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THE CASE OF THE DEADLY BUTTER CHICKEN *** out of ****

BY TARQUIN HALL

$24; Simon & Schuster

341 pages

Some people read mysteries so they can match wits with the hero. They scribble down clues and

characters and get very angry if the crime is solved without offering them the chance to solve it, too (say,

a key detail is revealed at the last minute). I gave up on trying to out-Sherlock the detectives/private

investigators/little old ladies that populate these tales a long time ago. I dive into mysteries that use the

universal stories of revenge and justice to illuminate another culture or another time, whether it's the

ancient Rome of Steven Saylor, the Laos-set mysteries of Colin Cotterill or the charting of America's

racial history via the LA tales of Walter Mosley.

I've got a new series to add to that list and a new hero: Vish Puri, India's Most Private Investigator.

Author Tarquin Hall is a British journalist who lives in Delhi and he has an outsider's ability to spot the

incongruities and telling detail that a local might take for granted. I read his latest mystery, The Case of

the Deadly Butter Chicken, and enjoyed it so much I immediately read the first two books of the series.

That's how I usually tackle a series; unless the books are purposely designed to be stand-alone and not

build on one another, I like to see the characters develop in chronological order. Since there are only
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three titles to date in this amusing series, I wasn't thrown off by jumping back and forth in time with Mr.

Puri. but if you're like me, you'll want to start with The Case of the Missing Servant. Or you can just wait

fot the movie -- surely it's only a matter of time before Hollywood turns this into a film or TV show.

Puri makes most of his money by investigating the backgrounds of people who are going to get married.

Arranged marriages seem bizarre to most Westerners, but the books here offer insight into how tradition

and the idea of marriage (a partnership perhaps as much as a romance) can color people's expectations

until it doesn't seem so odd. Of course, then the young people involved decide it's not for them anyway,

so we see modernity creeping in nonetheless.

The three books develop nicely with each central mystery a little more complicated and dangerous than

the one before. The Case of the Missing Servant  revolves around an arranged marriage and the

disappearance of a servant no one seems terribly concerned about. The Case of the Man Who Died

Laughing revolves around con artists who use religion to trick people into handing over buckets of

money. And The Case of the Deadly Butter Chicken includes the poisoning of the father of a top

cricketeer, organized crime and a journey into Pakistan where many of Puri's family were massacred

during the partition of 1947.

But the driving force of all the stories are the charmingly believable characters. Puri has a fondness for

eating his wife tries desperately to counteract. Time and again she attempts to impose a diet and time and

again he takes a break from sleuthing to sneak a delicious snack here and there, always careful to avoid

dripping any tell-tale stains on his clothing and meticulously wiping off his fingers. (The back of the book

even includes some recipes, in this case even one for deadly butter chicken, sans poison.) His team of

misfit assistants come into focus with each book, their varied backgrounds letting us see what life is like

in India for people of various castes and economic backgrounds. And always nearby with unstoppable

focus is Mummy-ji, a woman with as much smarts as her son and as much a desire to solve puzzles that

come her way, though Puri will haplessly insist that investigating is not a suitable occupation for

mummies.

Small details make the series comes alive, like Puri's battle in traffic. He has a driver who suffers over

Puri's insistence on NOT sounding the horn at every possible moment and a bizarre insistence on

obeying certain traffic laws that not a single other driver on the road would pay heed to. Various clubs

and Puri's status in them are telling. With some officials he is curt, with others he adopts a faux

obsequiousness and with still others a genuine obsequiousness that comes naturally to Puri with his

respect for certain traditions.

Gently amusing and with a real feel for Delhi, this is a charming series. Each new novel has raised the

stakes subtly and Hall has grown more confident with each outing. It's quite possible that what has begun

as a fun series will become a genuinely great one.
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Thanks for reading. Michael Giltz is the co-host of Showbiz Sandbox, a weekly pop culture podcast that

reveals the industry take on entertainment news of the day and features top journalists and opinion

makers as guests. It's available for free on iTunes. Visit Michael Giltz at his website and his daily blog.

Download his podcast of celebrity interviews and his radio show, also called Popsurfing and also

available for free on iTunes. Link to him on Netflix and gain access to thousands of ratings and reviews.

Note: Michael Giltz is provided with free galleys and/or final copies of books to consider for review.

Follow Michael Giltz on Twitter: www.twitter.com/michaelgiltz
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11:34 AM on 07/11/2012

omg! i LOVE this series and i'm not much of a reader of stories set in countries other than the US (i
know, i know). but i love vish puri (chubby) and his cohorts and family. i've been waiting for this one
to come out! very excited.

11:18 AM on 07/14/2012

Thanks for commenting. If you were a fan of the first two, I'm certain you'll enjoy this one
just as much.
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