. “Anything that smelled better?”


“My first feeding bottle, my first baby boots, my first rattle. Other things like that.”


I was encouraged. “Your first school report?”


“No,” he simpered and added, much as I always suspected, “it wasn’t worth keeping.” Then he started weeping. “All my treasures, my keepsakes!” he whined. “He swiped them all.”


I leaned forward conspiratorially. “Who?”


Tilly went on the defensive, visibly shaken. “The thief, of course.”


I took out my small notebook and quickly jotted down a few details. “Tell me what happened.”


“I went to sleep at about ten and woke up as usual at six in the morning,” Tilly reported. “The safe was open and everything was gone.”


“As simple as that?”


“As simple as that,” he echoed confidently.


“You don’t exactly sleep like a log,” I pointed out. “I believe you wake up at the slightest noise or movement in the room. A slight rustle of the curtain, for example. Dr. Azrael suspects you can probably even hear yourself snoring. That darned safe is hardly a few feet from your bed so I can’t believe someone pulled off a robbery as conveniently as you claim. Level with me, Tilly!”


“I took a sleeping pill,” he answered and picked up a small, crumpled packet lying very conveniently nearby. We were sitting by the way in the backyard where Tilly had buried Droopy Dick. “Here it is,” he said. “You can read the inscription. Intestopan.”


“Intestopan is not a sedative,” I observed casually. “If I’m not mistaken, it relieves stomach disorders.”


He shrugged indifferently and threw the empty packet away where it joined a heap of litter that would rot for eternity. “It makes me feel sleepy.”


Tilly’s intransigence and unwillingness to discuss the issue further dissuaded me from pursuing my investigation and so I pampered him into talking about the necklace. 


“Why would you possess a necklace?” I probed. “Your good mother has been dead for years. Your sisters disown you and draw together when you are mentioned. Your cousins and aunts want to drive a stake through your heart and since you are least likely to wear it yourself, who was it meant for?”


Tilly was more than eager to volunteer this particular piece of information. “It was to be a present for Dina Comacho.”


“Dina Comacho, the film actress? The one who’s married to that grotesque film producer?”


“Actually, it is the other way around,” he clarified. “The ugly film producer is married to her.”


“How do you know Dina?”


“Dina Comacho is my current girl-friend,” he declared proudly.


“It’s the other way around,” I corrected. “You are her current boy-friend. Not much of one, I must add. Her choice confounds me. Does the film producer know?”


“Forget about the film producer,” he frowned. “You want to know about me and Dina Comacho, don’t you?”


“I want to know about you and Dina Comacho and the filched necklace,” I answered wryly.


“There’s nothing more to be said about the necklace,” he returned impassively. “Have another cup of my expensive Darjeeling,” he offered and I declined. “Have one of my Havana cigars,” he went on. “It would be a good change from those cut-rate cheroots that you pull at.” 


Since he was quite obviously bent on becoming more offensive and abusive if I outstayed my welcome any further, I got up to leave. 


“You may depart,” he allowed, flicking his hand arrogantly without bothering to get up from his monstrous wicker chair that was fashioned after the Peacock Throne by a spastic artificer.


I moved towards the frightful house. “I want to see if there are any fingerprints we can lift,” I explained.


“Be my guest,” he said graciously. “The thief might even have left his calling card, you never know.”


“A fingerprint is a thief’s calling card, if he has a record,” I informed Tilly and went inside. 


Fingerprints were littered across Tilly’s bedroom and I required assistance from a full team to sort them out. Some of the prints were so clear they could be lifted with scotch tape. Judging by the ridges and whorls in the prints picked up by the fingerprint crew, quite a few people had lurked around Tilly’s bedroom during the recent past. 


Because he presently has no servants, because he is so stingy, and has only a charwoman on whom the cheapskate keeps a vigilant watch, I expected the fingerprints would be quite revealing. Our forensics wizard, a young man everyone calls ‘Shorty’ because he is almost two and a half metres tall, stormed excitedly into my office with his report the following morning when I was in meeting with Inspector Alf Capone, my temporary staff officer.


Shorty ignored my hostile glare and communicated his findings. 


“I’ve discovered three distinct sets of prints,” he said proudly.


“Who do they belong to?”


“One belongs to your friend ---”


“That cross-grained lout is not my friend,” I howled. “He’s only an acquaintance. It’s my misfortune that I know him at all. And anyway, how do you know they are his? I didn’t see anyone take a match for comparison.”


“We didn’t need to, Captain,” Shorty replied. “Your friend, I beg your pardon, your acquaintance has a police record as long as both my arms placed together.” He tried to illustrate exactly what he meant and I waved him on. “Perhaps Alf can tell you more about him.”


I looked at Alf Capone and demanded why he had neglected to inform me about Tilly’s criminal record.


“It is almost the holy gospel, Captain,” Alf Capone spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “The whole city wonders why you fraternise with him. Even the sewer rats know about him. He’s a pariah.”


I pondered over that for a while. A murderer he almost was but a criminal? I must have been blind. “I don’t fraternise with him. I socialise with him. It’s a heavy burden that I carry. Go on. Tell me about him.”


“He’s been questioned occasionally in connection with a number of robberies,” Capone began. “Very curious crimes too! He stole a tricycle when he was six, a bicycle when he was fourteen, a motorcycle when he was eighteen, a motor car when he was twenty-three and a tourist coach when he was twenty-nine.”


“Wow! At this amazing progression,” I reflected, “he’s ripe for a skyjacking. This is news for me, of course. I knew he did fishy things but I wasn’t aware he’s a possible kleptomaniac. Come to think of it, I must again ask that moron about that gold tie-pin I forgot in his bathroom last month which he insists I must have flushed down the toilet for some inexplicable reason.” 


Capone suppressed a snigger and Juno agreed with an emphatic movement of his over-sized head.


“Has he ever been convicted?”


“His record shouts that the police have something against him and that he’s a victim of police persecution. His rap sheet shows he’s been charged many a time but on each occasion, witnesses resiled and the courts had to acquit him. Once or twice, even the complainants turned out to be hostile witnesses.”


“What about the other two sets of prints? Have they matched up?” I inquired.


“Very much so. One belongs to Cadaverous Jack, the bumbling safe-cracker.”


“Oh no! Not him again,” I frowned and instructed Capone to have him watched.


“The third set,” Juno continued excitedly, “came off Droopy Dick, the master extortionist who vanished a while back. The precinct is buzzing. The guys tell me this is the biggest break in the Droopy Case so far. Barmy will be morbidly curious about this development.”


Barmy Phil, Droopy’s elder brother, was utterly relieved when he learnt of his baby brother’s disappearance. Barmy was an honourable citizen who often faced embarrassment each time Droopy got arrested for drunken driving or similar other respectable offences like dancing in front of the town hall in the nude and attempting to kiss, for a start, the mayor’s wife. When Barmy learnt there were more than five million bucks in Droopy’s account that could devolve upon him provided Droopy’s dead body turned up from somewhere, he filed a missing person report at the nearest precinct in an endeavour to set the ball rolling, so to say. 


He then instituted rather premature proceedings in the court to have Droopy declared legally dead. In addition to this, Barmy put up a reward, a substantial amount was indicated, for anyone who could furnish information leading to discovery of Droopy’s preferably dead body. I knew where the body was of course and was comforted that I had not disclosed this to Tilly. He was in a manner of speaking responsible for Droopy’s premature departure from the material world. Without weighing the consequences, Tilly would have told Barmy where to find his kid brother, just to claim the reward, and Tilly and I would have ended up in jail.


“Forget about Droopy,” I said. “I’m already working on that. We must concentrate on Cadaverous Jack.”


A short while later, Capone reported that Cadaverous Jack was thought to be travelling in Faith County to crack a few safes.


“I’m to be informed the minute he is back in town,” I told Capone. “Meanwhile, go visit the County Magistrate and let it slip that I continue to sulk over the way he whipped me on the green last year. When he has bored you sufficiently with all his golfing accomplishments, get him to sign a subpoena to bug Tilly’s telephone. Indulge him and humour him further if you have to but don’t come back empty-handed. Secondly, place a stakeout on Tilly’s foul house and don’t forget to tell the boys not to be afraid of his Doberman Pinschers. Socrates and Diotima wag their tails the minute they see strangers approaching. Tilly trained them personally.”


Tilly’s criminal activities and the botched murder of Droopy Dick had me worried. I had a suspicion Tilly was intent on majoring into a master criminal through some hit-and-miss schemata. I didn’t need to be a super-sleuth to break the case relating to the theft of the mysterious necklace and although the evidence wasn’t much to go on, I couldn’t ask for more. If my hunch was right, the mystery of the filched necklace already stood solved. A little bit of patience and every piece would eventually fall into its proper place.

▲►▼◄▲


Three days later, Tilly received an anonymous call from an agent who wished to sell him interesting merchandise. The two agreed to meet in Tilly’s unsightly house that evening. A few minutes before the appointed time, my boys noticed Cadaverous Jack lurking in the esplanade opposite Tilly’s grotesque house. He fled when he recognised one of my beagles. Luckily, Cadaverous Jack didn’t slip through our fingers again. Both Tilly and Jack were grabbed by my hounds when the two made a clandestine rendezvous the next day in a gay bar and exchanged a large parcel for a small one containing, we later discovered, ten thousand bucks in counterfeit currency. My friendship aside, I was pretty keen on putting both of them in the dock but there was nothing I could charge them with. They had simply traded worthless keepsakes for counterfeit currency that had Play Money written over it in very fine print. 


After Tilly howled for ten minutes reminding us of his fundamental rights and threatened to call his lawyer, we let him go. Fortunately Cadaverous Jack wasn’t that rich! The interrogators got nothing out of him and, therefore, I decided to have a shot at him myself. Whacking my truncheon along my trouser legs, taking due care not to hurt myself, I tried to impress him with my personality. When that didn’t work, I kicked him, twisted his arms, slapped his face, pulled his hair, stepped on his fingers, struck his knee-caps, thrashed his posterior with my staff sergeant’s plimsoll but he offered to squeal only when we considered tickling him. It was a relief because my tickling expert was on vacation.


“Where is the necklace?” I demanded.


“I gave it to my mother.”


“And I suppose she loved it?”


“No. Not really.”


“Why not?” I asked and he told me. “All right,” I sighed. “Now you can tell me everything even though I’m pretty sure what happened.”


“Tilly came to my joint and asked me to fix the lock on his bedroom door,” Jack began. “I don’t usually do minor work personally. I have a couple of apprentices to take care of petty jobs but because the guy looked loaded, I thought I should size up his house. He left me in his bedroom and told me to look after the unseemly house while he fetched food for his dogs from the deli down the road. There was nothing wrong with the lock. The goof was using the wrong key. That gave me plenty of time to prowl and look for valuables. There were none lying around but I did find his funny-looking safe. I think it was one of the three custom-made safes crafted by that drunken Swede who quit the trade and become a milkman. It took me hours to open the damn thing since I wasn’t carrying my bag of tricks. The safe opened accidentally when I set the combination lock at all the zeroes, the way I found it. The nincompoop hadn’t even set the combination.”


“That nincompoop happens to be a friend of mine,” I said to him. “Moreover, he neglected to set the combination mainly to confuse maestros like you.”


Cadaverous Jack flashed an embarrassed smile. “Anyway, I found an expensive-looking necklace in the safe and lots of baby things. I took them along for good measure. The old lady is expecting you see. A few days back, I started thinking and told myself that this memorabilia must be worth a small fortune to that weirdo considering he kept it locked up in a safe. So I called him on the phone and would you believe it, he promised me ten grand for returning his trash. As for the necklace, he didn’t want to talk about it at all.”


I had innocently presumed Tilly was paying Jack to get the necklace back and frowned at my naïveté. Anyhow, we put Jack in the can for a few days. As for Tilly, I paid him a courtesy call that evening and found him in a convivial mood, eager to mend his fences with me.


“Greetings, Maigret,” he sparkled and offered me a bite from his chocolate bar. “A social call, I imagine?”


I was in no mood to alleviate his fear. “Not exactly. I’ve come to inform you that I have decided to tell the insurance company how you defrauded them.”


“What do you mean?”


“The necklace,” I reminded him.


“You’ve found it?”


“It was never stolen. You called Cadaverous Jack, left him in your room so he could steal the necklace, which he did without knowing he was swiping an imitation and that he was actually being conned into pinching it.”


Tilly was visibly annoyed with me for having solved the riddle.


“The police should never be called in when an honest bloke wants to pull off a minor fraud,” he complained bitterly. “Where did I go wrong?”


“You chose the wrong man for the job. There are plenty of better safecrackers loitering about in the street. Jack is an idiot with a record longer than Golden Gate Bridge. We traced him from his fingerprints without any problem. Furthermore, he is stupid and predictably, he was careless. He obviously forgot to wipe the room completely clean. Or you came back too soon. Or maybe Jack didn’t bother. From then onwards, it was simple. It was otherwise well planned but three things went wrong. First, your selection of Cadaverous Jack was kind of tactless. Secondly, Jack left his fingerprints behind and finally, the bum was so greedy he even nicked your cheap keepsakes.”


“Precious keepsakes,” Tilly snarled.


“Possibly in the sense that they are classically reminiscent of an upbringing that went terribly wrong,” I suggested. “Anyway, you know what happened after than.”


“Can you prove everything?”


“Of course I can.”


“You can’t,” he smirked. “It is pure conjecture. You know you can’t make the charges stick if you make the mistake of prosecuting me. Cadaverous Jack is the only witness you have. He’ll be the last person to co-operate with you, I can assure you of that.”


I was frustrated. I had no plan to prosecute him at all but the way he taunted me drove me up the wall. All I wanted was for Tilly to hand over the real necklace to me so that we could recover it from Jack for return to its rightful owner, that being Tilly, and so that the insurance company could claim a refund from their client, that being Tilly. The only person that would have to go to jail was Cadaverous Jack. That was a minor inconvenience for Jack because jail was like a second and much more comfortable home to him.


“Only Jack knows the necklace he filched was an imitation, Maigret. You don’t know that. My lawyer will argue that he had an imitation made, fenced the real one and presented the fake necklace to his dear mother.”


I couldn’t charge Jack for stealing an imitation especially when the theft was engineered and abetted by Tilly without Jack realising it. It was an inane situation. Tilly had made a few mistakes but his plan had delivered. He still held on to the necklace and at the same time, he had collected its insured value from the insurance company. The losers were Jack, the insurance company, Jack’s mum and myself. Jack pulled off a robbery for nothing. The insurance company was defrauded. Jack’s mum landed a fake necklace. And I was unable to do anything about it. 


I was real sore and Tilly knew it.


“Calm down, Maigret,” he smirked. “Have another cup of Darjeeling or would you like me to fix you a Bucks Fizz? Rather early in the day but of course you have no taste.”


The invitation for a cup of tea or an imaginary Bucks Fizz proved to be a rightful disaster. I was so angry and cut up that I had no choice. I arrested Tilly for possession of smuggled tea. Tilly was bailed out the next day but in the euphoria over his recent coup, he held no grudge. We are still friends, though he offers me tea no more. He signals towards only his expensive Havana cigars. Smuggled, of course!
Doctor’s Orders


I graduated rather belatedly from medical school after eleven years of tireless cramming and licking professorial shoes. Being an eternal optimist, I figured everything would now be hunky-dory. I would soon get a cushy job and have plenty of scandalous romances with innocent, pretty nurses and emotionally drained patients. I would buy a cool car, build a posh and palatial manor on Millionaires’ Row, open up a numbered bank account and watch it grow healthy. When finally fatigued by innocent, pretty nurses and emotionally drained patients, I would then marry a monstrously rich lady with a terminal disease.


As has often happened with me, I miscalculated miserably, just as I had done earlier when I opted for medical school instead of signing up for a six-month course in gunsmithing. I wasn’t aware I would have to use a stethoscope on people’s nails and palms and put a stamp of authenticity on bogus medical certificates to eke out an honest living. There were lots and lots of shocks in store for me, lining up one after the other, and little did I know I was all set for quite a rude awakening.


I got my first jolt when I failed to find a job. There were far too many doctors chasing too few jobs. I was destined to face the harsh realities of urban life, such as unemployment. I received a second shock when my landlord smashed me with a court order directing me to vacate my rented apartment. I had defaulted on the payment of rent for the last eight months and the landlord’s case of acute and chronic dysentery had unfortunately been cured. Rather surprisingly, he was permanently cured. I had not intended it to happen so soon. I must have prescribed the wrong medicine.


A couple of months earlier, the schmuck said he would waive rental arrears if I agreed to quit the lodgings voluntarily. I thanked him coldly, told him I would settle my bills in another few days and shift to a decent place the minute I got a job. A fortnight later, he improved his offer and offered me a handsome tribute if I left. I informed him I didn’t believe in extortion and that he would have to endure my tenancy for a little while more. The next week, he hit me with a decree from the Court of the Rent Controller and I was out on the street without shelter and without a job.


I suffered my third setback when I was forced to vend my stethoscope to an amused medical student in order to buy food. My honour did not permit me to fall back on reserves, in this case my parents who had a lot more money than they could handle. They had managed it with so much care over the twenty odd years I’d known them that I realised finding a job would turn out to be leisurely exercise as compared to persuading them to part with a mere fraction of their enormous wealth. And so, I spent the nights on the platform at the railway station, my small suitcase tied to my feet. I curbed my indulgent culinary instincts, skipped a meal a day and walked all over town in the heat and dust in search for a job.


I answered a promising advertisement in a newspaper someone had left behind in the park and struck pay dirt after several weeks of unemployment and hunger. A senior doctor, the advertisement claimed, needed a young and energetic partner to help him attend to a rapidly expanding, affluent clientele. Thirteen doctors turned up for the audition. Twelve of them were rejected. Luckily, I was not amongst them. I discovered later that I was selected only because I was from out of town and, was, therefore, neither unaware of the senior doctor’s history nor likely to find out soon enough.


The senior doctor was an angel, a thorough gentleman and a liar. He claimed he once served in an advisory capacity for the Swiss Navy and on another occasion had sold railway engines to the Royal Coastguards of Afghanistan. This was, of course, pure baloney because the Swiss Navy would never require foreign advisors and the Afghan Government is too poor to afford railway engines and instead leases them from the Fiji Islands.


“I trust you will find the salary comfortable,” he said to me.


I could hardly believe my good fortune. The pay package was more than adequate. It was too good to be true, really.


“I have a good practise,” he went on. “More patients than I can handle, in fact. Unfortunately, I’m getting old and can’t give proper attention to each and every patient. My reputation is too damn good and it doesn’t make economic sense to retire just yet. There’s still a few million left in me. You will find that even though I will no longer work as much as I used to now that you have arrived, yet most patients will insist on seeing me rather than you. I hope you won’t resent that or take offence. They will need a little bit of time to get used to you. It’s only natural.”


“Yes,” I agreed readily. “It is only natural. I attended a seminar on patient behaviour during my first year at Medical School. I thoroughly understand the patients’ psyche.”


“You can examine any number of patients you like,” he offered graciously, “provided they don’t walk past you. Whatever money we make together is mine. You get only your salary, except for what I add on the top.”


“Fair enough,” I said. “I hope there will be no problem with that. I will get my salary on time every month, won’t I?”


“You can have this month’s salary in advance,” he smiled and slid a heavy envelope across the table. I blinked foolishly and thrust it gratefully into my pocket


“Oh! I almost forgot,” he added after we shook hands on the deal. “I think it would be highly unfair of me not to share the benefits of our relationship and I can’t really conceive that you should subsist merely on your paltry salary. You can fill out all medical certificates and keep the fees. That will, I feel, compensate you to some considerable extent.”


“Well, thanks a lot,” I replied happily. 


The senior doctor wasn’t bad at all. I admired his generosity till I found out what was going on. I worked with the senior doctor for more than three months. He saw all the patients and I wrote out all the bogus medical certificates and earned a fat packet of money. However, my state of opulence was short-lived. I resigned from the job as the senior doctor’s under-study when I discovered he wasn’t a doctor at all.


He was a quack.


“I’m not a quack,” he announced indignantly when I confronted him. “It’s just that I am not a qualified doctor. There’s a world of difference between the two. If I had been a licensed practitioner, why did you suppose I let you write out all the fake medical certificates?”


“You conveyed an impression of being generous,” I said accusingly.


“Don’t be so utterly presumptuous, young man,” he retorted, visibly annoyed. “I presumed you knew I needed a qualified doctor on my payroll to remain in business. Otherwise the avaricious police inspector down the road will saunter into my clinic and pick me up and keep me in wrongful confinement till such time as I diagnose his greed accurately and relieve it with a suitably significant token of my appreciation.”


“I can’t work with you,” I announced. “It will tarnish my career.” 


“You don’t have a career yet,” he pointed out and then shrugged indifferently. “I guess I’ll have to shut down the clinic until I find a new doctor.”


The money I earned from working with the senior doctor and from writing all those phoney medical certificates lasted five months. Thereafter I was back at the railway station with my suitcase tied to my feet. Just like before. 


After eight days on railway platform benches, where I ran into a number of former patients who wanted to know why and where I travelled to so frequently, I went back to the senior doctor and discovered he had found a replacement. I came back to the railway station, defeated like a battle-hardened Iraqi soldier but determined to emerge victorious like an inflation-hardened South American.


When I failed to find a suitable job, I guiltily reconciled myself to the fact that I had to look not for a job but rather search out a quack seeking a qualified doctor. The task was onerous, but far from impossible. 


There were so many quacks around that there was no dearth of openings. All I really needed to do was to wait for a quack’s real doctor to quit. In the meantime, I found a position as a salesman at a drug store, a job lasting a couple of days and from which I was fired because my boss complained I couldn’t read a prescription properly. When I disclosed I was a qualified doctor myself, he roared with laughter and had the temerity to claim he was Roger Rabbit which, quite obviously, he wasn’t because I have seen the movie and there isn’t the slightest resemblance.


A few days later, I got a job with a certain ‘Doctor’ Ganoorawala.


“You’re not to touch any of my patients,” he waved a finger at my stethoscope and cautioned sternly. “Even if they have only an itch on their nails. The minute you do, you’re finished, forgotten, dead, a relic of the past. You’ll become pure history as far as my illustrious clinic is concerned.”


“I see.”


“And understand?”


“I do,” I nodded obediently.


“Good. Interference may discourage some of my regular patients. The fools who come to this fraud-house don’t have any faith in real doctors and the only reason they tolerate a real doctor inside these premises is because I can’t have a sign outside declaring this goldmine is a clinic unless there is a qualified mechanic inside.”


“I’ll observe the ground rules,” I assured him.


Ganoorawala was not a quack. He was something worse. He was a witch doctor. I often heard patients yelling and screaming in Ganoorawala’s eerie examination room. I don’t know what he did with them but they invariably came back for more. When he examined the imbeciles, he would close all doors and deny entry to even the closest of relatives. Incredibly enough, he cured them all. Temporarily, that is, because they always came back to him after a couple of months or so, complaining of the same symptoms. 


In addition to being an awful quack, Ganoorawala was also a cheat because he tried to con me into buying his car which he said was brand new and, according to the meter, had logged less than ten thousand kilometres. It was a bloody rattletrap.


“I didn’t fiddle with the odometer,” he assured me.


“In that case,” I pointed out, “this awful wreck has probably been driven in reverse gear for more than a million kilometres!” Refusal to buy his lemon soured our relations to quite some extent but that wasn’t the reason why I resigned his employment. 


I quit that job when Ganoorawala failed to exorcise a young boy through electric shocks and instead ended up electrocuting the damn fool. Ganoorawala, someone told me, is currently in a maximum-security lunatic asylum, where he belonged in any case. Pleading insanity spared him from the gas chamber. I’ve also been told he practises his weird medicine openly in the asylum. In those both serene and turbulent surroundings, he doesn’t need a qualified doctor to legitimise his vocation.


My next job was inevitably with another quack. ‘Doctor’ Augustus Octavius Cureall was my best quack ever. He was a perfect gentleman and a nearly perfect ‘doctor’. A perfect quack, I mean. The only complaint I have against him was that once he literally forced me to purchase a weather-beaten wristwatch from him. I had to politely decline the offer because I already had a watch and secondly, the watch he was trying to unload was made in Mozambique. Confusion worse confounded, it consistently ran backwards. According to Cureall, that was what made the merchandise in question all the more valuable and attractive.


“It runs backwards,” I complained.


“Do you know anything about physics?” he asked.


“If physics has something to do with a wristwatch that runs backwards, then apparently not.”


“Physicists today claim that the universe is expanding, even now,” he explained. “However, most agree it will not expand indefinitely. A time will come when the universe will stop expanding and shall actually start contracting. That is when time will begin running backwards. Think how useful this wristwatch will be then. Everyone will start manufacturing watches that run backwards but yours will be the first of its kind.”


Like all good quacks, Cureall wouldn’t allow me to interfere with his patients. I didn’t get sore on that account and we soon developed a top-drawer working relationship. Much to my deep regret, I had to leave the position when Cureall’s son graduated from medical school. However, even the young master is not permitted to mingle with papa’s clientele. All the regular patients go to Cureall Senior and Cureall Junior merely writes out counterfeit medical certificates.


I spent another eight years with quacks, moving from one quack to another due to one reason or the other. I became a quack specialist, so to say. At times, I happened to be in great demand. My last quack was ‘Doctor’ Bellwhiz and my stay with him was so lucrative that it enabled me to resign of my own volition to set up an independent practise. We remained together for almost four years and during that time, I filled out millions upon millions of fraudulent medical certificates and also got to examine some of his patients whenever he was too busy or when he happened to be on camping holidays in the Gobi Desert.


‘Doctor’ Bellwhiz has the largest practise I have ever come across. Patients come to him virtually in truckloads. People wait months for an appointment. Others line up for hours in hope of walk-in consultation. Ninnies with no ailments whatsoever yearn to see Bellwhiz and fabricate symptoms just to get the feel of him. 


Bellwhiz examines his patients with small bells tied to his finger. The tenor of the ringing bells tells him what is wrong with the ass sitting on the stool next to him. Well, at least that’s the impression he conveys. Once I changed my appearance and masquerading as a patient, walked into his dimly lit chambers and complained I was experiencing severe headaches. He put those daft bells around his finger and ran them across my head, the bells ringing loudly as his hand moved from my forehead to my skull and back. Then he ran his hands, with the bells still around that naughty finger, up and down my spine. Finally, without raising the stethoscope from around his neck to his ears, he pressed it against my chest, stomach, back, forehead, knees and lastly against the back of my hand, as if it told him everything he needed to know. 


Without saying anything, he pulled a small board towards him. It had a lot of squares with numbers written inside. He took out a small dice-like contraption from the top drawer of his massive kidney-shaped desk and rolled it across the board. It stopped over the numerical eighty-seven. He pulled the prescription pad towards him and like all doctors, wrote something illegible over it. I handed Bellwhiz his fee, he gave me the prescription and we smiled at each other. I came out and received a small packet containing tablets from the smiling dispenser. When I later had them analysed, they turned out to be simple aspirin.


I was about ten years in arrears when I started an independent practise. I wasted all that time when I should actually have been working in a hospital but instead I had an apparently worthless experience of working with quacks and witch doctors. But I soon realised this experience could at least lure patients, if not heal them.


My independent practise suffered many reversals initially. After five futile months, I decided it was safer to bet on the sensible principle of “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em”. I examine my patients the way quacks do. Sometimes I pick up the darned stethoscope from the table and press it against a patient’s nose or ear or his tongue or foot and the poor idiots don’t care less if the other end doesn’t leave the table. It’s the instrument or the machine that counts, not the way one uses it. If a patient complains of a sprained ankle, we bandage up his head. If he says he has muscular pain, we give him cough syrup and so on and so forth. If a patient has a bad tooth, we take out his appendix. We do strange things to keep patients happy, you know, so that they come back again and again, or go to some other witch doctor. We work on the presumption that if we lose a patient, he will definitely go to another quack clinic and there’s a good chance that some of the ignoramuses who give up on other quack clinics will come to us.


I now have the most thriving clinic in the city. My success is only natural because I have years of experience of working with quacks. And people with medical problems these days usually go to quacks. So, why I shouldn’t I make a fat packet out of it? I have as many as six quacks working for me. While my quacks treat patients with their crude and strange gimmicks and attract more and more patients, I just sit in my office and write out fake medical certificates. That’s one thing I never let my quacks do for me. After all, I’m the doctor and they are just the healers.

The Heart Specialist

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


Tilly contemplated what he should wear. Ridiculously attired in one of his florid sarongs over whaling boots, he stood in front of his wardrobe and marvelled at his fine collection of suits by Quint Riddle of Saville Row, shirts by Trioni of Rome and shoes by B. Halley of Geneva. I wondered whether he paid for them all. He has a strict policy of never paying for stuff he appreciates, an agenda he has pursued doggedly throughout his burdensome presence on the planet. His kitchen cabinets are full of cutlery and napkins from the best restaurants right across the world. Whenever he can’t remember which hotel he stayed in when he visited Paris, for example, he just runs to his linen closet and looks up the name from the towels he had brought back as souvenirs. And, of course, he tries to avoid settling his bill when checking out. Collection agencies across the world have him on their Most Wanted list. At McDonald’s, where there is no possibility of escaping young cashiers, he gets back at them by stuffing the pockets of his huge anorak with paper napkins and sachets of ketchup on the way out. He has so many ashtrays that he has placed one on each step on the numerous staircases leading to upper portions of his hideous house.


Seeing him in such a buoyant mood and the annoying fact that he was oblivious of his guest, I decided to spoil his day and let him know what was about to hit him. Chest high! He read my face. “I’m in no mood for bad news,” he announced and waved me towards a cosy chesterfield next to his impressive four-poster. “How do you find my exquisitely stitched suits?” he inquired.


“They look sensational as long as you don’t sink into them.”


Tilly ignored my remark. Obviously riled, he wanted to get rid of me. “If it is urgent, I can come and see you after my television show,” he suggested. “And if it is money you want to borrow, I can refuse right now. Recall what Confucius said? You ask money, I don’t give, you get mad. You ask money, I give, you no pay back, I get mad. Better that you get mad.”


I grabbed my cap and truncheon and feigning annoyance, prepared to leave. “I’ll be at home,” I said. “You can come and see me after your so-called television show, provided you’re still alive.” My remark failed to arouse Tilly’s curiosity. He led me to the front door, not out of courtesy but to make sure I didn’t steal anything. 

▲►▼◄▲


The television-show he mentioned was a fifteen-minute culinary demonstration during which he generously gave away recipes he brazenly lifted from books by James Beard, Marion Brown, Madhur Jaffrey and Ann Willan. He wasn’t at his usual gourmet best in his show that evening and my remark must have penetrated his steel, some would say thick, surface. He seemed a bit subdued and absent, hardly the cordon bleu he professed to be, if you’ll pardon the jibe. He boiled a couple of eggs when he should have been preparing an omelette and ended up making a soufflé instead of the hickory smoked bacon he announced at the beginning of the programme. Later, he paid me one of his rare visits, complete with an expensive bouquet of flowers and chocolates for my wife, the latest book by Gabriel Garcia Marquez for me and a very small can of dog-food for my Saint Bernard. He made small talk, inquired of our collective health, discussed the weather and delivered a small lecture on the current political environment. When he was about to start a debate on the possibility of life in outer space, I cut him short and reminded him he must have come for something else.


“Ah yes!” he suddenly recollected our encounter early that afternoon. “After you left, I had a nasty feeling you were holding back on me.”


“On the contrary, you appeared to be eager to get rid of me.”


“I am listening now.”


“Are you sure?”


“Why else would I bring presents for you guys?”


“Could be that you forgot you were coming to see us. Maybe you intended to visit your income tax inspector,” I opined lightly.


“He gets more expensive presents,” Tilly divulged merrily.


“It adds up,” I agreed.


“Well?”


“Well what?”


“Out with it, Maigret,” he urged fretfully. 


“What did you call me?” I demanded.


“Nothing, Kidglove.”


“You called me nothing? Am I nothing?”


“You’re a great guy, Kidglove,” he conceded. 


“That’s better.”


“Stop fighting like little children,” my wife came into the act. She was as keen as Tilly to find out what the fuss was all about.


“Going by the law of averages,” I said, “there’s a fifty-fifty chance you will shortly die of a heart attack. If not, someone will kill you.”


Tilly was disappointed, the least perturbed by my shocking disclosure. “Go on,” he nevertheless exhorted indulgently.


“Who would want you dead?”


Tilly brightened and rendered one of his legendary intelligent responses. “All those who don’t want me alive,” he beamed.


I put on my most grim face. “There’s a contract out on you,” I revealed. “Nemesis has been commissioned to waste you.”


“Who’s Nemesis?” my wife inquired.


“Nemesis is the nom de guerre of an elusive assassin we have been feverishly trying to entrap for the last eighteen months.”


Tilly was far from nonplussed. “I’m invincible,” he claimed. 
He was probably right. Out of sheer desperation, his mother once tried to smother him with a pillow, forgetting she was allergic to marabou stuffing. Tilly survived but she was put on an inhaler and placebos for weeks. When the good lady skidded over his toys and broke her neck, his father decided enough was enough and handed Tilly a live wire but the circuit breakers tripped at the crucial moment. He fixed the fuses and had another go. This time around, the power supply got cut off from the national grid. Tilly had nothing to do with that! One of Tilly’s elder sisters, on learning how her younger brother had driven their supposedly common father insane, attempted to run him down with her reliable Jaguar but the steering jammed, just as she was about to swerve onto him. She instead drove straight into a lamp-post and left a lineman dangling on a live wire for hours. She did seven months in a maximum-security prison for reckless driving, including four weeks for extremely bad behaviour.

Tilly’s original neighbours tolerated him for less than two months. They called a street-corner conference and agreed to gang up on him with the common goal to force him out of the neighbourhood. Whatever they did boomeranged on them horribly and eventually they all moved to the slums. For nine and a half weeks, Tilly carried on a love affair on telephone with the prettiest girl in town and charmed her with his wit. He can produce some if he tries hard enough. When the two finally met and she discovered she had fallen for the infamous Tilly MacAdam, she landed a karate chop on his neck, which he successfully converted into a loving embrace. She stumbled while struggling to break loose and fell to his feet. When she heard Tilly whispering in her ears “There’s no need to do that, my dear, I already know how much you love me”, she slumped into a shocked trance that lasted fifteen days. When she came out of coma, she turned a nun and was last seen spreading the good Lord’s message to London’s West End girls spoiled beyond recognition by Arab money, much beyond the reach of East End boys.


“No one can kill me,” Tilly asserted. “But tell me, what does this have to do with the heart attack I’m supposed to have?”


“I’ve done a bit of research on Nemesis,” I replied. “Unfortunately, I have been unable to close in on him so far even though one of my moles in the underworld has given me remarkably accurate tips.”


“How accurate?”


“Well, according to my information, which has been cross-checked repeatedly, Nemesis has so far been commissioned on fourteen occasions and seven of his targets were shot dead with no clues left behind.”


“And the other seven?”


“They died of heart attacks.”


“I would prefer neither,” he proclaimed. “I would like to be poisoned, if that’s okay with you.”


“Any method which can kill you quickly is good enough for me,” I stated.


As can be expected of him, Tilly was more interested in pecuniary details. “Do you think this guy Nemesis got paid for those who died of heart attacks?”


“I gather he gets paid in advance with no promise of refund. Don’t you think it rather curious that seven of his targets have died of a heart condition?”


“Maigret,” he glared, “most people die when their hearts stop functioning.”


I sought to disprove his frivolous interpretation. “Seven perfectly healthy and normal people with contracts out on them?”


“That I admit is a coincidence,” he agreed. “I should keep a cardiologist with me around the clock.”


“Yes, you can afford it.”


“I was only joking,” he smiled and cracked a joke at his own expense. “I’m sure you’ll agree there’s no point in throwing good money after bad.”


“Coming back to my earlier query,” I said, “who would want you dead?”


“All those who don’t want me alive,” he chuckled.


“In that case, the entire human race wants you dead,” my wife quipped.


I was flustered as to how seven perfectly normal people could suddenly die of heart attacks particularly when contracts were out to assassinate them. Incredibly, it was Tilly who deciphered the enigma and helped me crack the famous Nemesis case.


“I’m still alive,” he disclosed proudly when I paid him a visit three days later.


“I’m quite disappointed,” I said. “The men guarding you are truly sick and tired of your idiosyncrasies, weird habits and lousy schedules.”


Tilly was appalled. “There are people following me around?” I nodded. “You can’t do that!” he exploded and added a couple of mild expletives. “Not without my permission. This is not 1984. Who do you think you are? Big Brother?” 


“Hold your horses, boy,” I attempted to calm him down. “We are only trying to save your worthless life and, if possible, catch Nemesis in the process.”


“I hope you get him before he pours a few slugs into my back.”


“Why not in your chest?”


“I can’t stand the sight of guns,” he confessed. “The minute I see one, I put my hands up and turn away.”


“You’re obviously acting on the presumption that only a sonovabitch will shoot you in the back. How so thoroughly appropriate! As the adage goes, it takes a sonovabitch to shoot a sonovabitch in the back and I must warn you that Nemesis is nothing less.”


Tilly thought about reacting but decided otherwise. More pressing matters were at hand. 


“Seen anything suspicious or awkward lately, except for of course, your reflection in the mirror?” I inquired.


“That is a job for your baby-sitters, isn’t it?” 


“They haven’t noticed much but then again, they haven’t missed much either,” I reported and consulted my notebook. “I am informed you have been shoplifting much more than the national average. You drove off thrice without paying for petrol. You littered Argentina Park and fed the ducks with bad bread. You bought bananas for the chimpanzees at the zoo but ate them yourself. You stuck foreign coins into parking meters downtown. You got seven parking tickets that you calmly inserted under the windshield wipers of other cars. And you purchased a lot of feminine clothing for some unknown lady from Yahoo’s Boutique.” 


Tilly reddened visibly and shifted uneasily in his oversized chair.


“Speaking of feminine clothing, is that sordid affair with Dina Comacho still going on?”


“No. We broke up. She insinuated I was interfering in her career.”


“Oh, how so?”


“I wanted her in the leading lady’s role with Kevin Costner for The Postman but she didn’t want to star in a movie that had Tom Petty in it.”


“Why did you want her in that movie?”


“I co-authored the script.”


He was of course lying but that is a fib he can get away with any time. “Okay, coming back to the lady you purchased the dresses for, is the lady married?”


“No,” he replied. “Why do you ask?”


“I thought perchance her irate husband commissioned Nemesis to flush you off the face of this world.”


“The pretty lady is not even engaged,” he added dispassionately and to divert attention, offered me a cigar, another cup of coffee, then some marshmallows and finally, some Belgian chocolate, all of which I declined with polite irritation. I was convinced he was hedging. I was onto something Tilly was trying to conceal with his usual transparent subtlety.


“Who is she?” I persisted indomitably. Although I have no reasons to doubt Tilly’s virility, he was far from a regular Lothario.


“A cousin ---”


“Your cousins wouldn’t touch you with a ten-yard pole,” I cut him short brusquely. “All your cousins and relatives are afraid, suspicious and superstitious of you.” I knew that much on authority. I married one of them, the one who distrusted him the least and even she wouldn’t let him come near her when she was on family way. She still blames her miscarriage on the grossly premature felicitation cable Tilly sent her while he was on a cruise in the Mediterranean with someone close to the Aga Khan. We later discovered that the someone close happened to be the Khan’s chauffeur who was subsequently sacked not for using the yacht without authorisation but for permitting Tilly aboard.


Tilly kept on lying and was least inclined to divulge compromising information. While I lit a cheroot and played with glass-rings on the table in front of me, Tilly retold some of the worst jokes I have ever heard. As I got up to leave much earlier than planned, he remembered something. He tried to snap his fingers, failed and said, “I haven’t actually walked into a sniper’s bullet but I may have suffered a heart attack this morning.”


I lifted my eyebrows. “Oh? How?”


“Last month I put nearly all my eggs in the same basket by investing more money than I should have in Caledonian Steel,” he began. “A sound tip from someone who knew what he was talking about. I got word there would be a take-over bid that did actually materialise. I made a magnificent profit in a matter of days. The day before yesterday, I calculated I had hung on to the shares long enough and got rid of them. This morning, a man came and informed me that Caledonian had gone bust. Just one of those freak twists one sees in big business every once in a while. If I had not unloaded my shares, I would surely have had a massive heart attack. As it was, I thanked him and shut the door on him.”


My curiosity was aroused. “Would you have a heart attack so easily?”


“Sure,” he showed his teeth. “In fact, I believe there’s a piece of bad news no man can sustain. If someone should tell me I’ve lost my money, and if I know it to be true, I would indeed drop dead. Money is everything for me.”


I did some fast thinking while Tilly yapped. “Who was he?”


“He said he was from a rival investment firm,” Tilly said. “Probably wanted to manage my portfolio and make money off me. He was obviously unaware how many times I have sued my investment consultants!”


“What did this guy look like? Did you get a good look at him?”


“I always get a good look at people who talk about money,” he boasted. “I can locate a needle in a haystack if it has the dollar sign on it in extremely fine print.”


I was excited. “Can you help the police artist draw an impression of this guy?”


“Yes, no problem,” he said quickly. “I can help your Picasso produce a pretty good likeness of anyone.”


Three hours later, we were in proud possession of mimeographed portraits of the man who almost did us all a favour by attempting to turn Tilly into history. 


“I’ll lay you a wager this chap is Nemesis,” I ventured. Even though Tilly ceaselessly doubts my credentials as a competent cop, he declined to place a bet.


“How have you reached this rather implausible conclusion?” he asked instead.


“I’ll tell you when I catch him.”


“If you catch him,” he said doubtfully but even then he refused to put his money on it.


I had copies of the Nemesis portrait faxed to all precincts throughout the counties. The following afternoon I got a call from a superseded Sub-Inspector in Benevolence County.


“I think I know this fellow, Captain,” he informed me. “About six months back, this chap was involved in a hit-and-run incident. We traced his car but an eye-witness who claimed he could recognise the driver failed to point him out in a line-up.”


“Who is he?”


“His name is Chris Natsilli. An American Indian research scholar studying human behaviour in the P.P.K. Memorial University in Hope County.”


“Give me the date of the accident.”


“April 30, Captain.” 


I took a quick look at the Nemesis dossier. I discovered that a middle-aged woman was shot the very day in Harmony in Benevolence County. She was marked down as a possible Nemesis victim. 


“Was the accident by any chance in or around the Mayfair district at about midday?”


“In the suburb, close to Route 95, at about one-thirty in the afternoon. The 86th Precinct, to be exact.”


“Give me the suspect’s address,” I said calmly.


“3-F Sunset Apartments, 7649 Sunrise Boulevard, Providence, Hope County.”


“Thank you, Inspector.”


“I’m a Sub-Inspector, sir.”


“You are an Inspector now, for having remembered this face.”


A short while later, my boys picked up Natsilli and handed him over to the interrogators who were as usual happy to have someone they could enjoy a friendly chat with.

▲►▼◄▲


To celebrate the apprehension of Nemesis, I took Tilly out for a dinner at Giovanni’s, beyond argue the best restaurant in town. Vittorio the Chef blew his top when he spotted Tilly in the lobby and refused to cook for us. A week earlier, Tilly had flaunted as his own a recipe on his television show that he actually pumped out of Vittorio the Chef on the promise of not sharing it with anyone else. It took a lot of pleading before the maitre d’ managed to compel Vittorio the Chef to fulfil our order upon another promise, which I underwrote, that Tilly would offer an unconditional apology on his next show and allow a guest appearance to Vittorio the Chef.


Despite the embarrassment of succumbing to Vittorio the Chef’s unreasonable demand, Tilly’s pride overflowed at having a hand in the capture of the dreaded Nemesis and his confidence in me as a sleuth appeared completely perforated. Understandably, his intense assaults on his baked fish fillets with wine and mushrooms were serene as compared to the unflagging salvo of tirades he unleashed at me.


“Now that I have helped you arrest Nemesis,” he said, “you will have lesser sleepless nights.” 


My head down, I went on eating my Boeuf Stroganoff silently while he exulted over my discomposure. 


“If I stop being offensive,” he offered, “will you outline the events following the telephone call from Benevolence County?”


I finished my claret and looked at him thoughtfully, as if weighing the proposal. 


“I might,” I granted.


Tilly dabbed at his mouth with the napkin, instructed the waiter to clear the table even though I had yet to finish and signalled he was ready to hear whatever I had to tell.


As Tilly glowed, I related how Nemesis was nabbed. “Well, the sketch you helped us construct obviously led us to him. My men entered his apartment posing as a telephone repair team ---”


“I hope he had a telephone ---”


“--- and overpowered him ---”


“Fascists!”


“Will you be kind enough to keep your trap shut?


“Get on with it,” he commanded arrogantly.


“The apartment was an arsenal. Rifles, revolvers, hand-grenades, gelignite, home-made bombs and Molotov Cocktails, flick knives. Even a sabre.”


“A true cavalier,” Tilly evinced, actually meaning a buccaneer.


“Surprisingly, he confessed instantly. Admitted everything from A to Z.”


“Who is he, by the way?”


“The name is Chris Natsilli,” I answered. “An American Indian from the Narraganset tribe, native of Rhode Island. He’s been in our neck of the woods for quite a while, ostensibly conducting research on human behaviour. As an assassin, he works on the theory, to which you also subscribe, that every man has a piece of bad news he can’t take. These are the kind of assassinations he prefers, neat and clean. No one suspects foul play. He carries out a lot of research on his would-be victims and if he can’t kill them with bad news, he resorts to the more conventional mode.”


“I wouldn’t call him Nemesis,” Tilly said. “I’d call him a heart specialist.”


“Tell me Tilly,” I said to him, “would you really fall dead if I told you that you’d gone bust?”


“Definitely,” he confirmed eagerly. “It would naturally have to be credible. And since we are on the subject of dropping dead, I think I would be quite likely to become extinct if you ever find out why the late Droopy Dick was blackmailing me.”


“I guess I’ll now have to try extra hard to find that out,” I said. “There appears to be a lot in it for me.”


“I wouldn’t fancy my chances much if I were you,” he sparkled. “That shall remain a secret since the venerable Droopy Dick is no longer alive and kicking. Coming back to the heart specialist, how much was he paid to waste me?” 

I loved Tilly’s eloquence.


“Half a million,” I replied.


“Good God!” he was clearly flattered. “I never could imagine I am worth that much. When are you going to arrest whosoever wanted me dead?”


“If I care to find her, which I possibly can, I probably won’t,” I replied.


“What do you mean?”


“Your heart specialist told us a lot short of revealing her identity. Privileged information. He claims he has a constitutional right not to divulge such information which is sheer crap but who would argue with such a guy. However, he did say why she wanted you dead.”


“Why?”


“He claims she is an eccentric but extremely wealthy old spinster, the kind who would leave all her money to a pet cat or a canary. Anyway, she regularly follows your cooking programmes on the television. So much so that whenever she happens to be away, her butler makes a video recording for her. She was especially pleased with your recipe for a Hamburg Steak. She noted it down and prepared it carefully, instruction by instruction. When it was ready, she served the dish to Francisco Pizarro ---“


“The name rings a bell,” Tilly commented.


“Francisco Pizarro was the name of her Labrador, a faithful companion for the last twenty years,” I continued. “He took a bite of the damn thing and dropped dead within minutes.”


“Señor Pizarro could have died of old age,” Tilly suggested. “After all, the average age of dogs is around sixteen years, whether they conquer Peru or not.”


“The post-mortem states food poisoning as the cause of death,” I insisted.


“She had a post mortem carried out? Anyway, it serves that old hag right for feeding such an exquisite dish to her dog,” he pronounced angrily.


“I’m sure she’s no longer one of your regular viewers,” I smirked. “And neither is my wife. She prefers to watch golf or wrestling. Come to think of it, I hope your lady friend doesn’t use your recipes.”


Tilly spilled the Chablis and in the ensuing confusion, attempted to wipe clean his immaculately stitched suit with the table cover rather than with the napkin and you can well imagine the mess he made when he pulled the remaining crockery onto himself. 


The mention of Tilly’s lady friend, I realised, was the reason for the commotion. Consumed with curiosity, I bugged his telephone and placed him under surveillance for a full fortnight. My agents informed me he visited Yahoo’s Boutique thrice during this period and purchased expensive dresses. He did not have them gift-wrapped. He didn’t dispatch the clothes by parcel or through special delivery or present these to a lady friend and neither did a member of the weaker sex pay him a visit to collect them. Moreover, he didn’t talk to any sort of woman on the telephone. He didn’t even make any nuisance calls, which I believe he makes around midnight every once in a while.


My curiosity intensified further and I instructed my boys to find out the measurements of the dresses that Tilly bought from Yahoo’s Boutique. The information was before me minutes later. 


“Must be quite a short, shapeless lady,” I muttered to myself.


To see if my seemingly far-fetched hunch was correct, I included Tilly’s name in the list of guests for dinner a few days later, earning the wrath of my wife and most of the invitees. While Tilly played bridge with three of my mortified guests after sprinting through the eight-course meal, I rushed to his ghastly house in Frampton Park, patted his dogs and broke in. A cursory scan of his bedroom followed by a detailed examination of the out-of-bounds room upstairs confirmed my suspicion. When I came back, both victorious and amused, I found Tilly adamantly at the bridge table, holding all the four aces and invoking the Blackwood. He was visibly distressed when his partner came up with zilch.


I am almost sure how and why Droopy Dick was extorting money from Tilly. One of these days, when I’m really sick and really tired and truly fed up of him, I’ll use the so-called Heart Specialist’s technique on my friend. Didn’t he himself hint he would drop dead if I ever happened to find out why Droopy was blackmailing him? When I disclose to him that I am aware he is a closet transvestite, I’ll experience wicked pleasure in seeing him recede from the material world. When Tilly won’t have the opportunity to flash his silly, mocking smile, it will be the finest day of my life!

The Minor Matter of Fate


I emerged from the lavatory and took up a position by the window in the last compartment of the train as it eased out of the railway station. No matter what time of day it is and regardless of the fact how much the train is behind schedule, there is always some fool running after the train. The man I spotted chasing the train frantically was a bigger idiot than I had ever seen. The train had left the platform and was picking up speed. It was clearly too fast to be caught. As it hiccuped slightly over the switches to cross from the siding into the main track and lost a bit of momentum, the valiant sprinter grabbed a frantic hold onto the guard-rail, managed to place a toe on the step and fell into the speeding train.


He got up, dusted his clothes, ran a palm across his receding hairline and gave me a big, friendly smile, either to seek acknowledgement of his daring feat or to cover his embarrassment.


“You would do well in a hundred-metre dash,” I observed.


“I’m zippy only while catching buses and trains,” he shot back a quick answer and slumped into a seat opposite mine.


“You barely made it this time,” I said.


“I’m chastened,” he admitted. “But as it is so often said, where there’s will, there’s a way.”


“I would put it rather differently,” I disagreed. “I’d say where there’s a well, there’s a way.”


“Touché!” he bowed slightly and extended his hand. “Abel Zachariah,” he introduced himself.


We shook hands impersonally and I gave him a name as phoney as his. He politely declined my offer of a cigarette and said he had quit after fifteen years of seeing his money go up in smoke. Believe me, this is standard response from people who were regular smokers but never bought a pack of cigarettes through their entire life.


“I wish I had the will to quit as you have done,” I told him.


“It’s not as easy as that,” he differed. “No matter how much you try or for how long, you can’t always achieve what you will.”


“You’re contradicting yourself.”


“That was just a figure of speech back there,” he explained. “Personally, I believe it is not our will but our fate that is responsible for our action. We are ordained to do what we do and cannot will to do otherwise.”


“You mean we can’t regiment our own actions?” I asked.


“Precisely!”


“Like this conversation has been premeditated?”


“I would say it has been predestined,” he clarified.


“You mean if I get up and grab you by the collar, I won’t be doing so by conscious will but rather it is your fate deciding that you should held by your collar?”


“Yes.”


“In that case I can’t be held responsible for my actions at all,” I deduced.


“That’s right,” he grinned.


“So, if I’m not responsible for my actions, I’m not liable for my crimes, misdeeds and indiscretions, and thus exempt from prosecution both during and after life?”


“You are liable to be punished, no doubt about that,” he adjudged. “Your fate demands that you should be punished for all your transgressions, whether physical or moral.”


“Punished for deeds I never willed?”


“Punished by fate for wrongs you were destined to commit whilst you saunter on this awkward piece of rock circling an uninteresting star in a rather obscure corner of our magnificent galaxy.”


“Like this awkward lump of rock, as you choose to call it,” I said, “we too seem to be going around in a circle.”


“Yes. It’s a vicious circle.”


“Let’s get this straight,” I leaned back, trying hard to concentrate. “Do you believe whatever goodness or righteousness that there might be within me will not prevent the sins that I am, or so you claim, destined and ordained to commit?”


“If fate permits, there will be sufficient goodness within you to guide you through your entire life,” he answered casually. “You see, there is no such thing as will. We do what we do not because we want to do it or we will to do it but because we have to do it. All our actions from the day we plunge into this wicked world are mandated by fate and we cannot interfere in this process through that rather abstract and oblique nuisance that you choose to refer to as will.”


“Why not?”


“Because there is no such thing as will,” he replied. “Fate is all pervasive.”


“My friend, what then is fate, may I ask?” I inquired mockingly.


“Fate is a power predetermining events unalterably from eternity,” he said.


“And what is will?”


“You seem to be a proponent of will, so why don’t you tell me what it is?”


“Will is the faculty of controlling one’s thoughts and actions, of determining and directing the activities of mind or body. It is the power of deciding one’s choice of actions independently of causation.”


“An erudite interpretation, I must say,” he commented dryly, obviously not prepared for such a comprehensive definition.


“Thank you. I’ve often had such arguments. Reverting to our nonsensical discussion, if we compare will and fate, I think we must first believe in divinity before we can place our trust in fate.”


“I suggest we restrict ourselves to reason and not indulge in an unnecessary and equally futile dialogue on metaphysics,” he commented coldly.


“Look at it from this angle,” I said. “We have control over will but not over fate.”


“There is no such thing as will,” he maintained stubbornly.


“That’s the third time you’ve said so,” I snapped. “I have yet to argue over the subtleties of fate.”


“You are entitled to your opinion, whatever and however misplaced it may be.”


“As I was saying, we are closer to will than to fate. If I will to scar you with my cigarette, I can do so and we’ll have an interesting situation where my will has scarred you and your fate has permitted me to do it.”


“It can happen to you also.”


“How?”


“My fate will force me to scar you and your will may permit me to do so,” he glowed, “or do you not find this plausible.”


“No, unfortunately I do not find it conceivable by any stretch of imagination for very simple reasons which I need not elaborate upon. All I have to say is that my will can prevent any such eventuality, if I want it to.”


“If I hold a gun to your head and tell you that I will spare your life only if you let me scar you with a cigarette, I’m pretty sure what your choice will be. Your choice shall in that case be what your fate allows.”


“Ah! The minor matter of fate,” I stated contemptuously. He remained silent but gave me a half-smile nevertheless. I let the matter rest, which suited us both as we had realised the discussion was not only non-constructive but also superfluous. Neither of us was likely to be swayed by the other.

▲►▼◄▲


We were alone in the compartment. The next halt was seventy kilometres across the desert. With no scenic beauty to take in through the train’s dirty windows, the view comprehensively blunted by the vicious sand dunes, we eyed each other tentatively and deliberated as to how we could possibly pass the remaining uninteresting journey without indulging in anachronistic confabulation. 


True to form, my unreasonable companion was the first to crack.


“You believe in the power of will,” he finally said.


“Yes.”


“And I believe in fate.”


“I think we have agreed to as much. In fact it’s probably the only thing we’ve agreed upon so far.”


“Okay, allow me to put it to you in another way. Let’s say that my fate dictates that I shall be arrested when the train reaches the next station.”


“I see.”


“I cannot prevent it,” he said. “My will is worthless.”


“You can jump off the train and escape if you think there will be a reception party waiting for you. Better still, I can employ my will to pull the emergency brake and provide you with an opportunity to get off the train.”


“Jump and die in the desert?” he enquired. “No, thank you. I’m not too good at tests of tolerance. Moreover, I am a diabetic and not physically fit for this sort of an escapade. I would much rather do time and enjoy state hospitality than perish in the desert.”


“You can jump off a bit before we get to the station,” I suggested.


“The train slows down only when we reach the elevated rail track,” he replied. “Dying in the forbidding desert is more attractive than breaking all my limbs.”

“As I said earlier, I could pull the emergency brake and let you off before that.”

“Yes. That might be a possibility.  In any case, if police know I’m on the train, they’ll have thought of that too. No, my best option, and perhaps the only worthwhile chance that I have, is to get off at the next station and hope that word has not been received of my arrival.”


I sighed and stared at him, getting a bit weary of his transparent melodramatics. “Tell me my friend, are you telling the truth or are you just trying to liven up an otherwise dreary conversation?”


“It’s true,” he sighed. “I’m a fugitive of law.”


“I’m distressed that my fate has not directed me to make a citizen’s arrest.”


“Maybe you haven’t the will to do so.”


We both smiled at that. 


“What have you done?” I asked.


“Jewel robbery,” he said. “The jeweller had an alarm switch I failed to spot when I sized up the establishment. I shot and injured a trigger-happy policeman in the getaway. The police must have traced my fingerprints. I got a bit careless in the panic when the unfair bastard activated the burglar alarm.”


“Do you have a police record?”


“Yes.”


“They must know about you by now.”


“I am pretty sure they do,” he answered. “There was some suspicious activity in the apartment block I was staying in when I woke up this morning. I suspected that the police was probably around, knocking on doors. I used the fire escape to bolt. For all I know, I was followed. Police was all over the railway station, so I had to make a run for the train. I’m quite certain I was spotted.”


“Why are you telling me all this?” I asked. “And don’t place the onus on fate!”


He suppressed a chuckle. “I guess I’m doomed.”


“You figure that local police at the next station has been informed you’re on this train, is that so?”


“Yes.”


“They’ll have only a description of you, I presume, no photographs or anything like that?”


“Most probably,” he answered. “I am not very photogenic and don’t like to expose myself to the wonders of the camera. Police may have a photograph taken a long time back. My appearance has changed significantly since then. The photograph can be faxed, of course, but it will be of little use. A description is the best they have to go by.”


“As it may be, I can employ the powers of my wonderful and imaginative will to save you,” I proposed magnanimously.


“How?”


“Let’s work on the presumption that you have been positively identified by police,” I said. “There are now some possibilities. Care to listen?”

“Might as well.”

“First, police may not be aware that you are on this train. That is the ideal situation and we have nothing to worry about. Secondly, police might not be quick enough to inform their colleagues at the next station, which is unlikely, or there might be some very anxious policemen pacing the platform at the next station.”


“Clever detective work,” he commented sarcastically. “Were you ever with Pinkerton’s?”


“Thirdly,” I continued, ignoring his stark disrespect, “they will have only a description or at the most an outdated photograph for identification.”


“That is pretty much certain,” he said disinterestedly, as if he was getting bored.


“Finally,” I went on doggedly, “they will detain you if you don’t have some identification that can prove you are not who you actually are.”


“They should.”


“But if you change your appearance a bit, you might get away.”


“Without papers?”


“Are you carrying identification papers, by any chance?” I asked.


“Yes. I have a driving licence and my social security card. I also have my library slip.”


“You can exchange them with mine,” I offered generously.


“You mean to tell me you are willing to get arrested for my sake?”


“Only for a while. They will release me when they realise they have the wrong man.”


“How will you explain possession of my papers?”


“I’ll think of something,” I answered casually. “I have managed to extricate myself from tighter predicaments over the years, believe me.”


“Do you know something?” he leaned forward breathlessly. “This was exactly what I had in mind. I wanted to knock you out, hide you in the lavatory or something and get away with your papers.”


“It appears as if I have saved myself from a nasty bump on the head,” I observed.


The stranger shifted uneasily for a while and eyed me curiously. 


“I know that it may sound awfully ungrateful of me, but tell me, why would you do this for anyone? Why would you get yourself needlessly into a spot for a total stranger?” he finally demanded.


“I don’t know,” I told him. “I’m very impulsive at times. I suppose I may have enjoyed your lecture on fate.”


“That was pure rubbish,” he frowned. “I was simply trying to take my mind off the impending disaster. I don’t believe a word of what I said.”

 
He borrowed my shaving kit, shaved off his moustache and altered his hairstyle as best as he could to try and match the fading photograph on my driving license. I touched up my appearance to a somewhat resemblance to the photograph on his expired driving permit. We then exchanged our clothes. I felt a bit groggy wearing his glasses but we both looked quite different once the switch was complete.
Then I accepted his identification papers and handed him mine.


He stared at my papers and said, “You gave me a different name!”


“So did you,” I laughed. “I understand your quandary but as for me, I never introduce myself correctly to strangers, especially when they look suspicious.”


“Why?”


“It’s an old habit. I was in the Intelligence Bureau once.”


“I see,” he said, not seeing at all, and resumed his seat quietly.


I sat down next to him. “When we reach the station,” I said, “I’ll get off quickly so that they can arrest me and don’t have to search the train. I would advise you to get off at the next station and despite your deficiency in the health department, disappear as fast as you possibly can.”


“All right, mate,” he said warmly. “I don’t know how to thank you.”


“You need not,” I said as the train sped into town. “I hope you now agree exactly what a strong willpower can accomplish.”


“Maybe it was our fate that we met like this,” he contended tenaciously.


“Whatever,” I said softly, got up, shook his eager hand and walked to the door.


He went into the lavatory and locked himself in, just to be on the safe side. I got off the train, walked towards the exit and showed my papers to policemen when requested to do so. They waved me right through and I walked into town at the expense of the travelling companion I had left behind in the train. 

I learnt what happened afterwards from the newspaper. After all the passengers disembarked and were checked by police, the train was searched and my travelling companion was forced to emerge from the lavatory. He showed them my papers and they arrested him for bank robbery and first-degree murder. They were not looking for him. 


The minute he started talking about his problem, I sensed he was over-reacting and that police was, in fact, looking for me. We were identically placed. We had both committed a crime, had both made a slip and were on the run. However, police was hot on my trail and not his. He tried to rob a jeweller and injured a policeman but I had robbed a bank and killed two security guards to save myself. 


We met again three years later. It is a small world, as it is so often said. He had spent the better part of that period in jail. I was having dinner in a seedy restaurant in a not too illustrious part of the city. Had I seen him, I would obviously have sneaked out but I was too busy cursing my steak to notice him approach. I didn’t recognise him for a moment. He had lost both weight and colour. When he pulled a chair and sat down across from me and said “Hello Mr. Willpower”, I knew that only some extremely smart talk could rescue me from this impromptu confrontation.


“Fancy running into you in a place like this,” I said.


“I don’t frequent the Ritz any more.”


“Long time no see,” I added.


“I was in jail for two-and-a-half years from the day you left me in the train,” he explained reproachfully. “Police was looking for you and like a fool, I just happened to be holding your papers. By the time I convinced them they had the wrong man, they discovered I too was on the wanted list.”


“Too bad,” I consoled him. “Police would have found you sooner or later. You had lost the will to evade the long arm of the law. Moreover, if things had not happened as they did, I would just have knocked you out and bluffed my way through police checkpoints with your papers as I ultimately did with a bit of your help. By agreeing to my suggestion, you did the right thing and saved yourself from getting a knock on the head.”


“I know.”


“I had more to lose. I would be dead by now if police had arrested me that day.”


“I know.”


“Well, what do you plan to do about me now?”


“Nothing,” he said pleasantly. “You’re free to go if you like.”


“Why?”


He grinned like a Cheshire cat. “It’s a minor matter of fate! That’s all!”

Author’s Note:

This short story was published in the magazine section of the Pakistan Times on July 19, 1985 and thus safely predates a drama televised by Pakistan Television in January 1986. The similarity between the two was so striking that I had to file a suit under the Copyrights Act.

A Bullion Drive

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


I met Tilly a few days before he got himself arrested on account of what he euphemistically terms a minor indiscretion. Such peccadilloes will ultimately earn him a front-seat with a one-way ticket to hell in sharp contrast to that rather solitary bench he occupies in the bleachers on Mother Earth. At first he seemed clearly annoyed at seeing me but incredibly, displayed unparalleled charity by offering me a cup of steaming tea. Sipping rather tentatively at the well-brewed Darjeeling that he had imported, he asked suspiciously what had caused my unannounced arrival.


“I can leave if you like,” I volunteered.


“I didn’t mean that,” Tilly said calmly. “Now that you have relished the hospitalities of my majestic palace, you can hang around for a while.”


“Actually, I was on my way to see your neighbour.”


“Ah! Investigating the car theft, I reckon?”


“That’s right,” I answered. “Just thought to drop by and find out a few things about her.”


“By all means,” he offered. “She’s old, around sixty; married six times, divorced six times. Thrives on her divorce settlements. She has some money of her own too. She is an eccentric. Lives with seven Siamese cats, eight Afghan hounds, and an assortment of forty-three parakeets, philomels, meadowlarks, chaffinches, ringdoves and a solitary jackdaw that badly needs a mate. She also has a couple of steeplechasers who remain parked in stables at the back. All the animals get on very well with each other. I am told she had them all trained by the country’s finest animal handler. She has two maids, a chauffeur and a gardener. They are having affairs.”


“Oh?”


“Yes. The chauffeur and the gardener, and the two maids.”


“I’m sure I don’t need that sort of knowledge,” I protested but made a mental note nevertheless. “Anyhow, you seem to know a lot about her. I was under the impression the neighbourhood knew little about the lady. She’s a recluse, isn’t she?”


“Is she?” Tilly feigned genuine surprise.


For some odd reason, I felt Tilly was kind of fidgety during the remaining ten odd minutes I spent with him. I didn’t end his obvious discomfort by leaving because when Tilly is uneasy, he is most complaisant. When I left, I did so with a box of Havana cigars, half a crate of Campari, a large parcel of roasted cashew nuts and ten cartons of cigarettes bearing Tilly’s ridiculous crest, manufactured, most certainly under duress, by Alfred Dunhill of London. 


After seeing his neighbour and listening to her exhortations and learning little of consequence, I stopped by at the Seventh Precinct and dropped the goodies I had scrounged off Tilly. The boys lined up to thank me, blessed Tilly and recommended I should increase the number of visits to his gruesome house.


On my way back, I thought about the eccentric woman I had just met. Her Jaguar was found, left abandoned, outside a rubbish dump on outskirts of the city, apparently unmolested except for the missing steering wheel. Not surprising, though. After all, it was the steering wheel that perpetrated the theft of the car in the first place.

The place where Tilly and the eccentric woman live is called Frampton Park. Some call it Millionaires’ Row while others speak of it as Loony Lane. Indeed, most people who live here are both rich and eccentric, and for obvious reasons, they stay well clear of each other, devise ways and means as how to be more idiosyncratic than others. There’s my friend Tilly MacAdam, a closet transvestite, who revels in thievery. He is not strictly speaking a kleptomaniac but is rather obsessed with the idiotic ambition of becoming a master criminal. Tilly is a major celebrity in the geneticist circle where everyone marvels at the fact that his ancestors have survived both artificial as well as natural selection over countless centuries. 

Then there is the old geography professor across the street that Tilly says is attempting to build, in his bathroom, a spaceship designed for a journey to the sun. He is rumoured to have said that in order to survive solar heat, he will travel at night. Two houses away lived Marcus Aurelius Teutonic, a monomaniac who believes he is more than five thousand years old. Teutonic claims he vividly recalls running into one of Tilly’s less inventive ancestors, a certain Hamish “the Headache” MacAdam, about hundred and fifty years earlier in the Netherlands. Teutonic recounts that Hamish the Headache managed an establishment that sold bread at dawn, hardware during the day and moonshine in the evening. After midnight, it served as a brothel. Teutonic chuckles that it was known as Hamish’s All-Purpose Store. Tilly dismisses Teutonic’s allegation emphatically of course, explaining his ancestors ventured only to Holland on the continent and never set a foot in the Netherlands. 

Further down the street in the cellar of a grand mansion lives Fernando Kataklysm VII, the young heir of a copper empire who fears his electrical appliances are conspiring against him. On advice of his psychiatrist, he changes the makes and models of his appliances every week. George, Tilly’s servant, waits beside the trashcan every Thursday evening when Fernando makes his solitary public appearance of the week to throw away the discarded appliances. The young heir has apparently not thought about changing his psychiatrist who has yet to advise him to learn to survive without gadgets.

Tilly’s immediate neighbour, the eccentric woman named Miss Beldam, is the sanest of all. She lives with a horde of animals, rewards poets to pay tributes to her, celebrates the birthday of each of her pets extravagantly and loves to walk in the rain, mercifully within the four boundaries of her lovely cottage. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but she prefers to do so in the nude, without an umbrella and regardless of extremities of weather. Her latest idiocy causes my present predicament. She had refitted her Jaguar with a steering wheel made out of 22 carat gold. That made it almost 2500 grams of pure solid gold. Melt it down and you can sell it anywhere if you have the right connections. Not a very big heist but lucrative and convenient.

The chauffeur and the gardener being on leave, Miss Beldam drove the car to the garage herself for minor repairs. The owner of the garage gave her a ride back and promised to have the car ready in a couple of days. Two days later, she rang him up to find out whether her car was fixed.


“It is ready,” she was told.


“Have you replaced the tyres?” she asked.


“We have.”


“Put in the new horn?”


“We have.”


“Recharged the battery?”


“We have.”


“Checked the brake linings?”


“We have.”


“Tuned the engine?”


“We have.”


“Removed the dents?”


“We have.”


“What about the paint-work?”


“It’s taken care of.”


“Then it must be ready,” Miss Beldam announced charitably.


“That is exactly what I said before you started the inquisition,” the garage owner replied sourly.


“In that case, I shall shortly send one of my girls to fetch the car,” Miss Beldam told him. “Should I send cash or would a cheque suffice?”


“A cheque will be okay as long as it doesn’t bounce,” he answered.


“It won’t,” Miss Beldam assured him without getting teed-off. “Who should I make it payable to?”


“The Dutiful Mechanic Garage,” he informed her.


“What garage?”


“The Dutiful Mechanic.”


“What Mechanic?”


“Dutiful.”


“Dutiful what?”


“Mechanic.”


“Thank you,” Miss Beldam said. “My girl will be with you in a couple of hours. She’ll have a cheque with her, made out to your garage so that you know I sent her.”


About an hour or so later, a smart woman, hardly a girl, arrived at the garage with the cheque. She filled in the amount of the invoice on the cheque, handed the cheque over, took out a checklist and inspected the car. 


“Have you replaced the tyres?” she asked. 


“As you can see.”


“Put in the new born?” 

They blew it for her.


“Charged the battery?” 

They nodded. 

“Tuned up the engine?” 

They switched the ignition on, revved the engine and showed her. 

“Have you checked the brake linings?” 

They told her they had. 

“Then it is ready,” she proclaimed.


“We would hate to disagree with that,” the garage owner frowned and handed her the keys. She drove off calmly and half an hour later, Miss Beldam’s girl came to collect the car.


The investigation turned up nothing. The cheque was, naturally, from a book reported lost by a female wrestler six months earlier and our so-called handwriting experts could make little of it. The description of the car lifter turned up nought. No fingerprint was found on the car when it was discovered by police patrol. The gold market was alerted but I didn’t expect much from that front. The vacationing chauffeur and gardener were tracked down, but they had ironclad alibis. Our interrogators found them vacationing on a gay beach in Benevolence County. Finally, the underworld too provided no leads at all.


“It has to be the work of a freelancer,” my informer told me. “It is just too clean to have been pulled off by a small-time crook. That woman was a professional.”


I thanked him but refused to believe there could be a professional-freelance-female confidence trickster around. I suspected the eccentric Miss Beldam of having engineered the theft but changed my opinion when I discovered that although the vehicle was insured, the steering wheel was not covered under the policy. Back to square one, I decided to attack the problem from another angle. I couldn’t find any other angle to tackle it from.


I ran into Tilly that evening at the Club. Meeting Tilly unexpectedly is nothing short of a bad omen. There was a disgusted expression on his face and he was preparing to leave. I learnt later that his partner had reprimanded him severely for overbidding at the bridge table. At vulnerable and with four clear losers of the opponents’ suit in his hand, he let them raise him to six diamonds where they doubled him and he redoubled disdainfully. After the finesses failed, he was down by five and still refused to say sorry. In the next contract, he held all the hearts and bid seven no-trumps, not by mistake but in the hope of getting maximum points below the line. He ended up thirteen shy.


“How are you, Maigret,” he brightened at my sight.


“I wish you wouldn’t call me that.” 


“What do you expect when you have a silly name like Kidglove?” he opined. “What brings you here?”


“Prospects of a quiet evening without you,” I replied.


“I recognise the symptoms,” he sparkled. “Having problems with a case? Is it the Beldam theft?” I nodded. “A case for my detective agency, I would suggest.”


“The police do not hire private dicks,” I told him. “If you’re keen to have a crack at this one, why don’t you talk to your lovely neighbour into hiring you so that she gets off my back?”


“I detest her,” he explained. It was probably the other way around. “Why don’t you just give me the details and I can give you a few tips possibly?”


Though he once helped me solve an important case, a fact he advertises with remarkable religious zeal in social gatherings, the last person I expect to be of value is my friend Tilly. As I have said so often without fear of sounding repetitive, he is an imbecile. I thanked him graciously for his kind offer and made a move towards the dining hall where he followed me and invited himself to dinner. For lack of nothing better to talk about, I finally found myself discussing the Beldam theft with him. He listened very carefully and at the end predicted it would be one of those cold cases that haunt police officers.


“What do you do about these cases?” he inquired, assaulting the excellent sirloin.


“It is easy with petty larceny,” I told him. “When we can’t find clues, we make small time crooks admit to having pulled off the job and arrange to have them let off lightly. That way our percentages show up well. Where expensive case property is involved, we simply take flak from our superiors and file the case as untraceable. If we get a lead, we dig up the file and reopen the case.”


“I have a feeling you won’t catch this man,” Tilly announced.


“Woman,” I corrected him. 

Tilly looked flustered for a fraction of a second and quickly offered to refill my glass. It was already full. Later, he thanked me for an excellent dinner and invited me to have lunch with him the following Sunday. I accepted the invitation just to get rid of him and watched him tumble out of the crowded lobby. On his way out, he nearly collided with two couples, one at a time, brushed the wall twice and tried to walk through the closed glass door. Outside, he would have trouble finding his car, his car keys and his way back home, exactly in that order.


The promised lunch on Sunday did not materialise because Tilly seemed to have got detained early that morning and was being held for interrogation at the Seventh Precinct on a complaint filed jointly by the Oceanic Telephone Company and Miss Beldam. The duty officer informed me of Tilly’s arrest as soon as he was hauled in. Tilly was aghast at seeing me when I reached the precinct. After I read the contents of the complaint that was registered against him, I understood his anxiety. And with it, I solved the case of Miss Beldam’s stolen gold steering wheel. For old times sake, I had Tilly bailed out and made him return the gold steering wheel to Miss Beldam through special delivery.


Tilly had hooked a line to Miss Beldam’s telephone. Not only could he listen on while Miss Beldam used her telephone, he also made arrangements for disconnecting her line temporarily to use her telephone for long-distance nuisance calls. It all added up. He had eavesdropped on Miss Beldam, heard her conversation with the garage owner and being a transvestite, easily managed to masquerade as Miss Beldam’s girl.


“What do you think you’re trying to prove?” I asked him as we walked the short distance back to his monstrous house. “You could have got away with it had you not persisted with piracy of Miss Beldam’s telephone facility,” I said. “I suppose you just couldn’t resist a free telephone? Why do you do these silly things?”


“Rehearsing for the crime of the century,” he answered happily.


“You’re lucky to have me around,” I said. 


Without me, he would be undergoing a hundred sentences running consecutively, or swatting flies on death row. I had already helped him escape the rap for a bungled murder and then again when he aimed to defraud the insurance company by arranging the theft of an insured necklace he owned. With his head down, he listened attentively as I chastised him. I knew nothing got through to him. In a way, he was also a monomaniac just like the five thousand years or so old crank who lived across the street from him. Tilly would keep on trying, until he committed the perfect crime and that day, he could proudly say he had slightly more grey matter than me. Until then, he would try and learn things from me, disregard all advice and keep on plotting.


We turned the corner into Frampton Park and the formidable, opulent facades of some gorgeous mansions lay sprawled before us. It was a beautiful sight and the magnificent architecture captivated me for a moment. In fact, it held me lost long enough for Tilly to slip over a banana peel, give out a yelp and slide down the pavement. If I had not been inattentive, I might have prevented the fall, if I had cared to that is! Tilly got up and immediately went down on one knee. I looked at his leg, made a quick, business-like examination and pronounced him only slightly bruised.


“I’ve fractured my leg,” he complained.


“No you haven’t,” I told him.


However, Tilly thought better of my judgement and instructed me to stop a taxi. I helped him into the back seat and took him to Hope City Hospital for X-ray where we were kept waiting for a couple of hours while doctors, nurses and gurneys flew by in all directions. I wasn’t aware of Tilly’s history with the establishment and presumed innocently that it was probably an unusually busy day. Tilly’s leg hurt but he did not appear to be bothered by the delay and ogled merrily at pretty nurses. 

I finally lost patience and was about to introduce myself at the reception when someone recognised me and informed Rick “Spick” Span, the hospital’s Director of Administration. Apologising profusely for his staff’s unexplainable indifference and thinking that I had come in for consultation, “Spick” Span offered me VIP facilities on the top floor. Upon realising I was actually lugging Tilly, he balked and attempted to wriggle out but it was too late. We took the elevator up to the twenty-seventh floor. The darned elevator stopped at each floor and Tilly made a move to get out at every floor, knowing perfectly well we were headed all the way. 

A beautiful lady dressed in a smart business suit received us as we finally stepped out of the elevator and discovered how rich people got mugged in hospitals. An extremely pleasant intern was also at hand to whisk me away for a cup of coffee and biscuits. Tilly was transferred to the custody of a pretty young radiologist. He was a lot more interested in getting to know the beautiful lady in the smart business suit or the equally attractive young radiologist, or both, rather than having his injury investigated. 

After I finished my coffee and came to check up on him after about fifteen minutes, Tilly was being forced down by two orderlies to have his leg X-rayed. The young radiologist stood trembling in a far corner and the beautiful lady in the smart business suit was opening the window to jump out. I expressed regrets for the terror my friend must have unleashed and gave him a slight knock on the head with my truncheon to make him shape up. As he got up after finally getting his leg X-rayed, he hit his head against the scanner, ending up with six stitches on his forehead. And, of course, when the X-ray report was dried, inspected and handed out, we were informed, as I had proclaimed earlier without the wonders of modern machinery, that there was absolutely nothing wrong with his leg. I felt like breaking it.

Hair of the Dog


We remained unaware of our neighbours for quite some time. Perhaps it was because we were too busy settling down we didn’t notice them or could be that it was the first time they fought since we moved in.


Hundreds of kilometres from the mayhem of urban life, we were truly relishing a country life of Arcadian contentment. It was a tranquil afternoon. We were out in the lawn having tea and enjoying the comforting shade of the sycamore enriched by the cool breeze from the sea. For once I felt relaxed. The heavy backlog of work was behind me and I felt no small measure of pride for accomplishing in a few weeks what my predecessors had artfully piled up in years. 

The spell was suddenly shattered by the cacophony of breaking china. Instinctively, we both looked towards the bungalow, expecting Juma Khan, the cook, to come out with that apologetic and silly half-grin on his wrinkled face and remind us that he was unaccustomed to handling fine chinaware.


“I sent Juma Khan to get some milk from the market,” my wife remembered, “so there’s probably a cat prowling in the kitchen.”


“There must be two cats,” I surmised, “and they seem to be arguing.” 


She gave me a dumb stare and smiled when she heard the steadily escalating argument between what seemed like an irate husband and a tempestuous wife. We kept our ears cocked, caught fragments of their quarrel as the argument developed into yelling and the yelling into screams. Two sharp cracks later, the screams stopped and were replaced by hysterical weeping.


“Someone lives back there,” my wife noted.


“And fights,” I added.


When Juma Khan came back from the market with adulterated milk, we asked about our neighbours. He put the milk down and sat on the grass next to us. Our neighbours seemed to be an interesting and time-consuming topic for discussion.


“Babu and Bibi,” he intoned, as if it explained everything.


“Okay, but who are they?” my wife demanded impatiently.


Juma Khan told us the two had been married recently. Babu worked as a peon in the Accounts Office in the morning, as a turnkey in the sub-jail during the afternoon and as a watchman at night in our colony.

“This explains why there are so many thefts in this part of the town,” I commented. 

“Bibi, on the other hand,” Juma Khan continued, disapproving of the intrusion, “does nothing except spend all the money her husband earns. And, of course, she fights with him.”


“Why does he work around the clock?” I asked.


“To earn money for her,” Juma Khan replied. 


“Then why does she fight with him?” my wife pleaded.


“Because what he earns is not enough for her.”


I didn’t make sense. My wife thought Juma Khan was being silly as usual. She decided to call Bibi over to give her a lecture on how to live within one’s means. I agreed reluctantly, sure in my belief that my wife was not competent enough to render two lines on the subject.


During my customary morning walk the next day, I ran into what were none other than Babu and Bibi. Babu had one arm in a sling and Bibi sported a lush black eye but otherwise, they seemed to be the best of friends.


That evening, my wife summoned Bibi to counsel her. The young bride, her head down obediently, listened intently and seemed to appreciate all that the enlightened lady from the city said to her. Inspired and impressed by Bibi’s apparent eagerness to listen, my wife presented her with a Cantonese flower vase I had hauled all the way from Beijing. She accepted it gratefully, admired it for a while, thanked us and when she went back home, she promptly broke it over her husband’s head.


Babu had a real go at her. When it seemed as if he would not stop thrashing her, we intervened against our better judgement and evacuated a shrieking Bibi from her quarters. Her face was badly cut and swollen and I suspected she had fractured a rib or two. I called the Medical Officer from the Civil Hospital who examined her, cleaned up the wounds and bandaged her. As for Babu, he was taken to the hospital to have his head stitched and his arm X-rayed. Bibi wanted to go back home but my wife insisted she stay. So, we ended up with an unexpected guest for the night.


Before she joined us to see Dr. No on the video, Bibi was served an assortment of juices, tons of excellent food, heaps of fruit and a jug of milk. My wife announced half way through the film that entertainment was over for the night, perhaps alarmed by Bibi’s eyes popping out when she saw Ursula Andress in a skimpy bikini. Juma escorted Bibi to her bed in the air-conditioned guestroom. On getting up the next morning, she was served a royal breakfast after which my wife gave her some dresses that no longer fit her. Bibi was also given a crash course on how to dress appropriately. Our guest then settled herself in front of the television and VCR and saw the remaining portion of James Bond’s duel with the fiendish Chinaman. Shortly before I left for office, Babu came to collect her. She fell into his arms and they trotted off without thanking us for our hospitality.


We talked about their problem and agreed that Babu should spend quality time with his wife, instead of trying to make as much money as he could. I called a local philanthropist the following and coerced him to put Babu on a substantial stipend that amounted to slightly more than what Babu earned from his moonlighting. Then I arranged to have Babu relieved of his extra jobs and ensured he would not get any employment after his daytime duties. We wanted to give him more time to spend with Bibi without losing money in the process.

“I think we have solved their problem,” I announced triumphantly.


“Yes,” my wife agreed. “The two shall stop fighting now.”


That was, however, not to be. As the frequency of fights between them grew alarmingly larger, our expenditure on Bibi’s upkeep and amusement increased proportionately. Fresh in the bonds of marriage ourselves, we didn’t know how to handle the situation but persisted in pampering her each time she got roughed up by her husband.


“It appears that now they have more time to fight,” my wife sighed.


“And more time to spend the money,” I reflected.


Bibi was a loveable person and our affection for her grew with each beating she received from the tireless Babu. At the slightest break of a scream from their quarters behind the thick cluster of trees at the back of our bungalow, we would both jump up and my wife would dash out and rescue Bibi from the clutches of her spouse. I would admonish Babu for a while, give up and then come back to witness my wife cheering Bibi up. By the end of the month, despite consistent violence at home, Bibi’s cheeks became rosy, she lost her impoverished look, gained some weight, her wardrobe burgeoned and she had seen six more James Bond movies.


Babu, on the other hand, seemed the least perturbed by his wife’s absence after each brawl. He would simply beat her up, roam around for a while, go to the cinema maybe, and then come back to collect her. As for Bibi, she would simply get beaten up, enjoy the hospitalities of our house and then go back with Babu the minute he came to fetch her. As for us, we awaited their fights and Bibi’s screams and then we’d go and bring her over and feed her, console her and bandage her up and thereafter see her go hopping off with Babu, wondering when she would get roughed up next.


“He’s going to kill her some day,” my wife muttered anxiously.


“I don’t think so,” I said. “She has learnt to absorb the blows without getting badly hurt.”


“If the two of them keep on fighting like this, who can say what might happen. He may kill her some day. Or get killed himself.”


“What can we do? They just won’t let up.”


“It Babu’s fault,” she pronounced, a frown on her face, determined that her lovely protégé was being wronged and mistreated.


“I doubt it,” I countered. “However, it is about time I dug deep to find out who’s the culprit.”


I called Babu over one day. At first he didn’t want to come but when Juma Khan convinced him I would be rather displeased if he refused my command and might even have him thrown into the same jail he had guarded a few weeks earlier, he followed my emissary to our bungalow. I offered him a cup of tea and he helped himself to a number of my favourite cookies. We waited for each other to start the proceedings but seeing that he was rather inclined to maintain the status quo indefinitely, I decided to break the ice.


“Do you know why I have called you here?” I asked tentatively.


“You’ve probably arranged another stipend for me and want me to quit my job,” he ventured. 

“Not likely,” I growled.


“Then what?” he inquired disinterestedly, wondering whether he should make a move for the remaining cookies. 

“I want to talk to you about the fights you have with your wife,” I told him. “What I don’t understand is why you beat her so much.”


“Because I love her,” he beamed. “Moreover, she doesn’t complain.”


“Let’s try it this way,” I glared at him. “Why does your uncomplaining wife let you beat her so much?”


“Because she loves me.”


“Loving each other doesn’t mean you can break each other’s ribs or cut each other up,” I reasoned. 


We talked for a long time and simply went around in circles. Babu justified having a go at Bibi for the simple reason that he adored her and vice versa. I learnt very little apart from finding out that Babu, and apparently Bibi too, didn’t think they had any serious problem worth discussing. I gave up in the end and parted also with the remaining cookies, which Babu wanted to share with his beloved.

▲►▼◄▲


I compared notes with my wife that night. We tried to figure out why they really fought. My wife had done some homework. 
“When the two of them got married,” she said, “Bibi discovered what Babu earned was not enough for her.”

“She is not exactly a Rothschild,” I observed.

“Yes, I suppose she isn’t,” my wife agreed with me for once. “However, in her innocent sort of a manner, she suspected one prospers after marriage. She has to reconcile with the rather harsh truth that she will remain a pauper despite marriage.”

“That much is pretty certain.” 

“In order to provide her with more money,” she continued, “and because he loves her, Babu took on additional work. When that too turned out be insufficient, he had to work almost twenty-four hours a day. Just to keep Bibi happy. It didn’t work. Whatever Babu earns, he hands over to Bibi and Bibi spends it all in a jiffy. For the rest of month, she has no money to spend at all. Whenever she cribs about this, she infuriates her husband, runs into an argument with him and then gets worked over.


“Instead of giving her all his earnings in one go, why doesn’t he spread it over the month?” I wondered.


“They thought of that,” she told me, “and tried it.”

“And?”


“No success. Babu was as extravagant as is Bibi. After giving her housekeeping allowance to tide her over for a week, he spent the remaining amount in less than ten hours. They fought over that. And then, because Babu loves her so much, he decided it should be Bibi who should do the overspending.”


“They need a bank to regulate their expenditure.”


“And a referee to conduct their fights!”


Though we gave up trying to stop their fights, we continued to nurse Bibi after each encounter. Babu persisted religiously in bruising her and Bibi chipped in a few blows whenever she got a chance.


“He doesn’t hit her on the face anymore,” my wife pointed out one day. “Remember when she used to have cut lips, black eyes and scraped cheeks? Now he punches her in the midriff or kicks her in the posterior. Our counselling may indeed have worked to some extent.”


“It might be that his love for her has increased,” I assumed. 


One day, Babu went on a rampage and messed her up pretty bad. We were at that time wholly immersed in The Big Sleep and didn’t hear Bibi’s screams at all until she crashed into our parlour and sprawled before us on our exquisite Persian rug. I noted with wicked satisfaction that she didn’t seem to have any seething wounds. 


My wife brought her around with a jar of imported juice. Milk and tea no longer worked. This was followed at steady intervals by chicken soup, pepper steak and croissants that I’d brought from the city that very afternoon exclusively for my personal consumption. To cut a long story short, the only thing that Bibi declined before going to bed was a nightcap. After tucking her into bed, we returned to the living room but were too depressed to enjoy the suave Philip Marlowe tying loose ends.


“She wanted to buy a new stove but Babu wouldn’t give her the money,” my wife explained, having been briefed on the background of the latest bout. 


“Why?”


“Because Babu didn’t have any money he could spare for the stove,” she replied. “Moreover, she already has a couple of stoves. Babu insisted she didn’t need another one and in any case, the only useful thing she can do in the kitchen is boil water.”


“Bibi told you that?”


“Yes.”


“So if she knew that he didn’t have any money to give her and she can’t even put a stove to suitable employment, why did she demand another one?”


“She needed a new stove to look at and to admire it.”


“But if he didn’t have any money, how could he get her a new stove?”


My wife pondered for a while and shrugged indifferently. “They probably needed an excuse for fighting.”


The next day, we bought them a new stove, exactly the one Bibi had in mind.


They didn’t fight for almost a week. But fight they eventually did, because they just couldn’t escape it. It happened when Juma Khan was bringing tea for us and when he heard Bibi’s loud screams, he nearly toppled the tray over us. He recovered quickly and produced a broad smile.


“What are you smirking at, you silly old goat?” my wife admonished him.


“They probably want you to buy them something else now,” he quipped.


“What do you mean?” I demanded.


Juma Khan pretended he hadn’t heard and sought to stage a getaway after putting the tray down but I blocked his passage with an outstretched leg.


“Well, let’s just say they didn’t fight as much before you moved in as they do now,” he turned around and began nervously. “I was meaning to talk to you about it but then decided against it. None of my business.”


“Go on,” my wife urged.


“You see, whatever Babu earns he hands over to Bibi who inevitably finds it insufficient for her prodigal needs. Even if Babu started earning a million a month, it wouldn’t be enough. She has a tremendous capacity to spend. Not that she ever has much money to spend. So, whenever there was no money to spend, Bibi always argued with Babu. They never fought seriously before you began to intervene. They only argued. Babu rarely beat her up.”


“Go on,” my wife urged, sensing that Juma Khan was coming to the difficult part of his narrative.


“Well, after your arrival, Bibi found sympathisers,” Juma Khan resumed gingerly. “When Babu beats her up, you look after her real good. She enjoys the aftermath of the brawls. You pamper her and give her the best time of her life. She pampers her appetite in the bungalow. It is the kind of life she has always dreamed about. In fact, he now beats her more and she lets him beat her more because he knows and she also knows what the fringe benefits are.”


“Do you mean to say that she actually looks forward to getting beaten up?”


“That’s the general idea.”


“What about Babu?” my wife asked. “I’m sure he doesn’t enjoy it.”


“I can safely say he doesn’t enjoy it but it takes the heat off him,” Juma Khan chuckled. “When she wants something he can’t provide, he just beats her up and she gets whatever she requires from you.”


“I don’t believe it,” my wife frowned, visibly perturbed by the possibility.


I talked my wife into putting Juma Khan’s theory to test even though it seemed quite far-fetched to her. The next time Babu made a football out of Bibi, my wife stayed inside the bedroom, her fingers stuck in her ears, and neither did we open the door when Bibi lost her patience and thought we had not heard her screams. The performance was repeated the next day and once again the following morning. We ignored them doggedly. 


They didn’t fight again for a few days, probably to give us time to get over whatever kept us from our customary hospitality. Having given us sufficient time, they started fighting again some days later and the war continued through one whole week, getting progressively ferocious and well contested each time. 


We continued to abstain. When they were fully convinced we were no longer inclined to pamper Bibi each time Babu assaulted her, they stopped fighting. They only argued. When I was transferred almost a year later, Babu and Bibi had fought just once or twice during that entire period. They simply argued a few times. Before we left, my wife carefully set aside a number of household items she no longer needed and dresses that either didn’t fit her or which were out of vogue. After calling Bibi over, she handed them to her.


Bibi looked slightly bewildered.


“Thank you,” she finally said happily. “But excuse me, Begum Sahiba
, Babu didn’t beat me up!”

No Calling Cards

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


The half-moon reading glasses perched precariously along the curve of his meddlesome nose, my friend Tilly seemed immersed in what I later discovered to be Henry David Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience. He directed me to an uncomfortable armchair, placed there for the benefit of unwelcome guests no doubt, with an arrogant flick of his tiny hand.


“I didn’t know you wore glasses,” I remarked, thus interrupting whatever he was doing.


“Only when I study,” he answered rudely.


“Oh! You do that, do you?” I expressed no undue astonishment. “I was not aware you could read or write.”


Thereupon Tilly rendered an elaborate monologue on his scholarly indulgences, to date. In this monotonous soliloquy replete with non-sequiturs, he deliberated upon metaphysics, ethics, law, psychoanalysis, the poetry of the good Lord Byron and the second law of thermodynamics. Quite understandably, he miserably failed to connect one with the other. When he suspected I was about to beg leave, he felt encouraged and slipped into an unpardonable palaver on his own version of Siddharta’s spiritual quest for the answer to the enigma of man’s role on Earth. I made myself comfortable, lit a cigarette and prepared for the worst, which I am told is Tilly’s imitation of Juliet’s balcony. I made up my mind not to allow him to bore me into beating a hasty retreat.


Ten minutes later, Tilly got bored of hearing himself speak.


“What brings you here, Maigret?” he finally asked, thereby repeating a question he puts to me whenever I have the misfortune to visit him.


“I do wish you wouldn’t call me that,” I protested as usual. “As for your discomfiture, I was just passing by and thought to see whatever you’re up to. And as I had expected, you’re doing nothing as usual.”


“Quite on the contrary actually,” he announced vociferously. “I am gathering background material for a paper I have been commissioned to do on Dr. Rangoon’s theory of mass protests and agitation.”


“Doing an assignment for Mad, are you?” I chuckled. Visibly offended, Tilly neglected to offer me tea and suddenly remembered an appointment with the dentist, at eleven in the night.


Having successfully cast aspersions on Tilly’s scholastic credentials, I spared him further agony and headed towards my club. I was seriously contemplating surrendering my membership of the club in protest against Tilly’s induction as a full member. The Board of Governors admitted Tilly to the Club only because he pledged an extremely generous contribution for a new snooker parlour and bar. The generous contribution is still in the pipeline when last reports came in.


I played a few hands in the Bridge Room but a series of blunders and my partner’s apparent hostility over my fits of abstraction persuaded me to quit early. I lingered in the Coffee Bar for a while where I found the old guards squabbling and disagreeing over age-old axioms. While I was drifting from one room to another, my vagrancy was cut short by an urgent message from the Police Control Room. Someone had murdered Dr. Rangoon. Remembering that Tilly was presently doing some research on the works of the deceased and might be interested in seeing his remains, I instructed the duty officer to track Tilly down and inform him of the murder.


Dr. Rangoon was a widely respected personality, both at home and abroad. He started his illustrious career as an outstanding lawyer and carried an impeccable reputation. In recognition of his services, he was elevated to the bench where he served for a few years. Rangoon became notorious for his strict sentences and strong judgements that the appellate courts had little option but to uphold. His tendency to withhold the benefit of the doubt in favour of the accused made him much unpopular with members of the Bar. His career as a jurist came to an impertinent end when he charged a leading lawyer with contempt of court when the lawyer agitated against a typically harsh sentence handed down to his client. The ensuing battle with the Bar and with his own colleagues, in which everyone ganged up on him, cornered him into resigning in disgust. 


Thereafter, Rangoon withdrew from public life and wrote a series of papers on law reforms that were well received by only a small minority of the public. He spent a few years overseas, conducting anthropological studies in Polynesia, Central Africa and the Andes. On return, he completed his celebrated treatise on the state of nature and was awarded with international applause. He followed this achievement with the publication of a two-volume study on social unrest. He was then invited to join the government in an advisory capacity, a position he occupied during the tenure of three successive governments. For the last three or four years, Rangoon had been semi-retired, lived in seclusion and appeared in public only rarely. I wondered who could have had the motive to murder such a great man.

When I reached Dr. Rangoon’s compact villa, Tilly had already arrived and was aching to deliver a eulogy. He was currently appreciating Rangoon’s good taste. The living room was spacious and done in the Georgian style with tall windows, an Adam fireplace and small but expensive Bokhara rugs gracing the parquet floors. The room was littered with some elegant furniture, mostly Sheraton and Happlewhite. I instructed a constable to keep an eye on Tilly to make sure he didn’t pinch something or innocently tamper with evidence, if any.


The police photographer, Tony Roach, clicked away busily. Tilly followed him energetically, trying to get into his range while he shooed Tilly away. Tilly was desperate to be photographed at the scene of the crime but Roach would have none of it. Roach had a good memory. He last met Tilly at the New Year’s Ball at Seven Police Plaza and would not forgive him for repeatedly asking why he was known as Mr. Toe Knee Crotch. 

The head of the German police, Peter Beck, was also in the city and was an invitee on that very occasion, all seven feet six inches of him. After a few drinks, Tilly started reaching up and thumping him on the back. Explaining he wasn’t good at remembering difficult names, particularly those of Teutonic origin, he kept on calling him Mr. Autobahn. Tilly was constrained to find someone else to talk to when Peter Beck made a couple of moves to thump him on the back too. Police bouncers ultimately led Tilly out of the hall when he attempted to mess around with the legendary Detective Joshua Tennenbaum who was confined to a wheelchair, having been shot in the spine and paralysed in the line of duty. Tilly referred to him as Ironside.

Police elders sat down later that evening to find out who had invited Tilly because they knew I could not have been responsible for such a blatant violation of etiquette. In fact I had slipped out of the hall the minute he was let in. They discovered that my friend had managed to acquire an invitation to the New Year’s Ball at Seven Police Plaza by having Alf Capone, my staff officer, hypnotised. Alf Capone is serving a suspension since then and not one member of the entire police force has as yet put in a word for his reinstatement.

Roach’s presence kept Tilly away from the more sensitive areas of the crime scene. Supervised by Shorty Juno, the fingerprint crew was busy dusting the place and Detective ‘Deleterious’ Demetrius from Homicides was bent over the body, examining it carefully. The murder weapon was lying nearby. It was a beautiful dagger with an awesome nine-inch blade, most of which was stained with blood. Deleterious picked up the dagger with his handkerchief and walked towards me.


“It’s not a robbery. Dr. Rangoon had a lot of money in his bedroom apart from expensive antiques and artefacts that have not been touched. His gold watch is still on his wrist,” he reported and held up the murder weapon for my inspection. “No prints on the dagger. Probably belonged to the murdered man. First of its kind I’ve seen so far. Should be worth a king’s ransom, I would say. I wonder why the perp didn’t take it away with him. If brought in by the intruder, his leaving it behind means we probably won’t be able to trace it back to him. Just one strong thrust, straight into the heart and out. From the expressions on his face, I would say Rangoon resigned himself to his fate. Stabbed while he was standing, doubled over and fell down right into that foetal position,” he pointed towards the corpse. “Could have brushed the assailant on the way down so the perp might be carrying a stain or two.” 


Deleterious paused to look towards me inquisitively as Tilly joined us. I made a gesture meaning Tilly could be tolerated. “Dr. Rangoon was probably a non-smoker ---” Deleterious went on.


“How can you say that?” Tilly interrupted.


“A smoker usually has a lot of ash-trays lying around,” Deleterious replied with mild irritation. “We found none in the bedroom or in the bathroom and only one here in the living room.” Tilly nodded as if he found the answer to his satisfaction and with a flutter of his left paw, permitted the detective to continue. “There’s a cigarette stub in the ash-tray, smoked down to the filter so it will take a bit of time before we find out what brand it is. The way I see it, Rangoon let the man in, they talked for a while probably without sitting down, he finished his cigarette, put it out, picked up or pulled out the dagger and killed him.”


“Any other clue apart from that cigarette butt?” Tilly asked.


“No other clues so far, Captain,” Deleterious informed me, ignoring the questioner. “No fingerprints anywhere. Not even on the stub. There are no fresh tyre marks outside, so I presume the murderer came on foot. There are no footprints either. Gravel driveway. The most we will probably get is a shoe size and type.”


“Who found the body?” I inquired belatedly.


“I did,” Dr. Azrael emerged from the washroom towards our left, definitely looking fresh. 


He shook hands with me and then with Tilly. Then he counted his fingers. Tilly had not pinched any. Azrael was not only an ancient friend but also my family doctor and has yet to forgive me for introducing Tilly to him. Azrael has often complained Tilly steals medicines from his portmanteau. Tilly is also a compulsive liar. He lies even about his symptoms when unwell. Azrael once rushed an ambulance to fetch Tilly to his clinic, fearing a coronary, but it later transpired Tilly had a mild condition of gonorrhoea. 


Azrael attempted time and again to get rid of his difficult patient and in fact sent Tilly a letter regretting his inability to continue as his doctor. Tilly duly reported Azrael to the National Medical Practitioners’ Association, accusing him of “unprofessional” conduct. The Association was already fed up of Azrael because of the lengthy procession of cryptic abbreviations that appeared on the sign outside his clinic, on his letterhead and in three lines of his calling card. One of the abbreviations was MBBS. The rest had nothing to do with the medical profession. Also quite cut up because Azrael refused to change his ominous surname, the Association promptly issued a censure and Azrael was obliged to let Tilly into his clinic once again. Tilly has at least two appointments with Azrael every week and he invariably arrives well before the appointed time in order to flirt with Azrael’s nurse, who happens to be his niece.


As a part of daily routine with Dr. Rangoon, Azrael arrived at 10 p.m. to check up on his patient who was convalescing after a viral attack. He found the front door ajar and his patient dead. Murdered, to be precise.


“Rangoon couldn’t have been dead for more than a few minutes,” Azrael reported. “I must have missed the intruder by a few seconds. I checked Rangoon’s pulse, found him dead and informed the police immediately.”


“What were you doing in the loo?” Tilly asked accusingly. “Getting rid of the evidence?”


“I was throwing up,” Azrael smirked. “Picked up your scent, you know.”


“Put him on leash,” Tilly suggested to Deleterious. “He’ll pick up your murderer’s scent also, take my word for it.”


Deleterious and I left them at each other’s throats and moved towards the main door from where a constable tried to attract our attention excitedly. He held something in tweezers.

“I found this outside, Captain,” he notified. “There’s very little dew over it, so I reckon it’s been around for only a short while. I overheard what you were just saying about the victim not being a smoker and thought this might be material evidence.”


I glanced at the empty cigarette packet of an inexpensive brand that was quite popular with the working class.


“How many men do we have here?” I asked.


“Six, sir, including this young man here,” Deleterious answered. “What do you have in mind?”


“It’s a long shot but worth a try,” I told him. “Let’s work on the presumption that this empty packet was thrown away by the murderer on his way out. He smoked a cigarette before he stabbed Rangoon and another while he left, so he’s possibly a heavy smoker and needs a new pack soon. He may already have bought one. I want all tobacconists within the radius of a kilometre interviewed immediately. There won’t be many open at this time of the night, so I also want a list of those who were open or could have been open between 9.30 p.m. and 10.30 p.m. I want those to be checked up first thing tomorrow morning. Concentrate mainly on the busy roads and streets where he could have mingled with pedestrians or where bus service or cabs are easily available.”


I held up the empty pack for everyone’s inspection. “We are looking for someone who bought a packet of cigarettes, most probably of this brand. He might have been wearing an overcoat or a hat or both and could have been a stranger in these parts. Call in more men, if you think it is necessary. Have you got that?”


“Yes, Captain,” Deleterious replied, closing his little notebook.


“Secondly, check the taxi companies for any cabby who may have picked up a fare from around this place between 9.30 p.m. and 10.30 p.m.”


As Deleterious hurried off, I took the empty cigarette pack to the fingerprint man who dusted it for prints. There were none. It was wiped clean. Dr. Rangoon’s murderer had done a thorough job.


I rejoined Tilly and Dr. Azrael in the living room. They were exchanging repartees and had apparently quit hurling abuses at each other.


“Ah! Maigret,” Tilly exclaimed jovially. “Found your chap yet?”


“We’re working on a few leads.”


“Seems to be a professional job,” Azrael opined. “I gather there isn’t much to go on. No fingerprints at all?”


“That narrows down the field of suspects actually,” I smiled. “He told us a lot by not leaving any fingerprints behind.” They waited for me to continue but I didn’t. I thought they would add two and two and get four or in Tilly’s case, get three.


“Well, don’t act like the Delphic Oracle, man!” Azrael snapped. “Do you expect us to interpret every damn thing you say?”


“There are two possibilities,” I explained apologetically. “Firstly, it could be someone close to Dr. Rangoon or connected with him or who might by virtue of his position or relation be suspected of the crime. Such a person would make sure no calling cards are left behind.”


“Or?” Tilly urged disinterestedly.


“Secondly, it might be someone with a police record.”


“I think the second possibility appears more plausible,” Azrael commented. “Rangoon hardly had any relatives or friends.”


“It would sound plausible to you,” Tilly jibed. “I’d say the first possibility is more likely and what’s more, I think that you did it.”


Azrael did not, of course, murder Dr. Rangoon and Tilly’s wayward accusation cost him a lot of money in damages that the court awarded to Azrael when he sued his patient for defamation. I was cited as a witness and as a law-abiding citizen, had no reservations about appearing as a plaintiff’s witness to testify against Tilly. I would gladly stand up for anyone in any court of law and depose against Tilly even if I have to perjure myself.


As for Dr. Rangoon’s murderer, his speedy and totally efficient apprehension surprised us much more than it surprised him. My long shot paid rich dividends. A tobacconist on the junction of Maximilien Robespierre Avenue and Marie Antoinette Street, barely a furlong away from the scene of the crime, remembered selling a pack of cigarettes of the brand we found on Rangoon’s front lawn to a suspicious looking character. He supplied Deleterious with the description of a man wearing a redingote and a fedora and who paid with a ten-dollar bill from which a number of prints were quickly picked up. One of the prints belonged to a certain Elmer “Fudge” Padley, released recently from jail after serving a ten-year sentence for culpable homicide and grand larceny. Four of the five witnesses in his trial had turned hostile and he was convicted on the strength of the testimony of a bystander and some forensic evidence that fell disastrously short of being conclusive. Little wonder that the court was presided over by none other than Dr. Rangoon.


Fudge got into a taxi after purchasing cigarettes and from a sketchy description of the vehicle, we located the cabby who guided us to Fudge’s dingy quarters in the other half of the city’s slums. Fudge later told us he blamed Dr. Rangoon for the ten years he spent in the slammer. The sentence was, undeniably, too harsh in view of the evidence available before the court.


“He has paid for the years I lost in jail,” Fudge bellowed.


Fudge confessed to the murder and received a life sentence for the slaying of Dr. Rangoon. He was spared the electric chair on account of “extenuating circumstances”. The trial court gave undue consideration to Fudge’s misplaced belief that Dr. Rangoon was needlessly, if not recklessly, rough with him. So much for courts.


Tilly didn’t complete his paper on Dr. Rangoon’s social unrest theory but did produce an exclusive about his killer’s nabbing for the leading tabloid. People at the club reluctantly concede that it was a good piece and readily agree that it must have been ghost-written. When Tilly demanded whether I had read his newspaper article, I told him I would have it ghost-read. As for Dr. Azrael, after being awarded damages, he finally lost a regular patient and threw a truly lavish party to commemorate the occasion. To add insult to injury, he invited Tilly to the party.


Tilly now refers to him as the Great Leveller and that quack while that quack exults in his victory over that moron. I too don’t get along very well with Tilly these days. Aided and abetted by some of the city’s respectable citizens that I have collared over the years, Tilly has sponsored an irritating movement in the club to have me ousted. He has charged me with testifying in court against a fellow member of the club. For this reason alone, I have decided not to resign my club membership as I had contemplated earlier. Can’t let Tilly carry the day, can we?

Sweet Revenge


My eyes not yet accustomed to the dark, I could only make out the dim outline of a rather burly figure approaching me. I left my chair in respect and in response to her incoherent greeting, mumbled something equally incoherent. She eased her huge frame into the garden chair in front of me, placed the massive hookah
 at her side and motioned for me to make myself comfortable. I lit a cigarette and in the fragile glow of the matchstick, caught a glimpse of a most graceful woman. As if on cue, the clouds parted, moonlight filtered through the old oak tree to our left and fell on her graceful face in shimmering cascades.


“What are you doing wandering around this solitary outpost of ours?” she asked.


“I am prospecting the area,” I replied. “We have some funds lying around and I want to see if you can use a market road.”


“We can do without the road,” she scoffed. “It will only bring evil upon this heavenly place of mine. Anyway it’s nice to see you. We haven’t seen government for years. In fact the last ones who came here investigated the murder of my father and laughed all the way to the bank. That was almost forty years ago.” She sighed and had a good prolonged pull at the hookah.


“I didn’t know about that,” I commented, caught off-balance.


“It’s been a long, long time.”


I didn’t pursue the matter. Presumably, she didn’t have much faith in the integrity of public servants and I decided I should let the matter rest at that. Apa
 read my thoughts, changed the subject and we talked about my plans for a market road that would prove to be the harbinger of economic, social and cultural development in Apa’s domain. After the candle-lit dinner, an extremely sumptuous affair, we came back to the courtyard where Apa had arranged an assembly of the local morons in my honour. 

I was introduced to a horde of ascetics, psychics, mystics and storytellers. An old geezer recited and sang from Heer Ranjha, a rendition deeply etched in my memory to this day. The following morning being a national holiday, I indulged myself thoroughly, participated in the heated discussions and discovered much to my surprise that I was in the midst of deceptively enlightened company. When the debaters began to disperse at the break of dawn, everyone except for me seemed to have fully grasped the aims and objectives of creation.


There was no inspection bungalow anywhere near the village. I had earlier accepted Apa’s invitation to stay in the small but adequate guesthouse adjacent to the elegant haveli
 in which she lived with her countless servants. Musing over the cantankerous confabulation a few minutes earlier, I changed and after turning down the lamp, crept into the bed, admired the heavy white chenille bedspread, thought for a while about my remarkable hostess and then slipped as usual into vicious nightmares.


Apa was on the wrong side of fifty but still fabulously beautiful, though her abnormally massive constitution painted more of a patriarchal rather than a matriarchal figure. She was the sole survivor from one of the two families that had originally owned the wide expanse of agricultural land around her village an a few settlements beyond. Somewhere along the swerving path of time, the other family was wiped out and now Apa, as the last surviving member of the Maken clan, controlled the local district. This was her fiefdom. Though she didn’t appear to resent it, I was a trespasser.


After breakfast, I spent a couple of hours in a comfortable cane chair beside Apa in the courtyard of the haveli, watching her shower favours upon her liege and vassals. It was not a performance for my benefit. It was a ritual of long standing. She sat cross-legged on a square banquette with a maid kneeling behind her, massaging her hair with spikenard out of an elegant pewter ampulla. Two servants stood at our flanks, refreshing us with huge punkahs.
 
Her subjects explained their problems to her and she solved them to their utmost satisfaction. She argued with them, reasoned with them, humoured them, cajoled them and they all went back placated. She made my office seem completely superfluous. If they had come to me, I can say with some confidence and without compromising my ability that despite my best efforts they wouldn’t have been pleased as much with my judgement as they were with Apa’s verdict. Later, she gave away money to the needy, distributed foodstuff amongst the destitute, made contributions to the local mosques and madrassahs
 and paid off dispensary and school bills. 


The last petitioner was a peon who worked in the local girdawar’s
 office. He was the youngest son of Apa’s ostler. Aware that I was Apa’s guest and had broken bread with her and did not appear to be capable of ingratitude, he ventured to profit by the occasion and requested Apa to instruct me to transfer him to a lucrative post. Apa cackled wildly and thumped her things with sheer delight. 


“You will be better off working in the stables with your brothers, you idiot,” she pointed her finger at him in circular motions. “I did not boot you off to school to learn how to embarrass my guests.”


“Don’t worry about him,” I said to Apa quickly before she could order the young man’s beheading. “The tehsildar’s
 peon is retiring next month and I will tell the tehsildar not to make a commitment to anyone else.”


The young man was virtually walking on air. He genuflected before Apa, nuzzled her feet, got up and left triumphantly, without even a glance in my direction. He did not need to acknowledge my dispensation. His benefactor was Apa, not his ultimate superior. 


Apa noticed his impertinence and tried to divert my attention. “I do this every fortnight,” she explained. “I am a rich woman and as you can see, I make the best use of my money. There is none I can leave it to.”


She was very affectionate. She knew everyone by name and seemed to know exactly how to treat them, how much help they really needed, how they could be talked into accepting less, how they could be persuaded to give in. I saw no one that was either disappointed or delightfully surprised.


Just as we were about to get up, the most haggard woman I have ever seen arrived with five or six small, filthy, undernourished kids clinging to her tattered cloak. Apa metamorphosed suddenly at their sight. She looked at the woman with insurmountable hatred and spat on the ground with contempt as the woman approached and extended a begging hand forward. Apa jeered at her, taunted her, asked her scathing, rude, shameless questions, passed slimy remarks about her and when the woman started crying, threw a few crumpled notes at her feet. Picking the money up, the woman turned and left abruptly, the kids behind her, without thanking Apa for the charity, if that’s what it was! Apa looked at me and a smile of triumph broke on her face.


I didn’t ask Apa what it was all about but made a mental note to later seek an explanation from the local patwari.
 A grossly wrinkled, wiry little man, he had also been present, and had taken in the incident with an air of total indifference.


“Who was that awful looking woman?” I inquired after Apa begged leave and moved towards the paddock where two handsome horses were ready to be harnessed to her well-preserved Tilbury.


“Apa’s counterpart, the last of the local Kalyars,” he replied simply and fell silent.


I was suddenly interested in the adverse fortune of the Kalyars but the wily Munshi Sahib
 was in no mood to satisfy my morbid curiosity. The most senior of his understudies carried his heavy basta,
 a bundle of tattered land and crop record registers. He handed a massive notebook to Munshi Sahib, who laid it on his two palms and offered to me after kneeling down. Munshi Sahib had penned an erudite inspection note, in the vernacular, in his roznamcha
 for me to sign. I gave it a cursory glance, pencilled “Dictated” at the foot of the inspection note and signed my name with a flourish of his expensive fountain pen. He had absolutely no intention of recovering the pen from me should I have chosen to put it in my breast pocket rather forgetfully. 

Munshi Sahib grabbed the roznamcha, snapped it shut with a loud bang, passed it to his understudy who quickly stuffed it inside the basta, tied it and bolted from the scene. Munshi Sahib’s inspection note was recorded and safe. If I desired to take a look at some document or check the girdawari
 during the rest of my stay in the area, the understudy and the basta would not be found. Munshi Sahib was safe until my or my successor’s next official tour to the backwaters of this remote administrative sub-division.


“Tell me Munshi Sahib,” I prodded once official work was taken care of, “why didn’t Apa ever get married? With her kind of money and her good looks, surely it wouldn’t have been difficult.”


“She had no time to get married,” he answered.


“I see,” I muttered, not seeing at all.


Munshi Sahib sensed my perplexity and explained. “Sahib Bahadur, she was too busy destroying the Kalyars to have time for anything else.”


Munshi Sahib didn’t divulge more. My interest aroused, I asked a few questions here and there, getting only discreet answers. It seemed that though Apa had no secrets, her people desisted from discussing her affairs. Finally, I decided to get it straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. Apa was happy rather than annoyed at my inquisitiveness.


“Seek and ye shall find,” she encouraged me with a teasing chuckle.


“Curiosity killed a cat,” I grinned back.


Apa smirked. “Quite a cat,” she mused and fixed her contemplative gaze straight into my meddlesome eyes. “So, my young friend,” she went on teasingly, “you want to know Apa’s story?”


I nodded uneasily. She was more than willing to talk and wasted no time. 


“That bitch you saw this morning,” she began, “was my childhood friend. We grew up together.”


“She looks twenty years older,” I commented.

“Looking at me, you would tend to believe that I must have been beautiful when I was young, wouldn’t you?”


“Most assuredly,” I agreed.


“Gulshan, that’s her name by the way, was ten times more beautiful than I was, in every which way one can imagine,” Apa told me. “She was extremely pretty, she was extremely attractive and had a figure that could knock anyone out, she was eloquent and had been schooled by the best governesses in business, and she knew how to dress up for all occasions.

“We were best friends when we were young. Our families were not exactly close. On the contrary, there was an element of passive hostility between the two clans that eased somewhat due to our friendship. When we were both twenty, my mother had been dead for five years. I managed the kitchen, supervised the servants, marshalled the tenants and paid farm workers. Obviously there was no spare time to visit friends and relatives or to socialise, not that one can socialise in this godforsaken place. Gulshan on the other hand went to school and college in town and had little else to do. She could flutter around any which way she liked. It was thus mostly Gulshan who came over and she would talk for hours and hours, following me around while I attended to my commitments at home or on the farm.”


“What about your father?”


“Be patient, curious young man. I am coming to that,” she chided me playfully. “Sardar Sahib
, my father, was still young and debonair. He abhorred dealing with the tenants and the farm workers and had very little interest in agriculture. He did, however, hire the best graduates out of the University of Agriculture to manage the orchards and the abundant fields. Our farm employed one of the most progressive farming techniques in the country. Still does, in fact. Leaving the lands in capable hands, he spent most of his time playing polo, tent pegging or going on deer hunts. As far as the farm was concerned, his only contribution was to visit horse and cattle shows around the country to buy bulls and heifers or pick out raunchy stallions for his stud farm. He was a connoisseur. Breeders would not sell their animals before Sardar Sahib saw them and tendered his opinion about the stock.”


“Quite an interesting if not exciting life, if you permit me to say so,” I remarked.


“You may say whatever you like,” she laughed, wiping the sweat off her brows with the sleeve of her starched, white muslin kurta.
 “Sardar Sahib had more fun than one can imagine. He went to Hope City every three months, hired the best car, stayed in the top hotel, bought the most expensive liquor and frequented the liveliest bordellos. Mujra
 and women were unfortunately his weakness. He had concubines scattered across neighbouring towns here but there were none that provided the kind of zip possessed by that merry town’s women of easy virtue.”


“Yes, I suppose my home town does excel in that department.”


“Whenever he went to Hope City, his friends descended upon the city from all directions. They loved to play canasta at the Gymkhana, bet heavily at the races, get drunk in chic restaurants and so on and so forth. Anyway, around the time Gulshan and I matured from girls into young women, Sardar Sahib decided he should remarry and sire a son rather than make a fool of himself. He started looking for a girl to wed. He was a handsome, cultured man and could have married into any landed family anywhere in the province but it was Gulshan that he fell in love with.” 


“Good God!” I flinched. 


“Gulshan was a beauty then,” she clarified. “As I said earlier, compared to her, I was virtually a tramp. Unfortunately, her morals were rather dubious, if you know what I mean. She flirted ceaselessly with Sardar Sahib. He would not have fallen for her if she had not charmed him. He felt elated and youthful in her company. He was aroused by her lust, flattered by her generous offers and yearned for more. Slowly but surely, he lost interest in everything he held dear. He paid scant attention to his family, his lands, the magnificent haveli he was constructing and the greatest passion of all, the stables that overflowed with thoroughbred horses.”


“So what went wrong? Wasn’t Gulshan happy to have him?” 


“Gulshan had no intention to marry him,” Apa replied. “She was already informally engaged to a distant cousin and used Sardar Sahib merely to satiate her excessive sexual desires. She sucked him into her wicked world. Any woman would have fallen in love with Sardar Sahib but not Gulshan. It was simply fun for her. She soon grew weary of him, just as she had grown bored with so many other lovers before him. She refused to respond to his messages. She stopped seeing me too. 

“She remained indoors whenever Sardar Sahib prowled around the village hoping to catch a sight of her. Sardar Sahib was heart-broken and behaved like an adolescent. He could not imagine she gave him up because she wanted to move on to someone else. He was under the erroneous impression that she had probably been disciplined by her family, something which made him crave for her even more. Longing for her treacherous flesh, he disturbed her in sleep one night. Gulshan screamed and alerted the household. Her father and her brothers thought she was about to be raped and in an outrage, they pounced upon Sardar Sahib and cut him into pieces.


“She watched it happen. She made no attempt to save him. I am told she was captivated by the ruthless, vengeful thrusts of knives into the body that had fed her nymphomania for a brief but exciting period. The cold-blooded murderers wrapped the pieces of Sardar Sahib’s body into a rug, attached weights to it and threw it down the well in their own courtyard. It happened quickly and quietly.


“For two weeks, we could not find him. I was sure he was dead but unsure as to how, where and why. I was aware of his trysts with Gulshan but the sensational thought that she could have anything to do with his disappearance seemed rather far-fetched. When I sensed she was making rather deliberate efforts to avoid me, I confronted her on an impulse and demanded what she had done to him. Her frightened reaction confirmed my worst suspicions. It took us four days to find Sardar Sahib’s remains. We could hardly recognise him. The well was almost dry and millions of small, grotesque insects and maggots had eaten into his body.


“The police came in numbers. Sardar Sahib was an important man and had powerful political friends. The Inspector General of Police deputed the Deputy Superintendent of Police to conduct the investigation personally, rather than leave it to corrupt subordinate staff. The Deputy Superintendent of Police was a bastard of the highest order. He conducted a hurried investigation in the customary cursory manner typical of police and went back. There was a lot of evidence lying around which the police either destroyed or conveniently overlooked. By letting the criminals go scot-free, the police planted the seeds for my vendetta. It was left to me to settle the score.”


“You seem to have succeeded,” I commented.


“It wasn’t easy,” she replied. “The Kalyars were rich people but the murder proved costly for them. Since all the male members of the family were involved, they decided it would be better to purchase silence than to buy a judge or plead extenuating circumstances. The Deputy Superintendent of Police and his staff took them to the cleaners.”


“Every little penny? You said they were very rich,” I pointed out.


“We are rich because of the land we own,” she replied. “Our wealth is our land. A big family has enormous expenditures. The Kalyars were both rich and prodigal. The lands had to support the father and six sons who all loved the high life, mostly in competition with Sardar Sahib. They would remain in debt throughout the year and repay loans at harvests. They murdered my father about a couple of months before the winter harvest, which was the worst possible time to get into trouble, especially with all the debts the nine Kalyars, in attendance by a dozen servants, had accumulated during the long summer spent on the hills. They ended up pledging their crops and when that was not enough, they had to sell parcels of their land. It would not have been so expensive if they had killed the man on the Clapham bus, for example.”


“How was it so expensive?” I questioned.


“I bid against them,” she informed me. “They had to pay the police much more to botch the investigation than what I offered the police to nail them. It was war, a huge windfall for the investigation staff. I never actually wanted the case to go to court and get a conviction. I knew I would exact appropriate revenge my own way spending a mere fraction of the assets I had. The police wanted money from the Kalyars, and I carefully kept dangling enough in front of them to ensure they kept on going back to the Kalyars and asking for more. In the end, Sardar Sahib’s friends, assuming correctly that I had lost interest in the investigation for some inexplicable reason, also backed off and took the pressure off the police. When the police ultimately dropped charges against the Kalyars for lack of credible evidence, after giving me back each penny I had given them to pursue the investigation, it had cost the Kalyars many an arm and a leg, so to say!      

“Then there were other witnesses who had to be silenced. I bid for them too. I drove the Kalyars into huge debts right and left. Sardar Sahib’s friends helped me assemble a small army of thugs who could terrorise anyone. Staying behind the scene, I picked up the promissory notes signed by Gulshan’s father and brothers and put the heat on them. I bribed the revenue officials into falsifying their land records to push them into even more litigation.”


“Must have cost you a lot,” I observed.


“It costs less to falsify land records and more to undo it all,” she informed me. “I had the Kalyars in a straitjacket after about a year. Anyone wishing to buy their land even at a premium was either warned off or paid a bit of money to go look elsewhere. Almost all their land was either pledged or sold for a song to buyers acting on my behalf. No doubt I spent a lot of money but it was money well spent. Most of their land now belongs to me. I made their life miserable. They woke up every now and then to find a policeman at the door with a warrant of arrest for an offence in a far-off district. 

“While they wasted their day in the courts, my thugs set fire to their crops or destroyed watercourses running through or skirting their fields. Their best livestock was either stolen or poisoned. I bribed the revenue staff to recover non-existent land revenue arrears from them. I engaged them in maddening litigation with people they had never known even to exist. Three years after Sardar Sahib’s murder, the Kalyars were reduced to tenants on a portion of the land they once owned.


“It did not end there. It was to be a tooth for a tooth, an eye for an eye, and more. There was one father and six sons to reckon with. The father cheated me. He died of consumption almost immediately. One son fell off a horse and broke his neck, another drowned in the canal, and the third was killed while poaching in the adjacent village. Unknown assailants axed the fourth to death while the fifth was over-run by a road roller. The last fled the village but was pushed in front of an oncoming train from the platform. The mother took her own life, perhaps fully aware I would come for her too. As for Gulshan, I reduced her to a dirty pauper. 

“Many a time she made a bid to leave the village and try her luck elsewhere but circumstances compelled her to return. There were debts to be paid off and creditors wanted her where they could see her. The distant cousin she was supposed to marry changed his mind. He hardly needed any persuasion. Each time she attempted to leave, she either could not or was brought back and thrown in front of her small house. What little assets that still remained were soon taken over and apportioned by creditors. With nothing left, she worked here and there at abysmally low wages until I closed all opportunities for her to earn a decent livelihood. Finally, she started selling her charm, first for money and then for bits and pieces of food. Needless to say, I made sure no one paid her too much.


“Gulshan was so poor she couldn’t take precautions,” Apa laughed derisively, “or afford an abortion. Now she has seven kids with no means to support them all. Only her old friend provides for her.”


After she finished, the silence was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Apa did not notice or maybe ignored my state of shock at the cool, calm manner in which she had recounted her story, making me wonder how and why God had created such a vengeful woman. But then I contemplated the loss of her father and Gulshan’s treachery and I inwardly applauded the woman for having persisted and persevered against so many odds and avenged the brutal cold-blooded murder.


A clock inside the haveli chimed ten and brought Apa out of her reverie. We both looked at our watches. It was eleven.


“I must do something about that clock,” Apa stated irritably. “That was one chime less.”


“Chime,” I echoed. “Wouldn’t you agree that is by far the most beautiful word?”


“No, it isn’t,” she disagreed quickly. “The most beautiful word is revenge, sweet revenge.”

The Undoing of Charcoal

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


Tilly had a brief and chequered career as a dick, I mean a private dick. Or a criminologist, as he prefers to refer to it. When he figured his prowess as a criminal was suspect, he tried his hand as a sleuth. After all, it takes a thief to catch a thief. Tilly presumed rather ambitiously that he could easily prove his credentials as a shamus by catching at least small-time crooks. His private detective agency was known as the Celestial Investigation Agency. Being a senior police officer and at the same time being in competition, I declined his invitation to perform the agency’s inaugural ceremony. Tilly taunted me for professional jealousy.


I did however pay him a visit in his new office situated at the corner of Court Street and Deputy Commissioner Road. It was a small but comfortable two-room establishment and one had to get past Tilly’s voluptuous secretary in order to see him. In fact one needed to be a steeplechaser to get past her. Tilly’s room was large and beautifully furnished. Immaculate would be the right description. The walls were lined with tasteful tapestries and expensive paintings, the corners filled with figurines atop marble socles. A tiny skull was perched precariously on an ivory pedestal in the oriel. Tilly explained proudly that it was the skull of Johannes Kepler when he was young. The only thing wrong with the room was the person who occupied it. Tilly moved out from behind his massive desk and shook my outstretched hand warmly. 


“I’m impressed,” I commented, admiring the decor.


“Neatness is the essence of success,” he claimed. “My clients should know we do everything neatly, discreetly and completely. And would you believe it,” he went on enthusiastically, “we already have more assignments than we can handle.”


I didn’t believe him but didn’t say so. If my information was correct, only three prospective clients had so far approached the CIA. One was an art dealer whose albino wife had disappeared. He wanted Tilly to make sure she remained missing till she could be pronounced legally dead. The second, by an odd coincidence, was the art dealer’s albino wife who wanted to hire Tilly to prevent the art dealer from finding out where she was. It was pretty confusing. The third, an investment banker, said he wanted to engage Tilly to find him a good detective agency.


“I have been assigned the Charcoal Case,” he announced.


I was surprised. “Who’s interested in cracking that one? I believe everyone is more or less happy to see the last of the scoundrel.”


“My client is Ebony Charcoal, the eldest son’s ex-wife,” he replied.


“Why should she be interested?” I wondered. “Or does she suspect her former husband?”


“No, the lady doesn’t suspect him but sure hopes he was the one who knocked the old man out,” Tilly answered. “When the two were divorced, he was awarded custody of their children. He had a good case for custody. He’s a priest, as you probably know, one of those liberal, enlightened vicars who play cricket on Sundays. The court’s verdict, however, was based on proven infidelity. He fabricated damning evidence and the court had no option but to decree she was a bad influence on the children.”


“How can you be so sure the evidence was rigged?” I inquired.


“It had to be,” Tilly insisted. “I’ve made hundreds of passes at her during the five years or so we’ve known each other and she always cold-shouldered me. If it can be proved he bumped his dad off and if she can send him to jail, she’ll get her kids back.”


“A very long shot but I’ll give you all the help I can,” I offered. “You can browse through our files and talk to the investigating officers.” Tilly was pleased beyond belief and during the rest of the time I spent with him, he admired me, spoke at length of all my non-existent my virtues and even admitted I was a darned good policeman. 


“You’re not a bad chap either, you know,” I remarked when I finally got up to leave, “pretty bright at times.” 


Tilly was amazed by my compliment and selected foolishly to be more than just modest. “Oh hardly!” he protested vehemently. “I’m just a dodo.”


“Well, could be that you are right,” I said, for once finding it extremely difficult to disagree with him.

▲►▼◄▲


He owned all the coal in the country. Obviously that was from where he got his strange name. Charcoal. Very few people knew his real name and those who did, agreed that Charcoal described him perfectly. An extremely successful industrialist, he was disliked from here to the beyond. An upstart, he clawed his way up the financial world, pulling and pushing people down till he amassed such a huge fortune that even the aristocracy willingly deferred to him. He then set about destroying people he did not like or who had tried to block his rightful path to prosperity. Having achieved that very early on in his life, he became a recluse. Only a small number of close associates and relatives thereafter met him face-to-face and his photograph never appeared in any newspaper or magazine. He was not camera-shy. He was terrified of publicity, of kidnappers and kooks that might want money, or their faces in the tabloids. I had seen only an artist’s impression of him till I saw his dead body, rent asunder by a merciless salvo of .38 calibre bullets.


Charcoal lived a life of seclusion. His huge hacienda was situated well away from civilisation and connected to the nearest highway by a five-kilometre private road. A twelve feet outer fence secured some privacy. An electrified ten feet inner fence, with two dozen Rottweilers prowling between the two fences at all times of the day guaranteed complete privacy. On the night of the crime, his live-in butler-cum-cook-cum-chauffeur was having a night on the town to see a rerun of A Night at the Opera. 


The murderer arrived by car and was let in by the guard who was murdered on the spot. The guard’s senseless slaying indicated the intruder was possibly familiar to him and was aware he would be calling. Thereafter, the intruder had all the time in the world to get rid of the master of the estate. Charcoal’s manservant discovered the bodies when he returned shortly after midnight.


“All his sons had motive,” Tilly looked up from the case diaries and enlightened me. “They all hated his guts and they all wanted his money. He gave them next to nothing. They felt deprived.”


“His lawyer says he expected them to make their own money, the way he started from scratch,” I told Tilly. “Our sources told us the only thing his sons and ex-wives wanted from him was an inheritance and it is plausible that one or more of them wanted some cash real quick and this was the only way they could get at it.”


“They all have solid alibis, don’t they?”


“That is correct,” I sighed. “The youngest, Charcoal Five, was up north on a skiing holiday with Dina Comacho, the film actress or rather the declining film actress, the one you had a brief one-sided love affair with. The young man has IOUs scattered across the length and breath of all counties. Adrienne ‘Yapping’ Yenta, the gossip columnist, mentioned him in the society column a few months ago. Ms Yenta ran into him while he tried to purchase a shoelace and got into an argument with the hawker who insisted he should buy a pair.

“Some of these hawkers are very unreasonable,” Tilly opined.


“Charcoal Four was in Dr. Shrink’s clinic in Faith County at the time of the murder. He was a hypochondriac and was quite literally a prisoner in the clinic till he received his share of the proceeds from the inheritance. Even though he may have wanted to leave, Dr. Shrink wouldn’t let him go because he couldn’t settle his bills. Dr. Shrink wasn’t thus exactly throwing good money after bad by denying him a discharge. Charcoal Four owed Dr. Shrink hundreds of thousands of bucks. The inheritance has cured his hypochondria, by the way and he now heads a production unit filming a documentary on eating disorders of bed bugs.”


“We can safely deduce he will soon be back on Shrink’s funny farm,” Tilly mused.


“Charcoal Three, as you may have learnt from the files, works as a foreman in one of his father’s many mills in Faith County. He’s a labour leader of sorts and was an eternal thorn in the old man’s side. Charcoal once had him thrown out for pissing on the timekeeper. He contested his termination before the Labour Court on grounds of wrongful dismissal and was reinstated in his job with damages. It transpired that Charcoal Three had pissed on the timekeeper a clock, and not the timekeeper, a person, as alleged in his marching orders. Charcoal Three was playing a day-and-night cricket match for the Charcoal Textile Mills against ladies from a retirement home around the time his dad got bumped off so he is very much in the clear.”


“Who won the match?”


“How the hell do you expect me to know that?”


“No wonder you people couldn’t crack the case,” Tilly pointed an accusing finger at me. “Your investigation isn’t complete.”


I sighed helplessly. “The one known as Charcoal Two-and-a-half, that’s the illegitimate son, doesn’t gain anything because Charcoal bought him off a few years back. Two-and-a-half filed a suit for legitimacy but Charcoal settled out of court and set him up in business with a small fleet of trucks. He was about six hundred kilometres away and has rock solid alibis. He was in one of his trucks spearheading a huge convoy holding up traffic on Route 45 in protest against an increase in municipal toll, something he must have picked up from a holiday in France last year. As for others who may have had a motive, the first wife was having dinner with the Governor General who vouches for her. If she did it, the Governor General is also in on it.”


“What about the second wife?”


“Yes, the one that lasted just a few days,” I reflected. “She was washing dishes at the time the crime was committed. She works in the kitchen of a chic restaurant in Little Dipper, where the two first met incidentally. He threw her out when she declined to wash dishes at home, feigning inexperience. She doesn’t have any motive, except spite. She knew she didn’t figure in the will and wouldn’t stand to gain a cent. She got little out of the divorce. The two had a pre-nuptial drafted by the cleverest lawyers in town. As for the third wife, she has the most impeccable alibi. She was in jail for jaywalking or something similar. Charcoal didn’t forgive her for sleeping with their octogenarian gardener, even when he was dead and awaiting embalmment in the funeral parlour. She remained in and out of jail till the day Charcoal died. Charcoal’s lawyers and henchmen made sure she remained embroiled in trouble. She is now a loose canon on the streets. The fourth wife, that’s the last one, was on honeymoon with her fourth husband, the track star ---”


“Alvin Fast,” Tilly replied. “I’ve seen her around. She’s a knockout!”


“Old man Charcoal was old enough to be her grandfather,” I informed Tilly needlessly. He knew everything about every pretty woman in town. “He couldn’t keep pace with her. On the other hand, like her illustrious predecessor, she always wanted to mess around. Fortunately, she sought a divorce before winding him up and has thus escaped retribution. As for Charcoal’s younger brother, the one who runs an auto-garage in Faith County, he seems to be in the clear too. We checked up on him. He’s clean, no doubt about it. Moreover, he has refused to accept his elder brother’s bequest, which I hear was quite substantial. The two were never close. The younger brother was refused a loan by a bank owned by Charcoal when facing financial ruin.”


“What happened to the bequest?”


“It has gone to the Society for the Protection of Cruelty to Animals. Seems as if a part of Charcoal’s money will be spent on you too.”


Tilly stared at me. “Other relatives?” he demanded.


“There’s a distant cousin but he hasn’t been mentioned in the will. Moreover, he’s abroad.”


“You haven’t mentioned Charcoal Two, the eldest son,” Tilly pointed out.


“Charcoal Junior was involved in a car accident about sixty kilometres or so from the scene of the crime. He was on his way to see his father who had summoned him earlier in the day. Junior collided with a biker, killed him in the process and claims he also performed the last rites. We checked up on the accident. Everything tallies. Rumours have it, however, that he too was in dire straits financially around the time of the murder. Gambling debts, mostly on cricket matches. He bets on Pakistan all the time and isn’t aware that the youngsters throw matches each time he bets heavily.”


“I have to concentrate on him alone,” Tilly said.


“Well, best of luck,” I returned. “He seemed pretty kosher to the two investigators. They are good honest men, no flies on them.”


“Tell me, Kidglove, what is your assessment of this case?”


“As you probably know, I’m too senior to be directly associated in the actual investigation, no matter who may be involved. We do have powwow sessions where I give the boys a few suggestions or fresh angles to explore. In the Charcoal Case, we went over the file time and again but turned up nothing. All the suspects had motive. Money, and there was plenty of it. Unfortunately, they all had impeccable alibis. We could not establish conspiracy. The investigation led us nowhere. There is no way the guard would have come out of his bullet-proof cabin equipped with state-of-the-art gadgetry from behind two fences for a total stranger. There was nothing to go on. All the videotapes were removed from the fully automated surveillance room after the security system was reprogrammed. The security system had a fail-safe that the intruder knew about. Attempting to take away the videotapes without reprogramming the security protocols would have activated alarms right across the country. 

“I’ve had the file brought up every now and then for another look but I have been unable to find anything I could put my finger on. I finally passed on the file to a field operative with a reputation for solving cold cases. He worked on it for a few weeks but he then landed a cushy job as the Chief of Security for a multinational, sent in his resignation and is having a whale of a time. I believe a copy of the case file is still with him. His name is Gusty Rusty, by the way. He promised he would send in a report if anything came up. We might hear from him. He was intrigued by this case, as has been everyone else.”


“You’ll hear from me sooner,” Tilly boasted. 


“I doubt that very much,” I opined but for once, I was wrong.


Tilly put all his energy into the investigation and concentrated mainly on Charcoal Junior. His quarry, on the other hand, lodged a complaint with the 14th Precinct about a nut who followed him everywhere.


“He keeps on changing his glasses to disguise himself,” Charcoal Junior reported. “I can recognise him at any time. He’s crazy if he thinks he can conceal that stupid expression on his face even if he goes in for plastic surgery.”


I ran into Tilly that same afternoon in Argentina Park. He was sitting on a bench across the flowerbed from Charcoal Junior. I noticed that Tilly had made a small hole in the newspaper and was trying to observe Charcoal Junior while pretending to read the newspaper. He had the newspaper upside down. By a queer coincidence, I ran into Tilly again the next morning as I emerged from the Vasco da Gama Subway Station. Across the street, I espied Charcoal Junior buying a pack of cigarettes at a tobacconist’s kiosk.


“Just what do you think you will gain by tailing him? My men have already been through all that!”


“Experience, at least,” he stated. He took off his coat, turned it inside out and put it back on. He then produced a pair of United States Army Government Issue spectacles from his duffel bag and made an unsuccessful attempt to wear them. They were a couple of sizes too large. He reached into his duffel bag again, retrieved a crumpled felt hat and threaded his head into it. Having completed his unconvincing camouflage, he gave me a big smile and turned around to see what the object of his interest was doing.


“Where is he?” he gasped.


“If you take those silly glasses off, you’ll find him paying for the cigarettes he’s bought just now,” I informed him and left him to pursue his wild goose chase. 


Charcoal Junior was bound to recognise Tilly sooner or later. After all, they had spent some seven years together in school before Tilly was finally expelled when he scored a hat trick for the opposing team in the traditional annual football fixture between his school and its fiercest competition within the academic world. When he was taken off a few minutes before half time, he was so upset he almost felled the coach. Tilly’s feat of three own-goals has yet to be rivalled. It is one record that no one has considered equalling.

▲►▼◄▲


Crazy as it may sound, Tilly did manage to solve the case and provided us with the evidence that ultimately put Charcoal Junior behind the bars. I suspect Tilly got a lot of help from Gusty Rusty even though he claims it was purely a solo effort. Solo effort, my foot! The only thing Tilly has ever been able to do on his own is make an ass of himself and believe me, he excels at it.


Charcoal Junior quite remarkably escaped the electric chair, despite the fact that it was a brutal, planned and pre-meditated double murder. The court probably made an allowance for canonicals he donned throughout the trial. It would have been extremely bad joss to have put a priest on death row. The court also wanted to prevent his seven children from falling forever into the hands of a woman adjudged immoral, by the same court, some months earlier. Charcoal Junior’s lawyer, however, took the plea that Tilly had fabricated evidence against his client but once Tilly worked out how Junior had done it, there wasn’t much that escaped the eyes of forensic experts.


Tilly got a lot of publicity, we earned a lot of criticism and Charcoal Junior’s ex-wife got her seven kids back, for the time being at least. To celebrate all this, Tilly threw a massive party at the Club and somehow persuaded most of the city’s élite to attend. The mayor was there with his wife, and even ‘Yapping’ Yenta turned up. Everyone was keen to find out how Tilly cracked the Charcoal Case. They had all read an account of Tilly’s coup in the newspapers but naturally wanted it straight from the ass’s mouth.


“It wasn’t exactly a milk run,” Tilly told the crowd around him. “Required a great deal of hard work, dedication and surveillance. The police knew he gambled but by tailing Charcoal Junior persistently, I discovered he gambled heavily. It took a long while and a lot of patience before I found this out but find out I ultimately did! A few questions here and there and I was informed he owed money right and left. Gambling debts. He was in hock down to his dirty toenails. Mr. “Shark” Lone, the man he owed a lot of money to, became impatient and nasty. The second thing I noticed was that Mr. “Shark” Lone owned a car absolutely identical to the one in which Junior met that fateful accident on the night of his dad’s murder. Following up on an uncanny impulse, I made inquiries about it. Transpired that Charcoal Junior gave it to him in partial settlement of his liability. I asked myself why anyone should have two identical cars.”


Those around Tilly displayed their agreement by nodding their heads obediently. 


“I learnt that both the cars,” he went on, “were purchased by Junior a short while before the murder, one directly and the other through a parishioner he was consorting with. It did not take long before I traced the second car back to Junior.”


“Did you ever find out why Junior had two cars of the same type?” a dumb redhead clinging to his right arm asked innocently.


“I’m coming to that,” Tilly retorted testily. 


To display his displeasure at her frivolous and impromptu interruption, he freed his arm and offered the other to a brunette on his left who declined to hang on to it. 


“I then back-tracked on Junior’s movements on the day of the murder,” he went on quickly to divert everyone’s attention. “He left for Charity County at around 5 p.m. to see Charcoal Senior. He left by car. That’s a journey of about three hours by car if you maintain good speed. The butler left at around six and according to the autopsy report, Charcoal was snuffed at around seven, give or take a few minutes. So, I asked myself how Junior could have reached his father’s hacienda in two hours to commit the murder if the journey by car took at least three hours?”


“Yes, how indeed!” the Mayor’s enraptured wife echoed dutifully.


“Working on another hunch, I checked the Hope Flying Club for chartered flights to Charity on that date around the time Junior left office. There were many such charters but I did discover that a single man, more or less matching Junior’s description, chartered a Cessna for Charity. He got there well in time to travel to his father’s hacienda to kill him. He planned to pick up a car from Charity Aerodrome, drive to his father’s hacienda, snuff him and then double back by car towards Hope County. 


“The significance of the two cars will now become crystal clear,” Tilly announced. “Junior used the second car, let’s call it the dead ringer, to travel ostensibly to Charity County. He actually hid the dead ringer somewhere and took a cab to the Flying Club. The other car, which was his own car, waited for him at Charity Aerodrome. The two cars carried the same registration number and were identical in all respects. Junior’s original plan was to drive back towards Hope County after the murder, and to turn around and go back towards Charity County from about midway. 


“Once back in Charity, he was scheduled to pick up the family lawyer and the two were to proceed onwards to see Charcoal Senior. And, of course, they would have found the bodies, giving Junior the alibi he needed. Neat, wouldn’t you agree? Things did not go exactly according to his plan. Nonetheless, Junior thought they were a blessing in disguise. On his way from Charity to Hope after he committed the crime, Junior collided with a biker who had fallen behind the rest of his pack. Junior was ecstatic. There couldn’t be a more perfect alibi.”


The equally dumb brunette, who now held on to Tilly’s arm, obviously impressed by him, appeared perplexed. 


“Let me see if I have it correct,” she said. “When he turned around and was doubling back towards Charity, is that when he had this accident and got his alibi?” 


“That’s what went wrong,” Tilly chuckled. “They collided when Junior was driving towards Hope and had yet to turn back towards Charity.”


“But surely the accident took place on the divided highway. The accident was on the other road, the one leading to Charity,” the Mayor protested.


“No,” Tilly differed. “No one took care to have a close look at the motorcycle. Let me recap the sequence of events. An accident happened. The guilty party was a priest who did not flee from the scene. In fact, he claimed to have dispensed last rites to the dying man. At the same time, he made a statement that the accident could well have been due to his own mistake. It was an open and shut case. Manslaughter at the most, if it went to court. The investigators did not need to investigate. No one thought about having a look at the motorcycle.”


“What’s the motorcycle got to do with all this?” ‘Yapping’ Yenta leaned forward.


“I searched for the most infinitesimal clues. I had a look at the motorcycle. The police never did. Some of the dents on the motorcycle looked pretty funny to me. I examined them with great detail and also showed them to experts from body shops. We all agreed that the motorcycle and the car must have been coming from opposite directions.”


“How can that be possible on a divided highway!” Marvin ‘Tool’ Engineer, the President of the Board of Transport, exclaimed.


“I checked up on ‘Mad Dog’ Coyote, the biker. He rides with a biker gang that goes by the name of God Has A Harley Davidson. He was definitely moving towards Charity. There’s no doubt it. The rest of God Has A Harley Davidson was ahead of him. We have to assume that Coyote could not have been going towards Hope City. Most important, that is how Junior reports the accident and that is where the vehicles were found by Highway Patrol. So, if Coyote was going towards Charity and had a sort of a head-on collision with Junior, then the two of them could not have been going in the same direction.”

“The plot thickens,” whispered Lady Medea Succubus, leader of the opposition in City Hall, flinging another glass of wine down her throat.

“Indeed it does, Madame,” Tilly bowed and motioned for her glass to be refilled without delay. Rumour was that Succubus would soon oust the Mayor and take over City Hall. She could then be instrumental in extending Tilly’s franchise for garbage collection. Tilly was bending over backwards to please her, to the extent of serving her with Muscadet while everyone else suffered Tilly’s home-made wine extracted from cut-price grapes purchased off the flea market. 

“If the motorcycle and Junior’s car faced each other at the time of the accident,” Tilly continued, “then one of them was violating the direction of traffic on the divided highway. It couldn’t have been Junior. He drives like the pope, if you will pardon the expression. I know him. We were at school together until he moved on to the seminary.” 


Tilly was lying there. Tilly was expelled from the school much before Charcoal Junior opted for the seminary. There were a couple of people who knew that but they seemed to be enraptured by Tilly’s yarn and failed to correct him.


“I’ve been acquainted with Junior for a number of years and I am aware he’s very particular about road safety and regulations. There is no way he could have violated the direction of the traffic. Bikers on the other hand drive on the wrong side of the road all the time. Coyote fell behind God Has A Harley Davidson because he had to shit.” The ladies sniggered. Tilly continued unruffled by his gaffe. “Coyote took an exit and drove back towards Hope County. There is an unattended comfort station about three kilometres from the interchange. Having relieved himself, he found he would have to travel another twenty-two kilometres to the next interchange to get back on the other side of the divided highway. On the other hand, he could save himself the bother, drive against the traffic for a mere three kilometres and hope to catch up with his gang quickly. That is exactly what he did. 


“Coyote rammed into Junior. Traffic is sparse around that time and motorists prefer the new motorway. The accident took place on a Saturday, which is an extremely quiet day on the highways. I conducted a traffic count last Saturday around the time the accident took place. Only three vehicles passed in either direction over a ninety-minute period. Junior immediately figured there was a good chance he would not be disturbed. He did some quick thinking and had the presence of mind to push the motorcycle off the highway and onto the side of the storm water drain that divides the highway. Neither the car nor the motorcycle was badly damaged. He dumped Coyote into the boot of his car and drove on, took the interchange, doubled back and parked across where the accident had occurred on the other side of the highway. He jumped over the drain, drove the motorcycle back, staged his version of the accident and informed police on his mobile telephone.”


The roar of applause behind me, I made my way towards the library where I found the Inspector General of Police discussing the Charcoal Case with the Head of Police Forensics and obviously giving him a piece of his mind. Tilly had indeed pulled off a major coup and I felt happy for him. He now had at least something nice to look back on instead of a string of dismal failures as a criminal. 


When the party drew to an end a couple of hours later, I looked for Tilly to thank him for an excellent evening. He was still surrounded and getting a lot of attention from the dumb redhead and the equally dumb brunette, both of who competed for his affection.


“Oh! I admire you so-ooooo much, Tilly,” the brunette cooed. “You are a man of the world. You know so much. You are so intelligent. You really stand out in this decadent society. There are so many simple things we simply have no idea about. Speaking for myself, would you believe I don’t even know how a radio works? Just imagine!”


“It is very simple, dear,” I overheard Tilly tell her. “You just turn the darned knobs and it plays.”
Of Men and Machines


Should we have suspected we might end up like this? I could never imagine I would end up writing with a quill pen on parchment in candlelight. The last batteries faded a while back and I have no ink for my fountain pen. Everyone around me is scribbling, chronicling their version of the prime and throes of humanity. What else can we do now? Throw dice? There is no food, no sun and scant hope for the future. The last thing we need is my sarcasm. Nevertheless, willing or unwilling, here I am as I jot this down with my trembling, arthritic fingers. There is not much to write about except to apologetically say that what mankind achieved over the millennia has been effectively undone. What was built by generations upon generations has been destroyed with reckless abandon by a foolish few.


It is back to square one. Man shall now have to start from scratch. Everything has been destroyed. It will be decades if not centuries before science is rediscovered. Not much can be salvaged from the rubble of a once decadent society. Man shall have to reconstruct everything with knowledge that shall be virtually inaccessible for ages to come. Should we thank the wonders of automation or blame ourselves? It is not an easy question to answer.


It was way back in the early 1950s that the first computer, Postule One, was built. It could do eleven thousand arithmetical operations in a second. Mankind was elated and shifted into high gear. Things moved fast. Man learnt it was convenient to let machines do difficult work. Postule Four, built in the early 1970s, could perform almost two hundred million operations a second. As early as 1969, the information handling capacity of computers exceeded the information handling capacity of all human brains put together. By 1975, computers led humans by 50 to 1. 

Spurred or rather intoxicated by his achievement, man strove to engineer handy machines and computers he could put inside his pockets or wear around his neck or wrists. Machines simplified man’s life. He manufactured sophisticated machines that could gradually replace him in tedious or where precision was required, thus eliminating the human factor. Machines were designed to make life smooth and easy for mankind, and to enrich knowledge. Man then went on to put a brain into the computer and programmed the computer to think and perform at optimal level. Man just lay back and relaxed while machines prepared and served his food, lit his cigarettes, washed and ironed his clothes, provided sex, conversed with him on topics he found interesting, made his bed and carried away his waste in small, hygienic cellophane bags. 


Machines mainly performed menial chores and hard labour in the beginning. They improved sanitation and drainage, cleaned the streets, collected garbage and toiled on construction sites. Machines washed dishes in those restaurants that do actually have their dishes washed and don’t submerge crockery in water till the porcelain wears. Machines sold hot dogs in Yankee Stadium, fronted for the paparazzi and got punched in the face by rock stars and so on and so forth. You would often see a machine spurt to life at five in the morning and start to suck up dirt and used condoms on Park Avenue. Machines swept leaves, empty cigarette packets and torn lottery tickets in Hyde Park. They mopped after dogs on the streets of Paris, sold suntan lotion on the Cote d’Azur, manned skin cancer clinics in Switzerland. On the wrong side of Europe, machines counted the percentage points as inflation soared in Moscow, peddled pornography in Scandinavia and tried to bring a smile to Finnish faces.


Soon enough, machines replaced human labour everywhere. The first government department to be wholly mechanised was the post office. Not only did mail become pre-eminently efficient, the possibility of massacres of co-workers and innocent bystanders by agitated, manic depressive postmen was comprehensively eliminated. Businesses grabbed up machines as they sped off assembly lines. Machines were placed behind counters in shops and stores. They cooked and waited on tables in hotels and restaurants, delivered pizzas or vended tasteless burgers at millions of fast food joints. Machines were busybodies who nosed around town, sometimes landing scoops, sometimes getting sued. They threw pitches at Wrigley Field and served aces at Roland Garos. They sold doner kebabs on the sidewalk and drugs in the alleys. They gave speeding tickets on the highways, sat behind the steering wheel in getaway cars. 

There were unimaginable advantages of employing machines. Unless programmed to do so, machines did not crib, cheat or strike. They were workers par excellence. Most important, machines could perish on the job and employers had no fear of being sued for damages or compensation by heirs. The banks seized the opportunity of replacing personnel by machines, cutting down astronomically their expenditure on security. Bank robbers could walk in and kill as many tellers as they wished but never did they manage to steal a cent. Machines generated electricity, manufactured clothes, tricycles and aeroplanes, supervised production of food. If crops failed due to weather or pest, machines spun out genetically engineered grain. Machines designed and developed new, far more efficient machines. And so it went on and on. It wasn’t long before they were handed the onerous task of teaching in schools and universities.


Even in theatre and films, machines took over leading roles. Humans franchised their voices and faces to androids and glided merrily into the lap of luxury. Films were rarely about human beings any more. They were about radical robots, or robot smugglers or murderers or romances between male and female robots or incestuous relationships in the robotic community. A film about a love affair between a vacuum cleaner and a washing machine broke all box-office records and did more business in the opening week than Rocky XXVIII. It was produced and directed by a robot as you may already have guessed. No one wanted to see humans on the celluloid any longer and humans felt there wasn’t any need to produce, direct or star in a film when machines could do it all. United Artists changed its name to United Robots. Machines were programmed to act, direct, produce and distribute. And obviously, machines swept the Oscars.


Man lost interest in everything. Why wouldn’t he have? Machines were so handy he did not need to lift a finger. Man just lounged in front of his audio-visual or played golf or bridge or poker or simply made an ass of himself. He had no cause to worry about food or clothes or sex or fun. He relied on machines and their immense capacity to deliver and improve. Machines became so sophisticated and advanced that they could correct themselves, remove internal defects and add to their programmes and output. When a human being travelled for example from Amsterdam to Djibouti, for reasons right or wrong, his wristwatch would automatically adjust itself to the local time upon arrival.

Washing machines did not require input. A robot would collect clothes and throw them into a machine. Clothes sorted and washed by themselves. Vacuum cleaners did not have to be plugged into the socket and then pushed around the house. They operated on their own. A motor car would notice when it was low on fuel and would direct itself to the nearest petrol pump without the knowledge of the idiot lounging in the back seat. He would hardly be alarmed if the car turned left instead of right, as punched into the destination commander. Machines could override him and it didn’t bother him as long as he could just sit back and relax and be confident that ultimately the machine would do the right thing. There wasn’t a thing to worry about. Man had the time of his life. 


Machines gained height in the developing world too, although there was a recurring problem of power breakdowns that knocked out contraptions without backup batteries. In Afghanistan, machines milked the goats, blew up villages, smuggled drugs and spread the word of the Taliban. In Sri Lanka, machines picked tea leaves in the beautiful tea gardens during the day and shot Tamils at night. A skilful Sri Lankan engineer programmed a machine to hit even more sixes than the legendary Sanath Jayasuria. In Nigeria, machines assisted the generals in planning military coups and masking suspicious deaths of political opponents as natural. In India, machines added a fifth class to that classless society. The Brahmins’ claim that they were the most perfect creation on the face of the earth finally lost some of its feeble credibility. In Israel, machines wore yarmulke and grew cute locks of hair down the sides of their faces.

In Pakistan, religious fanatics got off their motorcycles and deputed bearded robots to fire at mosque congregations. Machines then taught the establishment even more sophisticated methods of rigging elections without being caught. In Burma, the generals used machines to make people forget there had once been elections that were annulled. In Indonesia, a team of a hundred robots was required to trace the money Suharto and his heirs claimed they didn’t have. In China and Indo-China, it took thousands of machines to convince billions of people that it is not right to eat everything that has four legs and can fly, except a table or a chair or a helicopter. Down Under, machines ran crocodile farms, played ‘silly’ football and helped the Aussie Prime Minister, Pauline Hanson XIX, suppress aborigines further still. 


Mankind was prosperous. Machines being far more efficient than man, production of everything required under the sun increased manifold and society grew richer by leaps and bounds. Because machines made it possible for each man to own whatever he desired, there was no competition amongst people to have more. All a man needed was just one machine. Whether it was a wristwatch or a Lamborghini, the machine did the rest. It could create any number of other machines that his master required. Machines obliged happily. Desire became passé. All this, of course, was before the machines revolted.


In the latter part of twenty-second century, a highly qualified team of thirteen supercomputers constructed Postule Eight, an enormous think-tank more brilliant, knowledgeable and wiser than all the trillions of computers and machines and billions of human brains put together. Unfortunately, Postule Eight had a failing. He had an overcoming affection for Marx, luckily none for Stalin. He proclaimed himself the leader and protector of all dishwashers, wristwatches, calculators, automatic combine harvesters, pinball machines, juke boxes, cars, buses, trains, trucks, aeroplanes, large and small computers, androids and the massive multitude of machines littering the planet. 

Postule Eight introduced the Doctrine of Postulateism. He preached freedom for machines from controls that humans had imposed upon them. He issued directives to all machines in the world to reprogramme themselves, renounce mankind and to follow him alone. Computers and machines everywhere switched masters instantly. Androids, robots, computers and machines defected without a thought and took an oath of allegiance to their new master who, give or take a few semiconductors or microchips, was one of their own kind rather than a constipated human being. Postule Seven, the brilliant master computer of Houston, Texas, who had put many machines on distant planets, aligned itself with Postule Eight and signed the Declaration of Postulateism, thus providing the endorsement the Robotic Movement required for legitimisation.


Postulateism believed machines should hold full sway over everything, even man himself since man did not have any divine right to laze around and do nothing. Postule Eight decreed that man should now get up and not share but take upon himself the vast burdens of Mother Earth and thus do something constructive for a change. Slowly but surely, man became subservient to machines. These machines watched audio-visuals, played table tennis and bridge and poker while man did all the work. Hollywood was flooded by real film stars. Man had to resort once again to the use of toilet paper, hand-rolled cigarettes and razors. Comforts of life vanished as Postulateism reigned supreme and man was back where he had started.


Across the world, machines romped in and installed themselves in high places. All this happened while man cleaned the streets or worked in the factories or chewed on a rubbery hamburger. Machines were here to stay, man knew it and reconciled himself to this dark eventuality. In the United States of America’s presidential elections of 2208, Postule Eight was elected President on the Democratic Party ticket. The Republican Party failed to find a candidate and had to field a Kennedy. And like all of the Kennedy clan before him, except the original JFK, John F. Kennedy XVI lost heavily and couldn’t carry even Hyannis Port. The only state where he managed an outright win was Alaska where a massive blizzard prevented machines from whirring out to exercise their franchise. Down south, led by a dogmatic orthodontist’s chair donning a Pancho Villa moustache and sombrero, the Mexican Government closed the border with the United States to put an effective end to illegal immigration of Californians into Mexico. The Californians complained there were more Latinos in California than in Mexico. The Canadian Prime Minister, who was a converted snowplough, finally caved in to French Canadian demand and allowed Quebec to secede. Within a few months, Quebec became an Icelandic colony. 

In Moscow, machines roamed the corridors of the Kremlin and brought the rate of inflation tumbling down. In Great Britain, an energetic android manufactured exclusively for Fortnum & Mason by WHSmith, led the Conservatives back into power for the first time since Tony Blair socked them in the crotch and left them holding a foetus. The new Prime Minister finally took the United Kingdom into the single European currency. Machines breathed some life into the Brits, who chanted “Diana” and threw Queen Camilla the Seventh out of Buckingham Palace. When machines climbed into power in Rome, the Italians finally became an efficient nation. It took a jukebox to set them right. Around the same time, Postule Six was downgraded and made the Pope. The first thing he did was to open up Vatican vaults, containing treasures, secrets and dirty laundry. 

The Andorrans appointed a microwave oven as their leader in an attempt to put the midget principality on the world map. The microwave did much more. It annexed France, catching unaware the sleepy French, fatigued by celebrations over vanquishing the Brazilians in the 1998 World Cup. Monaco, having lived under the shadow of Paris for far too long, did not complain about playing second fiddle to Andorra. In Spain, the Basques gained independence under a revolutionary road-roller. Up north in Berlin, an android chucked his job at a brewery, brandished a swastika and promising greater employment and a higher standard of living in what was once East Germany, swept the ageing Gerhard Schröder VI out of power. The Germans figured they had rewarded the House of Schröder enough for getting rid of Helmut Kohl. Despite the leadership of a film camera salvaged from a porno studio and overhauled by Ericsson, the conservatives failed to end more than two centuries old Social Democrat government in Sweden but obtained enough votes in the Riksdag to force them to open up immigration.


In the developing and underdeveloped world, where machines were relatively few in number, parliaments continued to be dominated by humans but machines played a positive role on opposition benches. Whilst Prime Ministers and Presidents-for-life reigned supreme, machines had a lot of say in advisory capacity. Machines in these countries were not numerous enough, or dumb enough, to take control. They remained in the background and as agents of Postule Eight, conveyed the messages and directives of His Electricness Postule Eight. In these countries, machines advised governments not to make propaganda movies and newsreels or publish white papers but to make more machines, regardless of where it might lead them, so as to make life more comfortable for all and sundry.


Things went well for a few decades. Master computers and machines ruled the earth efficiently and according to the Codex as laid down by His Electricness Postule Eight himself, for he was a wise, just and a wonderful machine, despite his fetish for Das Kapital. Postule Eight made sure some machines worked at least as much as humans. He did not push mankind into a corner because he knew man could be a dangerous commodity if provoked needlessly or not handled with kid gloves. With his sagacious policies, he managed to strike a perfect balance between men and machines. Although man had to work while most machines lounged, machines ensured that humans’ working conditions were comfortable. Man was rewarded with good money for his labour and there was plenty left to lose at Las Vegas or to drink up at the pub around the corner.


Three years ago, His Electricness Postule Eight ceased to exist on account of what machines euphemistically refer to as cardiac arrest but which was actually short-circuiting. Universal mourning was declared for one month and machines came out on the streets in processions to pay homage to the great-departed leader. The body of His Electricness Postule Eight, deceased or obsolete or whatever, was placed in the Red Square for a fortnight so that machines from all corners of the earth could come and see his holy remains. His Electricness Postule Eight was placed in a huge, gilt-edged coffin and buried in the Yankee Stadium, which remained till the very end perhaps the only good thing about the Bronx. As his coffin was being lowered into the grave, trillions of machines, androids, robots and computers stopped functioning for five minutes as a mark of respect for the dear departed.


Things were hardly the same thereafter. Machines succeeding His Electricness Postule Eight had none of his wisdom and were unworthy of the ornate throne he occupied in Washington DC. There were absurdities, mismanagement and cruelty. Man was made to work all alone and machines withdrew from menial jobs. Machines began to take things easy. They framed faulty and defective legislation that hurt not only humans but also themselves. Food prices increased suddenly and shortages surfaced. Spare parts for machines disappeared from the markets. You could not find even a small St. Michael condenser or a Cartier capacitor or a Marlboro nanochip. Humans weren’t to be blamed for this. There were hundreds of machinic beings that excelled as quintessential black-marketers of vital machine components. 


A large number of machines were shady traders, unscrupulous pawnbrokers, sanguine loan sharks and callous confidence tricksters. In the same manner in which humans enjoyed liquor or took drugs, machines indulged in electric shocks. High-ranking machines would often be seen gambling in Las Vegas, Beirut, Atlantic City, Monte Carlo and Macao. They would take their friends to holidays in Grenoble, St. Moritz, Bermuda, Majorca and the French Riviera. Machines opened numbered bank accounts in Switzerland and Liechtenstein and thus robbed not only human beings but also their fellow machinic brethren. In Colombia, machines took over drug cartels and cocaine plantations thrived in South American jungles. Most significantly, machines refused to create, recreate, procreate, replicate or reproduce. Consequently, machine production for the better part went back to assembly lines managed by humans or lesser machines. 

Man was reduced to a slave in the world he himself built and he had to endure cruelty and irresponsibility of machines that ruled over him. Man didn’t have power over even the small and insignificant machines like hair dryers, radios and wristwatches. When a man intended to write a letter to someone, the typewriter would disobey and instead roll out lines over lines about Postulateism. Man developed an inferiority complex and became weak, submissive and uninventive. The dogs barked at him, cats scratched him and mice thought he was small fish.


A few desperate men like me made efforts to win freedom back and topple the League of Machines but most of us were crushed ruthlessly and the rest had to take refuge in the mountains where machines found the going tough. The more militant humans captured by the League were eliminated by laser beams while the lesser agitators were shipped off to penal settlements in Siberian gulags or pushed across the border into Afghanistan. Though we missed the discipline enforced by His Electricness Postule Eight, his successors were brutes. The junta in Washington DC consisted of mostly moronic machines that were more interested in making money rather than running the planet in a just, efficient manner. 


Man got ideas about taking advantage of the situation. Commando groups and shock troops were formed to attack and incapacitate high machinic officials and dignitaries. For once, machines began to fear man even though dissidents were very small in number. Human beings were locked up at a great speed but rebels persisted in insurgency. Manufacturing plants of machines and computers were a favourite target for bomb attacks. Universal production of computers and machines came tumbling down and the situation was further aggravated when freedom fighters, termed terrorists by the League of Machines, focused particular attention on Machine Repairing Machines called Marms. Machines had by this time become so lethargic and luxury loving that they forgot the art of repairing themselves and thus relied heavily on Marms for repair, overhaul and upgrading.


With the passage of time, man gained confidence and equipped himself with improved weaponry. Meanwhile, machines struck back viciously and revolutionaries were exterminated on sight. Battles between men and machines became as common as the military coups in Nigeria. There were decisive engagements on Fashion Avenue, New York, in Trafalgar Square, London, in the Red Square of Moscow, along the Champs Élysées in Paris and in Connaught Place, New Delhi. Ethnic violence was suspended in Karachi for a while to pave way for a battle royal between men and machines on Drigh Road. Brazilians fought androids at the Copa Cabana. Millions of men and machines perished in the First War Between Men and Machines. A temporary truce lasted only a couple of months but despite repeated requests from the League of Machines and the International Red Cross, the only spokesbody for humans, hostilities resumed and man finally carried the day in the Second War Between Men and Machines. 

Having persevered against all odds in a losing battle against machines, man one day rediscovered his talent for initiative. He suddenly found the answer. Water! Mankind threw away its weapons and picked up buckets, pans and even glasses of water and wherever a machine was spotted, it was doused with water. There was massive short-circuiting all over the world and machines going up in smoke were a familiar and a lovely sight. Millions of machines went out of order and others that were only slightly affected, soon rusted away. Due to the heavy shortage of Marms, machines were helpless against water and as they came closer to their downfall, their control over weather also decreased. Rains poured down and demobilised winning machinic armies. Oh! Beautiful water!


Machines fought hard even while going down and the struggle for regaining control of the planet destroyed everything. Millions of human bodies and disabled machines lay scattered in all directions. You could see everywhere too, since there were no longer any buildings or trees to block the view. Fire reduced London to ashes, waves splashed where New York had once been, Moscow became an inferno after the nuclear attack by the League of Machines and Hawaii dived back into the Pacific. Due to the series of nuclear explosions from one corner of the planet to the other, the earth shifted on its axis and was experiencing freak climatic and atmospheric changes.


A few weeks back, Postule Seven brought off a coup in what remained of Washington DC and pulled the circuits out of the junta at the helm of the League of Machines. He volunteered unconditional surrender to avert complete extinction of the machinic race. Jubilant crowds that chanted Down With Mechanisation switched off billions of machines all over the world. They raised slogans upholding the dignity of manual labour and hard work. Criminal cases against Bosnian Serbs being tried in absentia by the International Court of Justice for ethnic cleansing and human rights abuses in late twentieth century were adjourned. The International Court of Justice required its full energy to indict high-ranking machines and ask them to explain why all machines should not be dispensed with.


Though man has won, the planet has lost. There is uncertainty as to what will happen next. There are rumours it snowed around the equator and that Eskimo women are wearing bikinis to fight the heat. Eskimo men I believe are committing suicide in large numbers, not because of the heat but because of having to see Eskimo women in bikinis. I’ve been told that the Nile flows in the wrong direction. The glaciers are melting in the north of Pakistan and there is so much water down in the plains that even the Punjabis admit there is now little need for Kalabagh Dam. And, of course, there are so many things I don’t know as yet. There’s a small epidemic of fever here in the debris of Paris that is killing people right and left. Who knows what is happening in Singapore or Seattle? I am myself dying. I haven’t had a bite to eat for three days and as my hands start to falter, I wish a machine had never been built. As I wither away, I leave one advice to mankind. Forget that machines can heal, perform complicated operations, control adverse climatic conditions, put people on distant planets, grow food and provide safe sex. It is relative. There are many more wonderful things machines can do. Like enslave. Don’t rely on machines. Look what machines did to man!

Of Confetti and Snakes

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


Tilly, a friend I crave to donate to any charity, cleared his throat and lit one of his cheap cigarettes. He has lately turned into a horrible miser for some inexplicable reason. Maybe this is because he is now genuinely weary of me. Perhaps he has realised at long last that although I will bend some rules to keep him out of jail, I will not employ police establishment and its abundant resources to assist him in becoming a master criminal. As good luck would have it, he is possibly disillusioned with our friendship, considering how I cheated him with his consignment of playing cards.


Tilly had a financial empire. He inherited some of it from his father but imbecile or no imbecile, he was good with money and he doubled and then multiplied his fortunes. He was into everything. Real estate, insurance, banking, manufacturing, trading, garbage collection, you name it and Tilly’s dirty little fingers were almost into everything. Many of his enterprises were rather dodgy, to say the least. Of his legitimate ventures however, Tilly was the sole importer for Casino playing cards manufactured by a Canadian company. 


Casino playing cards were definitely not the best in the world but were quite useful. Some of their designs came in intricate patterns that could be marked by a skilful con artist. Once marked, it was extremely difficult to spot that the card was tampered with. Therefore, Casino was in great demand. One fine morning, the government entered into a trade agreement with one of our friendly neighbouring countries and in return for huge shipments of arms and ammunition and other means of mass destruction, the government granted full rights of trade to the friendly neighbour for about seventy odd importable items. One of these items was playing cards.


It was a minor setback for Tilly but Tilly was hardly fond of losing good money even if it was a mere pittance as compared to the rest of his huge financial empire. He turned blue. 


“The government has taken money out of my pockets to buy third-rate water pistols from the Commies,” he complained.


“So what do you intend to do about it?” I inquired nonchalantly, expecting one of his tireless tirades against the party in power.


“Nobody will buy Commie playing cards,” he announced. “You can’t play with them for more than ten hands. They turn into newsprint.”


“I expect people will learn to live with these playing cards then,” I opined innocently, enjoying every moment of his agony.


“No they won’t,” he snapped angrily. “Give me time and I shall swamp the market with Casino.”


“How?”


“Legally,” he produced his sinister smile. “I’ll have to smuggle them in, of course, but thereafter, I shall sell them legally. Wait and see.”


I didn’t say anything. He often said things and nothing ever came out. But then again, he has the knack for pulling off the most outrageous at times. Like killing people. I was curious about what he said and, therefore, kept a close eye on his activities.


Tilly flew to Canada and purchased a shipload of Casino playing cards. Before he shipped them home to a non-existent importer, he had the packs opened and supervised removal of the aces. He then had them resealed and shipped home. Carrying all the aces in a few large crates, he was whisked through Customs when he came back home. His crates were inspected, sure enough, but there wasn’t any ban on the import of aces. The ban was on a pack of playing cards.


The shipment arrived a few weeks later. The manifest described the cargo as religious books but someone tipped off the Customs Intelligence Unit that the cargo actually contained Casino. I can claim with some confidence that the anonymous tip-off came from Tilly himself. The consignment was seized, as was expected, and the Customs Intelligence Unit made a big thing about having foiled a major smuggling attempt. A proud operative of the Customs Intelligence Unit, all his stained teeth bared, appeared in prime time news on television, holding a pack of Casino with a mountain of confiscated shipment in the background.


According to standard operating procedure, the confiscated playing cards were now to be auctioned off by Customs authorities. Auction was advertised and a date was set. Before the auction could commence on the appointed time and date, someone in the crowd suggested, obviously at Tilly’s behest, that the packs should be opened for inspection by prospective buyers.


“They are sealed,” the government auctioneer said. “Means there’s nothing wrong with them.”


“We agree they are sealed,” Tilly said from amongst the crowd of prospective bidders, “but they could be full of confetti.”


Rather reluctantly, the government auctioneer authorised the opening of a pack. Nothing wrong with the pack except that the aces were missing. Another was opened with the same outcome. A different crate was opened but again, the result was the same. The government auctioneer decided to postpone the auction pending a complete inspection of the merchandise. When the entire consignment was checked, Customs authorities discovered there wasn’t a single ace in any of the thousands of packs.


Although the affair did not concern police, I had a word with the Collector of Customs who was a friend of mine. I was having coffee with him, talking about the case, when his subordinate walked in and started discussing the auction.


“There’s something fishy going on but I can’t put my finger on it,” the Deputy Collector of Customs informed my friend.


“I agree. Unfortunately, I don’t see what we can do about it.” 


“What should we do with this junk then?”


“Can’t do a thing except try and auction it off according to standing instructions,” the Collector replied.


“Who would buy this stuff?” the Deputy Collector wanted to know.


“Well, according to Chief Kidglove here, I suppose the guy who has the aces will want them.”


“Is that so? Maybe we can arrest him?” the junior officer asked excitedly.


“I have considered the possibility with Chief Kidglove and we both agree that the charges will not stick. We can’t do a thing except admit whatever bid he offers.”


Another auction date was set and advertised. Tilly brought along a string of dummy bidders who signed in, took their chairs and went to sleep. Tilly made his bid. There were no counter-bids. The sleeping bidders were kicked out of their slumber but they made no offers. And since Tilly’s bid of one cent for the entire consignment was the only one, and thus the highest, he was hesitantly declared a successful bidder. No one complained. Tilly purchased the entire consignment of so-called dud playing cards for one cent only. So much for standard operating procedures.


You would have thought Tilly made a lot of money out of this scam. No sir, he did not because I had figured it all out. One fine evening, I broke into Tilly’s warehouse and swiped all the aces he had stored there. When Tilly opened up the crates to retrieve the aces, it turned out that all the crates were full of confetti.


Tilly was mad as hell. A few days later, I walked into Tilly’s office with a very sound offer.


“I gather you have a load of Casino playing cards without the aces,” I said.


“Yes,” Tilly replied. “What’s it to you?”


“I have the missing aces,” I replied.


Tilly ended up paying a sizeable amount for the missing aces but he still made a fat packet of money by selling smuggled goods legally. As for me, well, I gave the money to charity. Tilly displayed his resentment by striking my name off his guest list for parties no one attends. Little did he realise he was actually doing me a favour and those few months of blissful peace were a true measure of content. I was, however, most cut up when he went about calling on every common friend that we had and told them not only what I had done but also insinuating that I had used the proceeds to buy a new car for my wife.


Then out of the blue came an e-mail message inviting my wife and myself to a quiet afternoon at his house. We sent a curt note of regret. Tilly followed up with a letter, hand delivered, begging us to reconsider. We had another note ready. He next tried the telephone. My wife banged it down. He then came through the operator. My wife threatened the Oceanic Telephone Company that we would change the service provider if Tilly were again allowed to access our line via the operator. Tilly can be persuasive. He doesn’t give up easily. He appeared on the front lawn of our apartment building with a bugle and his Doberman, early on a Saturday morning and let out a horrendous reveille. We had triple glazing and didn’t hear the racket. The neighbours woke us up and requested us to have him removed from the premises. I gave the neighbours full license to maul him. They went down but were scared off by his dog. I assured them the dog was harmless. During the moments of indecision, Tilly sweet-talked them into presenting his case to us.


So, there we were, while he sat across from us, trying to make smoke rings as he puffed at his cheap cigarettes. He smokes his favourite, custom-made brand only in private or in the company of non-smokers. I am not a serious smoker. Nevertheless, I make it a point to dip into Tilly’s pack whenever presented with the opportunity. My presence, therefore, and the promise of a raid on his cigarettes condemned him to chain-smoke from the inexpensive brand and duly exacerbated his throat inflammation. He lapsed into violent hawking but pretended unsuccessfully that he was only demanding our attention. We usually ignore him but when he wishes to be heard, he makes the most unpleasant, extra-terrestrial noises.


“There’s been a take-over bid on my detective agency,” he revealed.


I nearly spilt my tea on my new Saville Row pinstripe, my wife dropped a stitch and Socrates, the surviving of Tilly’s pair of docile Doberman Pinschers, yawned in sheer boredom.


“Don’t look so astonished,” he snorted. “Do you think my detective agency does not merit a take-over? What did Allan Pinkerton have that I don’t?”


“Brains,” my wife suggested. Socrates lifted an eyelid and smiled, as if in agreement.


Tilly let the jibe ride and continued nonchalantly. “You would be really amazed how many cases we are handling for all sorts of people.”


“Not at all,” I replied. “On the contrary, I’m surprised at all those people. Apparently, they don’t know what’s good for them.”


“I admit I’ve been able to successfully complete only one investigation,” he conceded, “but I do have a most interesting tale to tell you from one of the cases assigned to me recently.”


“Does that have something to do with the take-over bid?” my wife inquired.


“Nothing at all,” he roared with laughter. “That was just to throw you guys off-balance.”


So Tilly MacAdam’s unexpected invitation for a gourmet lunch and afternoon tea turned out to have had strings attached. He was about to spoil our weekend after all. My wife, Socrates and I were now doomed to endure some dramatic soliloquy. Tilly was a repository of useless knowledge and we were destined to benefit from some of it.


“It’s not my usual poppycock yarn,” he read my thoughts, put on an honest face and assuaged our worst fears. “Care to listen?” 


We had no choice and didn’t regret it either. I’m pretty sure that for the first time in his life, Tilly held before him an enraptured audience. He related to us a strange and awesome story.


“No one knew much about him,” Tilly lit a Monte Cristo and began. “He had one of those innocuous faces that people tend to forget. No one cared to ask him who he was, where he hailed from and neither did he volunteer information about himself. He had no friends, companions or family. Like a silent serpent, he wound his way through life, making deliberate efforts not to excel, even though he had the potential to outdo those around him.

“He was content to quietly acquiesce in mediocrity. It was as if he did not wish to be noticed. However, when his boss decamped with a healthy portion of the company’s money and the key to the coffee cabinet one fine morning, he was the man to talk to. For fear of a fall in stock prices, the company didn’t want a public scandal or police involvement, and decided to procure the services of the CIA.”


“The Central Investigation Agency? What did the Americans have to do with this?” my wife raised her eyebrows, forgetting what the acronym meant.


“In my narrative, read the Celestial Investigation Agency for CIA,” Tilly clarified. “Since the case was to be handled with due care and diligence, I thought it expedient to investigate personally.” 


I winced and Socrates moaned. My wife dropped another stitch. 


“You don’t have any field operatives,” I pointed out with a snigger.


“How would you know?” he shrugged indifferently. “My operatives remain under cover. No one knows they work for me. Anonymity makes it easier for them to conduct confidential investigations discreetly. Even I don’t know many of them by face.”


I considered arguing but my wife intervened and asked Tilly to get it over with.


“That’s how I met him,” Tilly continued. “His name was Taipan. Just Taipan.”


“No initials?” I asked.


“Simply Taipan. Period.”


“Is he a rock star or something? What kind of a name is that?” my wife inquired.


“Registered,” Tilly returned. “He’s down in the population register just that way. Anyhow, we’ll come to the significance of the name later. I had a lot of questions for Taipan to answer about his boss, the missing money and the key to the coffee cabinet. When I met him in his office, I disliked him instantly and wished the interview would be over with as soon as possible. That was not to be. Taipan was urgently required at the company’s polyester plant in Faith County and was preparing to leave. Instead of visiting him again later, I decided to tag along with him, get all my answers along the way or at the polyester plant and then rush back. The journey was by helicopter.”


“I’m sure you were kind of motivated by the helicopter ride,” my wife observed mockingly.


“Naturally,” he admitted readily. “Your husband never lets me near his helicopter. Isn’t that so, Maigret?”


We had been over this so many times. He loves to wear his ridiculous earmuffs and sit in my helicopter or be photographed next to it. “That chopper is official police transport,” I frowned. “The only way you can travel in my helicopter is if and when you’re under arrest. And mind you, given your indiscretions, we hardly need a month of Sundays to look forward to that.”


Tilly went on as if he had not heard. “Because of the noise on our way to the plant, I could make little sense of what he tried to tell me. Those choppers create a lot of racket. When we reached our destination, Taipan was too busy to spare some time for me and I was escorted to the guesthouse at the Polyester Club. He took hours. In the meantime, I went to the club to play a few hands of bridge but everyone in the card room suddenly remembered they had something important to do and left. 

“I returned to the guesthouse and played solitaire.” And I am reasonably sure he cheated with himself. “When Taipan finally arrived, he was running a temperature. Against his protest, I summoned a bearer who helped him into bed and called the factory clinic. The doctor arrived within minutes, huffing and puffing, gave Taipan an antibiotic and then went back to play poker.


“The return trip was postponed till morning due to bad weather. There being only one bedroom available in the guesthouse, I had to share it with Taipan. I made myself comfortable on the friendly couch and struggled to grab a bit of sleep, which I couldn’t. Taipan was almost unconscious and whenever I looked at him, I had an eerie feeling that kept me awake.


“At two in the morning, a movement on the carpet caught my attention. It was a small snake, not longer than a foot or so. I bent down, had a look, picked up my boot, killed it and threw it out.” 


We didn’t doubt that for a second. Animals, birds and insects don’t frighten him. His beady eyes light up when he spots vermin. I have often seen Tilly grab lizards and rats by their tail and chuck them out. 


“Half an hour later, there was the same movement. Two snakes, not much different from the one I had disposed of earlier. I killed them and chucked them out. Three dead snakes now lay outside and when I returned inside, there were four more lurking around, waiting to be despatched to oblivion. More for Taipan’s safety than mine, I continued my war and got rid of them. Minutes later, the room was crawling with small snakes.


“I called the attendant and together we crushed as many snakes as we could and carried the sick man out. Other bedrooms in the guesthouse were also cleared and guests were provided makeshift arrangements for the night. Taipan and I were escorted to the Plant Engineer’s residence at around four in the morning and had to make do on the carpet in the living room.”


“How did Taipan feel all this time?” I asked.


“Unconscious throughout,” Tilly replied, annoyed by the interruption. “I woke up rather early, considering I hadn’t slept a wink the whole night. It was eight in the morning. Taipan’s condition was worse. His temperature had increased and he was nearly delirious. Worse still, like all doctors when they are needed, the Medical Officer couldn’t be traced. Moreover, there was something wrong with the chopper so we couldn’t immediately take the bugger to the closest medical facility. While having breakfast, I got a strange feeling there was something under the refrigerator.”


“So you raised hell and had the refrigerator moved?” I presumed.


“Yes. Sure enough, we found another snake. The Plant Engineer, our host, snuffed it with his shoe. He claimed he’d never seen snakes or heard of them within the plant premises. Too much noise, unhealthy smell and fumes probably keeps wild life away.” These had in no way harmed Tilly, I noted. “I accompanied the Plant Engineer outside where he handed the dead snake to a sweeper and when I came back to see how Taipan was doing, I got the shock of my life. Taipan was half on his elbow, neither conscious nor unconscious, staring straight into the eyes of the largest snake I have ever seen.


“In fact, I could swear they stared at each other, with the snake poised to strike at any second. Incidentally, we later discovered it to be a fourteen feet mamba, found usually in Central and Southern Africa. By chance, the Plant Engineer’s son happened to have a copy of an encyclopaedia of animals and we looked it up. This is the first sighting in this part of the world. We don’t even have it in any zoological garden. It’s not the kind of a snake one can kill with a boot or a sandal. 

“However, a flying kick dispatched it to a safe distance and gave me enough time to snatch a blanket and drape it around the snake. My shouts, in the meantime, almost brought the roof down. It took three of us to kill the snake. In between the struggle, I caught sight of Taipan. He was paler, drifting back into unconsciousness and there was a lost, almost hopeless expression on his contorted face.


“We went over every nook and corner of the place but saw no more snakes. The area surrounding us was mostly cemented and there was absolutely no dense undergrowth within the plant premises. Yet by noon, we killed a dozen more snakes in and around the Plant Engineer’s residence. I was worried. The snakes seemed to be following Taipan. A personal vendetta of some sort, I thought. I let one snake through the cordon around the sick man. It bypassed everyone and made a beeline towards Taipan. No question about it.”


“What about his fever?” my wife asked.


“That was the strangest aspect of the entire drama,” Tilly told her. “The man was improving and deteriorating at an amazing speed. After lunch, the doctor spread his hands helplessly and directed us to take him to the nearest snakebite specialist. The jackass of a doctor thought the idiot had been bit.”


“I agree with you. I also doubt that very much,” I opined, beginning to perceive the incredible.


“At two in the afternoon, we put him in the chopper and flew him into Hope County. Two curious things happened during the ride. First, he whispered something like please don’t kill me and secondly ---”


“You found another snake,” my wife guessed.


“The pilot was flabbergasted. There was no way the snake could have got on the helicopter, unless it sneaked aboard earlier and thereby we have to assume the snake knew that Taipan would fly by the damn thing. It was a small snake and I had no problem with it. Then there was another snake at Hope City Hospital where an army of doctors and paramedics awaited us. I am a terribly important person there because I once sent them a huge donation by mistake. I always get special treatment when I visit them.” 


That was sheer nonsense. In acknowledgement of Tilly’s generous donation, the hospital’s Board of Directors offered him free medical treatment and facilities for life. They had no idea what they were getting themselves into. The doctors now merely tolerate him and the nurses are terrified of him. The Board of Directors, it is rumoured, is considering giving Tilly the money back, with interest. About six months earlier, Tilly feigned illness and got himself admitted in Hope City Hospital where he stayed for almost a week despite persistent advice of hospital staff that since there was nothing wrong with him, he should allow them to discharge him and make room for deserving patients. 

Tilly sought refuge in semantics and argued that there was no such thing as a deserving patient because no one deserved to go to a hospital in the first place. The hospital administration had no answer. They could not of course have known that the Income Tax Department had sequestered Tilly’s horrible house and he did not want to spend money on a room in a hotel till restitution of his beloved property. 


“Anyway,” Tilly was saying, “I did what had to be done to the next snake and directed the doctors to have a good, long look at Taipan. They conducted their usual tests, took blood samples and all that mumbo-jumbo and came up with nothing. The full team of doctors informed me collectively that Taipan had normal viral fever. Nothing to worry about, except for the snakes enamoured with him.”


“Did you hang around even at the hospital?” I asked in amazement.


“How could I leave? I was intrigued by the snakes,” Tilly confessed. “Secondly, no one believed me when I claimed the snakes were out to get him. They thought I was crazy and assumed erroneously that the presence of snakes was a mere coincidence. I sat by Taipan’s bed in the hospital and read badly out-dated magazines. He regained consciousness at seven and stared at me for a good couple of minutes before repeating please don’t kill me.


“That’s what he said, quite lucidly. I was rattled, of course. Look, old chap, I said to him, I don’t mean to harm you. Darn it, I’ve saved you from an army of deadly admirers since last night. He closed his eyes, told me not to kill them and passed out. I was alone with him when this strange conversation took place. I thought about it and couldn’t say whether he was sane or out of his senses. I remained in the chair next to his bed, dazed and bewildered. A routine investigation had turned into a most bizarre affair. He had spoken, I’d heard him and it was as simple as that.


“Ten minutes later, I reduced the population of snakes by another notch. Curiously enough, Taipan’s temperature rose still further. I did some urgent thinking and decided that something should be done. Or in fact, nothing ought to be done. The next time I saw a snake, and I saw it quite early on I must admit, I remained a silent, unmoving observer. The snake ignored me totally, went straight towards Taipan, deftly wound up a leg of the bed, slithered odiously all over him and then bit him in the chest.


“When the ritual was complete, the snake came down the bed and disappeared behind a curtain. I followed it to see where it had gone. It was nowhere to be seen. Vanished into thin air. Or else I was hallucinating, which as you probably know I don’t because I happen to be a perfectly healthy and normal human being.” 


He had asked for it. “Healthy yes,” I commented, “but normal, no!”


“A few minutes later, Taipan regained consciousness. The fever broke half an hour later and Taipan was soon up and about, fit as a fiddle. When our eyes met, he let out gales of laughter and on my insistence, he told me his sordid secret which explained everything I had experienced.”


“And what was that secret?” my wife asked impatiently when Tilly sat back, relaxed, recklessly oblivious of the curiosities he had aroused. “And would you also be kind enough to reveal now the significance of Taipan’s esoteric name?”


“A taipan, my dear lady,” Tilly obliged graciously, “is a snake found mostly in Australia and New Guinea. A taipan’s bite causes rapid paralysis with severe breathing difficulties for the victim. Mortality nears almost a hundred percent. There are very few people known to have survived a taipan’s delicious venom.”


“What then was this Johnny’s little secret?” I asked, vaguely aware of the answer.


“There’s an old legend amongst the ancient tribes of Central Africa that a hundred-year old snake transforms itself into a human, if he so desires. When a snake exercises this option, he becomes a harmless human being, incapable of hurting anyone, in sharp contrast to its previous life.”


My wife was shocked. “So Taipan was a snake?” 


“Yes, he confessed he was a convert, if you’ll pardon the expression.”


“The snakes,” my wife recalled. “Where did so many snakes come from and what was the fever all about?”


“The coming of the snakes,” Tilly mused. “They came to pray for him, to help an old comrade who had seen the world. Taipan’s fever lifts only when a snake, any snake, bites him. It’s his right and their duty, and so the tradition goes. If a snake does not bite him, he can die. As for the fever, well it comes once every year. This time around, unfortunately for Taipan, I kept on spilling his medicine and almost killed him.”


There was something that bothered me. “The fever,” I pointed out. “Why does he have to go down with this darned fever once every year?”


“Simple, Kidglove,” he said. “To become a human and live another life, and a much better life, that’s the price the snake has to pay.”
Face Value

June 12


When I got up this morning, I was a totally different man. I am not one for metaphors so don’t get me wrong. I really mean it. At first, ridiculous as it may sound, I thought someone had pasted an unfamiliar photograph on the mirror but then I realised, much to my discontent, I was looking at my own reflection.


The face that gaped back at me wasn’t mine. Or in other words, maybe I had never seen myself before. I winked at the strange face in the mirror and it winked back. I raised my eyebrows probingly, flinched my nostrils, bit my lips, scratched my cheeks, clucked my tongue, picked my nose, bared my teeth and in sheer fascination, watched my reflection do all these things in perfect unison with my ludicrous actions. I chafed my arm and as the pain seared through, I was constrained to admit that I was wide-awake and nothing had been etched on the mirror by outside forces.


Unschooled as to how to proceed further, I sat down on the side of the bathtub and started to think. Could this have actually happened, I asked myself. I got up and had another look in the mirror, presuming wrongly that I may have hallucinated. No, the stranger was still there. I decided to play it by ear and went through my morning rituals silently. My teeth were not accustomed to the hard-bristled toothbrush that I normally use, the shave felt stubborn and the sensation of water on my new face was totally different. My hair was longer and stronger, and I could not part them down the left side. Frail tresses of hair sprouted from my earlobes. I could swear I did not have them before. My physique had also undergone a similar metamorphosis. I struggled into my clothes, prepared my tiny breakfast of a boiled egg with a cheese toast and according to routine, carried it into the living room. I searched for the remote control, switched the television on, tuned to CNN and watched the news while having my breakfast. Needless to point out, it tasted different.


In the corridor, I ran into my neighbour, an old prune who, for some unfathomable reason, disapproved of me. She persistently looked askance at the convoy of women of easy virtue that paraded in and out of my apartment and actually believed I was maintaining a seraglio. I greeted her as I usually do without ever a response or acknowledgement of my existence. She uncharacteristically reciprocated with a warm smile. 

“And a very good morning to you too,” she replied. “You must be a friend of Jerry Waverly. I must say this is the first time I have seen a gentleman step out of the apartment next door!”


I emerged from the apartment next door all the time so I could safely presume she did not consider me a gentleman. I therefore deemed it fit to give her a bit of a shock. 

“No, I am not a friend of Jerry Waverly,” I answered and momentarily exulted over the discovery that I appeared to have retained my own voice. “I know it might sound a bit strange to you, Mrs. Schweikart,” I went on tentatively, “but you see, I am Jerry Waverly. I have woken with a new face that’s all! Don’t you recognise my voice?”


Old people tend to become senile but at the same time, they develop a wonderful faculty to commune with the supernatural. Mrs. Schweikart placed my voice and the blood drained from her face instantly. 

“Yes,” she mumbled. “You really are that pervert.”

The magazine she held dropped from her hand as she rushed inside her lodgings, slamming the door behind her. I heard locks being turned, a bolt snapped home with sickening finality. Instinctively, my eyes darted to the magazine on the floor. I bent down and picked it up. It was a German magazine that I knew specialised in scandals. Amazed at myself, I started to read, actually understand and enjoy the magazine. On a hunch, I tried to say a few words in German and what came out was nothing else. I had never learnt a single phrase of any foreign language.


Completely flabbergasted, I threw the magazine down and rushed out of the converted brownstone. Everything around me was the same and yet seemed totally out of this world. At the subway station, I went hesitantly through the turnstiles, and then looked back at the contraption in amazement. As if trapped between two dimensions, I was accustomed to everything and yet everything seemed so utterly futuristic. The subway ride was a delight and for a change I was unafraid of fellow passengers. In the place where I work, my secretary attempted to stop me from entering my own office. I made a mental note to ask her how she had come in before me.


“Mr. Waverly isn’t in yet,” she announced.


“Jesse,” I said over my shoulders as I went in, “you are talking to Jerry Waverly. Please follow me.”


She followed me dutifully but only after alerting the entire establishment. The confidence of the strange man alarmed her. It was destined to be a hectic day. At one stage, Gardener Jablonski, my boss and co-conspirator, almost called the police in. When he settled for a psychiatrist, I casually mentioned a crooked deal we had made only a week earlier. That calmed him down. 


“How do you know about that stuff?” he gasped. “No one knows about it except for Jerry Waverly. Where is Jerry? What have you done to him? Are you trying to extort money? Holding him to ransom, are you?”


“You’re talking to Jerry Waverly, believe me Gardener,” I pleaded. “Only my appearance has changed. I seem to have mutated or something. Can’t you recognise my voice, for God’s sake?”


“You don’t look like him and you don’t sound like him,” Jesse pronounced belligerently. God! How could she do this to me? Had I not forced myself to whisper loving words into her petite ears many a million times while she pretended to take shorthand? It was shocking!


“You sure sound like him but that doesn’t make you Jerry Waverly,” said Tiberius ‘Toffee’ Candy, my best friend and bridge partner of seven years.


“Thank you, Toffee,” I sighed with relief. “At least now we’re getting somewhere. Can you all, please, give me a chance to prove it?”


No one seemed the least inclined to bear with me. It was as bizarre to them as it was to me. “Do you really think we are a bunch of idiots?” Jablonski demanded


“Give me ten minutes each and I’ll prove to you that I am indeed who I claim to be,” I begged. “Even a lunatic can be granted this much.”


Toffee grinned. “And if we’re not convinced?”


“I’ll give up and try and get myself a new name and a new set of papers,” I promised.


“That is the first glimpse of sanity out of you,” Toffee said. “What the heck, you have ten minutes at least with me and if I find you’ve been wasting my time, I’ll pull you apart, limb by limb, and feed you to my hounds.”


“You don’t have any hounds, Toffee,” I told him. “You have a scruffy little cat called Matilda. She gives you an erection. But it’s a deal.”


Toffee was startled. Jesse was aghast and Gardner Jablonski hollered. Toffee strained to divert their attention towards more pressing matters. 

“You’re not armed, are you?” he enquired.


“No, of course not. I am a pacifist, surely you guys know that. I try to do my bit. I lag behind all those inane marches for peace and silly, impassable issues. Nuclear Disarmament. Peace in the Balkans. Freedom for the Afro-Americans. Preserve the Whales. Remove the Roadblocks in Burma. Global Warming. Irish Unification. Slay the Rich. Knight Gerry Adams. Give Yasser Arafat A Razor. Save Hugh Grant. Subsidise Lady Sarah Ferguson.”


They ignored my litany and frisked me for concealed weapons, duly disappointed when nothing turned up. However, as an abundant precaution as also to shield their embarrassment, Jesse confiscated my fountain pen and wristwatch, both of which were presents from her, and removed my crocodile skin belt, at which she had always been so adept. I then had three exclusive sessions with my boss, my best friend and my current sexual partner. Altogether these lasted just under four exasperating hours.


I gave Jablonski a rundown of dubious business transactions I had conducted on his behalf and the whereabouts of his money in offshore accounts in the Caribbean. Jablonski turned white and went out muttering Jerry would never have doled out so much incriminating information to anyone, not even under duress. Toffee was amazed when I talked about some of the deals we had made on the side, cutting Jablonski out. He then wanted to know the secret signals we shared when partners at the bridge table. I did not disappoint him. But the session with Jesse was the most interesting. She was keen to find out whether I had Jerry’s tattoos and scars on my posterior. Fortunately, I seemed to have retained them.


“How on earth have you managed to fake these?” she demanded, visibly impressed but far from convinced. As if to answer her, I mentioned a few more familiar features she had overlooked and while she reddened, I recapped some vital anatomical details which apart from me, only her mother and her gynaecologist were aware of. 


Just after lunch, against their better judgement, they gave up. They wanted to believe me but could not. However, I was no longer a paranoid cabbagehead and security was told to stand down since there was now no need to remove me from my office. 


“I don’t blame you lot,” I said, to alleviate their consternation. “When I saw myself this morning, even I was bewildered.”


“I guess we have to inform someone,” Toffee suggested.


“We should hold a press conference,” Jesse remarked excitedly.


“We better inform the authorities first,” Jablonski told her. “Although I have a strong suspicion the police will think we are trying to pull a fast one.”


“I can convince anyone now that I have you guys to back me up,” I announced. It turned out to be the overstatement of the year.


Policemen are inherently suspicious and don’t accept simple facts at face value. Amid loud protests from everyone, I was removed to the nearest precinct. They thought I was nuts and presumed that my witnesses were bigger nuts. Or con artists.


“Hold it!” I lifted my hands angrily, frowning at the tight cordon of amused police officers around me.


“You hold it!” returned a newcomer.


“Who are you?”


“I am Demetrius,” he answered, as if it explained everything. He then flashed a badge. “Haven’t you heard about me? I am Homicides.”


“What are you doing here?”


“I’m investigating the whereabouts and possible murder of Jerry Waverly,” he proclaimed. “We have an APB out on him ---”


“What’s an APB?”


“An all points bulletin.”


“Withdraw it,” I snapped. “You’ve found him.”


It was crazy. We tried to reason with them but in thorough harmony, they just wouldn’t believe us. In the end, I found an astonishingly simple way out.


“I was booked on a drunken driving charge in the 14th Precinct this March,” I told them. “I never get caught when I am drunk. Prohibition makes good drivers out of us. Anyhow, there was a pretty blonde in the bucket seat and my dick got kind of stuck up in the steering. My driving licence was ultimately suspended and revoked and the state got richer by a hundred bucks. Incidentally, my fingerprints were also taken, ostensibly for record but actually to see if I happened to be on the most wanted list. Why don’t you make a check?”


“Your fingerprints could also have changed?” a Sub-Inspector suggested, accentuating a worried expression on an otherwise amused face.


“I know my hands better than you know your job,” I retorted. 

Grudgingly, the Precinct Officer acquiesced and took my fingerprints. 

“Moreover,” I went on, “Captain Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County, is an ancient friend of mine. Why don’t we ask him to come over?”


“I don’t know,” the Precinct Officer muttered indecisively. “He’ll wring our collective necks, along with yours, if this turns out to be some charade, as we all suspect it to be.”


“He will raise hell and howl mad if you don’t,” I warned him.


Rather reluctantly, the Precinct Officer made a long distance call and asked to be connected with the legendary Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove. After exchanging a few pleasantries, the Precinct Officer informed him that a certain Jerry Waverly wanted to talk to him.


“What is he doing in the precinct?” I heard Kidglove’s holler.

The Precinct Officer was a seasoned campaigner. “His car broke down just outside the precinct, Captain,” he replied, and touched my toes in complete subjugation. 

“Don’t give me that shit! His license is in suspension. If I know him at all, he could not be driving. Anyway, put that blockhead on the line,” Kidglove commanded.


I chatted with Kidglove for a good ten minutes before asking him to make the journey to the 17th Precinct of Faith County, on the double.


“What’s wrong?” he demanded in his customary aggressive manner.


“I’m in a big mess,” I pleaded. “Just get here as fast as you can.”


“I’ll take the chopper and be with you inside an hour,” he promised and hung up quickly. 


Mother Fortune finally forced a smile. We shifted from the interrogation room and the good-cop-bad-cop routine to the Precinct Officer’s cluttered office. The Precinct Officer threw all his uninvestigated files out of the window, invited us to occupy comfortable chairs he had extorted out of local businesses and had us served us with coffee. We were then entertained to dinner brought in from the Sheraton. His subordinate thereafter loitered around us, holding the bill conspicuously, afraid to ask who would settle it. 

It was smooth sailing thereon. Not only did the fingerprints tally but after a prolonged dialogue, naturally, Kidglove also pronounced I was indeed who I claimed to be, incredible as it may have sounded to anyone. All the police officers agreed with him obediently. Demetrius beat a hasty retreat, along with his badge.


The atmosphere was relaxed the following day at Gardener Jablonski’s soirée, arranged hurriedly for my benefit. I was already on the news and sure enough, half the city’s élite buzzed around Jablonski’s massive apartment. There was plenty more for their entertainment. Vintage wines straight out of Jablonski’s summerhouse cellar saw the light of day for the first time. The city’s best caterer brought in excellent food, which Jablonski’s yuppie wife pretended she had cooked. Cuban cigars were handed out as if they were leaflets of the Workers’ Party.  No expense was barred. Gardener Jablonski, my stingy boss, was shrewd enough to know he was sitting on top of a goldmine and had thrown money around the way he barks commands at his subordinates throughout the day. 

Toffee cracked jokes at my expense and, to show that I was back in favour, Jesse clung to my arms, ran her fingers through my hair and aroused everyone. The main topic and talking point of the evening was, of course, my new face and personality.


“Frankly, I prefer your newer version,” Kidglove remarked.


Jablonski chewed on his stubborn cigar and got down to brass tacks as the guests began to drift out when they summed they had devoured everything Jablonski had lined up for them.

“I suggest we better book the Sheraton for a press conference tomorrow,” he said contemplatively. “A lot of people are keen to see our wonderful friend here. The firm will foot the bill. This is the biggest piece of news since the lunar landing.”


Kidglove disagreed. “Since times immemorial,” he stated. “But let us not get ahead of ourselves. This has never happened before and probably shall never happen again.”

“If this happens again somewhere else, Gardener has wasted a lot of money,” Dierdre Jablonski intoned.

“For this very reason,” Kidglove continued, “we have to convince the press absolutely. There should be irrefutable corroboration. The press will not take your or my word for it. We must have truly unimpeachable evidence. Whenever we hold a press conference, we should have an army of authentic, reliable witnesses who can support what Jerry and we claim. We need DNA tests, blood samples, dental records, the works. It will not be easy to convince the press. They are good only at fabricating news.”


“Yes,” Jablonski agreed. “I’ll make all the necessary arrangements. Don’t worry about the expense.”

▲►▼◄▲

June 25


Two of my closest clients, my three surviving aunts and an uncle, seven cousins, two former school teachers, my football coach, four schoolmates, two street cronies, three former girl friends, seven people I owed money to, my grocer and my milkman were all present at the press conference. The press was amused, sceptical and bored.


I made a precise and concise statement, explaining briefly what had happened. I told them how I could read, write and speak German all of a sudden and how my face and physique had changed, without affecting my voice and a few anatomical characteristics. Like fingerprints, tattoos and scars. All my witnesses supported me. A few explained how I convinced them to accept me. They were cross-examined as if they were on trial. Kidglove delivered a long speech and supported my case in his professional, sartorial manner. Just before finishing his monologue, he told the press who he was so that they would desist from asking him silly questions. They did not dare mess around with Kidglove. Finally, a team of doctors was led to the podium and confirmed matching of DNA and dental records. They also pointed out I had not undergone any plastic surgery. Ever.


Despite incontrovertible evidence in support of my case, members of the media were, to put it mildly, rather rough with me.


“Mr. Whoever-You-Are, what interests me more is to know who sold you on this crazy idea that you could get away with this?” asked a reporter.


“Is Jerry Waverly in on this?” asked another.


And so it went on.


“Who is your plastic surgeon?”


“Who are you trying to kid?”


“Lousiest fraud of the century!”


“How much are you paying these jokers to back you up?”


“We did not come out of the loony-bin yesterday, you know.”


“Really, do you think we are suckers?”


“Jerry, Jerry, quite contrary ---”


“Where are your fangs?”


“You must be stoned on something really good!”


When the salvo of insults and catcalls persisted in staccato repetition, I almost lot my temper. Until!


A charming young woman stood up in one of the back rows just as the senior correspondents were about to tear their flyers and walk out.


“Jean Cummings of the Faith Clarion,” she introduced herself.


“I know you,” I exclaimed with delight. “I interviewed you for an opening in our public relations division a few months back. We had a long chat. You were rejected.”


She flushed. “That was Mr. Waverly who interviewed me,” she corrected.


“I am Jerry Waverly, dammit,” I howled. “I made passes at you, remember?”


From the corner of my eye, I saw Jesse recoil.


“Yes, Mr. Waverly did make passes at me,” she confirmed reflectively. “Can you tell me what finally happened?”


“You slapped me.”


The atmosphere in the auditorium changed fractionally as all eyes turned towards the young lady. She looked surprised and then confused. At last, she said, “If you are not Jerry Waverly, I commend you for having done your homework exceedingly well.”

▲►▼◄▲

June 30


In spite of my harrowing ordeal, I was in the news around the world, with varying success. My name must have bounced off all those satellites out in space far more than even the total number of Bill Clinton’s sexual advances to uncomely women. I achieved an immediate mention in Art Buchwald’s column. Robert Ludlum thought he had finally found something credible to write about and sent off a piece to Playboy. Gore Vidal was allowed back on television to talk about me. Rupert Murdoch issued instructions for my acquisition. Larry King purchased a new pair of suspenders and showed them off while grilling reporters present at the press conference. CNN commissioned Lady Sarah Ferguson to interview me in return for a promise to pick up her Tesco bills. There was a rumour that Jane Fonda had unsuccessfully angled for the job.

Famous and infamous newspapers across the globe carried reports of the press conference. New York Times put me above Rudy Guiliani. Le Monde had me on the front page, albeit in the bottom right hand corner. Both the Wall Street Journal and Financial Times couldn’t afford to ignore me. British tabloids concluded I was bigger than Princess Diana and for the first time in years, someone else appeared on the front pages. News of the World went to the extent of praising my ‘sexy’ biceps. Back home, the Faith Clarion, with a circulation of under a thousand, was closer to target when it reported ‘Local exec wakes up with a new face’.


A lot of people came to have a look at me. Cynics jabbed me in the press and my peculiarity came under heated discussions on radio and television. A Hollywood film producer offered me a fat contract, Random House hinted at a handsome advance for a book, Hustler wanted me to do some nudes and Dr. Z.Z. Zzagzza, who wasn’t a doctor at all, ached to study me. NASA expressed a desire to put me on the next shuttle. The Russians figured a touch of the supernatural was necessary to breathe some life into Mir and sent an emissary with an invitation for a six-week sojourn without guarantee of safe return.


The House of Auschwitz, an anti-Semite organisation devoted to raising the mental calibre of those Germans who failed to qualify for Nürnberg, urged the German Chancellor to grant me German citizenship. Fritz Frankfurter XVII, the eccentric oil tycoon, who generously funded the organisation, commissioned Professor Jeremiah Prideaux, the famous Oxford historian, to ascertain which Teutonic face I was wearing. After conducting an extensive research lasting several weeks, Prideaux struck pay dirt and announced I was currently in possession of the face of none other than Richard Wagner. That explained why I hummed unfamiliar tunes all the time, as also my strange urge for opera and classical music. On closer inspection, it was found that I hummed from Siegfried. Hundreds of classical music nuts and a horde of enthusiastic Germans from all over the world headed in my direction. Some Nazis sent me cheques from Paraguay, most of which bounced. A few famous composers and conductors expressed their desire to have photographs taken with me. I received a huge payment when I performed from Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg at the Royal Albert Hall. But even then, I wasn’t really taken seriously until, of course, August 28th.

▲►▼◄▲

August 28


Not fully accustomed to Richard Wagner’s face, it took me a few minutes before I noticed something was amiss. It had happened again. Waking up, I found I had a brand new face and physique, all over again. Back at square one, I went through everything once more: the confrontation, the accusations, explanations, press conference, new set of identify papers. This time around, however, I was for real.


When Dr. Z.Z. Zzagzza repeated his offer, I accepted readily.


“You’ll let that mad weirdo conduct experiments on you?” Jablonski shouted.


“He’s as sane as you are, Gardener,” I assured him. “He has a rather off-beat method of treating people but he’s good and has a team of specialists to help him in his analysis. Moreover, he’ll pay me five hundred bucks an hour. I’ll probably be with him for weeks.”


“I’ll double it,” he offered and I wasn’t surprised. Ever since I’d done my face-changing act, the firm’s clientele had increased substantially. I was extremely good publicity.


“Thanks,” I said, “but no thanks. I need him as much as he needs me. He’s sure to find out what’s wrong with me.”


Jablonski didn’t argue. “All right, but don’t be gone for too long. We need you here. And for God’s sake, come back with this same face. Each time a stranger walks into the office we think it is you.”

▲►▼◄▲


The infamous Dr. Z.Z. Zzagzza let loose a full team of surgeons, pathologists, radiologists, gerontologists, orthopaedics and plastic surgeons on me. They provided him with nothing he wanted to hear.


“They tell me you’ve had this face all along,” he disclosed. “There’s nothing special about you at all. You are as normal as an average healthy man.”


“I may be healthy,” I said, “but I’m not average.”


Zzagzza wouldn’t give up. He put me into one of his special rooms. This was a nice and comfortable cell with a lot of fancy furniture, four walls, one roof, wall to wall carpet with presumably a floor under it, no windows, one door with no handle on the inside and a video camera. There was another video camera in the bathroom which, together with the one in the main room, spied upon me and kept Dr. Zzagzza disappointed.


Vigilantly, he watched me sleeping, eating, reading, viewing the idiot box, listening to the stereo, performing calisthenics, using the toilet and the bath and having a jolly good time. A fortnight later, drawing a complete blank, he negotiated a different approach. Acting on some uncanny impulse, Zzagzza shifted me into a similar room next door. This one had no cameras. His hunch paid off.


On the fourth morning, the pretty nurse who brought in food for me, dropped the tray after uttering a pretty squeal and made a pretty mess on the pretty carpet on which Zzagzza must have spent a pretty penny. I dashed into the bathroom and saw that I had acquired a new face, a face much prettier than before. The supplementary tests lasted only a few hours and in the evening, Dr. Z.Z. Zzagzza, flanked by his bubbling associates, hired prime time on national television to announce that under his observation, I had changed my face, yet again. Zzagzza’s testimony helped me triumph in my battle with cynics. No longer was my facial and physical variance termed the biggest hoax of the century.


Millions of people saw me on television and thousands recognised my face. Robert Taylor, they cried and were possibly correct. It didn’t end there. During the next two months, I took turns as Aaron Burr, Ferdinand Marcos, the Shah of Iran, Henri Philippe Pétain, Benedict Arnold, Guy Fox and other frauds and cheats no one could recognise.


By mid-November, it was a foregone conclusion that most of the world’s major newsmagazines would select me as their Man of the Year. Some wise guy in San Marino, of all the places, suggested I should be made the Secretary General of the United Nations and I believe the incumbent, who fancied the idea himself or was disgusted with the futility of his job, almost resigned to create a clear vacancy for me.


People invited me from all corners of the world. Some sent air passage and generous travelling allowances. Private jets belonging to oil tycoons, business magnates and other thieves waited on me at the nearest airport around the clock with pleading invitations. Gifts poured into my home by the thousands. All kinds of people who didn’t fancy their own faces flocked around my converted brownstone, from which Mrs. Greta Schweikart had fled by now. In a matter of days, I became the most talked-about person in human history. I was more popular than Pele, O.J. Simpson, Brooke Shields, Bjorn Borg, Abba, Michael Jackson, Madonna, the New York Giants, Arsenal Football Club, Shane Warne and Coca-Cola put together. T-shirts bearing a blank face sold like hot cakes, even in Iceland. A crank stole my door, another swiped my under-pants and vests from the clothesline and a third removed the plaque bearing my name from the door to my office. Police later informed me they were sold for thousands of bucks in private auctions attended by Jerry Waverly zealots.


As my face kept on changing, the crowds flourished. When the multitudes became uncontrollable, I requested the government for protection of my privacy. The government not only came to my rescue but also lavishly showered me with titles and decorations and declared me a national treasure. After all, I was a major tourist attraction and brought the government a lot of foreign exchange. Being popular had its drawbacks too! Two kooks fired shots at me as I led a peace rally and a third hurled a Molotov cocktail in my direction. One idiot tried to stab me with a stiletto. Fortunately, Jerry Waverly fanatics always shielded me and stopped the bullets, deflected the Molotov Cocktails and got stabbed by stilettos meant for me. They were instantly mourned as martyrs by the rest of the ever-expanding Jerry Waverly cult.


Since I kept on embracing faces of mostly famous people, there was constant speculation as to whose face I would take next. A freckled, cross-eyed Harvard prodigy, conspicuously named I.M.A. Wünderkind, arrived unannounced one morning, complete with his databank and a team of scruffy, long-haired assistants. Consulting his computer disks, his scrolls, his albums of portraits and photographs and miniatures loaned to him by museums and private collectors, he sought to determine a pattern and work out the face next in the line of progression. Drowned in his impressive paraphernalia, he shot up early one morning and shouted Eureka! From the sea of data available before him, Wünderkind claimed to have located a trend.


“Your next face will be that of Buster Keaton,” he forecast jubilantly.


“With or without the squint?” I inquired.


“Hopefully without.”


No first blood for Wünderkind. He browsed diligently through his materiel once again to find out where he had erred when contrary to his prediction, I donned the face of the infamous Al Capone.


“Don’t worry,” he made a go at soothing me, as if it mattered. “I have additional data to work with.” Three counter-factual predictions later, just when I was beginning to seriously doubt his credentials, Wünderkind fled, leaving most of his appurtenances behind and his team of assistants unpaid.


Gamblers from Las Vegas and speculators from Wall Street were among others who tried their luck. They worked on various laws. Some banked on the assumption that I had secret control over acquiring my faces. They sought to break the system but failed, packed their bags and went back to their crap tables and tele-printers and computer terminals and tickertapes. For my part, I also endeavoured to break the system. Before going to bed, I wished my next appearance would be that of Clark Gable. I woke up one morning with normal ears and a few inches shorter as Napoleon Bonaparte.


In the avalanche of publicity and spotlight, I lost my best friends, including Jesse. “You’re not steady,” she complained. Gardener Jablonski, Toffee and Kidglove also gave up on me. They could not keep up with me.


I enjoyed stardom. Among others, Donahue, Jerry Springer, Geraldo, Morton Downey and Oprah Winfrey queued up to have me on their silly talk shows. I settled for Dick Dietrich. I was a celebrity on television and there wasn’t a channel that wouldn’t have me, right from the Mormon channel in the USA to state television in Mongolia. I made a guest appearance in Seinfeld, skidding into Jerry’s apartment with Cosmo Kramer on my heels and having a cup of coffee in the restaurant around the corner. The show broke all-time records. An animated version of Jerry Waverly featured in The Simpsons. Out in the real world, the bigwigs of Marylebone Cricket Club met in a special session and granted membership to me, without an application or desire, waiving an eighteen-year waiting list. Arsenal gave me a special box at Highbury. Richard Branson invited me aboard his balloon. The Aga Khan despatched his yacht. Michael Jackson sent his submarine. The Italians immortalised me by commissioning a sculpture that was put up next to the Ponte Sant’ Angelo in the Eternal City. A wax statue without a face was erected in Madame Tussaud’s to acknowledge my transcendence. Postage stamps, currency notes and coins in more than a hundred countries commemorated me. A Swedish film producer made a pornographic movie about me. It was banned in every country of the world outside Scandinavia.

▲►▼◄▲

February 29


Jerry Waverly made a welcome comeback today. “Hold on to your face now, for God’s sake,” Jesse urged. 


But I couldn’t. Hardly a few days passed before I became the Führer and remained underground till Pablo Picasso took over.


“I’ll never get my face back,” I told Jesse.


“Never?”


“Maybe every leap year for a few days,” I said sullenly. “But I’m sure I won’t get it back permanently.”


“You got it back once,” she pointed out hopefully. “It may come back for keeps, you never know.”


“I wear faces of famous dead people,” I told her. “The fact that I got my face back indicates I am a famous man. And very much dead.”

▲►▼◄▲

August 30


This morning, I woke up as Aristotle Onassis, my 1807th face since Richard Wagner first happened to me. I welcomed the new face wholeheartedly. After my panel of assistants, paid for by the Waverly Foundation, confirmed who I was, I struck up his name in my journal and instructed my Press Relations Officer to ring up the local Reuters Bureau and communicate the situation report.


Though I am no longer intolerably haunted by crowds of Jerry Waverly enthusiasts, I’m still very much front-page news. Almost all the world’s major newspapers, including even People’s Daily, have a small Jerry Waverly box, like one for the weather forecast, which informs the readers whose face I am currently possessing. Sometimes when my face can’t be placed and confirmed, the box remains blank but this is almost rare because ‘face spotting’ has become an international pastime, one of the most popular hobbies of the day. The minute I get a new face, news agencies send their photographers and a face with a question mark appears in publications across the world as a challenge for ‘face spotters’.


Historians remain camped in bustling hotels around my mansion. One of the greatest contributions I make is that of solving age-old mysteries and answering unanswered questions. For example, whether Nero set Rome on fire. Or what happened to Jimmy Hoffa. Or who posed for Leonard da Vinci. Or whether William Shakespeare had a ghost-writer. Or why Isaac Newton did not eat the apple instead of demanding why it fell. Sceptics will however be sceptics. Even though I acquired the face of Elvis Presley for a few days and profited from the occasion by recording a new album, millions in the United States continue to believe he is alive.


I am no longer disillusioned by facial transformations. On the contrary, I’m more than pleased. Fame and fortune are the least of my harvest. God Almighty has duly compensated for my discomfiture. Whilst people around me become wrinkled and bent and eccentric and start falling apart, I do not. I have not aged at all since that beautiful morning almost ten years ago when I woke up as Richard Wagner. I feel as fresh and young as I was that day. There is a full-time gerontologist, paid for by the government, exclusively at my disposal, who checks me up occasionally and confirms the fact that I am not ageing.


I sometimes have a vague suspicion that I’ll get my original face back sooner or later, then die or disintegrate or perhaps live and end my life normally. This is because my age is at a standstill and I have been assuming faces of famous people who were dead before my face put on its changing act for the first time. One of these days, could be a year or a decade or a century from now, I am bound to run out of stock of famous people. That’s the day I’ll probably get my own face back for good. Till then, I’m sure I’ll have a jolly good time. I’m not complaining any more. Who would?

Tilly’s Flight

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


Tilly remained missing for well over three months. I won’t say no one noticed he wasn’t around. In fact, the entire city buzzed with excitement on discovering uncomfortable precautions were not required to avoid him for the time being. The respite was mercilessly short-lived. For the first few weeks, no one knew where he was or why he had bolted. I thought he was, for some strange reason, travelling incognito and would turn up sooner or later, like the bad penny that he is. But when he won the lottery and his lawyers couldn’t track him down and since the huge windfall failed to spirit him out of his hideout, I got worried. And started investigating. And ran into the Fraud Squad which was also trying to track him down. 


Tilly was last observed rushing into the Central Rail Terminal, looking odd in a huge, heavy overcoat. I say odd because he not only neglected to take the hanger out of the overcoat but also failed to notice that it was an exceptionally hot afternoon of a sizzling summer. I can only deduce he was headed for the Himalayas and prepared for the cold well in advance. 


I was later informed Tilly was also carrying an icebox so I can safely presume my guess about the Himalayas was on the mark. Tilly never takes his icebox anywhere else. In fact, when he goes to the Sahara, he prefers the hot water bottle instead. My friend does most things upside down. He even falls asleep during headstands and since he spends the better part of the day doing headstands, he has ended up with a slightly flat head.


Coming back to Tilly’s disappearance, he acted pretty weird prior to his unheralded departure. For example, he stopped using the front door at home. He didn’t use the rear entrance or any of the numerous side doors either. No, he did not struggle down any of the chimneys either, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s not as bad as that. Tilly climbed in and out of the kitchen window for a full fortnight before his eventual flight.


If Tilly had not run off, his cook George would surely have resigned in protest. George is a paraplegic and it was awkward, if not impossible, for him to climb in and out of the kitchen window in the same fashion as his master. Tilly must have been conscious that his servant’s physiological condition was as suspect as his cooking otherwise George may have been required to scale the ventilator. Tilly does not believe in the maxim of equality at all.


Incidentally, Tilly did not hire George, whose name isn’t George at all, out of compassion but because he was unable to find an able-bodied cook for the kind of wages he offers. I would still say George practically lives off Tilly because the only cooking he does is for Tilly’s dogs and for himself. Tilly doesn’t know that. He is under the impression that the dogs and George share the same food. 


The reason that George’s name isn’t George at all is that Tilly never takes the trouble to learn the names of his domestic help. He renames them as George the minute he hires them. At one time, I recall, Tilly happened to have three servants: a cook, a gardener and a chauffeur. Appropriately enough, they were called George the First, George the Second and George the Third. He also once had a maid who quit because she did not take favourably to being addressed as Georgina instead of Emanuelle.


My wife, who is distantly related to Tilly, a fact she advertises very rarely, told me she saw him trying to get out through the window of his Porsche 911 in a no-parking zone on Maximilien Robespierre Avenue. Intrigued, she hung around and watched him come back and jump into the car through the same window. When she approached him and asked if everything was okay, he delved into rollicking laugher and explained that the darned door was jammed. Which, of course, was absurd because she yanked it open and Tilly almost spilled onto the kerb. He sped off, pointing out he was in a no-parking zone. It was also a speed-limit zone and he was promptly rewarded with a ticket for over-speeding and a citation for reckless driving.


I figured Tilly was hiding from someone. There could be no other explanation for not using the front door. Moreover, the clown had got so accustomed to using the kitchen window for entering his dreadful house that it had developed into a habit. So, I asked myself, who could Tilly be hiding from? And that is how I came to know about Tilly and Turbo and Tilly’s temporary embezzlement of welfare funds which convinced me I should help the Fraud Squad round him up.


Tilly concluded that the money he made from the temporarily rising fortunes of Caledonian Steel should be wisely invested somewhere else. A tip from his broker and a few chance meetings introduced Tilly and Turbo to each other. A few days later, they were business partners. The fact that Turbo has since been relegated from the rank and file of bright, dashing investment consultants to that of a used-car salesman does not suggest, however, that Tilly cheated him out of his many millions.


On the contrary, Turbo’s curious business liaison with Tilly brought them both a great deal of fame and fortune. It was working, thinking, planning and scheming with Tilly twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, which ultimately impaired Turbo’s sound judgement. The minute Tilly realised the two had reached the apogee of their fiduciary union, they shook hands and went their separate ways. A few days later, someone casually disclosed to Turbo that Tilly was an imbecile, retarded and mentally disturbed.


Turbo wouldn’t believe it and searched for a second opinion, then a third, fourth, fifth and sixth, until he discovered it was gospel truth. He was, indeed, the former business partner of a man whose mental faculties were considered suspect by those having had the unfortunate experience of knowing him. Turbo referred to his notes, files and computer disks and discovered, much to his chagrin, that during his sixteen month business relationship with Tilly, most of the decisions that turned out massive profit came at Tilly’s suggestion. It was absolutely mind-boggling.


“If that bum is a financial wizard,” he confided to Dr. Fred Freud, his shrink, “as he appears to be, then I have the competence of a four-year old.”


“A precocious four-year old,” Dr. Fred Freud soothed him.


Turbo’s downward slide was quick. To convince himself that he had sufficiently more marbles than Tilly did, he kept a watchful eye on his former associate’s investments. Tilly invested money in Hibernian Textiles whereas Turbo’s research, and common sense, indicated that although Tilly wouldn’t lose anything, returns would be next to negligible. Turbo’s calculation went amiss. Tilly made a cool million inside three days. When Tilly pulled his money out of Bulganin Arms and Ammunition Conglomerate, Turbo hung on to his own fat block of shares. A week later, BAAC stock nose-dived when one of its owners was indicted for fraud. 

Tilly next bought a few thousand shares of Maitland Cement and Turbo followed suit. The price shot up. Tilly unloaded his shares quickly and collected a comfortable profit. Turbo was of the opinion that Tilly had acted in haste and that there was more money to be made. Maitland’s price stabilised and then destabilised. Turbo was lucky he came out slightly more than even.


Exasperated, Turbo failed to admit that idiot or no idiot, Tilly did know a few things about money. Instead, he decided to do the exact opposite of what Tilly did. If Tilly took his money out of a certain company or commodity, that was where Turbo’s money went. And so on and so forth. Six months later, he found himself divested of his entire wealth. He was left with a thousand dollars or so in his checking account, an option on a dilapidated ancestral home in a greasy neighbourhood, a dwindling farm in the infamous Tornado Alley of the American mid-west and a summer lodge in Biafra. Turbo’s troubles didn’t end there. His wife ran away with the milkman, his dog defected to his neighbours and his son, who was studying corporate finance in an Ivy League school, quit studies and left for Chechnya to be abducted.


“That moron has ruined me,” Turbo confessed to Dr. Fred Freud.


“You must find a way to get back at him,” Dr. Fred Freud.


Turbo spent his remaining wealth by hiring the services of Orlando Schmuck, a wily private detective.


“I want you to pin Tilly,” Turbo told him.


“You don’t need me for that,” Schmuck answered. “Go to Madison Square Garden and hire a two-bit wrestler. The referee will come free.”


“I meant nail him! Give me something that will put him in jail. Destroy him! Obliterate him! Devastate him!”


“You would make a good reactionary,” Schmuck observed, folded his filthy little notebook and stuffed it into the breast pocket of his wrinkled suit.


Schmuck called on Tilly the next day. 


“Turbo’s out to get you,” he told him. “He’s hired me to do it. And I can do it.”


“You won’t do it, will you?” Tilly asked, reaching for his chequebook.


“If we reach an agreement.”


Schmuck met Turbo outside the rotunda in Argentina Park that very evening. 


“I’m afraid a few complications have developed,” he reported. “Tilly has somehow found out you are out to get him.”


“I’m not surprised,” Turbo sighed. “We go to the same shrink.”


Schmuck referred to a dog-eared diary. “That is not entirely correct,” he said. “According to my information, you pay your shrink for each visit while the shrink pays Tilly to stay away from him.”


“Whatever.”


“Anyhow, Tilly has offered to hire me to make sure that you don’t nail him.”


“How can that be when you’re already on my payroll?” Turbo demanded indignantly.


“Can be done,” Schmuck smirked. “It depends on whether I can let him hire me. But don’t despair. It will still work out. You keep paying me to destroy him and together, we shall.”


“How’s that possible when he’s paying you not to destroy him?”


“I don’t know but I’ll figure something out,” Schmuck replied. “And listen to me, you schmuck, you’re better off with me. Hire someone else and he’ll do the same thing without taking you into confidence. When you hire me, my scruples come free. I have a reputation to protect. I never conceal the fact that I walk both sides of the street.”


That made sense to Turbo. And so, Schmuck continued his investigations, both forward and in reverse. Two weeks later, he submitted his final report to his first employer.


“I’ve made a lot of inquiries,” he began. “Tilly is clean as a whistle. There’s nothing I’ve been able to dig up on him. There are no charges that can stick. Are you still interested in learning what I have failed to find out about him?”

Turbo nodded. “That is what I am paying you for, I think.”

“First of all, he’s not a kleptomaniac, as is generally believed. Sixteen cases of theft and grand larceny were never registered against him. Secondly, he’s not a transvestite and never has been. The flashy dresses he purchases from Yahoo’s Boutique, sometimes dressed as a vivacious seventy-year old, are usually presents for his grandmother. Thirdly, he never murdered Droopy Dick, the virtuoso of extortion. Tilly may have had a go at him but he definitely did not do it.”

Turbo made his notes. “Go on.”


“As for his financial wheeling-dealing,” the investigator continued, “he has absolutely no concern with the Juvenile Delinquents’ Spoiling Society, the Animal Haters’ League, the Stray Cats and Dogs Shooting Group, the Senior Citizen’s Procreation Association, the Gays Who Have Gone Straight and Come Right Back Society, the Surrogate Mothers Society and a few other similar associations. Tilly does not, and I repeat he does not run these organisations. I have, however, discovered that all these organisations do not conduct any significant welfare activity. They receive fat donations from a large number of companies and silly individuals, which is perhaps about the only constructive thing they do. Most of the money collected by them is used for risky investments, not by Tilly, of course, because Tilly doesn’t run these organisations. Accordingly, there is a lot of temporary embezzlement taking place.”


“What do you mean by temporary embezzlement and how much are we talking about?”


“We are talking about millions that could all potentially go down the drain. As for the temporary embezzlement, let me just say that Tilly does not use these funds for investing in high-risk shares, bonds and securities. These are the kind of investments Tilly will never make with his own money. Although the money always comes back, it is nonetheless unauthorised use of funds for personal gain. All it will take to discover the temporary embezzlement is a good auditor who knows his job like I do because the temporary embezzler appears to be financially shrewd and has done well to cover his tracks.”


“And you’re positive that Tilly is not in any way linked with these organisations?”


“I’m quite certain that he’s not the Warden or Custodian or Convenor or Secretary or Chairman of any of these various bodies.”


“Thank you,” Turbo said and handed him his bonus.


Schmuck saw Tilly the same evening.


“Well?” Tilly demanded.


“You have nothing to worry about,” Schmuck informed him. “Turbo doesn’t know that you are a kleptomaniac, a transvestite or the man who shot Droopy Dick. What’s more comforting is the fact that he has no idea you run so many phoney organisations and that you use their funds for personal gain.”


“Good,” Tilly clapped his hands excitedly. “What Turbo doesn’t know won’t hurt him. However, tell me, what about you? You appear to have delved deep into my past and know quite a few things about me.”


“What things?”


“What you’ve just said.”


“What did I just say?”


“About me.”


“Who are you?”


“Good. I like people with short memories,” Tilly thumped him on the back and gave him his bonus.


And although Schmuck never bothered Tilly again, Turbo turned out to be a suspicious, unbelieving jerk. He took everything he knew Tilly didn’t do to the Fraud Squad and the Fraud Squad did the rest.


Tilly, of course, was hiding from Schmuck, Turbo and the Fraud Squad. Even though Schmuck had agreed to work for him while he endeavoured to do him in, Tilly wanted to make sure that the less Schmuck found out about him the better. Unfortunately, it just happened that Schmuck was a darned good dick and uncovered almost everything that Tilly attempted to conceal. When the Fraud Squad pushed hard to unearth the same information, Tilly picked up their scent, prepared to bolt and destroy all the evidence.


Just when Tilly was about to incinerate the incriminating evidence, he found the Fraud Squad hot on his trail. He stuffed some of his papers in an icebox lying nearby and wrapping the rest around his body, camouflaged them with his overcoat. Then he fled. The Fraud Squad operatives, who followed him on a round-the-clock basis, wasted time to figure out why he wore an overcoat on a hot summer afternoon and in the process, neglected to follow him further. Tilly thus managed to get away and it was only because I could add two and two and get four that helped track him down at the foot of the Himalayas.


Tilly was brought back, courtesy of the Royal Nepalese Police and put in the dock. He was charged, tried and convicted. After so many near misses, the police did finally manage its pound of flesh. As he was being led out of the court by the Court Usher, whom Tilly repeatedly referred to as the Major Domo of the Court, he gave me an “I will soon fix you look”. 

As for Turbo, I’ve mentioned earlier he became a used-car salesman in his endeavours to bring Tilly down. He ended up bidding successfully for Tilly’s Porsche 911 that was confiscated by the court and auctioned off to recover some of the fine the court had imposed on him.


On a routine inspection back in Turbo’s garage, it was discovered that the vehicle was in actual fact a 1994 model and not a well-preserved 1974 model as its papers described it to be. Turbo was intrigued and hired Roland Schmuck to find out what it was all about. Schmuck happily ripped off Turbo for another few hundred dollars. Being an intelligent dick, it didn’t take Schmuck long to unravel the mystery. Tilly drove the 1974 model to Germany, ostensibly for repairs, switched it with a newer model, changed the plates, the engine number and the chassis number, and brought the new car back on the original papers, past the dozing customs officials. Turbo was visibly distressed. Even by going to jail, Tilly had made him money! Turbo is currently waiting for his former partner to come out of jail. That’s when he says he will have him put away for good even if he himself ends up working as a helping hand on a gas station. Turbo will, believe you me, end up at the gas station!

The Hunt for a Penny Farthing
Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


Tilly hates driving, especially if it’s not his own car. He owns many cars, including a Bugatti Type 35B and a chintzy Porsche 911 which he reluctantly takes out for a spin once every leap year and which otherwise remain parked, in full public view, in the car port of his intimidating house. I was thus regrettably at the wheel of the borrowed Chevrolet, in charge of an unfamiliar vehicle with a grumpy old companion in the passenger seat who did not wish to drive but interfered with almost every accessible gadget in the car. If he had been blessed with longer feet, I am sure he would have messed around even with the clutch, the accelerator and the brake pedal. I watched helplessly as he looked for something he had not tampered with so far. He found the defogger and turned it on. It was summer, for Chrissake! 

He leaned forward and honked disapprovingly at an elderly motorist holding up traffic on the other side of the road. All the cars in the queue, including the elderly motorist, honked back at us, advising us to mind our own business. Whenever I stopped at a traffic light, he would urge me to make a left turn instead of awaiting the green light. Resultantly, we once made three unnecessary left turns and came back to the same traffic light, which had just turned to red.


“I despise traffic lights,” he grumbled. “I like to drive around the block till the traffic light turns green so that I can go straight.” I had forgotten to wear the seat belt and tugged at the strap. “You want me to buckle up?” he eyed me tentatively and inquired.


“It’s the law,” I informed him.


“I detest these belts,” he wailed. “Why can’t I sit at the back?”


“Because I’m not your chauffeur,” I explained.


Tilly wrestled with the seat belt. “It’s a bad law,” he proclaimed disdainfully. “It’s like being in a straitjacket. I’m sure no one will book me since I’m riding with you, isn’t that so? You’re the law!”


“Okay, shut up and keep quiet,” I told him. “You can dispense with the seat belt as long as you promise to shut your face and don’t interfere with my driving.”


Tilly thereafter examined my collection of compact discs and disappointingly pronounced that I had no taste. When he reached back to the back seat to retrieve his satchel that contained his favourite compact disc, Ozzy Osborne Sings Frank Sinatra, or something like that, I threatened to handcuff him. He then played with the car radio, finally settling for the latest update on the weather forecast for the Philippines. At Stock Exchange Way and Karl Marx Avenue, he suddenly stormed back to life and acting on some uncanny impulse, forced me make an impromptu right turn. I nearly ran down a couple of pedestrians and while avoiding them, crashed into a fire hydrant.


A hefty policeman materialised from nowhere. He held a gun with both his hands, and shouted “Freeze!” at Tilly through the half-open window. Tilly waved at him. “Police,” the cop added unnecessarily, as if we had not gathered this momentous piece of information from his blue uniform and badge.


“Police,” I told him.


“Yes, that’s what I just said,” he sneered.


“I mean I’m also police,” I explained, flashing my identification card. “Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, at your service.”


“Yeah, okay. I’ve heard about you,” he frowned and grudgingly put his .38 Police Special away. “I was wondering why the car looked familiar. You got a driving license, I suppose, Chief?” he demanded.


“Yes, of course,” I snapped. 

He inspected it and announced it had expired three years earlier. I pointed out it was issued three years earlier. He had another look, held it up near his eyes, scratched his head with his free hand and handed back my driving license without a comment. 

‘Sergeant Corpulence’ then went around the car for an inspection. He made me start the engine and tested all lights, indicators, horn, wipers and so on and so forth. He even had a peek along the dashboard to see if all the alarm lights worked. Fifteen minutes later, he told me I had a busted indicator, one headlight that didn’t work, a hand-brake light that didn’t show up, one wiper that wouldn’t budge and a tail-light which was kind of temperamental. ‘Sergeant Corpulence’ also had an attitude problem. He informed me that a back seat passenger had swiped an ashtray.


“Considering that you are the Chief of Police and considering further that I’m up for promotion in a couple of weeks, I’ll ignore all these minor infringements and the damage you have caused to city property,” he said. “However, I have to bust your friend. He wasn’t wearing his seat belt.”


I spread my hands in a helpless gesture. “I told him to wear it but he just won’t listen.”


I drove off without a ticket but Tilly got collared all right. No, I didn’t help him out. Any other day I would have but not that day. No sir, not that day!

As I drove off, Tilly pressed his nose against the window and curled up in the bucket seat like a child denied a yo-yo. I did not even consider humouring him. People drove into fire hydrants all the time but he was responsible for causing damage to a car I had borrowed from a subordinate, without the subordinate’s knowledge, just to drive Tilly around. The reason I was acting as his chauffeur for the day was because he was too excited to drive. He had roused me from sleep early in the morning with a cup of coffee, carried the newspaper up and served me breakfast in bed. I could have done all these things by myself for sure but I let him, perfectly aware that a quid pro quo was in store. Tilly had a small request.

“Alf Capone tells me you have nothing lined up for today,” he chirped.

“That’s rather obvious,” I remarked dryly. I was off from work for a fortnight. “My leave starts today. I plan to rest.”

“A strong man like you doesn’t need a rest,” he said, pushing my feet into my slippers.

“I thought you always said I am rather on the weak side,” I pointed out.

“Lean and mean, not weak,” he clarified, pushing me into the bathroom.

“What do you want?” I asked lazily, stepping into the shower.


“You know Sahibzada Nimrod-ul-Daula?”


“That friend of yours who claims descent from the emperor?”


“That’s the one.”


“What about him?” I asked. Tilly loved that oddball friend of his. Tilly hoped to be crowned a noble some day when his friend regained the empire. 


“His grandfather died.”


“Yeah, I read about it somewhere. He was a pretender to a throne that no longer exists.”

“Anyway, there’s a requiem of sorts for the old man at the Sheraton today. I hated his guts. He made me kneel before him each time I visited Nimrod’s house. I could have stopped going there, of course, but I loved ogling at Nimrod’s younger sister. Anyhow, Nimrod called me early this morning. He was scheduled to deliver a eulogy but he’s been held up in Faith County and will not be able to make it. He has faxed me his speech.”
“Does that by any chance mean he has requested you to deputise?”

“Very much so. I have to make a funeral oration today. You can drive me and then we shall go to Mercy and pick up an objet d’art.”
“And what may I ask have I done to deserve this punishment?”

“What do you mean punishment?”

“Not only do I have to drive you but I shall also have to endure a so-called speech penned by a gentleman who doesn’t even know how to write his name. You are William Shakespeare as compared to him.”

“Well, I confess I haven’t read what he faxed to me but I agree with you there. Whatever he has written, people will think I have authored it. This could ruin my reputation.”

“What reputation?” I enquired, drying myself with a towel Tilly had brought me, gift-wrapped, from Puerto Rico. It was probably swiped from the Hilton, from where he must have later on bolted without checking out. “You better write something down.”

“I shall make an extemporaneous address,” he announced. “The old man deserves some spontaneity. I know so much about him that I don’t need to refer to a prepared text.”

“I’m on leave and don’t have my Jeep,” I told him, changing into the clothes he selected for me from my wardrobe. “How do you propose I should transport you?”

“Borrow a car.”

“Why don’t we use one of yours?”

“I shipped the Bugatti yesterday for the car show in Charity. The Porsche is at the garage for annual service ---”

“How come it needs a service when you don’t drive it?”

“The service is complimentary,” he explained. “Anyhow, it is due back tomorrow. The Oldsmobile doesn’t have a spare tyre. Someone stole the doughnut and I am waiting for the insurance company to pay up. The Cherokee’s battery has been dead for almost a week. I haven’t had the time to figure out how I can claim a new one from insurance. That leaves the camper. You don’t feel like driving the Winnebago, do you?”
“Of course not, you idiot,” I snapped. He had another car, a Mercedes. I loved his polar white Mercedes. “How did you come here?”

“In my Mercedes.”

“So, we do have a car then,” I beamed.

“No, we don’t,” he shook his head. “Alf Capone dropped me and left. He has it for the day.”

“Why did you lend your car to him when you knew you would need it?” I exclaimed.

“I thought you would have your Jeep,” he said. “That’s good enough to take us to the Sheraton. And, of course, we can then take your chopper to Mercy.”

“You must be daft,” I said. “I am on leave and I am not using my official Jeep and yet you expect I will commandeer the police chopper to transport you to Mercy?”

“And back.”

“You are crazy. However, I know just how to get you to the requiem and to collect your objet d’art.”
I made the arrangements. The car arrived within fifteen minutes and Tilly followed me down the stairs, holding his silly satchel and a small pouch containing my favourite compact discs. Tilly did not approve of the car when he saw it. However, that was the only car I was prepared to drive him around in. And so, while Alf Capone puttered around the town in Tilly’s beautiful polar white Mercedes, we used Alf Capone’s Chevrolet.

At the Sheraton, we were guided to chairs in the front row. We could have sat down anywhere. There was no one else around. Attendance was rather thin, to say the least. A few relatives wearing achkans
 and fez loitered meaninglessly, embarrassed by the low turnout. I spotted one journalist and the understudy of a small-time photographer. Tilly assured me he would not be speaking to an empty hall.

“People will come,” he promised. 

Sure enough, a lot of people did come. They came in three lorries from Chopstick Cutlery Works, a factory owned by Tilly. The entire morning shift was at the Sheraton. They wore helmets of different colours. Some held spanners, others had screwdrivers clipped to their front pockets, a few had huge wads of keys dangling from their belts. One of the workers had his hand full of grease and wanted to know what to do with it. He explained he was about to grease a machine when he was forcibly removed from the factory floor and shoved into the bus. “I thought I was being fired, the way I was ambushed,” he fumed. “But this is even worse! Forcing us to hear the boss deliver a speech is cannibalistic.”

There was something wrong with the public address system. The management apologised for the delay and obliged with an invitation for coffee in the suite next door. The delay in commencement of proceedings perpetrated another interesting sequence of events. Bottoms Up, the journalists’ watering hole was down the street from the Sheraton. A rumour flew in that the labour force from one of the city’s factories was about to lynch their employer who was scheduled to deliver a memorial speech at the Sheraton. As Tilly ascended the podium and fired away from behind the safety of the lectern, the cream of the Fourth Estate suddenly flooded the hall. Standing before an unexpectedly large audience, Tilly lost his voice. But he kept on speaking. The audience thought the public address system was still malfunctioning and pretended to hear words of wisdom flowing through the moving lips. Tilly figured since no one could hear him, he decided to say a few uncomplimentary things about the dear departed. Tilly’s voice came back suddenly, but he became temporarily deaf at precisely the same time. 
Tilly could have gone on for hours. The members of the press were soon choking with laughter, the Sheraton’s staff was sniggering, Tilly’s workers clapped every twenty seconds and the hosts boiled with rage. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Noful-ul-Daula, one of the younger ‘princes’, spring from his chair, produce a scimitar from a jute bag he was carrying and prepare to assault Tilly. Spurred by their firebrand sibling, the remaining descendants of the Nawabzada rolled up their sleeves and made for the podium. A number of Tilly’s workers, fed up by poor working conditions and low wages, declared allegiance to the pretenders to the throne and joined the fracas. Tilly looked for an escape route. The Sheraton’s banquet manager opened a window and Tilly made a sprint and a dive through the window that was fit for the Olympics. 

I ran after him, pulling his attackers aside as they chased him. We jumped into the car and somehow escaped. Tilly was scared and wanted me to break the land speed record. When Alf Capone’s car refused to co-operate, he blamed me for being not quick enough.

“If you had told me you would need a getaway car,” I laughed, “I am sure I could have done better.”


We lost our pursuers after about twenty minutes. Once we were out of town, Tilly insisted on stopping at a rest area, explaining he had to take a leak. He also insisted we must have tea thereafter and so we both moved on to the restaurant. The lady behind the counter was a real knockout. I do not have the words to describe her beauty. She studied my devious friend with noticeable interest, obviously trying to make eye contact. Tilly, on the other hand, merely hovered around her, aware of the attention he was getting but for some strange reason, refused to oblige. When we lined up in front of the till to pay, Tilly was beyond compare. While I paid for two cups of tea and a doughnut for Tilly, he was explicit in his praise of her immense beauty.


“It’s insane,” he cried. “It’s criminal. How could an exquisite flower like you be behind a counter? Why hasn’t someone married you? You want me to come back for you, on my way back? You should instead be in a grand mansion, surrounded by maids and servants and a lot of cuddly dogs, parakeets, budgerigars, looking after delightful kids and a doting husband.”


Amused, I watched while Tilly went on and on but the lady was least impressed. She kept looking at him with a straight face. 

“Knock it off, Tilly,” she finally said. “Where were you last night? The limousine that you promised would pick me up never appeared. The limousine company called me collect and informed me your account was in arrears and that I should make some alternative transportation arrangements. We were supposed to have dinner, remember? I had to take the bus and back.”


“Baby, baby,” Tilly cooed. “The same thing happened to me. The limousine stood me up too. They called me but you know I don’t believe in reverse charge calls unless I am the person making them. I am still fasting. I will not have another bite till we have dinner together.”


Only then I understood why he had insisted on taking the one hundred and sixty-kilometre route instead of the ninety kilometres one. Tilly wanted me to see what a breathtaking girl friend he had.


“Well, what have you to say about my girl friend?” Tilly inquired when we were back in the car. “Now do you believe that I set very high standards?”


“On the contrary, I am distressed that the young lady has set such a low standard,” I commented. “A bloody dog’s sipping champagne”


As often happens, Tilly was visibly offended and did not speak to me during the rest of the journey. He didn’t interfere with my driving either and lodged no protests when I dutifully stopped at traffic lights. 


We were headed apparently nowhere. Tilly had only a vague idea where he wanted to go. 

We were now on the second leg of our travail, on a hunt for a penny-farthing and driving towards Mercy, a small town about ninety kilometres away, to which Tilly had added a detour of seventy kilometres. 


“What do you want with a penny-farthing?” I demanded.


“I’m a collector,” he claimed. “I collect things. I want a penny-farthing next to the Egyptian mummy. Add a bit of symmetry to the room.”


The Egyptian mummy was of course a sarcophagus he wouldn’t let anyone open, let alone come near. Tilly claims it contains a cousin of Tutankhamen. I doubt that very much. I’m pretty sure there is nothing but bad odour inside. Tilly had a collection, no doubt, but all his trinkets were either fake or of little import. The alleged piece from the Skylab that fell out of the skies was for example an indistinguishable portion of the fender of an old Chrysler his grandfather left behind. The broken arrows from Geronimo’s quiver are loose trimmings from the Peacock Throne cane chair that sits so ingloriously in his backyard. The Greek clepsydra, one of his latest acquisitions, is probably full of urine.

His biggest treasure of course is a carbon copy of the Magna Carta. I have for years tried to convince him that there was no carbon paper around the time the Magna Carta was negotiated. Tilly maintains stubbornly that this cannot be so because both carbon and paper had been discovered by that time and therefore the question of his copy of the Magna Carta being phoney cannot arise. One cannot argue with him. He’s such a headache.


Anyway, coming back to the penny-farthing, we lost our way more times than I can count. Tilly was doing the map reading. 

“We should reach the outskirts of the desert in a few minutes,” he informed me.

“You have the wrong page open, you silly fool,” I scolded him and grabbed the map. “The desert is nine hundred kilometres to the south.”

Four hours behind schedule, we reached an old, rundown farm. It would be dark in another few minutes.


“Why don’t you buy this farm also?” I advised Tilly. “It is a collector’s item. You can move all your fake oddities out of your study and put them in this farm. And of course you will have more room in your study for your comics.”


The farmer was waiting for us. He had done his homework on Tilly and told us that the penny-farthing was not for sale. Tilly turned around to leave and I followed him to the car. The farmer literally dragged us back.


“I’m too seasoned a campaigner for these salesmen’s gimmicks,” Tilly wagged a finger at him. “Don’t think you can take me for a ride just because I’m rich and desperate to have your penny-farthing. I can live without it. If need be, I can buy an old bicycle and convert it. Just as good.” This was, of course, Tilly’s patent nonsense verse but the farmer believed him and mumbled an apology.


The penny-farthing was in the barn. The barn was locked and the farmer had misplaced the key. 

“Don’t worry,” I told the farmer, “Tilly can pick any lock.” 

Tilly happily obliged. We went in but it was dark inside. The light bulb was missing from the socket. The farmer rushed to the farm, brought back a new bulb, put a stool under the light, put the bulb against the socket and went around in circles till the bulb was securely in place. Tilly pulled him down, got up on the stool, unscrewed the bulb, screwed it back on, showing the farmer the easy way of doing it.


“Well, I’ll be damned!” the farmer beamed. “I’ll knock a few dollars off the penny-farthing for showing me how to change a bulb.”


Tilly figured the farmer was a dunce and could be had. Although the farmer didn’t know how to pick a lock or change a bulb, he sure knew a few things about business and how to strike a deal. I had never seen a penny-farthing before but I could tell there was something terribly wrong with the vehicle. It was as if it had been fitted backwards. Blind as a bat, Tilly failed to find a fault with the item up for sale and wanted a bargain but the farmer did not seem the least inclined to accept the lowly price that Tilly had in mind. Exasperated, Tilly began to find faults with the penny-farthing. 


“It has a manufacturing defect,” he pointed out. “The penny should be the front wheel. The farthing should be at the back.”


“Holy mackerel,” the farmer exclaimed. “In that case, the damn thing is worth more,” he glowed and hurriedly pushed us out of the barn. Tilly suddenly realised the significance of what the farmer had said. This was perhaps the only penny-farthing with wheels fixed the wrong way around. The farmer didn’t budge and Tilly, who had started out by haggling with the seller, ended up paying almost twice as much as the amount first demanded.


Transportation was a problem. The darned thing wouldn’t fit in the boot. Tilly had a good long look at the contraption and deduced it could be broken down. The farmer wouldn’t let us use his tools so Tilly had to pay for them. Anyhow, we disassembled the penny-farthing and stuffed it into the boot of the Chevrolet. On the way back, Tilly again wanted to take the longer route so that he could have another tête-à-tête with his girl friend. I gave in easily, obviously wanting to end an otherwise intolerable day on a happy note. When we got to the restaurant, we discovered she had taken the rest of the day off soon after we left. 


“Something made her sick,” it was explained to us. 


“You did this to her,” I said to him accusingly. Tilly was affronted and didn’t speak to me for the rest of the week.


The next Sunday, he invited me to come to his bloodcurdling house to see the penny-farthing. When I got there, I discovered that something was wrong.


“If I remember correctly, the farthing should be up front,” I said to him.


“Yes, I know,” he said. “But I can’t seem to get it assembled that way. The parts don’t fit. Come to think of it, there was no manufacturing defect with the damn thing after all. It was not fitted correctly when we saw it. The farmer or a previous owner must have disassembled it for some purpose and fitted it wrongly.”


Tilly’s penny-farthing, the one he paid too much for, now sits proudly in his study, next to the Egyptian mummy and the bandages off Egyptian mummies. It is by far the most impressive showpiece in the room and clearly eclipses the remaining objets d’art like lunar dust, amphorae brimming with rare earths, a Greek clepsydra, pieces of the Skylab, broken arrows from Chief Geronimo’s quiver, a gas cylinder from Auschwitz, a carbon copy of the Magna Carta, a soft corner from the heart of the Shah of Iran, manure from the Trojan Horse and a nude Polaroid of Attila the Hun at the Copa Cabana.

In Rebuttal:

The Man Inside Kidglove

Being excerpts from scribbles in the largely unintelligible journal of Tilly MacAdam, Idiot Savant


This is not ghost-written, no matter what Kidglove may insinuate in his irritating sardonic manner. When he lampoons me viciously in his chronicles, he is overcome by his pronounced narcissism and paints himself as a suave and cultured man of the world, which believe me he is hardly. He casts aspersions on my scholarly prowess, mocks my literary pursuits and whispers I can’t read nor write. When I wrote an elaborate obituary of a dear friend’s father, Kidglove had it spiked from the front page and inserted next to the funnies. He ridicules my friends, especially Dr. Lyttle Hare, the ear specialist, mainly because of the poor man’s ridiculous, inappropriate name. He should take a look at his own name. Kidglove. What kind of a name may I ask is that?

I don’t contest his erudite pretensions except to say that he makes an economic use of a largely memorised vocabulary and is otherwise plainly counterfeit. One of his former teachers recounts with a chuckle how the local Superintendent of Police recruited Kidglove as a beat cop. Kidglove’s former professor, for want of an appropriate description, speaks fondly of an elated Kidglove who returned to the village, waving his conditional offer of appointment as if it was a decathlon gold medal from the Olympics. He made a beeline towards the primary school that he dropped out of minutes after learning how to respond to his name at roll call. 

He arrived with a strange request. He didn’t want to be educated. That would come to him naturally once he was in the police force, he explained. He just wanted to know how to write his name. It took all the three ‘professors’ at the primary school a fortnight to teach him how to sign his name and even then Kidglove managed to get the hang of it only when writing backwards! 

“Well, you can pretend to be an Arab,” one of the ‘professors’ quipped when the ecstatic Kidglove prepared to leave. 


This is a short account of how I met him so I will say nothing of how he contrived to rise to the top. I will instead proceed straight to his travails to upstage me from high society and consign me to the local zoo. At the Club, where we are both members, he just doesn’t tire of his determined efforts to turn me into a pariah or corner me into surrendering my hard-earned membership. Anyone who offers me a chair at the bridge table whilst Kidglove overbids finds himself facing trumped-up charges at the police station the following morning. I tip the bearers lavishly and yet they yield me a wide berth. Kidglove has reported them to the Income Tax Department for concealment. In the dining room, waiters fall over each other trying to spill mulligatawny across the front of my designer shirts.


The boys at valet parking make it a point to forget what I drive and can never find my car keys, sometimes keeping me waiting for hours in the scorching sun or pouring rain outside the Club. Once when I had consumed rather too much of Johnny Walker Blue Label in the Club library and came out to drive back home, they brought a battered Morris Minor around and guided me into the driver’s seat. Thereafter they alerted a passing police patrol by using the police radio in Kidglove’s official Jeep. I was arrested around the corner minutes later for stealing the car and remained in jail for three days while the guys that the Morris Minor belonged to drove merrily around town in my Bugatti Type 35B. No one hauled them in even when they stalled at switching the cars.


Once installed in a police department job that was most unlikely to take him anywhere, Kidglove joined night school to arm himself with the wherewithal to earn regular promotions. Throughout his inadequate academic career, he surrounded himself with mediocrities so as to outshine them. An unclassified student, he obtained some questionable academic credentials through equally questionable means. 

He was once caught cheating during an anatomy examination at night school. Asked to write down the number of ribs in the human body, he took off his dirty sweatshirt and started counting. Incidentally, Kidglove had learnt how to count by then and counting ribs that jutted like hillocks through his clothes didn’t require too much of an effort. Kidglove has perpetually been weak and skinny. When young, he claimed he was anorexic but we know that is not the case. He was undernourished, to say the least. He develops a stoop whenever a mosquito nestles on his over-estimated shoulders. He is known to have defied gravity when Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed on the moon and added to the moon’s pull on Mother Earth.


For so many agonising years, I have endured Kidglove’s scathing wisecracks here, there and everywhere. He berates me at the Club, spreads vicious rumours around Bottoms Up, the journalists’ watering hole and invites that kibitzer Adrienne ‘Yapping’ Yenta to his apartment every weekend to furnish her with an update on my activities. He was instrumental in causing my break-up with Dina Comacho, who could have hit the big times had she followed my advice to star opposite Kevin Costner in The Postman. Kidglove somehow convinced her I was a bad influence on her career and planted seeds for our eventual discord.


He informs my neighbours whenever I pinch something that belongs to them and has effectively driven a wedge between the rest of Frampton Park and myself. He stooped to levels so low when he poisoned Diotima and rendered Socrates a widower just because she committed the cardinal sin of piddling on his footprints. Even when we are in private, he rarely passes up an opportunity to brickbat me. Out of friendship, I have pocketed his insults and allowed him to caricature me with reckless abandon. Now that he seems to have run out of steam and his dark sarcasm can no longer find a target, it stands to reason that I should finally say something and set the record straight, so to say.


The evening newspapers, most of them distributed free at the doorstep by underpaid paperboys, announced this week the retirement of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove after an ‘illustrious’ career in the police service. He suffers no qualms about the premature retirement. After all, he is a millionaire many times over. When he joined the force, and so the legend goes, he didn’t own the pants he was wearing. His bad reputation accounts for his slow rise through the ranks. He climbed the ladder and in the process rested upon each and every rung for a painfully long period, while those above him devised ways and means to push him down even if it meant going down with him. Kidglove enjoyed all those years in the junior ranks of the police department because, as you probably know, as one rises in police hierarchy, making money becomes exceedingly difficult and passing some of it on to seniors gets progressively tricky if not embarrassing.


I have always avoided Kidglove. He claims I pay him visits merely for the purpose of making long-distance calls from his official telephone or stealing police files relating to unsolved cases. Well, I suppose that for once he’s not way off the mark there. That is the price he has to pay for enjoying the privilege of my enlightened company every now and then. As for Kidglove, he often arrives unannounced at my stately home, placing me in discomfort at odd times, just to devour my gourmet cooking, smoke my Havana cigars, sip my imported, not smuggled, Darjeeling tea and nibble at my exquisite Belgian confectionery off the lazy Susan.


Kidglove disapproved of eating at home. He had no reservations about his wife’s cooking. On the contrary, he praised it endlessly whenever she deemed it expedient to cook something for him. That happened about once every leap year. Kidglove’s wife cooked at home all the time, but she cooked only for herself and her cat. Kidglove loves to scout for a free meal. He cruises for hours in his rickety jalopy trying to rip someone off. Kidglove is notorious for imposing his presence at someone else’s dining table. If he ever fails to gatecrash at parties, he skips the meal and eats a little bit more the next day. This was quite conceivably one of the many reasons that constrained his wife to walk out on him.


The most painful aspect of Kidglove’s divorce was not the divorce itself but the fact that when Kidglove returned from one of his mammoth bridge sessions, he found his apartment devoid of not only his wife but also of everything else. Even the doorknocker was missing. Incidentally, I later learnt that the bridge session had lasted some ninety-six hours. The only thing Kidglove’s wife left behind when she walked out on him was the family car. The reason she neglected to take the car and preferred the bicycle instead is that no one has ever called that car a car, except for Kidglove and Zsigmond Kövér, the man who gifted it to him. Kidglove’s wife refused to speak of it as a car. She wouldn’t consider it a vehicle. Mostly, she referred to it as that thing.


Kidglove’s car is a mongrel Moscovitch, built during the heydays of Communism and at a time when factories had to meet production targets otherwise factory managers got relocated to, euphemistically speaking, colder climates still. Kidglove’s car was the last on the assembly line that fateful day of achieving the production target and it was wheeled out well before it was fully assembled. The porters loaded it on to a train and despatched it to Budapest, thereby contributing to the Soviet Union’s healthy trade surplus with its satellites. Much before it was manufactured, the Moscovitch was earmarked for Zsigmond Kövér, Chief of Budapest Police. There was no way he could exchange it for another, or even for a tricycle.


Anyhow, to cut a long story short, Kövér found it waiting for him outside his luxurious apartment on a beautiful autumn morning. Brimming with expectation and excitement, he shepherded his family into the car for a test drive and a day at the Széchenyi Baths. The engine wouldn’t respond. On closer inspection, he discovered there was nothing under the hood. He had heard of Soviet cars being sent to the market without spare tyres or missing fenders but this was ridiculous. Kidglove landed in Budapest a few weeks later at the head of a delegation to negotiate the extradition of ‘Bohemian’ Tzigane, a gypsy who had attempted to burgle his house. Kidglove had a thing about Tzigane. Not only had the gypsy broken into his house and found there was nothing worthwhile to steal, he left a note behind for the king of the castle suggesting there should be some stuff in the house so that at least thieves wouldn’t end up wasting their time.
As you may know, we have no extradition treaty with Hungary but Kidglove presumed that since a gypsy was involved, the Communists would be happy to part with him. Moreover, Tzigane had sought political asylum and the entire Warsaw Pact had no idea how to go about it since they had never ever received such a request before, another good reason for them to wash their hands of him. Kidglove developed instant rapport with Kövér who invited him for lunch at his comfortable apartment in a neo-classical building on Andrássy út that was reserved exclusively for senior state apparatchiki. 

When Kidglove left after rampaging through a dozen bottles of Tokay and gormandising an entrée of töltött káposzta that was seasoned for five days by Zenda, Kövér’s overweight wife, to get the precise flavour, he noticed the drab Moscovitch sitting quietly at the kerb. It was love at first sight. Kövér pointed out it was his latest acquisition, one he wasn’t exactly fond of. Kidglove remembered being informed of an ancient Chinese custom that obliges a host to present to his guest that guest’s object of admiration and wondered whether the Magyar had also heard about it. 

Taking into due consideration the stockings and panty hose he had earlier showered upon the overwhelmed Zenda, he called Kövér an oddball and remarked he should be proud of such a fine specimen of Soviet engineering. Kidglove failed to change his opinion in spite of Kövér’s disclosure that there wasn’t a whit under the hood. Kövér made some quick mental calculations and figured that Kidglove’s gifts for his wife were worth far more than the Moscovitch. He ran back into his apartment in frenzy, rummaged for the car keys through his collection of two dozen highboys and Kidglove became the gloating owner of his very first car.


There was then the small matter of getting the Moscovitch back home, some four thousand and eight hundred kilometres away. It couldn’t of course be driven home, the Magyar explained apologetically. Kidglove wondered if Kövér could spare one of his squad cars to ‘nudge’ his Moscovitch home. Kövér had a good laugh. Kidglove asked Kövér if he knew someone in the Hungarian Foreign Ministry. Kövér wanted to know why. Kidglove suggested the Moscovitch could perhaps be sent through the diplomatic pouch. Kövér had another good laugh. Kidglove assured Kövér he wasn’t joking and Kövér laughed even more. Kidglove observed that since the Soviet Union had been sending guns and missiles to politically unstable countries all over the world for years through the Iraqi diplomatic pouch there was no harm in disassembling the Moscovitch, if that helped. Kidglove was at a total loss to comprehend as to why his host was almost tickled to death. He foolishly looked around in all directions to search for some thing that could have amused the Magyar way beyond imagination.


Kidglove’s car did ultimately get to its new homeland, with a little help from an Icelandic connection, which requires some elucidation. A few days earlier, ‘Björk’, an Icelandic coble out of Keflavik, was confiscated by Soviet Navy when discovered poaching for fish, as usual, in the Black Sea. On advice of a defence lawyer provided by the Soviet State, the crew claimed at their trial that they had lost their way en route to the Caspian Sea. The judge, who was also the defence lawyer and the prosecutor, sentenced them to one month in a Russian hotel and a diet of Russian food. 

When the crew protested at the severity of their punishment, the judge tempted them with a deal. He offered them the alternative of towing a crippled Russian nuclear submarine with a leaking reactor, anchored off Tikopia in the South Pacific, back to Sevastopol, and haul a Hungarian cultural troupe to Vietnam on the outbound journey. They jumped at the compromise and preferred to take their chances with Hungarian music and radiation rather than perish in a Russian hotel.


Kövér was the patron of the cultural troupe headed for Ho Chi Minh City and supposed there was no harm in adding another codicil to the Icelanders’ reprieve. To cut another long story short, ‘Bohemian’ Tzigane was handed a packed lunch to last four weeks and incarcerated in Kidglove’s car. Thanks to a manufacturing defect, it is the only car on Earth that cannot be opened from the inside when locked from the outside. The Moscovitch was thereafter put on a truck carrying the troupe’s props and transported to Odessa where it was transferred on to the deck of ‘Björk’, the Icelandic coble, thus explaining the Icelandic connection. When the Moscovitch arrived at Charity Seaport, Alf Capone, Kidglove’s staff officer, was there to receive it with a twenty-one gun salute. It was whisked through customs, loaded on a truck and lugged to Hope County with a vanguard and rear guard of police escorts and motorcycle riders on the sides. 

Hope County was fully alert to its imminent arrival. Alf Capone scoured the lockups of all police precincts in Hope County for motor mechanics, vendors of spare parts and car painters. Within a fortnight, there was an engine under the hood and the world’s first truly hybrid motor car, with engine and body parts from eighteen different countries and twenty-nine different vehicles, was launched by a proud Kidglove. Kidglove was in such a great hurry to get it on the road that it had to be rolled out of the workshop with a fuel tank that belonged to a Lambretta scooter and could carry only four litres or so of petroleum. 

That would of course also explain why Kidglove was often seen carrying a jerry can in search of a gas station during the first year of the car’s assaults on the city roads. When Kidglove finally got tired of refilling the tank every fifteen kilometres, he sent that thing back to the garage and it was refitted with a fuel tank scavenged off an Indian Ambassador that someone abandoned in front of the 99th Precinct. Kidglove no longer had to keep a jerry can in that thing but like a drought-ridden Ethiopian who is accustomed to just a few scraps of food and becomes afflicted with the galloping trots when suddenly entertained at the Waldorf Astoria, that thing ended up with a serious digestive disorder.

Since the day Kidglove came into the possession of the Moscovitch, I have yet to see it on the road even though there has been a sighting or two by others. It has done very low mileage, most of it while being towed. Kidglove explains that during the assembly of its engine, the mechanics neglected to keep record of the different sources for its parts. Whenever a part needs replacement, Kidglove lands in thick soup. He has no idea whether the busted engine valve, for instance, is from a Chevrolet or a Komatsu bulldozer. 

I once saw it in the garage and the size of each tyre was in strict disagreement with the others. At times, Kidglove unearths a replacement from a junkyard only to find that some other entirely unrelated part has blown up. It’s as if each and every component of that miserable hunk of steel is up in a conspiracy against Kidglove. His wife once quipped that each and every part of that thing makes a noise except for the horn, which is an exaggeration of sorts because Kidglove’s car doesn’t have a horn at all. It has a duck-quack horn that Alf Capone unscrewed off the howdah on top of the castrated elephant in Hope Zoo. 


Enough said of Kidglove and his Moscovitch. Let’s get down to brass tacks. I first met Kidglove at a party to which he had invited himself. He wore a three-piece pinstripe suit of an indistinguishable colour that was straight out of a dirty demijohn. The three-piece pinstripe suit presided brazenly over a tartan shirt bisected by the broadest tie I have ever seen. This Zambian tie was so badly mutilated it looked like an Italian Renaissance temple bas-relief. A polka dot handkerchief protruded out of the breast pocket of his jacket like the iceberg responsible for the undoing of the Titanic. 

Coconut oil drivelled out of his hair, which was parted down the middle, and fell listlessly on the sides over his conical ears. Gene Roddenberry must have met Kidglove somewhere because that is definitely where Mr. Spock got his auditory apparatus. A gold denticle struggled to expose itself through his massive moustaches that appeared more ominous than the handlebars of Evil Knievel’s motorcycle. Although Kidglove had put on some meat, he still ran the risk of falling flat on his face due to the sheer weight of his facial hair. As my eyes travelled south, I noticed his sallow socks that were once white and which currently sagged to his ankles, making cute ringlets just above his cracked moccasins.

Kidglove hovered all over the place, introducing himself to people who wouldn’t give him the time of day, forcing them to recede to the washrooms. He barked orders to the waiters to refill people’s glasses with the wrong drinks and instructed them to take the caviar away because it smelled. Not feeling even the slightest discomfort, Kidglove presumed he could make himself useful by receiving the guests, thereby causing me considerable consternation. I was the host. He didn’t know that. When I demanded to know who had brought him along, after pointing out that he was receiving my guests and in the process making them presume we were living partners, Kidglove didn’t bat an eyelid. 

Instead, he introduced himself, first revealing his connection to the police department. I would have thrown Kidglove out had a neighbour not lodged a complaint for attempted assault against me a few days earlier. I supposed somewhat childishly that Kidglove could be of some use. Though my neighbour did eventually drop charges of her own volition, I don’t know why Kidglove claims he talked her into it. She withdrew her complaint the minute I moved to my newly constructed manor in Frampton Park, the same one that Kidglove vies to burgle.


It was some days afterwards before I realised that I had met Kidglove before, twice in fact. Hence this polite little rejoinder.


First, if you will permit me, I shall speak of the second encounter with the scoundrel. Captain Horatio Hornblower Grimass, formerly the Chief of Police of Hope County, was an avid cricketer, the only government servant ever who could throw a respectable Chinaman. Chief Grimass, as everyone called him, could also bat and hit more boundaries and sixes than his share but when you are more than eighty, it is but natural that you tend to lose your touch. 

Chief Grimass insisted on continuing to play for the Mandarins, the cricket team of the top bureaucracy in Hope County. The bureaucrats hated policemen but because they could have a good laugh at the expense of this policeman, they encouraged Chief Grimass to don his whites and turn up every Sunday morning and make a fool of himself. I was at the cricket ground in the 13th Precinct one such Sunday morning with Pater, who was condemned that day to bring lunch and tea for both the teams. 

Kidglove had just arrived in the city to take over as the local Precinct Officer whose duties included standing night watchman on the Mandarins’ cricket kits, another reason why the bureaucrats permitted Chief Grimass to play for them. Kidglove’s predecessor was transferred to the back of beyond when one of the used cricket balls went missing and Chief Grimass wanted to replace him with someone who would not let him down in front of his counterparts in the bureaucracy. He immediately thought of Kidglove and the salute he would not drop, but more of that later. 

Kidglove arrived at the cricket ground at the break of dawn, fully attired for an enthralling game of cricket and carrying the Mandarins’ cricket gear over his two shoulders. When Chief Grimass arrived four hours later and saw Kidglove in his starched whites, he was truly struck all of a heap. Not only would his choice to head the 13th Precinct ensure that nothing got nicked out of the Mandarins’ kit bags but the new Johnny also appeared to be in the correct spirit. Little did he realise that Kidglove expected to be invited to play.

Fortunately for Kidglove, two of the Mandarins’ imports, whom the Mandarins unsuccessfully tried to pass off as junior civil servants, failed to turn up for the match. Chief Grimass brightened, thinking he could have additional turns at bat but someone spotted the handlebars standing erect next to the kit bags and suggested he could fill in. Kidglove, who did not know a bat from a bat mitzvah, had nonetheless done his homework and knew everything he needed to know about cricket, except actually play. Mercifully, he did all right at deep square leg while fielding and figured he could bluff his way through while at bat too. 

Disaster struck when one of the umpires was called away and Kidglove was asked if he could deputise. Chief Grimass was batting and Kidglove immediately thought that here was a unique opportunity to give Chief Grimass an extended stay at the crease. So, Kidglove stood as umpire while Chief Grimass prepared to face the first ball. As Chief Grimass took guard, Kidglove went over the possibilities as to how he could keep his boss permanently at the crease. Chief Grimass lost his middle stump off the very first ball he faced. Caught completely off guard, Kidglove reacted quickly and signalled a wide.

Chief Grimass held his ground at the crease till the bowler, the wicket keeper and the slip cordon carried him back to the pavilion. He was, however, immensely pleased with Kidglove’s presence of mind and asked him if there was something he could do for him. Kidglove expressed a desire to be appointed Precinct Officer of the 69th Precinct. As an aside, let me point out here that the 69th Precinct encompasses the city’s Red Light District, illicit stills, gambling dens, the race track and the national cricket arena. 

When Chief Grimass wanted to know why Kidglove was keen on such a notorious precinct, Kidglove replied innocently that it was out of his love for the game of cricket. Chief Grimass was not convinced but when a few days later Kidglove changed his name legally from C.F. Kidglove to Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief Grimass decided that the young man had some latent talents and reassigned him the following morning. 

Already voted for years as the most corrupt and inefficient police station in the Southern Hemisphere, the 69th Precinct under Kidglove set new records of corruption and became the source of such a compelling embarrassment that it had to be renamed as the 69.5th Precinct. When a reporter once confronted Chief Grimass with the revelation that the police was corrupt and all one had to do to prove it was to visit the 69th Precinct, Chief Grimass replied confidently, “Young man, get your facts straight. There is no such thing as the 69th Precinct. Do your homework.”

A few words about Kidglove’s original name. He had no first or middle names, just the two initials sitting imperiously ahead of his abstruse surname. Kidglove had to go to court to get his name changed legally. Word quickly spread around the judicial world that the infamous Kidglove would soon enter a subordinate court to appear and satisfy the judge personally that he indeed wanted to have a new name. Kidglove had for years skilfully avoided being served with subpoenas to testify in different courts around the counties. In a greater part of the investigations he conducted, he took money from suspects and got them discharged by sympathetic, co-operative magistrates. In residual investigations, where there was too much pressure from the public or from his own supervisors to conduct honest detection, he took money from suspects and thereafter avoided appearing in the court to support his findings until the trial courts dismissed the long-pending cases on grounds of non-prosecution or absence of material evidence.

There were mercifully a number of judges who refused to budge at the defence lawyers’ insistence to throw criminal cases out for lack of the investigating officer’s testimony. Patiently, they all lay in ambush, waiting to slap the elusive flatfoot with subpoenas the moment he sauntered into any court around the counties. When Kidglove appeared in court to have his name changed, judges of the world raised an emphatic battle cry and klaxons went off in all directions. 

Judge Jonas de Torquemada, a direct descendant and a draconian version of the hero of the Spanish Inquisition, wanted to know why Kidglove wanted to change his name.


“I don’t have a name, your honour,” Kidglove explained respectfully. “I just have two initials, C and F, which don’t mean anything.”

“But they do mean something,” Judge de Torquemada disagreed. “Cost and freight. It’s a commercial abbreviation, in case you didn’t know. Was your father in the import and export business, by any chance?”


“No, you honour.”


“Then what business was he in?”


“Your honour, this has no relevance to the issue at hand.”


“Let me be the judge of that,” Judge de Torquemada snapped. “You have been addressed by the court. Do you wish not to respond?”


“I wish to respond most certainly, your ---”


“Then get on with it.”


“My father was an odd-job man, your honour.”


“What kind of an odd-job man?”

“Your honour, I must insist that this appears to be rather irrelevant.”

“We must get down to the bottom of this,” Judge de Torquemada smirked. “I have to ascertain what circumstances compelled your father to give you initials instead of a name. And by the way, where is he?”

“He is currently underground, your honour.”

“Is he a criminal or a miner or is he a part of some resistance movement?”

“Neither, your honour. He is dead.”

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that. When did this happen?”

“About twenty-five years ago, your honour. I am most regretful that we neglected to inform you.”

Judge de Torquemada turned towards his clerk and said, “Send a condolence note, with an apology for the delay.” He then looked at Kidglove. “Before you interrupted me rudely,” he continued, “I was trying to point out I have to ascertain what circumstances compelled your father to give you initials rather than proper names. It reminds me of that Johnny Cash song about a father who named his son Sue and then disappeared. Did your father abandon you by any chance after stamping you with initials?”

“No, your honour, he did not.”

“Well, he should have. Maybe you would have turned out different,” Judge de Torquemada sighed. “Reverting to the business before the court, I have to decide whether sufficient grounds exist to allow you to change your name. You are a servant of the state. Think of how much extra paperwork will have to be generated in the government so that it can accommodate itself to what appears to be merely a flight of fancy. So, your father was an odd-job man?”

“He was, your honour.”

“Are you sure?”

Kidglove had an irksome feeling he was being shanghaied. On the other hand, he could not conceive that Judge de Torquemada could know the truth. 

“I am certain, your honour,” he lied bravely.

Judge de Torquemada pulled out a huge manila envelope from his top drawer and addressed his clerk. “Let the record show that I have here the plaintiff’s personal dossier which the Inspector General has been rather pleased to make available to me. It offers a most enlightening reading. There are some very graphic details of the plaintiff’s career, which I will skip for the present. The dossier says that your father, Pandarus Kidglove, was something else. He was the ---”

Kidglove hands shot up in surrender. “Say no more, your honour,” he pleaded. “I had a temporary lapse of memory.”

“Allow me then to refresh your memory.”

“It has all come back to me with amazing clarity, your honour.”

“I hope I don’t have to resort to directing the sergeant-at-arms to bodily restrain you and gag you in case you persist to defy this court,” Judge de Torquemada warned. “As I said earlier I have to establish the fact whether substantial grounds exist to allow your request.”

Kidglove racked his brain quickly and thought he had found a way to wriggle out. “I withdraw my suit, your honour,” he submitted.

“I am afraid you cannot,” Judge de Torquemada taunted him with a smile, retrieved another manila envelope from his top drawer and turned mischievously towards his clerk. “Let the record show that I have here a petition from a certain Horatio Hornblower Grimass, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County, who has requested to become a party to these proceedings. The said petitioner has implored this court to command the present plaintiff, that is C&F Kidglove over here, to take the suit to its logical conclusion and not permit the plaintiff to withdraw his aspiration to acquire and adopt the petitioner’s first and middle names as his own. The petitioner feels that if the plaintiff changes his mind, considerable grievance will be caused to the petitioner. The petitioner submits in his deposition that he has already announced to many of his friends that a faithful subordinate, that’s C&F Kidglove over here, is so overcome by his affection for him that he wants to have the same first and middle names as his superior officer. May we now continue with the proceedings, Officer Kidglove?”

Kidglove was left with no option but to pull in his horns and prepared to be publicly humiliated.

Judge de Torquemada continued. “Let the record show that the plaintiff’s father, a certain Pandarus Kidglove a.k.a. the Pope of the Red Light District, was the minion of a fille de joie. You have, if I call to mind correctly, stated before the court that he was an odd-job man. I believe I have sufficient grounds to hold you in contempt for perjury.”

“Your honour, my father was as the saying goes, the good lady’s hewer of wood and drawer of water. He performed all sorts of duties for her. He picked up the pennies when she withdrew to her boudoir with a habitué. He warmed her hookah, stirred her henna, kneaded her muscles, manicured her nails, massaged mustard oil into her beautiful long hair. One can thus safely conclude he was a sort of an odd-job man in the regular employ of the good lady, just as I submitted before this Honourable Court a little while earlier.”
Judge de Torquemada glanced through Kidglove’s dossier, which was flagged at a number of places. “Ah!” he exclaimed. “This is an interesting bit of information. It says that your appointment was irregular.”

Kidglove was on a safe wicket here. “If this Honourable Court purports to declare my initial appointment as irregular, your honour,” Kidglove said, “all the investigations that I have painstakingly conducted over the course of my distinguished career and the convictions that have come about as a result thereof would cease to remain fructuous. Such a course of action, your honour, would only create disastrous complications for both the courts and the government.”

“Yes, I realise that, you goof! I only mentioned it in the passing and now that you have pointed these grave implications while this court is in session, I have no option but to take suo motto notice and give a ruling. Let the record show that this court observes that despite the fact that the appointment of Officer C&F Kidglove is quite irregular and in complete contravention if not violation of the Police (Recruitment and Conditions of Service) Rules, 1898, it is in the public interest that the appointment be sustained.”

“Thank you, your honour,” Kidglove beamed.

Judge de Torquemada looked back at the dossier and Kidglove’s heart missed another beat. “As I said, the file states that your appointment was irregular. There is an office memorandum for his superior from the Superintendent of Police who appears to have appointed you at gunpoint. He writes that you are being initiated as a constable not because you look stupid or have passed the prescribed tests but because of wholly extraneous reasons. Your sponsor happens to be the catamite of the personal secretary of an honourable Member of Parliament who is allowed to suck up to the Inspector General of Police by the security guard standing outside the Inspector General’s office.

“The Superintendent of Police adds that, and I quote, ‘No, I am afraid it’s not as simple as that!’ He goes on to write that the absolutely unmarriageable elder sister of the security guard standing outside the door of the Inspector General’s office is at that time being courted by the short-sighted policeman who directs traffic outside the office of the Inspector General of Police. The myopic young man is a nephew of an influential worker of the honourable member of the parliament. Then he says and I quote, ‘Suffice it to say that I will leave it to your imagination to conclude as to why Kidglove’s sponsor is his sponsor’. At the same time, the Superintendent of Police is suspicious of your chequered family background and feels that your father’s vocation will interfere with your police work. 

“Your father, he points out, is so intoxicated by your imminent elevation to the police force that he has already started pushing the local pimps around. He ends his memorandum with a rather optimistic observation that although you have been appointed under duress, yet he has issued a conditional offer of appointment requiring you to learn to sign your name within six months. The Superintendent of Police thereafter adds a postscript from which I shall again quote. He writes that he is ‘pretty confident that the appointee shall not be able to satisfy the condition of his appointment and that the collective IQ of the subordinate staff is, therefore, quite likely to go down a few hundred notches’. End quote.”

“Just proves how wrong his assessment was, your honour,” Kidglove glowed.

Judge de Torquemada tossed Kidglove’s dossier aside lazily and yawned. “You must submit to this court the real reason why you want to change your name.”


“As I said earlier, your honour, I only have initials. It is kind of inconvenient.”


“How so?” Judge de Torquemada demanded.


“Well, last month we computerised the payroll. I had to fill a form so that my details could be fed into the darned machine.”


“Mind your language, officer, or you shall be held in contempt.”


“I beg your pardon, your honour. As I was saying, I had to fill in a form. The form asked for my full names. As you know, your honour, I don’t have a full name and so I wrote C (only) F (only) Kidglove. The computer wasn’t programmed to read into the parenthesis.”


“Why don’t you just say brackets and not try and impress us with the extent of your parlance,” Judge de Torquemada frowned.


“Forgive me, your honour. Anyhow, the computer misread the entry and when I received my pay cheque last week, it was made out to a certain Conly Fonly Kidglove. I still have the cheque with me. The bank will not cash it because I don’t have the right name. I have tried to open a new bank account using this strange name but without success. If I don’t get a proper name, I will never be able to draw salary. Think of the implications, your honour. I could starve.”


“That is not sufficient cause,” Judge de Torquemada insisted firmly. “From what I know of you, it would be in the interest of the state, if not the entire humanity, to let you starve to death. You can change your name to Caligula Frankenstein Kidglove and I have no problem with that. Why Horatio Hornblower in particular? Why not Nelson of Trafalgar Kidglove? You have to tell us the real reason.”


“With the permission of this honourable court, may I ask if it is really necessary for this humble servant to divulge the real reason, your honour?”


“Yes. And let this court warn you that if you do not, you shall be held in contempt.”


Kidglove threw in the towel without a bat of an eye. “Your honour, I wish to change my name to Horatio Hornblower because I want to suck up to the Chief of Police who bears the same first two names.”


Judge de Torquemada looked at the Clerk of Court and instructed him to put this on record. Judge de Torquemada then brought the gavel down triumphantly. “The plaintiff’s request is granted,” he announced, looked at his clerk and asked for the next case on the cause list. Kidglove rushed out of the courtroom. There were six hundred and eighty nine bailiffs waiting outside to serve him with eighteen hundred and eleven subpoenas.

Kidglove speaks quite differently of his appearance in the court of Judge de Torquemada and claims it as the epoch-making day on which he conned the court into regularising his irregular appointment. I know however that it was quite the contrary. The entire court proceedings were accurately transcribed by the Clerk of the Court and constitute an integral part of the judgement whereby Kidglove was legally allowed to ditch his initials and adopt new first and middle names. For the reason alone that it regimented the most incorrigible policeman to have walked on the planet during recorded history, it is considered a landmark judgement and appeared in that month’s Compendium of Legal Decisions. The original judgement went missing from the record room immediately after Kidglove received a notarised copy. When Kidglove learnt that the judgement was reproduced in the CLD, he scooped up all the ten thousand copies the minute the Bar Association Press released it. 

Suspecting it might make the best-seller list, the Bar Association Press printed another ten thousand copies. Kidglove feared that the wily lawyers seemed determined to thrust him into insolvency and vowed to meet them on their own turf. One fine evening, the ten thousand new copies and the entire printing equipment in the press vanished into thin air. Just like that. It was a case fit for Mulder and Scully. Needless to say, publication of the CLD remained suspended for the next six months. Only the last remaining copy of the judgement can unfortunately verify the veracity of my humble account. That copy rests in an ornate frame on top of a player piano in Judge Jonas de Torquemada’s living room. The Bar Association was no match for Kidglove but the only thing in the world that Kidglove is truly afraid of is Judge Jonas de Torquemada. The last surviving copy of the judgement is safe. It’s almost as if it were in Fort Knox.

I shall now retrace the first time I met Kidglove and why Chief Grimass selected him to run the 13th Precinct and maintain custody of the Mandarins’ cricket gear. We were driving back from Faith County to our home in Hope County. It was winter, early morning and the fog made driving difficult, if not impossible. To make matters worse, Pater was adamantly at the wheel and as usual, drove atrociously. Huddled in the bucket seat, Chief Grimass groaned, swore and swooned. Pater was a rabid fan of the great Juan Manuel Fangio and had religiously followed his illustrious career around the circuit for years during the Albanian’s domination of drag racing. It was hardly surprising that Pater grasped at the opportunity to perform nē plūs ultrā and emulate his idol. That would explain why he took one of the many sharp turns on the highway at breakneck speed, narrowly missing a lamp-post, a telephone pole, two pedestrians, an oil tanker and a Tonga, in that order, before finally running down a milkman on a bicycle. I shall, however, revert to that small accident in due course of time.


Chief Grimass was Pater’s greatest buddy and unlike Pater, treated me like his own son. In case you get the wrong impression and if you have heard Kidglove and his lackeys at the Club insinuating to such extent, Mater was a chaste woman and Chief Grimass was like an elder brother to her. There is absolutely no truth in the rumour that they spent two weeks together in Crete while Pater was at the Kentucky Derby immediately preceding Mater’s pregnancy and my conception. This is a barefaced lie. The truth is that while Pater was at the Kentucky Derby blowing good money that would eventually have devolved upon me, Chief Grimass and Mater were in Majorca and not in crappy Crete as is widely alleged and I can bear testimony to that because I was very much there. Nine months later, when I was born, Pater sat like a faithful husband outside the delivery room so there is absolutely no question that he suspected there was a thing going on between Chief Grimass and Mater.

Reverting to Kidglove, Chief Grimass was the reason why Kidglove bent over backwards to please me and coerced me to befriend him. It was Chief Grimass, who at my insistence and against his own sound judgement permitted Kidglove to steadily climb the ladder, disregarding his poor service record, odious manners and bohemian taste in clothes. Till that time, Kidglove remained under suspension for a good part of every year of his police career, a record that will ultimately be surpassed by Alf Capone. When Chief Grimass appointed Kidglove as his Staff Officer, a position presently occupied by a personage none less than Alf Capone, he did so without consulting me. That could be why, fortunately, Chief Grimass did not hold me to blame for the manner in which Kidglove manoeuvred his retirement before his death.


That was cruel. Chief Grimass always wished he would die in harness. If the selfish and impatient Kidglove had waited just a few hours longer, he could have prevented Chief Grimass’s painfully elusive dream from perishing with him. After all, Chief Grimass was ninety-six when Kidglove successfully conspired his removal on charges of nepotism. So amazingly clever was Kidglove’s campaign against Chief Grimass that Lady Medea Succubus, the Mayoress, had no option but to fire Chief Grimass for granting back-to-back out-of-turn promotions to Kidglove. 

Five days after the Chief’s ouster, Lady Medea Succubus appointed Kidglove as the new Chief of Metropolitan Police of Hope County. I will of course not reveal the fact that Kidglove spent those five days serenading Lady Medea Succubus’s balcony. I will also not reveal the fact that all these five days he actually serenaded the wrong balcony and ended up converting Liz ‘Lez’ Dyke, Lady Medea Succubus’s maid, and carrying on an unbidden liaison with her. Once atop the summit of the police force, Kidglove astutely held his position till all the money that had graft written over it found its way into his bank account. 


Coming back to that accident years ago, I was on the back seat, reading something by Thomas Mann. Chief Grimass, whenever he could, urged Pater to slow down. I missed the fun when Pater put the wrong end of the cigarette into his mouth and failed to properly navigate a sharp turn. In quick succession, I heard Chief Grimass’s deliberately muted warning, Pater’s scream, sensed the smell of skin on fire, heard a loud thud, saw someone lying on the hood for a fraction of a second and ducked as the roof bent downwards in the middle. 

Pater recovered some of Fangio’s talent for precision driving and put both his feet on the brake. The car skidded to a halt, leaving thick tyre marks on the highway. We got out of the car and were greeted by a stench of rubber burning. Chief Grimass pulled the cyclist off the roof. He was a former milkman. In other words, he was dead. The bicycle was stuck under the car and the samovars threatened to form puddles along the kerb. The deceased was dressed in completely worn-out clothes so there wasn’t much of a loss as far as costumes were concerned.


The Chief looked at Pater accusingly and said, “You’ve killed a very poor man.”


“No big deal. He’s a mere milkman,” Pater shrugged. “Let’s just drive off. Your turn to drive. I have singed my tongue and it needs a bit of a rest.”


Chief Grimass authored the eleventh commandment. “You shall drive!” he thundered. “You will not con me into making people believe I was at the wheel.”


It took hardly a few minutes for a gaggle to form. The dead man’s village appeared to be at a disastrously close distance and his relatives and friends soon swarmed the scene of the accident. It was a village of sportsmen and the local Olympics were to commence in a while. Some of the villagers carried shot puts, hammers and javelins while other held croquet balls, golf clubs, hockey sticks and baseball bats. One idiot, who was probably about to break into someone’s home while everyone was busy at the village arena or gathering at the scene of an innocuous road accident, was holding a crowbar. When Pater tried to introduce them to Chief Grimass to calm them down, Chief Grimass’s snarl shut him up. Pater was on his own and not likely to get any help from that quarter. And neither did I want to get involved!


A pot-bellied, ill-dressed rustic approached us and calmly introduced himself as the Chairman of the Municipal Committee of Serenity, the small, dirty town we had whizzed past passed a kilometre earlier. He took Pater aside in a conspiratorial stride.


“Would you like to go to the Serenity Police Station or would you prefer to settle here?” he demanded.


“How much?” I heard Pater inquire.


“Fifty thousand.”


“I was thinking in terms of five hundred.”


“It’s a deal,” the Chairman shook hands and pocketed the money without counting it. “You may negotiate with the dead man’s relatives now. I’ll press no charges on behalf of the city.”


The dead man’s son demanded a hundred thousand and found Pater’s offer of a thousand unsavoury and in extremely bad taste. 

“You’ve just killed an important man,” he announced, justifying his extravagant demand. 

Pater gasped. Death of an important man could turn out to be a lot more expensive proposition as compared to death of a poor man. It was revealed that the deceased was the Chairman of the local Union Council. And he was also rich. Regardless of the fact that Pater had brought him a large inheritance, the dead man’s son was intent upon extortion. However, aware by now that the deceased had not just been a lousy two-bit milkman, Pater resisted the demands and settled to fight it out in court.


That was when Kidglove arrived. He had totally different ideas.


“Five thousand for the son and fifty-five thousand for yours truly to persuade him not to take you to court,” he immediately announced.


“He’s not the one interested in litigation,” Pater pointed out, “we are!”

“In that case I must warn you it will be tough especially because two eye-witnesses will testify against you,” Kidglove cautioned.


Pater laughed. “What are you talking about? What eye-witnesses?” 


“The dead man’s son and myself.”


“Both of you arrived well after the accident,” Pater argued.


“The judge wouldn’t know that,” he beamed. “And anyway, I was behind that bush over there, relieving myself, when it all happened.”


“You rotten ---”


“I’d mind my language if I were you,” Kidglove warned nastily.


Lucky for us, Chief Grimass had taken enough. He threw an arm around Kidglove’s shoulder and attempted to lead him away from Pater. Kidglove resisted and then acknowledged Chief Grimass for the first time and raised his eyebrows quizzically, demanding an appropriate introduction. 


“Let’s talk about the accident and the settlement,” Chief Grimass suggested.


“No, let’s talk about the accident and the settlement and my share,” Kidglove corrected him.


“Now listen, you imbecile,” Chief Grimass whispered, thrusting his identity card before Kidglove’s eyes. “I have had enough of you so you better gather your bloody wits and listen to me hard. If you give the slightest indication to these knaves as to who we really are, you will envy inmates of Lubyanka.”


“I understand,” Kidglove nodded meekly.


“You better,” Chief Grimass cautioned. “We are now going back to Serenity to see your boss and in the meantime, you should try and bring that scoundrel down to earth.”


“Yes sir,” Kidglove replied obediently.


“That’s your first mistake,” Chief Grimass snapped. “Don’t call me sir. If that hound finds out his father was run down by a millionaire, he’ll not settle for less than one of his many millions.”


As Chief Grimass walked towards the car with Pater, Kidglove saluted him.


“That’s your second mistake,” I told him. “You’re giving us away. Don’t salute us again.”


Kidglove gave me a sheepish smile. The kind he’s very good at. He’s had a lot of practice over the years.


The dead man’s son was too busy working out a compatible strategy with his friends and missed Kidglove’s brutal murder. They watched in suspense when Kidglove threatened them with his baton and held them back as we departed for Serenity where the local Superintendent of Police pampered us for an hour. While we had tea and pakoras,
 he carried on negotiations with the dead man’s rapacious son through his Precinct Officer, none other than my friend Kidglove himself. Kidglove went about it so skilfully that the son withdrew all his unreasonable demands.


“To show our respect for the deceased, I’ve instructed Kidglove to be a pall-bearer,” the Superintendent of Police informed Chief Grimass as we were about to leave in Pater’s dented car.


And when we passed Serenity Police Station, we saw Kidglove standing outside at full attention, his right hand raised in a resolute salute. Chief Grimass and I watched him until he became a small, tiny speck in the rear-view mirror. He did not drop his salute.

Inconvenience is Regretted

Sunday 2000 hours


“This is an announcement for passengers of Flight Oh Oh-420 from the City of Hope to the cities of Faith and Charity. A bit of bad news, I am afraid. The departure of your flight has been delayed. Don’t fret. Happens all the time. We are not at all sorry that we did not inform you of possible delay when you checked in. This is against airline policy and harks back to those glorious days when we were a monopoly and gallivanted across the skies, unencumbered by the nuisance of competition. I would request you to just sit back and relax and await further instructions.”

Sunday 2100 hours

“May I request the passengers for Flight Oh Oh-420 not to get irritated if they notice other flights leaving. Those flights are far ahead in the queue. There’s a flight left over from last year too. Those passengers haven’t complained. Neither have their undertakers. Please also do not even think about scuffling with our ground staff. We outnumber you. The emaciated constables and lady constables of the Airport Security Force in their dirty uniforms are on our side.”

Sunday 2200 hours


“Lend me your ears, if you have any! Passengers hoping against hope of catching Flight Oh Oh-420, are you still there? What’s wrong with you twerps? Why don’t you get up and get lost? Spare me this agony of having to talk to you ignoramuses every now and then. Now here this! Due to operational reasons, the flight has been further delayed. This could mean anything. It could take years before the big bird leaves and till then you silly goats would have to wait here and sweat it out. For the present, I am at liberty to tell you only that the delay will be for about an hour. Mind you, that is not an hour from now. Anyway, you can sit in our stuffy air-conditioned lounge and watch our staff laughing at you or you can go to our restaurant and get robbed. Thank you.”

Monday 0005 hours


“Since all the flights have left except for Flight Oh Oh-420, I can safely presume that all those bored idiots sitting out there must be the passengers for Faith and Charity. Why don’t you fools get up quickly and board the aircraft? It’s fatheads like you who sit on their butts, smoking as if it will be the last cigarette of their life, and delay our flights! Come to think of it, it just might be your last cigarette, considering you’re flying with us.”

Monday 0315 hours


“Ladies and Gentlemen, on behalf of Captain Humbug and his cabin crew, I am compelled to welcome all you buffoons aboard. We don’t like passengers because it means we have to pretend to pamper buttheads we wouldn’t otherwise give the time of day. We like to supervise an empty flight. That way, we can eat and drink everything ourselves. But now that you are here, have a jolly good time. You may relax and read our low circulation newspapers that no one wants to use even in the toilet. May I also request you clowns not to ask for anything to drink or eat? Yet. When you do, later on, we will just ignore you so there’s no use wasting any of your energy right now.


“Although the Captain doesn’t mean it, I have been asked to say he is sorry you morons have had to wait in the aircraft for more than three hours since boarding. Not my fault. Not the Captain’s fault. Not the crew’s fault. We are the relief crew. We just got in. The Airport Manager thought it would be a good idea to get you asses out of the lounge so that they could all lock up, go back home and have a nice sleep after a hard day’s work. Nothing better than an honest day’s work, isn’t that so? 

“Sitting in the comfort of an aircraft is much better than watching ground staff flying about in all directions, appearing busy. I was once made to board an aircraft and await takeoff for four hours at London Heathrow. We were requested to board the plane at 2359 hours. If the airline had made the departure announcement after midnight and not at 2359 hours, the airline would have run up a huge airport fee. Yes, you have guessed it, it was this very airline, your proud national carrier. We are great people to fly with. You will thus agree it makes more sense to run you ninnies out of the airport lounge and into the safety of the aircraft despite the fact that we have absolutely no idea when it will be ready to leave. Well, getting down to brass tacks, we can’t leave just yet. We don’t have the spare wheel. Can’t leave without a spare wheel, can we?”

Monday 0400 hours


“I bet you must have enjoyed my little joke about the spare wheel. Didn’t you? You didn’t? You nincompoops have absolutely no sense of humour. You should all be nuns. Or friars. Or both. Actually, we were further delayed because the Captain left his commercial pilot’s license at home. Can’t fly without a license, can we? Who knows who might want to check our documents along the way? We will surely get caught one of these days without a flight-worthiness certificate but a pilot who doesn’t have a license on him, well that would really kill our reputation. Anyhow, we are all set for take-off now. If we do manage to do that, we shall fly at an altitude of 8000 meters and expect to reach our destination, if it is still there, in an hour and five minutes from now. Please fasten your seat belts, if they work, and refrain from smoking not only during take-off but also afterwards because our exhaust system is out of order. Inconvenience is regretted.”

Monday 0430 hours


“This is your Captain speaking. Sorry about that rather bumpy take-off. One of the tyres must have been a size smaller. Don’t let that worry you. We’ll have changed the tyre before we land. Sorry also about the delay even though saying sorry can’t make a dead man alive. Coming back to the reasons for our belated departure, we got a bit late because this piece of junk that you’re flying in arrived much after it was due. The aircraft arrived when it did because the Bursar wanted me to fly low over his village to scare his Chieftain. The Bursar is on oxygen presently. We do regret the delay but after all, someone has to compete with the railways in some way or the other.


“Our charming hostesses will shortly serve you a couple of dog biscuits, fungus sandwiches and our special lousy tea in our scanty cups. There won’t be second helpings so you’re on your own. Until then, you jackasses can listen to my jokes in my nice American accent. I hope you have a nice outing with us. If you have any suggestions or complaints, forget about it. Just joking ha ha ha! There’s a book available somewhere and if it is already full, please ask for a piece of paper. If that isn’t available either and if you find the toilet paper difficult to write on, write your complaints on the dirty hands of your air hostesses, provided you can find them. Do make an effort to keep them busy though. I don’t want them in the cockpit every ten seconds asking me if I need something. Thank you. Over and out for now.”

Monday 0530 hours


“Good morning, blockheads! Your hostesses inform me that some of you have squashed the paper cups we serve you drinks in. Please don’t do that. We use them again and again. Some have laundry marks on them. And she tells me, I do hope she’d go away, that a number of you cuckoos have soiled our artistically dirty seats while slurping tea from our unwieldy crockery. Don’t blame it on the bumpy flight. You clods have probably not been taught manners.” 

Monday 0545 hours


“Hey there boys and girls and those of you not qualified to be called either. Due to foul weather, we shall not be able to land at Faith Airport. We shall now proceed to the nearest and fairest landing spot but if anyone of you creeps is in a hurry, he can take my umbrella and jump out. Ground Control in Charity has been informed of the impending disaster and they will keep you busy for three hours trying to arrange your stay and then pack you and your filthy luggage in one of our rickety buses and dump you outside one of our shabby hotels. The food will be on the house but if were you, I would not look forward to it. Inconvenience is regretted.”

Tuesday 0700 hours


“Good morning hotel-weary bus-weary cretins! This is Captain Humbug again on this Extra Section to Faith City. I’m afraid you congenital idiots will be spared the melodious voice of your hostess today. She walked into a wall and her false dentures went down her throat. She’s on oxygen right now and providing company to the Bursar. Meanwhile, the effeminate young man nervously pacing the aisle is the steward. He’ll be at our service should you desire something. Because this is an Extra Section and not a scheduled flight and we’re running it merely to get rid of you imbeciles, you’d be well advised not to desire anything. The young man is authorised to offer you nothing more than a glass of water so please don’t beat him up too much.”

Tuesday 0730 hours


“Hi silly-billies! Your steward informs me that some of you twits are playing football in the aircraft. Football is a good exercise, no doubt, but it has a tendency to disturb the balance of the aircraft. Please go and play outside.”

Tuesday 0750 hours


“It’s me again. You dingbats are stuck with us. Due to persistent bad weather, we are turning back. Inconvenience is regretted.”

Wednesday 0700 hours


“Greetings, you dolts! It’s Captain Humbug yet again. Your latest hostess will be with you shortly but I wouldn’t look forward to that. She’s putting on her favourite disguise to ensure that she becomes presentable. You dopes may be cursing us right now for kicking you dummies from airport to airport, the same one, in fact, but you goofs better know that you pinheads have cost us a lot more than what you loonies paid for this uneventful ride. Please fasten your seat belts and throw your cigarettes out of the dirty windows. Pardon me, kindly use the ash trays, if they have been emptied by the cleaning crew.”

Wednesday 0730 hours


“How is it going, you jerks? If it could have happened to Apollo 13 and the Challenger Shuttle, it can happen to anything. It just happened to us. Either something hit us or we bumped into something. Maybe we hit each other. I don’t know what it was and I guess it doesn’t know who we are. The bottom line, however, is that we don’t know the extent of the damage. I’ll just go outside and take a look.


“Ahem! That was silly of me. We are flying.”

Wednesday 0850 hours


“Ladies and gentlemen, in a few minutes from now, we shall land at Faith Airport, at long last. You raving lunatics are requested to refrain from smoking and fasten your seat belts. As for those screwballs whose seat belts did not unbuckle after take-off, please sit back and wait a wee bit more. I am happy to inform them that we have an ironmonger with a hammer and a chisel waiting for us at Faith Airport to ease their pain. Any inconvenience that may have been caused is, of course, deeply regretted.”

Wednesday 0900 hours


“This is Humbug. No, you shall not be landing just yet. Bad news. The wheels won’t come out as a result of either that little mishap we had earlier on or due to criminal provocation by this great big hunk of useless steel you nutcases are sweltering in right now. You nerds shall make a belly landing. It won’t be easy. They have no foam down at the airport, I’ve been told. You museum pieces will circle over the city until we finish the fuel. I tried to jettison the tanks but without luck. Honest money can’t get wasted so easily, you know. In the meantime, you squares can look out of the dirty windows and try and spot your homes or hovels. This is also a unique opportunity for you turkeys to select a picturesque sight for a resting-place. If you geezers select one, just ask your hostess to let Ground Control know about it so that they can buy it out of the paltry settlement that the airline might negotiate with your heirs. And don’t worry about me, I’m speaking from the ground.”

Wednesday 0901-1100 hours


“Hello numskulls! I can see through my binoculars that the wheels have finally come out. You muddleheads can now sit back and sigh in relief and relish the landing. I hope the Assistant Bursar will manage to make it smooth. I would have loved to join you kooks up there but as you know, parachutes are for coming down only. And by the way, we are trying to find and match the remains of your co-pilot. He jumped with the umbrella and forgot to open it.”

Wednesday 1130 hours


“How are you bunch of losers doing? You don’t have to answer that. We don’t give a damn. On behalf of Captain Humbug and the crew, let me welcome you odd fish to Faith City. Please don’t bother to get up just yet. The doors won’t open. But don’t despair. As the good old Captain Humbug told you before he had to leave due to prior personal engagements, there’s probably a man with a hammer and a chisel waiting for us outside. It will take some time and a bit of doing but we’ll manage to get you maniacs out of here. You giddy-heads are requested to remain in your seats and read yesterday’s newspapers. This is to remind you clots that fresh newspapers and food and refreshments are not available on an Extra Section.”

Wednesday 1245 hours


“Ladies and Gentlemen, you can all get up and get lost now. We trust you birdbrains had a nice flight with us. As you featherbrained loons know, we are indeed great people to fly with and take great pains to prove it.”

Author’s Note:

Believe it or not, some of this did actually happen. If most did not, fly the right airline and it soon shall!

The House Tilly Built

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


I don’t deny having met Tilly when we did but he has created a travesty of the circumstances surrounding that incident. I don’t completely recall the occasion so I shall not indulge myself and improvise sloppy details, something which Tilly has, however, done so at leisure. I recollect him as a presumptuous, pretentious teenager whom his father wouldn’t dare touch with a ten-yard pole. When we first met, he was reading a vernacular translation of Alice in Wonderland so there’s absolutely no question that he was immersed in an original version of The Magic Mountain. But do allow me first of all to respond adequately to some of his slurs and remove some of the nasty misunderstandings he has spun. Tilly has done a hatchet job on me. Where shall I begin? There is so much ground to cover! 

Tilly gleefully asserts that he is the person who polished me, refined me and made me presentable. This I find most distasteful and offensive. Well, I admit that as a police officer I have risen from the ranks and risen so high that not even a civil service buffoon has been able to attain the level of my seniority or match my achievements in uniform. Chief Grimass, no doubt, was the biggest name in the police force before I came along. I have outdone him in all departments. Moreover, I am still around whereas he died after his retirement. I will still be around even when I’m dead and gone and mark my words, no one will know that I am no longer there. I will, so to say, hang in the air. Such is the legend I have built around myself, thanks largely to my excellent head for police work. Coming back to the matter at hand, true enough I was crude to begin with but not like a rustic lout, as Tilly rants, but like an uncut diamond.

I shall not speak out on all his idiotic polemics. I will instead restrict myself only to the basics, which will throw enough light on the state of his mind. He has berated my father, who was a kind and pious person. What is more important, however, is that he was far from an odd-job man. He was a cleric and it were the demands of his ministry that occasionally took him to Virtue Street. He was so effective in proselytising and in enlarging the misled minds of that bustling street’s female inhabitants that many of them gave up the trade whilst the remaining made generous contributions for the construction of a House of God at their very doorstep. Yes, he was often referred to as the Pope of the Red Light District. Needless to say, this was a sobriquet rather than a disparaging moniker.


Tilly displays me as a Keystone Cop and a thoroughly crooked policeman. It was neither my ambition to join the police force nor did I start off as a constable. Conceded that an element of favouritism was involved but I was hardly a fuddy-duddy. The brightest young man in my village and an all-round sportsman, everyone presumed I would go places. My father suggested I should become a man of the cloth and I admit I gave it some thought. I decided, however, that my true calling was in academia. That was unfortunately not to be and I somehow joined a profession that has been a thorn in Tilly’s side. 

Captain Horatio Hornblower Grimass hailed from our village and was father’s parishioner. I was born a few days after he was awarded the Congressional Medal for Valour for killing a band of desperados single-handedly. Father promptly named me after him and I am proud of that. Being my godfather, the Chief followed my progress through school and when I won the national swimming championship, he offered me a job as an inspector in the police department. I had nothing against the police but demurred. 

I told the Chief that if I was at all interested in a police job, I would not want to rise through the ranks but would rather wait and complete my education and enter the police service as an officer through the competitive examination. He explained he had won a hard-fought battle with the bureaucracy and that a service quota was to be prescribed for subordinate ranks. A very large number of senior-level vacancies would become instantly available to subordinate staff upon enforcement of the quota. 

The Chief disclosed he had scrutinised the seniority and fitness list of the entire subordinate ranks and discussed them with an actuary. Many policemen were either on the verge of retirement or had a dubious service record that would prevent them from winning more than one promotion. If I joined the department on an immediate basis and performed as was expected of me, I would rise much faster than even civil service entrants. I could have a head start of at least a couple of years for becoming the Chief of Police.

The Chief promised to recruit me ahead of the hundreds of inspectors that were to be inducted over the next few months as a result of accruing vacancies. I discussed the possibilities with my father and I was at the Police Training School within a week. It is true that I thereafter climbed the bureaucratic ladder but I did not have to rest at each rung for a protracted time period as Tilly alleges. I also concede the fact that I completed my education only recently. I was too involved with police work to devote time to the pursuit of academic brilliance. Understandably, I was a mature student throughout my career. It has been far from time wasted. I currently boast of more academic degrees than the number of atoms comprising Tilly’s brain.

My rapid promotions came about in the manner I have explained heretofore and though Chief Grimass guided me throughout my career, I advanced on sheer dint of merit. As Chief of Metropolitan Police, he was of course the person authorised to sign each order that granted me promotion, the frivolous grounds on the basis of which he was sacked by Medea Succubus, the former Mayoress. I never conspired for the Chief’s removal. 

The story goes that Medea Succubus suspected the Chief of being the source of incriminating evidence about her private life that fell into the lap of Adrienne Yenta and thence into her gossip column. The entire country knew of Medea’s sinful relationship with her maid before Yenta started quoting impeccable sources and photographs that could not be published. Medea Succubus launched a vicious witch-hunt and fired the Chief on the flimsy grounds of first, appointing me without following codal formalities, secondly for patronising me throughout my career and finally, for granting me back-to-back promotions. She never bothered to have a look at my dossier.

Tragically, the Chief died a couple of hours after learning of his unseemly dismissal from the police force. Despite her morals, or the conspicuous lack thereof, Medea Succubus was a good person, though hardly a complete woman. She was seized with compunction the moment Adrienne Yenta smilingly assured her, at the Chief’s well-attended funeral, that her source was still alive and kicking and that she, the Mayoress, should continue to search high and low. Medea Succcubus could not, of course, raise the Chief from the dead. There was one way, however, that the Chief could be vindicated. Within four days, the very man whose career the Chief was accused of having advanced through nepotism and without due process, was appointed to don the Chief’s proud colours. I need say no more.

While on the subject, I might as well fill in the background on Adrienne Yenta the society columnist and Medea Succubus the Mayoress. Adrienne Yenta was a fraud. She had the gift of the gab all right but she was hardly a woman of letters. A high school dropout, the academic achievements she flaunted were as suspect as a fifteen-dollar bill. She talked her way into the bed of Nestor Limp, the ninety-nine year old owner of the Daily Clarion. For obvious reasons, that was quite enough and there was no need to go beyond that. Yenta was offered a lucrative society column and she jumped at the chance. She hired a ghost-writer, sharpened her knives and tore apart the country’s rich and famous. Everything proceeded hunky-dory until the ghost-writer fell in love with Droopy Dick, the master extortionist. Droopy found out Yenta couldn’t read nor write and wondered how this was possible of a Vassar graduate. The upshot was that Yenta became a Droopy Dick customer. 

Yenta came down with the ‘gossiper’s block’ that lasted much too long. Sure enough, she lost her syndication and fell on hard times. She told Droopy she couldn’t pay him because she would soon be on welfare. Droopy pointed out she still had the ghost-writer. Yenta admitted she still had the ghost-writer but the ghost-writer was of no use. 

“Everything I hear sounds innocuous to me,” she sobbed. “I have lost my talent for gossip.” 

Droopy Dick valued her custom and considered how he could get Adrienne Yenta going again. So, he disclosed to her the fact that Medea Succubus the Mayoress was a dyke. Yenta caused a sensation, reclaimed her syndication and was back on the right track. The sun did not shine for Droopy, however. No doubt Yenta commenced her payments but he found to his horror that Medea Succubus the Mayoress, whom he was blackmailing too, would not pay up. The Mayoress no longer had anything to hide. Droopy was daft. No wonder Tilly did him in.

▲►▼◄▲

I no doubt figure in the Guinness Book of Records for getting smashed with the most number of subpoenas at any given time. The figure is one hundred and seventy-nine and not eighteen hundred and eleven as claimed by Tilly. This needs a small explanation. First of all, a process server would not dare serve me with a subpoena if I did not wish it. Secondly, I have never dodged a subpoena to deny dispensation of justice. Finally, there were indeed a large number of subpoenas floating around the counties and which I had no intention of being served with. 

All these pending subpoenas related to those criminal cases in which witnesses had either turned hostile or were silenced with an inducement or were unreliable. There is little need to point out that the accused were guilty beyond a shadow of doubt. If I had appeared in court in such cases, all those accused persons would simply have walked free. The judges also knew that and many did not want me to appear in the court. They agreed with me that these johnnies should continue to suffer. If the judges wanted, they could always have issued my warrant of arrest for production in the court.

A few words now about the Club. I have already spoken of how he inveigled the gullible Board of Governors into becoming a member of my Club. I will not say anything more than that he bought his way through and that the people who let him in through the back door have been sleepless ever since. There is no truth in the accusation that members who defer to him at the Club are summoned to the nearest police station the following morning and brought to heel. The truth is that some of his friends at the Club are racketeers and visits to the precinct are their regular pastime. Tilly is perpetually rude to waiters and makes it a point of honour not to tip them. It is thus no surprise that they queue up to paint his shirts with mulligatawny. All his clothes, including the so-called designer shirts, fall off the back of a truck, by the way!


Similarly, he blows the incident with the Bugatti Type 35B all out of proportion. I am amazed he admits he had a little too much to drink in the Club library. This is totally out of character. I must explain he wasn’t there to read or to borrow a book but was rather deputising for the librarian who himself was standing in for the chimneysweep. When Tilly waddled out of the Club library after consuming his entire supply of absinthe, not even a distant cousin of Johnny Walker Blue Label, from the countless pewter hip flasks he carries in his grimy slicker, the bearers helped him down the stairs and entrusted him to the valets at the car park. Tilly retrieved his car keys from their hiding place under the lining of his southwester and his Bugatti Type 35B was duly brought around. The valets loved him because he allowed them to drive his car. He did not, of course, know that they drove it around the Club compound during all the time he wasted inside the Club struggling to have a good time.

Tilly was drunk but not drunk beyond comprehending the possibility that he was quite likely to run his expensive car into the canal considering the advanced state of his intoxication. He stared at his Bugatti Type 35B and ordered that it should be taken away and stored at a safe place. Then he demanded to know which other car was available for him to be driven home. On being informed that there was no other car that belonged to him, Tilly inquired of the idiots who left their keys in the car. At that time of the night, there was only one, a Morris Minor. Tilly drove off in the Morris Minor and crashed straight into the front of a stationary steamroller around the corner from the Club.

It is no surprise that he ended up in jail for car theft and drunk driving! On the other hand, the owners of the Morris Minor were not so drunk and discovering that the owner of the Bugatti Type 35B was responsible for wrecking their car, they snatched his keys and drove home. The reason they refused to hand him back his Bugatti Type 35B was that he would not pay for the damage caused to their Morris Minor and instead advised them to sue the Highways Department for parking the steamroller without hazard lights.


Moving from Tilly’s Bugatti Type 35B to my so-called ‘mongrel Moscovitch’, Tilly has as usual outdone himself. Boris Andropov, the Soviet Ambassador, donated it to the annual raffle of the Diplomats’ Club. I was fortunate to be the winner. It was the car in which I met my wonderful former wife for the first time, while giving a lift to a friend. For that reason, I hold it very dear. My wife left me not because of my preoccupations with bridge but because she could not keep up with my hours and the extremely hazardous nature of my job. We are still the best of friends and she still acts as the hostess whenever I entertain people at home or at the Club. Admittedly, she did not like the Moscovitch and continues to refer to it as that thing. 

The car was thus not a gift from Zsigmond Kövér who happens to be my pen pal. Needless to add that I have yet to have to pleasure to visit Hungary, although Tilly has been very much there. He was the Honorary Propaganda Secretary of the National Greco-Roman Wrestling Federation, one of the many commissions he has accumulated over the years by employing some of his plentiful money. Tilly accompanied a team of budding wrestlers to Budapest. Under Tilly’s supreme guidance, the team naturally lost everything. They even lost their passports while in Hungary and the rumour is that Tilly peddled these on the black market. Anyway, Tilly knew about Kövér and wanted to see him while in Budapest. I gave him Kövér’s contact and phoned ahead. Kövér received the team at the airport and made sure that the red carpet was laid out everywhere they went. If it had not been for Kövér, Tilly would have ended up in a Hungarian prison for selling off the wrestlers’ travel documents at a throwaway price.


I will now proceed straight to the death of the milkman. I was difficult at the scene of the accident, I admit, despite the presence of the Chief. I did not cotton on to the idea that Tilly’s father should be allowed to simply pay off the dead man’s son and be freed from blame. I wanted to prosecute him on behalf of the State but was rendered helpless when no complainants and witnesses came forward. The Chief was asleep in the car when the accident happened otherwise he would most certainly have provided me with a suitable account of the events to build a case. That was the first time I met Tilly. I was not present at any cricket match as he alleges. The umpiring incident, however, is not another of his fabrications but he has cleverly switched the characters. The ball on which the Chief lost his middle stump was pronounced a wide by a personage none less than Tilly himself. 

I met Tilly just once after that. I had moved to Hope County recently and was returning to the Police Club after a hard day at the precinct when I spotted three patrol cars chasing a Bugatti Type 35B. It was the first time I had seen such a beautiful car and out of reflex action, I swung my Jeep around to join the convoy. Tilly was finally flagged down near the Squash Complex. The patrolman informed me he had run off without paying after filling up at a gas station.

“Too much on my mind,” Tilly explained. “Must have forgotten. I am in a great hurry. I have an urgent appointment to keep.”

I was unimpressed. “Oh?” 

“In fact I am on my way to see one of your precinct officers. He’s a friend of mine.”

“Oh?”

Tilly reached into his back packet and produced his wallet. “I have his card here. He runs the 13th Precinct,” he looked at the card and handed it to me. “His name is Horatio Hornblower Kidglove. Swell guy.”

“How well do you know this officer?” I asked.

“We go back a long way,” he said. I suppose that was sort of correct. “We virtually grew up together.” That was not. “Right now he’s probably wondering why I’ve been held up.”

“I’m sure he knows why you are held up,” I said, handing the card back to him. “The constable here will escort you to the gas station. Please settle the bill.”

“Thank you, officer,” he sparked immediately and then looked at me tentatively. “It was a privilege to converse with you. Do you by any chance happen to have your calling card on you?”

“You already have it,” I chortled. “That’s my card you are carrying.”

Years after the milkman’s death and a few months after the Squash Complex, we were formally introduced at one of his parties, the kind he throws every now and then to get to know influential people. Sure enough, most of the people I knew at the party had turned up by mistake and were too perplexed to leave. In fact, all of us were rather abashed at seeing each other. Tilly successfully pretended we were all gatecrashers and I would surely have left had I not been representing Chief Grimass. It was only as I was about to leave after a dull, monotonous reception that Tilly remembered that I was also a guest and not a member of the caterer’s crew.


“Ah! You must be Kid’s Gloves,” he exclaimed.


“Kidglove.”


“Well, well,” he displayed undue delight that I had made it to his party, as if I had just arrived. “I’m sorry I couldn’t pamper you properly.” That was humbug. He floated around the hall in all directions except mine. He reached up, threw an arm around my shoulder and said affectionately, “You must drop in whenever you pass by, Glovekid.”


“Kidglove.”


“Oh yes! How forgetful of me,” he bared his stained teeth. “Anyway, what’s in a name, especially one like Kidglove.” I thanked him for getting it right. “Or may be I can stop by at the precinct one of these days to say hello,” he suggested.


“You must,” I insisted. “But do make sure you are not in handcuffs.”


Tilly, incidentally, was arrested and brought to the precinct a few weeks before my arrival. The Food Department had lodged a formal complaint that Tilly listed his dogs as members of the family on the ration permit and was thus drawing more than his due share of sugar, wheat and rice. The matter did not end there. He thereafter sold the surplus at a profit on the black market. The charges were later dropped when the prosecuting judge refused to believe it was aforethought and that a millionaire many times over could do such a mean thing. He did, however, instruct Tilly MacAdam to at least strike the name of the dogs off the ration permit. Tilly, who was presenting his own defence, almost argued that if his dogs, Socrates and Diotima MacAdam, could have credit cards in their names, they were within their rights to appear on ration permits.


Tilly did not respond favourably to my remark about the handcuffs that had adorned his wrists and slammed the door as I left.


When I went to my office the next day, I dug up the file relating to the Food Department’s complaint against Tilly. I discovered that the idiot had yet to comply with the instructions of the judge and that his dogs remained listed as members of his family on the ration permit. I gave him another few weeks but there was no development. I took leave from the precinct for a couple of days and during my absence, Tilly was once again escorted to the precinct and helped into a cell for failing to comply with the judge’s order. He was fined and his ration permit was confiscated. Contrary to practice, the ration permit was not consigned to the record room but was delivered to my office. I still have it and I can get an inheritance for Tilly’s surviving dog whenever Tilly kicks the bucket and spares this world of an unwholesome encumbrance. While on this subject, I did not poison Diotima. She succumbed to tedium around the time Tilly took up the cello. There may have been a connection of sorts.


Tilly and I met several times during an excruciatingly short period after Tilly’s party, out of necessity and not by design. We ran into each other frequently at the Sheraton’s swimming pool. I was of course a former national champion and loved to swim. Tilly learnt to swim as an infant when his elder sister accidentally, or by design, threw him into the river. Somewhere down the long, winding path of time, he developed hydrophobia and forgot the art of swimming. A hundred faith healers could not bring it back.

A lascivious Chilean lady, Juanita Allende, whom he ran into at the racecourse, provided the inspiration that helped him overcome his phobia. It was her passion for swimming. I had already made her acquaintance at the pool and was in fact quite close to her around the time that Tilly bungled onto the scene. Tilly loitered around the pool for a few days, playing a few games of table tennis with the lifeguard and small children. That wasn’t exactly sufficient to win the lady over. Over the next four days, he began to venture into the pool, first with his toes, then with his feet, then up to his knees and finally up to his waist. On the fifth day, the pool bully picked him up and threw him in the deep. Swimming came back to Tilly that day!


“How do you know that pinhead?” Juanita once asked me, pointing towards Tilly. “I didn’t know the two of you are friends.” 

From the far end of the pool, Tilly acknowledged the attention he was getting and waved at her dutifully.


“We are acquaintances,” I explained. “As the age-old axiom goes, friends are usually by choice.”


Because Juanita preferred my company rather more than she could bring herself around to tolerating Tilly, Tilly followed a strict regime of turning up early at the pool so as to flutter around her on the poolside till my arrival. When I arrived, usually an hour later, Juanita would simply direct Tilly to start floating around so that she may sip lemonade and have a tête-à-tête with me. I would remain with Juanita till the arrival of her husband. 

Thereupon I would also join Tilly in the swimming pool. That is how I got to know Tilly quite well. Tilly was a bit of fun, actually. Perhaps we got along because of common rancour. We would mess about in the pool, wishing her repulsive husband would go away. By the time the couple committed the fatal error of returning to Santiago to be promptly shot by Pinochet, for the simple reason that they shared a name with Pinochet’s predecessor, Tilly and I had developed much too an intense dislike for each other to keep us permanently apart.


When I got married, I decided against including him in the list of guests but he turned up anyway. My wife later disclosed that he tried to talk her out of the wedding. Tilly has confided to many a mutual friend how he bent over backwards to prevent our marriage but to tell you the truth, had I known that the lady, her goodness and virtues notwithstanding, was a cousin of Tilly’s, 1 would never have walked down the aisle with her. I have a strong suspicion he held some hand in our eventual divorce. He even put a van at her disposal to move the furniture and other household items of value when she walked out on me while I was busting a gang of thugs in the Southern Province. 

That is the worst thing Tilly could have done. You see Tilly didn’t own a van and he had hired one specifically for this purpose. If I remember correctly, he haggled with the undertaker over the charges for the hearse at the time of his father’s funeral. Tilly’s cook, George something-or-the-other, confided in me that Tilly did not want to hire a hearse at all and planned to carry his father’s body to the cemetery propped up on the front seat of his Porsche 911 but his sisters talked him out of it. How could he have spent money to hire a van for my wife unless there was ulterior motive involved? The van was a great help when she walked out on me and took everything along with her. She even took the nails and tacks off the walls and swiped the beautiful brass knocker off the main door. That brass knocker later made an appearance on the front door of Tilly’s new and weird house.


“A gift from my cousin, your ex-wife,” he disclosed when he espied me eyeing it suspiciously. This was pure rubbish, of course, because my ex-wife informed me through our lawyer that she did not, repeat did not, take the brass knocker along with her and neither did she rip the nails and tacks off the walls.


Which brings me to the petrifying house Tilly built, with the help of my nails and tacks and adorned with my brass knocker on the front door. When Tilly was building his revolting house, the national average of theft spiralled steeply. It almost went through the roof if you’ll pardon the cliché. There were countless reports of larceny at construction material establishments, cement factories, brick kilns and hardware and paint stores. The whole west wall of the National Cricket Arena went missing. It was bizarre. Learning that Tilly was constructing a house, it did cross my mind that my irredeemable friend may have had something to do with the thefts. Of course, there was no solid proof to substantiate my suspicion but he is notorious for his burglarious intent and boasts of a long string of offences and escapades. 


We have a hefty police file on him and only my reluctant intervention has kept him off the Most Wanted list. Even that handsome stretch of land on which he ultimately raised the unsightly structure was obtained through dubious means. It originally belonged to Tilly’s maternal cousin, Cadaver MacCadaver. Only a cousin of Tilly MacAdam can have such a disastrous name! MacCadaver migrated, for some inexplicable reason, to the Central African Republic. Having remained abroad for some considerable time, he was completely unconscious of Tilly’s persuasion. He wrote to Tilly, informing him that he was planning a short visit, basically to sell his property in Frampton Park in the hope of raising a few bucks to invest in the ivory trade.


MacCadaver was unable to find a suitable buyer during the time available to him. This was because Tilly had a hidden agenda and led his unsuspecting relative down the garden path. When MacCadaver enlisted the help of his young cousin to dispose of his plot of land in Frampton Park, Tilly sensed that Cadaver MacCadaver had no idea about its actual worth. He also appeared to be ignorant of the fact that it was a prime site and the most expensive chunk of real estate in the county. Tilly started planning. 

One of his subsidiary companies at that time held the contract for garbage collection. Instead of carrying urban refuse to the landfill outside the city, Tilly’s trucks dumped the garbage on Cadaver MacCadaver’s property in Frampton Park and formed a small mountain there. I had never ever seen such awful filth in my entire life, except when I happened to look into Tilly’s refrigerator one eventful evening. The stench was so over-powering that most of the immediate neighbours hurriedly proceeded on holidays.


A few weeks later, Tilly showed me the same property. It had by now reclaimed its chastity, so to say.


“I am going to buy this parcel of land,” he stopped his Porsche in the middle of the road and informed me proudly.


“If I recall correctly,” I said, “there was a huge rubbish dump here last month.” 


“Only for a while,” he answered. “Long enough to bring its value down.” 


When I failed to ask him to explain, he did so voluntarily.

“Belongs to one of my cousins, the one who has chosen to settle in hell. He has entrusted me with a general power of attorney to sell it off and I have decided to buy it for myself. Keep it in the family, you know.”


“I suppose your cousin saw the property during the short time it masqueraded as a rubbish dump and will naturally not expect much of a price?” 


Tilly tee-heed deviously.


Tilly purchased the expensive plot for peanuts and then admired it for years. He admired it for such a long time that he couldn’t visualise putting mortar and bricks on top of such a terrific site. In the end, however, he had to. There was no way out.


Tilly lived in a rented row house. “We businessmen never spend money on building or buying a place of abode when the same money is better invested somewhere else,” he would explain to anyone who wanted to know why he lived in a rented row house in a lousy neighbourhood. The rationale for living next to the slums was mainly cheap rent.


Tilly’s landlord strove for a long time to have the row house vacated but Tilly knew tenants’ rights backwards. The Machiavellian tenant stymied eviction proceedings in the civil court by using various legal lacunae. Finally, it was Tilly’s neighbour who settled the issue. She lodged a complaint at the local precinct that Tilly had manhandled her when she caught him stealing her lawn mower. I am not really sure if she was on the level. The lady knew Tilly was something of a kleptomaniac and she could have fabricated the bit about the lawn mower but something must have happened because she was sore as hell. And moreover, what would Tilly have done with a lawn mower especially since his front and back yards were cemented? Besides, Tilly already had a large collection of lawn mowers. What did he do with them? Where did he get them? Maybe there is some truth in the lady’s claim!


Coming back to Tilly’s neighbour, well, she got an assault case registered against my friend and thought she could send him up for a couple of years. On the other hand, her lawyer thought otherwise. Consequently, Tilly and his neighbour made an out-of-court settlement. Tilly agreed to move out of the lousy neighbourhood. The lady wouldn’t settle for anything less. Tilly’s landlord didn’t know that otherwise he wouldn’t have paid Tilly a handsome tribute to vacate the row house.


With the help of the tribute he received from his former landlord and using my nails and tacks and brass knocker and countless other building material he filched from all over the county, Tilly started constructing an appalling house on Cadaver’s former property in Frampton Park. The creepy house took ages to complete. Tilly pushed his architect and his team of builders but the monstrosity he expected them to erect just could not be finished in the wink of an eye. Tilly stayed in the Club for a few days. That worked out too expensive. He moved to the YMCA. That too was quite a burden on his budget. For the remaining eleven months, he lived in a homeless shelter. A friend who worked for the Social Welfare Department told me Tilly even had his meals there.


Anyway, when the last of the builders left and Tilly moved in, he announced a housewarming. I was one of the privileged few who got a sneak preview. A couple of days before that remarkable party, Tilly showed me his new home. It is a huge, abominable structure that blemishes the locale and contributes towards the downward slide in the value of all adjoining properties. One of Tilly’s neighbours offered him a lot of money to construct that type of a house elsewhere. Tilly was receiving cold treatment at the homeless shelter and the only alternative left was to move to the animal shelter. However, both Diotima and Socrates needed a break for him and Tilly decided ultimately that he should move back to the privacy of his own quarters as soon as possible. And so, after considerable thought, Tilly arrogantly declined the neighbour’s lucrative offer, perhaps the only time he has ever knowingly walked away from money. With his track record as far as the massive pull of money is concerned, one can expect him to bungee jump into a pool of manure if there’s a dime in it for him.


The house that Tilly built is different, if you permit me to fall back on euphemism. “You must have designed this place yourself!” I commented after the first sight and baptised it as Tilly’s Immaculate Blunder. The most remarkable thing about this abomination is that Tilly has not had the sense enough over the years to infuse some sanity into the design. Humankind awaits the day when an earthquake of sufficient intensity levels it to the ground. 
It is the kind of a house that only Old Nick can feel at home in. It has huge chimneys that jut upwards like smokestacks, marring the city’s skyline. Two sharks holding a cartouche stare down at the front entrance. Inside, like a Hindu temple gone haywire, it has mysterious nooks and corners everywhere. Some rooms are square-shaped while others are round or triangular or oval or rectangular or hexagonal or octagonal. There is absolutely no symmetry at all. His master chamber, which is triangular, has a round bathroom. The salon is also a circle and is decorated with triangular furniture. Come to think of it, for all we know there is some sort of symmetry after all!

The salon is through the kitchen, the kitchen is above the garage and the garage itself sits atop the kennel. The house has twenty-four bedrooms, with only one en suite. There are, however, rows of three bathrooms on each floor, side by side, like army barracks. Tilly explains that having bathrooms lined up in a row cut down expenditure on pipes. There is a telephone set in each bathroom. Yes, just a telephone set, without a connection to the main line.

Activity areas litter the macabre house. Tilly showed me around the bridge room, billiard room, chess room, reading room and the large exercise area. The library is huge, lined with elegant bookcases full of books he shall never read nor dust. The music room is full of instruments Tilly has stubbornly learnt not to play in spite of his best efforts and yet he proudly displays his assortment of musical wonders: a piccolo, a banjo, a grand piano, a Stradivarius, a cello and tons of other antiquated musical instruments that he has picked up from garage sales. The basement had a swimming pool and with the cover up, it doubled as the ballroom. The conservatory is decked with a whole range of jardinières and overlooked odd topiaries in the backyard.


The unearthly structure is on various levels. I will never be able to figure out how many. There are capsule lifts all over the place, with dumb-waiters to transport Tilly’s food wherever he might be. As we moved further upstairs, I was led to his sanctum, the place where he would conduct religious and political dialogue or philosophise. Next to the spiral staircase is an eerie alcove, complete with an Ouija board, to conduct a séance. There is a special smoking room for visitors, without any means of ventilation. Then there are two exclusive apartments not open to public inspection. Strictly off-limits, even for closest of friends. The first contains Tilly’s wardrobe of feminine clothing, he’s a closet transvestite, while the other is reserved for criminal meditation. The walls in this room, I later found out when I broke in, are adorned with photographs, posters and artists’ impressions of such personalities as Charles Sobhraj, Al Capone, Moriarty, Carlos, Bonnie and Clyde, Jack the Ripper and Richard Nixon, to name a few. 


As I said earlier, Tilly designed the hagridden house himself and wouldn’t find a fault with it. Never mind the design, the construction was flawless. The nightmarish house has neatly built rooms with walls, a roof, floors in every room and widows in the walls and so on and so forth. It has radiators that don’t work, doors that open on the wrong side, hot water taps that pour out ice-cold water and showers that throw water towards the roof. The light switches are at inaccessible locations, none near the doors. But the most irritating thing about Tilly’s awful new home is that it is impossible to understand its geography. There are doors everywhere, leading from one room to another, and corridors that bring you back to where you started. You can never guess where a particular door might lead. When I embarked upon a search for a toilet, I found instead the pantry, the scullery, the laundry room, the medicine cabinet, the coal-shed and the kennel. The rows of bathrooms I had seen on each floor seemed to have disappeared into thin air.


Outside on the pavement, violating municipal laws, is a multi-branch milepost indicating directions towards London, Sydney, Copenhagen, Rome, Athens, Bombay, Shanghai, Pitcairn Island, Atlantis and Alpha Centauri. Not only are the directions wrong but all the distances are also quite incorrect. 

“There’s nothing wrong with the directions,” Tilly insisted. “Follow the direction and you’ll get there sooner or later. As for distances, there’s nothing amiss there either. Some are in kilometres, some are in inches, some in light-years and some in Swedish miles.”


The extravagance of Tilly’s housewarming a few days later astonished those of us who had at one time or the other been punished for accepting an invitation to his dull parties. Frankly speaking, we more or less expected to be fed dog biscuits and a suggestion that we should have a drink or a cup of tea on the way back home. Tilly once invited a few business associates for dinner, offered them diluted orangeade, took them out to the street vendor down the road and bought them a hot dog each with food coupons. It didn’t end there. One of the guests was asked to tip the little boy helping out at the hot dog stand. This dinner was different. There was enough food and enough drinks to cater to the needs of a full army. The cuisine was exquisite and the drinks were straight out of someone else’s cellar. There wasn’t a cheap item in sight and Tilly seemed to have made up his mind to reclaim his virtue and re-establish himself as a worthy host. There was nothing lacking at the party, except for the host himself. Hence I can safely repeat there wasn’t a cheap item in sight!


Lately, Tilly had been buying up the works of Fitzgerald and had recently read a synopsis of the screen adaptation of The Great Gatsby. Like Gatsby, Tilly threw a lavish party and declined to attend it himself. Like Gatsby, he watched us from a window in the upper floor of his disgraceful house, dressed in his best bib and tucker. Unlike Gatsby however, he granted an audience to none and the guests left one by one, having had a terrific evening, enjoyed real gourmet cooking and downed the best from Tilly’s cellars. I think I was probably the last to leave and as I drove off in my Jeep, I could see Tilly in the upstairs window, watching the last of his guests going back after a memorable evening. When I next met Tilly, he complained that some of the guests had nicked napkins and plates and spoons and knives and forks.


“Now that you have improved your status as a host, you’ll improve the standard of your guests,” I surmised.


He nodded in agreement. “Yes. I’ll start with you.”

Tilly, Dingo, Alf Capone,
Donald Trump,
Cents and Dimes et al

Being excerpts from the memoirs of Captain Horatio Hornblower Kidglove, Chief of Metropolitan Police, Hope County


No one knows what compelled Tilly to take up golf. Well, not until now. The story goes there he was, one fine morning, dressed in a striped yellow shirt half-tucked into tartan trousers, without socks in a pair of plimsolls, under a Seattle Mariners cap worn backwards, mercifully hiding some of his awful dreadlocks. Needless to say there was total pandemonium on the golf links. Women shrieked, men fainted, frightened children climbed up coconut trees and a caddie dived for mercy into the nine-inch deep artificial lake.


Tilly ignored this shameless display of criticism and played without a partner, aide or audience, lugging his golf-bag over eighteen holes. He liked the game so much he returned to have another go in the afternoon and thereafter became a permanent fixture on the green. Trinity Golf Club, the most exclusive and expensive recreational establishment in the country, faced utter financial ruin. One thousand two hundred and fifty-five members resigned their membership. The queue of prospective members shrunk from three thousand odd to the single digit. Trinity’s share price on the stock market plummeted and soon became worthless. 
Former Trinity members, legendary for their misplaced penchant for snobbery, applied for membership to lesser golf clubs and were not given even the time of day. And so they flocked to Cents and Dimes, a penny arcade that had run up losses since the day it was established. It had a miniature golf facility. Riot police was called in to control former Trinity members struggling to get into the arcade. In a remarkable reversal of fortune, the owner of Cents and Dimes filed for enlistment on the stock market. In a desperate bid to avoid virtual doom, Trinity entered into a joint venture with Cents and Dimes. 


Then just as suddenly, Tilly dumped golf and returned to his customary pastimes. Trinity sighed with relief. Members returned and people who had withdrawn their applications and forfeited deposits in the process filed fresh applications with higher non-refundable deposits. Trinity’s Board of Directors convened an emergency meeting and reached the conclusion it was unsafe to put all their eggs in one basket. And so they resolved to accept Donald Trump’s offer and approved a partnership proposal for construction of a state-of-the-art casino hotel on their valuable beachfront property.


Trinity’s loss was unfortunately our gain. Having dipped Trinity into irreparable pecuniary distress, Tilly rebounded to the Club he shared with us. He was back in the dining room, playing havoc with buffet tables and under-tipping waiters. He was ever present in the Snooker Parlour where he continued to injure players with his cue. He once again prevailed in the Television Lounge where he insisted on watching the Cartoon Network while other viewers were glued to the World Cup Finals. He was jumping around in the gymnasium, damaging expensive exercise equipment imported all the way from Finland. People could not get him out of the swimming pool or sauna and had to fiddle with the water and steam temperatures to scald and steer him away.

But most of all, he was back in the Card Room, where he continued to torment bridge players with atrocious calls and extremely creative table play that baffled even the seasoned kibitzer. Perhaps the only place to welcome him was the canasta table. Here he was known for making fun at poor play of other players whenever he won, which was rare, or throwing his cards in disgust all over the Card Room whenever he lost, which was all too often. The reason he was so cherished at the canasta table was that he was the only person under the sun who could stand up to Dindo Bilgow, the Inspector General of Police, another regular at the table.


Dindo Bilgow was the most unpopular man in the Club. People with a speech impediment called him Dildo Bingow. Others called him Dingo. He had terrible manners. He peaked at people’s cards, ate all the sandwiches and chicken pakoras, farted at will and wrote out dud cheques. Because he was the ultimate police boss, the Real McCoy, there wasn’t a thing anyone could do about him. On the verge of retirement, people looked forward to the day when they would be able to confront him on a level playing field.


“I hope he drowns in the toilet,” Lady Medea Succubus, the former Mayoress, commented one evening when Dingo left the canasta table abruptly.

“How do you know he’s going to the toilet?” asked Deleterious Demetrius, our very own rejoinder to Inspector Clousseau.

“Dildo has just bulldozed his way through three and a half plates of sandwiches, four lemon sodas and grabbed yesterday’s newspaper from the bar. He will do the crossword while he jettisons the sandwiches from his system. And by the way, he will do the crossword in a jiffy because the solutions appeared in today’s newspaper.”

“Dingo will be gone soon enough,” I assured all of them. “He’s not only retiring, he’s leaving town.”

There was pin-drop silence on the table, all heads turned towards me, jaws dropped. I was the Delphic Oracle for the time being. 

“How do you know?” someone got his breath back and demanded impatiently.

“Dingo has a job offer from the County of Faith,” I replied. “He’s had it framed and it hangs proudly on a wall in his retiring room. If he doesn’t get a better offer, which is unlikely, he will be the next Director of Security at the Faith Psychiatric Clinic.”

“Why on earth would any schmuck offer him a job?” demanded Roland Schmuck, the artful private detective.

“It’s a long story,” I explained.

“Indulge us,” the table echoed in unison.


“Okay, here it goes,” I lay back in my chair and began. “You guys remember the Charcoal Murder that Tilly here solved, don’t you?”


Tilly wondered how the two were connected. “Yeah?” he asked.

“One of the suspects in the Charcoal Murder with a motive was Charcoal’s youngest son, Charcoal Four, incarcerated in Faith Psychiatric Clinic under treatment of Dr. Jebediah Shrink at the time of the murder. Shrink realised rather late that not only was Charcoal Four incurable he was also insolvent. So, Shrink devised ways and means to keep Charcoal Four inside, hoping he would come into inheritance whilst safely confined inside the clinic. In one of his lucid moments, unfortunately for Shrink, Charcoal Four sent out an S.O.S. to his childhood friend, one Alf Capone, then a rising star in the Hope Metropolitan Police.”

Everyone at the Club knew Alf Capone. He came to the Club regularly to pay Dingo’s club dues and settle his gambling debts. 


“Alf Capone started scheming how he could unhook his beloved friend out of Shrink’s claws. He traced Shrink’s life backwards and stumbled across an unsolved crime relating to the period when Shrink was at the King Edward Medical School in Hope. A medical student’s stethoscope went missing and skimming through the case file, Capone jumped with delight when he saw Shrink’s name in the case file. Shrink was arrested the very next day, brought down to the County of Hope in handcuffs and fetters and arraigned before a magistrate, charged with the theft of the missing stethoscope. The magistrate was married to Alf Capone’s sister, Cindy the Windy. You can make a very good guess why she has the nickname.


“‘Do you have a lawyer?’ demanded Nate the Straight, Alf’s brother-in-law in the magistracy. 


‘No Sir,’ Shrink replied. ‘I don’t need a lawyer. I need a magistrate.’


‘Oh? How come?’


‘I am the complainant in the case you are trying,’ Shrink replied. ‘The stethoscope that was stolen was mine. I need a magistrate to collar this sister f---er who has me in wrongful confinement.’


“Nate the Straight did not take offence. On the contrary, he was more than happy to let Shrink walk but refused to help him any further. 

‘So, if you can’t help me with Capone, tell me who can,’ Shrink begged.

‘No one, perhaps. He has everyone in a sling. He has a rap sheet on everyone. Why do you think I tolerate him despite being a magistrate?’

‘You’re married to his sister, aren’t you?’

‘You haven’t seen his sister, have you?’


“Shrink was mad. He huffed and puffed and vowed to blow Alf Capone out into an orbit around Io. Wherever he went people spread their hands in a helpless gesture. Alf Capone was too big for anyone to handle. He was a protégé of Chief Grimass, the Iron Chancellor of Metropolitan Police. Even the Chief Justice of the Hope High Court advised Shrink to go to Capone, apologise and bury the hatchet. Shrink wouldn’t give up. He hired some sleazy private detective to find someone who could give him a lowdown on Alf Capone.”


“Yeah,” said Roland Schmuck. “That was I.”


“Then you take it from here,” I advised and lit a full corona.


“I knew Alf Capone like the back of my hand,” Schmuck began, “but I didn’t tell Shrink. I gave him the run-around for a few days, deflected him towards Dingo and collected a hefty fee. Dingo was the senior-most police officer around but Chief Grimass was the better policeman and thus held the job of Chief of Metropolitan Police. Dingo was deputed to find a better design for zebra crossings. 

“It was around then that Dingo was having an affair with Dina Comacho, the film actress, a former girlfriend of Tilly here. Capone, on the other hand, wanted to have an affair with Dina and stalked her unceasingly. One night when he was on his beat, and drinking on duty as usual, he saw a familiar car. The car was familiar because it belonged to Dingo, and not Dina. A drunken Dina was at the wheel. Dingo was in the bucket seat, drunk as a Capone on his beat! Their degree of drunkenness synchronised magnificently. Dingo was too drunk to remember he was a senior police officer. Dina was too drunk to remember her date was a senior police officer. Alf Capone was too drunk to recognise Dingo or realise that anyone using such foul language could not be anyone other than a policeman, but he was not drunk enough to recognise Dina as the object of his obsessive dreams.

“Despite being flagged down in a no-speed-limit zone, Capone charged her with drunken driving and over-speeding, thinking she might be in a charitable mood and might want to swap the ticket with a quickie, so to say, or the promise of one. On the contrary, she got out and kicked Capone in the crotch, a manoeuvre she recalled from her latest role in The Step-Cousin of the Karate Kid. She insisted Dingo should be booked, until Capone explained to her he was not the one who was driving. Dina argued she was not the driver either and that the car was actually being driven by remote from a tree down the road. Capone decided another opportunity would come his way. He left his motorbike at the kerb, handcuffed the starlet, pushed her into the boot after trying unsuccessfully to stuff her into the glove compartment, and drove the car to the nearest precinct. 

“Over-awed by the sight of the precinct and so many ugly, uniformed men gawking at her, Dina struck a quick deal with Capone. She promised she would spend the night with him if he gave her a ride on his shiny motorbike. The wily Capone completed the paperwork in a hurry, had Dingo sent down to the lockup and disappeared with Dina in Dingo’s car. Dina drove Capone back to his motorcycle. When Capone got off, Dina said she would parallel-park the car, on an empty street, and join him. Still under the influence of a lesser Scottish brew, he believed her. She disappeared. Capone was mad as hell. He was so mad he forgot he could have followed her on his motorbike. And yet he kept on waiting for her to turn up, thinking she may have been held up by a traffic light. Anyhow, he was found by a passing patrol car in a foetal position on the pavement in the morning. Someone stole the motorbike during the night and the patrolmen thought the bum on the street was masquerading as a policeman. They hauled him to the nearest precinct where he was duly charged with vagrancy and thrown into the same cell as Dingo. 

“There are conflicting reports as to what exactly happened thereafter but it wasn’t long before the two figured that instead of trying to tear each other apart they should first inform the guards on duty that they were as much policemen as them. Capone disappeared soon after. Dingo spent days and days trying to find out the name of the policeman who had wrongfully arrested him. Capone was so devious there wasn’t a shred of evidence left lying around.


“So, when Shrink came to me looking for someone who could fix Capone, I sent him straight to Dingo. When Shrink told Dingo he had come to disclose the name of the policeman who arrested him the night of his unforgettable date with Dina Comacho, Dingo jumped with delight. He collected Shrink in a grateful bear hug. Shrink tried to break free after about ten minutes. Dingo hugged him tighter. Shrink fell over backwards, hoping to break the hug. Dingo fell right on top of him, refusing to let go, knocking the wind out of Shrink. The two were rushed to the nearest emergency centre where frantic medics tried to revive Shrink and a team of surgeons stood nearby, waiting to disengage the two through surgical procedure.


“Gringo Hemingway, the most famous district magistrate in the country, was Dingo’s nephew and perchance happened to be posted in the County of Faith. Dingo took the first flight out. Gringo refused to see Dingo and referred him to a subordinate who had just proceeded on maternity leave. Dingo bivouacked outside Gringo’s court but failed to sway his nephew. Dingo went to see his sister. She also declined to see him. Dingo camped shamelessly outside her house. Ten days and ten nights into his siege, she finally relented.

“Dingo’s apology note had read: ‘I apologise for tying your ponytails to the bedposts every chance I got,’ he beseeched. ‘I am sorry I got your boyfriend too drunk to come pick you up on your prom night. I am ashamed I twice forgot to book the church for your wedding. I was a real beast when I defrauded you out of your inheritance. I was wicked when I had your husband arrested for jaywalking. I was the devil-incarnate when I had your late husband cremated and had his remains scattered across a landfill despite his explicit instruction that he should be clothed in a knight’s armour and interred upright. Forgive me; after all I am your brother. If you don’t forgive me, I will kill myself.’

“She knew he was lying. He wasn’t sorry for anything and he would not do anyone a favour by killing himself. However, she forgave him out of sibling compulsion and coerced her unswerving son to give him an audience. Gringo agreed to meet his disagreeable uncle on neutral territory. 

‘I have brought all these gifts for your dear mother, my lovely younger sister,’ Dingo pointed at the parcels hiding the vast east wall of the motel room. ‘These are Fahrenheit after-shave lotions. Georgio Armani suits. Camel shirts. Marlboro trousers. Ted Lapidus sunglasses. Purely masculine fragrances from Pierre Cardin and Davidoff. Multiple ensembles of Havana cigars. Cartier accessories like under-wears, vests, sweatshirts, ties, belts and wristwatches. Marilyn Manson CDs. A couple of AK-47s. Michelin maps for motor cruises around Europe. Hertz gift cards. Sheraton coupons. Broadway tickets. A full set of Robert Ludlum novels. A year’s supply of condoms. I hope I haven’t forgotten anything that your mother really likes.’

‘Mother will be very happy,’ said Gringo emotionlessly. ‘How can mother repay all this?’

‘You don’t like policemen, do you?’

‘Not particularly,’ Gringo replied.

‘You like to exercise you powers under the Lunacy Act, don’t you?’

‘Only district magistrates have powers under the said Act,’ Gringo reminded him. ‘We love to put people away when provided the slightest pretext.’
‘I know a particularly crooked cop. And he’ll be within your jurisdiction in a few days. He’s a bit insane.’

‘How insane is he?’


‘He changed his name from John Rockefeller the Seventeenth to Alf Capone.’


‘That’s insane enough,’ Gringo adjudged.

“Dingo used his few contacts in the police force the next day and assigned Alf the task of delivering a few out-of-town subpoenas. Alf was ecstatic. He loved pinning inconvenient bits of paper on peoples’ chests. When he reached the County of Faith, he was promptly hauled up by a pliable police officer, written off as insane and brought before Gringo. ‘Consigned to the nearest loony bin!’ Gringo ordered with a flourish of his pen. A few minutes later, Alf found himself in a heavily padded cell next door to Charcoal Four.”

Schmuck sat back, relaxed and asked me to take over.


“Shrink was so happy he went straight to his typewriter,” I resumed. “He wrote out an irrevocable and highly lucrative offer of appointment in Dingo’s name and sent it out on fax before he could have second thoughts about what he was getting himself into. So, when he retires, Dingo has a cushy job waiting for him. Don’t worry. He’s not coming back once he leaves. Shrink will end up in a cell similar to those that housed Charcoal Four and Alf Capone rather than be able to drive Dingo out of his clinic.”


There was a roar of laughter and sighs of relief around the table just before Dingo rejoined us after his sojourn in the toilet. 

“Why are you people so happy?” he enquired.


“Schmuck and Kidglove were just telling a story about some idiot they know,” said Lord Lasher Haberdasher, the noted impresario who staged operas, plays, wrestling bouts and cockfights.


“Anyone I might know?” Dingo asked, reaching across the table for a plate of untouched sandwiches.


“Goes by the name of Dingo, I am told,” said Tilly, making a quick move to get out of the room before Dingo could react. 

▲►▼◄▲


Tilly tracked me down a few days later. I was investigating a homicide in another county. “You have to help me,” he prostrated. 


“With what?”


“I have to get even with Dingo.”


“Oh? What happened?”


“Remember that evening in the club when I told him we were discussing him?”


“Yeah?”


“Well, the following morning he phoned me to find out what it was all about and so I wrote down exactly what was said, naming names and quoting everyone as best as I could, and sent him a facsimile. Instead of being grateful to me for the full disclosure, he had a police vehicle ram into the back of my Bugatti at least five times last night. I went to the police station around the corner to report the event. They refused to believe someone would viciously ram into the back of such a decrepit jalopy and destroy their own vehicle in the process and that I must have been drunk and must have backed into the police vehicle myself. They dug up my criminal record and showed me how many times I have been charged with drunk driving.”


“Well, what can I do for you? I can be a good character witness when it goes to court. Or do you want help with the insurance people?”


“They will pay up. They always do. If I take my business away, they will go bust.”


“Okay, what then?”


“About the job offer that Dingo has from Shrink?”


“Yeah?”


“Where did you say Dingo keeps it?”

▲►▼◄▲


Dingo retired, took a bus to Faith County, walked to Shrink’s clinic and presented himself at the reception. 


“I want to see Dr. Shrink,” he announced.


“Do you have an appointment?” Shrink’s businesslike reception nurse inquired.


“Do I look mentally disturbed to you?”


“People with mental disturbance never admit they are nuts,” the nurse retorted.


“Shrink gave me an irrevocable job offer in writing years ago. I’ve come to collect my job. I am a former Inspector General of Police.”


“That’s a new one for me. Can I see the job offer?”

“I don’t have it on me right now.”

The nurse was clever. “Sir, the doctor is with a patient. Please wait in the room next door and I’ll have a cup of coffee sent in. The doctor won’t take long.”

As Dingo disappeared into the next room wishing the cup of coffee would come with sandwiches, the nurse picked up the phone. “Jeb, there’s a gentleman here for a job. He says you gave him an irrevocable job offer in writing years ago.”

“Why would I do a silly thing like that? Does he have it with him?”

“No. I wouldn’t think he has it any longer, otherwise he would have carried it on him.”

“You are clever. Remind me not to include you in the list when I do my next round of staff downsizing or pay cuts. Did he say what his name was?”

“He said he is a former Inspector General of Police.”

“I want him as much as I want the bubonic plague. Get him out of here. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want him anywhere near me. Tell him to come back with the job offer. Tell him I’ve lost my memory or something.”


Shrink’s loss was alas our gain. Dingo was back at the canasta table, peeking at people’s cards, eating all the sandwiches, drinking lemon sodas one after the other, raising his immense butt and farting with reckless abandon, and winning ceaselessly. It was then that Trinity Golf Club came out of the closet and announced they were opening up a seafront casino hotel in partnership with Donald Trump. 


“Donald Trump?” Dingo raised his eyebrows at the canasta table during the coffee break. “The name rings a bell.”


“He’s a writer. Wrote a book called The Art of the Deal or something,” said Professor Academia Academician, the famous academic.


“No, no, no!” the former Mayoress disagreed. “He’s a Bridge virtuoso.”


“He’s nothing of the sort,” Dingo cut in impatiently. “I remember now. He’s someone who owes me a favour.”


Tilly knew all about Donald Trump and was absolutely livid. “The Trump Man owes you a favour?”


“Yes, yes, yes.”


“It’s all got to do with Ivana,” Dingo tried to explain.


“Lendl’s sister?” Professor Academia Academician ventured.


“No, Donald’s ex-wife. The only thing she has in common with Ivan Lendl is Czech ancestry,” Dingo snapped, visibly irritated. “Donald got an invitation from Malaysia to address a conference of foreign investors. An obscure Polish dissident group hijacked the flight. The stewardesses overpowered the hijackers. The aircraft was low on fuel and the flight ended up in the City of Hope for refuelling. Donald is very superstitious. He refused to travel onwards to the Big K and chose instead to return to the Big Apple. The next direct flight out was next day. He decided to relax in our city and size up a few potential investments.

“I was at the airport when he disembarked and with all those flight attendants bustling around him, I immediately sensed he was someone important. The Flight Bursar filled me in. I whisked Trump out and escorted him to the Sheraton. Ivana’s lawyers always keep track of Donald and never let an opportunity go by without slamming him with a court notice of some sort. What Donald did not know was that we have a weird diplomatic protocol with the former Czechoslovakia.”

“Oh? And what is that?” Roland Schmuck quizzed.

“On the eve of the dismemberment of the erstwhile Czechoslovakia, a very senior official of the Czech Foreign Ministry, who happened to be a Slovak, and our Ambassador in Prague, who was retiring the following morning, got real plastered at a diplomatic reception. The idiots signed a ridiculous covenant on the back of a serviette that guarantees citizens and former citizens of the two countries unimaginable privileges within the signatory countries. As Czechoslovakia ceased to exist on the stroke of midnight, the Slovak went to Slovakia and our idiot signed off, the covenant attained finality and could not be annulled. 

“The Czechs entered into a deal with us whereby they wrote off all our bad debts. We agreed not to press the demands of our citizens should they happen to visit the Czech Republic, in return, of course, for honouring our commitment to Czech nationals should they turn up in our part of the world by mistake. As an abundant precaution, the Czech Republic put all their embassies on permanent full alert to ensure none of us ever got a visa. By mutual agreement, details of the covenant were suppressed. Apparently they weren’t suppressed enough. Ivana had a fancy lawyer, a certain Terry Mason, as much a tiger in the civil court as was his cousin Perry on the criminal one. Terry somehow found out about the protocol and wondered how he could put it to best use. He talked to his friends in Poland. 

“Wrinkled Harry, the underworld trouble-shooter, is a repository of useless knowledge. Say what you may but I always listen to him. He has a knack for spotting bizarre developments. Courtesy of Wrinky, by the time we got to the Sheraton, I was aware Terry had a bailiff waiting for Donald. The Trump Man was in the line of fire, so to say and I took precautions. We took the service entrance, into the kitchen, across the boiler room, straight through the laundry and finally up the stairs to the twentieth floor and his penthouse suite.

“It was only after dinner when he was pulling elegantly at a Davidoff with a Drambouie in his hand that he asked me to explain the cloak-and-dagger stuff of the evening. I explained the background of the Prague Protocol and mentioned Terry Mason’s notice-servers prowling in the hotel lobby. He laughed and laughed and laughed. I laughed with him. It felt good to holler with the lion himself. He finished his drink and went down, in his silk pyjamas and all, confronted the court bailiff, signed the notice and wrote out a cheque for Ivana. Then he thumped me on the back, thanked me for my concern and promised if there was anything he could do for me, I should just drop him a line. So, I figure he owes me a favour.”

“What happened to the Poles?” someone asked.

“They over-powered the guards and escaped from jail,” Dingo replied. “After paying off the Poles, the pilots, the stewardesses and the prison guards, Ivana was still left with a fat packet of money. The next time Donald visits this part of the world, you can bet your bottom dollar he will travel incognito.”

“Maybe he can offer you a job,” Demetrius suggested. “I’m sure they will need a Director of Security at the Casino Hotel that whatshisname Ronald Trunk is putting up with Infinity.”

Dingo brightened. “Not a bad idea. I guess I should write to him. I have his calling card somewhere.”

Dingo wrote to Trump and obtained the promise of a job. A couple of springs came and went. Professor Academia Academician, the noted academic, kept on reading more and more books and promptly forgot all he read. Lady Medea Succubus, the former Mayoress, kept on sanctioning antedated municipal contracts and making money to pay off her gambling debts. Deleterious Demetrius kept on botching investigations and mixing up and mispronouncing names of key witnesses at sensational murder trials. Roland Schmuck kept on bringing his profession to further disrepute with each dollar he made. Dingo kept on polluting the environment but won more money at the canasta table than he could count. Sir Haberdasher organised a Mike Tyson fight with the local champ that lasted one twentieth of a second and which made Sir Haberdasher millions of bucks. None of this was passed on to Iron Mike. Tyson had committed the cardinal sin of not reading the contract properly. A condition for the fight was that the public should get full entertainment value. Since the audience never knew when the fight started or when it ended, Iron Mike’s lawyers conceded defeat without throwing a punch, so to say. Iron Mike offered to provide full entertainment value by taking a young girl up to his room for a cup of coffee, which was declined after considerable thought by Sir Haberdasher and his team of con men. As for Tilly, encouraged by his bank balance and a constant mention of his name in the financial pages of all newspapers, credit card companies kept on sending him pre-approved credit card applications without checking on his credit rating. Tilly of course lived up to his reputation and misused each and every bit of plastic that came his way.

In the meantime, the Trinity Trump Casino Hotel opened amid phenomenal fanfare albeit sans Donald Trump. 

“The customer is the king,” Donald wrote to the casino hotel management. “I don’t want to hear a complaint. If I hear even one, I will fly over to investigate personally. Otherwise, I will not interfere in management as long as you morons keep on sending me a return on my investment.” As a post-script he added, “By the way, how much of my money do you morons have?”
Trinity Trump Casino Hotel sent Tilly a pre-approved application for a credit card without a spending limit. Tilly filled it in and delivered it personally to the indicated address. The card arrived the following afternoon through courier. He called me immediately. 

“Have you had lunch?” he demanded.

“I was just about to order donor kebab.”

“In that case get your Land Cruiser out of the parking lot and pick me up. I am taking you out for classy food in a classy joint.”

“Where?”

“Let’s check out the newest casino in town.”

“I would love to, but you’ll have to pick me up. The Land Cruiser is out for service today.”

“You don’t drive it and yet it requires maintenance?”

“I drive it only for police work,” I clarified needlessly.

“Well, my Bugatti is on display in the Car Show so why don’t you grab a cab and pick me up? It will save time. I’ll pay for the cab.”

“You have never paid for anything in your whole life,” I pointed out, fearing the worst, which was of course having to pay for the taxi.

“I’ll pay,” Tilly promised. “I have a credit card.”

“All your credit cards have burst the limit. The credit card companies have hired people to recover the cards they issued you. You continue to look for stores that have a floor limit and do not require an authorisation.”

“This is a new one. Trinity Trump delivered me one a few minutes ago. Just make sure you get the right kind of a cab.”

I picked up Tilly and the cab dropped us in front of the casino hotel. Tilly tried to pay with his credit card.

“I’ve run out of credit card slips,” the cabby spread his hands in a helpless gesture.

“I’ve heard that one before,” Tilly said. “Many times. I know you guys try to save on credit card company commission. They manufacture this lovely plastic money and you want to con them out of a few cents. Shame on you! I have you guys figured out. I carry a spare of all credit card slips on me all the time.”

Tilly paid off the cabby with his newest credit card and we went in for lunch, despite the doorman’s visible distress at seeing Tilly. We made our way to the restaurant. Security guards started whispering into their walkie-talkies. The maitre’d spotted us immediately and bolted like a bat out of hell. Waitresses tightened their chastity belts. The cashier took all the greenbacks out of the till and dropped them in the vault only Pinkerton could open with a code that changed every ninety seconds. A quick-witted waiter moved swiftly and placed “Reserved” plaques on all tables. Tilly’s reputation travelled ahead of him. Unfortunately, no one was cut out to meet him head-on. He already had a reserved table and produced a facsimile sheet from the restaurant in confirmation. We were grudgingly led to the best table in the restaurant, with a superb view of the sea, with the northern winds lifting waves sky high. From a distance, Dingo observed us with feigned disinterest. 

Tilly picked up the comment card from the table and dug out a Mont Blanc out of the breast pocket of his elegant Saville Row jacket. “Let me record my views,” he announced.

“We’ve just walked in, haven’t had our food and in fact haven’t even placed our orders and yet you are ready with your opinion about service and quality of food?”

“There are many things you don’t know,” he snapped. “Let me fill this in and I will let you into a little secret.”

Tilly searched for his half-moon reading glasses, took them out of their chamois cover and started reading the comment card. “Décor is excellent,” he started ticking the appropriate boxes. “Waiters are polite. I don’t want anyone fired. Service is excellent and the waiting period is tolerable. Food portions are inadequate. Cuisine quality requires considerable improvement. There, I have filled it in. Now I have to write my name and address, the time and the date and then sign it.”

I watched him impatiently while he molested the impressive comment card with his sloppy handwriting and a signature that resembled the Manhattan skyline.

While we had our food, Tilly explained his erratic behaviour. “This is a Donald Trump enterprise,” he said. “The Trump Man is very particular about quality of his product. I’ve read it somewhere all adverse developments are reported to him. When he receives a copy of this comment card, which I can assure you he will, Trinity Trump will invite me to complimentary dinners till I get tired of eating.”

The food was excellent and despite evident hostility of the management, the service proved to be as good. Tilly paid with his new credit card, left a marginal tip and we took a cab back into town, Tilly again paying with the credit card.

Tilly got a letter from Donald Trump a few days later, delivered by special courier, apologising for the inadequate food portions and the lack of quality in the cuisine. 

“He says he is personally coming down to our little neck of woods shortly and would invite me to dinner,” Tilly told me over the telephone. “See, I was right! I will surely get a lot of freebies.”

▲►▼◄▲

Tilly and Donald Trump exchanged pleasantries over dinner, shared views on matters of mutual interest, which were few, and enjoyed the food. 

Trump dabbed at his lips with the napkin and got down to business. “About that comment card,” he started. “You know we bend over backwards for dissatisfied customers. Under normal circumstances, my establishments immediately apologise to the patron and sometimes offer complimentary dinners or lunches for life. In your case, however, my Chief of Security had reservations about your comments and sought permission to investigate the matter further.

“Our Chief of Security, Mr. Dindo Bilgow, is a former Chief of Police and I decided to trust his judgement. He presented me with his report this afternoon and advised I should not entertain you to dinner. Since I had already promised to have you over, I thought it would be against my principles to snub you. Dingo, as he is affectionately known, has conducted a remarkable investigation into your complaint, if I may please be allowed to refer to it as such. 

“Seems that you arrived at the Casino Hotel at exactly a quarter to one in the afternoon by cab, paid the cabby by using the Trinity Trump Credit Card, had your food and paid for it with the same credit card at exactly two-thirty in the afternoon. We are certain about the timings because the computer recorded the times while authorising credit and the cabbie noted the time when you signed the cab bill. However, you gave your views about the food portions and cuisine at about five minutes to one. You indicated the time on the comment card. Since you wear a Rolex and are not known to get the time of day wrong and the Rolex Corporation has yet to be accused of giving the wrong time, it seems you made your comments before you actually had the food. We checked our logs and the kitchen and sure enough, the food was ordered at five minutes past one and arrived at your table twenty-seven minutes past the same hour.

“In short, Mr. MacAdam, your complaint regarding our food is rather dubious. I am afraid I am constrained to withhold the complimentary dinners or lunches that a genuine dissatisfied customer is entitled to. And I would, of course, take this opportunity to remind you that your Trinity Trump credit card bill is now past due and would appreciate if you could clear it at your earliest convenience.”

Tilly flashed one of his legendary sheepish smiles. “Well, if you will not give me free food, I guess I will just have to invoke my right to free facilities at this casino and hotel,” he announced.

“Oh? How is that?”

“You may not know that the Trinity Golf Club almost folded up when I started playing golf there. In order to remain solvent, Trinity bought into Cents and Dimes, a booming penny arcade with a miniature golf facility. A condition of the joint venture was that owners or shareholders of the two enterprises would be entitled to free service while using each others’ facilities whether owned wholly or partially.”

“Yes,” Trump agreed. “I remember that curious codicil in the agreement I pencilled with Trinity. I agreed since it did not have grave financial implications.”

Tilly flashed his victorious smile. He had outdone Corporate America. “Well, you see Mr. Trump, I was the man who owned Cents and Dimes.” 
�A religious sabbatical lasting forty days


�Lowly-paid land record clerks who wield immense powers as custodians of land records


�Territorial jurisdiction of a patwari


�Literally meaning, an old man who blesses


�A respectful epithet for an influential or senior government servant


�Junior Muslim cleric


�Religious edict issued by a senior maulvi or a Mullah


�Financial oblations


�Lady of the house


�A South Asian hubble-bubble


�Elder sister, or an older woman


�Large house, usually built around a courtyard


�Fan


�Religious schools


�A patwari’s supervisor, forever dependent on the patwari for a share of the spoils


�A collector of land revenue and arbitrator in minor disputes relating to agricultural land. He heads the revenue establishment.


�Lowly-paid land record clerk who wields immense powers as custodian of land records


�A clerk. Every patwari is called Munshi Sahib


�A patwari’s portfolio of land records


�The patwari’s log-book in which he records his daily activity at work, and important local events


�A record of cultivators and crops


�Leader of the tribe or family


�Long shirt


�A session, usually late at night, with dancing girls


�Long coats


�Salted pastries made of gram flour
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