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THE BATTLE OF JHELUM


326 BC


The Battle of Jhelum was fought between King Porus of the Paurva kingdom (in the north-west Indian subcontinent) and King Alexander on the banks of the river Jhelum. The Greek emperor defeated Porus and made him a prisoner.


Legend has it that when Alexander asked Porus how he wished to be treated, the captive king proudly replied, ‘Treat me as a king would treat another king.’ Impressed, Alexander indeed treated him like a king, letting him retain his land.









PART 1


THE CRIME




‘There are crimes of passion, and there are crimes of logic. The boundary between them is not defined.’


– ALBERT CAMUS (1913–1960)












ONE


1


SEVEN MISSED CALLS?


Akash Hingorani was awakened by a hard jolt as the aircraft wheels thudded on the tarmac. Still groggy, he glanced at his watch. British Airways flight BA256 was bang on time. It had taken off after a slight delay from New Delhi’s Indira Gandhi International Airport at 1105 hours and was now taxiing towards Heathrow’s Terminal Five at 1520 hours. He pursed his lips, stretched his arms and rubbed his eyes before gazing out the window. London in January was exactly as per the textbook. The weather outside was wet and cold. And it was already getting dark. The UK had never been his chosen destination for a vacation at this time of the year, but he had been invited to speak at a college in Cambridge. For whatever reason he had accepted the invite back in October, he failed to recollect. But that was then, and he was here now.


The air hostess announced that the passengers could switch on their mobile phones but Akash wasn’t expecting any calls, so he decided to keep his phone switched off. Who’d call him? It had been barely nine hours since he had left Delhi, and it was well past office hours in India. His hosts, here in the United Kingdom, had told him they’d arrange for his pickup and the commute from London to Cambridge. One Mr Brown would be waiting for Akash Hingorani when he exited Security.


T5 was an exclusive British Airways terminal, and a shuttle service connected it to the immigration concourse. It was on the bus that he switched on his mobile phone.


There were missed calls. Seven. Missed. Calls.


All of them were from the same person – Judge Shilpa Singh.


Akash immediately checked his voicemail and heard her last message first: ‘Where are you? I’ve been calling you non-stop ... it’s really urgent. Call me back as soon as you get my message; I need you.’


He listened to all seven of the voicemails she had left on his phone. Each an encore of the other. I need to speak to you. Shilpa Singh wouldn’t have called him if it weren’t something grave. And she didn’t sound like she needed him to attend a black-tie event with her. If anything, her voice was shriller than usual, as if she was in some kind of trouble. Anxious? Scared? Angry? Akash couldn’t decipher, but it had to be something crucial if she’d called him seven times in the span of an hour.


What could have been so pressing?


He wanted to call back immediately, but he reckoned the background noise in the shuttle would not allow any comprehensible conversation. And anyway, it had been more than a few hours since the last call. Whatever emergency there might have been, Shilpa must have settled it if she hadn’t called after 16:30, India time.


The business class queue at immigration was shorter. And the board in front of him clearly stated that passengers should refrain from using mobile phones while talking to officers at the desk, so he spent another fifteen minutes worrying himself sick. Once he got to the other side, he pressed call to return the last missed call. It went straight to her voicemail.


‘Hello Judge, this is Akash returning your calls ... Apologies for missing your calls. I was on a flight and couldn’t call back earlier, but give me a call whenever you have a moment, please?’


Akash looked at his watch again. It was ten minutes past four in London, which meant it was 08:40 at night in Delhi. She couldn’t have gone to sleep. Then it occurred to him that her phone hadn’t rung at all, which indicated it might have been switched off. She wasn’t the sort of person who switched off their mobile phone. Who switched off their phone these days anyway? And she had a child who stayed in a hostel – parents with children in boarding schools never switch off their phones. It could be out of juice, and maybe she had forgotten to recharge it? That could be a plausible explanation, but Akash wasn’t convinced. She wouldn’t just let her phone battery run dry and not bother to charge it. For her to be desperate enough to call him – him of all people – seven times.


No, something didn’t sit right.


He called again as he waited at the carousel for his bag. Same result. Was there any sense in leaving yet another message for her? She would get the first voicemail and would see his missed calls whenever she switched on her phone. She’d know he’d called. He tried his luck once more as he eventually picked up his bag after a twenty-minute wait. It went straight to voicemail, yet again.


Hmm. Think, Akash!


Was she okay? Maybe she’d had an accident and had been taken into some hospital for surgery? But why would she call him? She’d have called an ambulance instead. He failed to work out what could have been so serious, as he walked out of the exit. There, he spotted the driver, Mr Brown, holding a sign with his name on it. A rotund English gentleman in his fifties, Mr Brown was clean-shaven and wearing a dark suit. His red face revealed that he enjoyed beer more than he should. Akash waved at him, and he smiled back in acknowledgement.


‘Good afternoon, and welcome to England, Mr Hingorani,’ he said as he took the bag from Akash.


‘Good afternoon, Mr Brown,’ Akash responded. ‘And please call me Akash. Mr Hingorani makes me feel old.’


‘You’re a young lad, Akash,’ Mr Brown chuckled. ‘I’m Jim, by the way.’


‘Jim, I need to make an urgent call before we leave. If it’s okay with you, will you please pick up coffee for us both while I make this call. And then we can be on our way.’


‘It’s fine by me. It’s a two-hour drive, give or take. Even if we leave here by five, we should be fine. Anyway, it can’t get any darker.’ He chuckled again and walked towards a Costa concession within the terminal.


Akash followed him as he put on his earphones and called Shilpa again. No response. It was getting late in Delhi – maybe he would hear from her tomorrow morning?


Should he be worried?


Well, there was only one way to find out.


He scrolled through his contacts and called his friend Vansh back in Delhi. Vansh Diwan, like Akash, was a defence lawyer. Vansh was pedigreed – he was a third-generation lawyer and headed a large legal firm called Diwan-e-Khaas. The two had been classmates in law school, along with Vansh’s wife, Priti, who had found her calling in corporate law, unlike the two men.


‘Hey Akash,’ Vansh didn’t sound sleepy. ‘How was your flight?’


‘Good, and on time. You, okay?’


‘I’m fine, thanks. What about you – are you missing us already?’ teased Vansh. On not hearing his friend hit back with a retort, he suddenly became serious. ‘Is something wrong?’ Maybe something in Akash’s voice had given away the anxiety that had been building inside him for the past hour or so.


‘Why would you think something’s wrong?’


‘You didn’t react to my wisecrack like your normal self, that’s why.’


‘Well, now that you ask, something doesn’t seem right. I received seven missed calls from Judge Shilpa Singh – seven, can you believe it – asking me to call back urgently. I’ve been trying to reach her ever since I landed here, but her phone seems to be switched off. Any idea why she’d be calling me?’


‘For old time’s sake?’ Vansh jested. He was one of the few people in legal circles who knew Akash had dated the judge a while back. Not an ideal scenario, but there you go.


‘Touché! But, my dear friend, we haven’t spoken to each other for about nine months now.’


‘Maybe she’d called to tell you that you’re the father of the child she’s just delivered. The timing seems correct, if it’s been nine months, a tiny little Hingorani—’


‘Vansh, I’m serious.’


‘Oh, okay. I haven’t heard anything, but to be honest I haven’t stepped out of my office since the afternoon. I’m still at my desk working on the big case I mentioned to you last week, so if something has actually happened, I would have missed it. Tell you what, why don’t you give me ten minutes, I’ll make some calls and get back to you – how does that sound?’


‘Yeah, call me as soon as you can with whatever you can find out or could you send someone to her house, please?’


‘Will do. Give me ten minutes.’


Akash was paying for coffee when Vansh called back. It had taken Vansh under five minutes and a single call to find out what had happened.


‘Hold on a minute,’ Akash said and walked away from the till, leaving Jim to collect their order.


‘She’s been arrested.’


‘Who’s been arrested?’


‘Judge Shilpa Singh, who else would I be talking about?’


‘You’re shitting me. She’s a sitting judge; how could she be arrested?’


‘For your information, there is no statute in India that prevents a judge from being arrested—’


‘Vansh ... please focus! What’s happened to Shilpa?’


‘She was arrested on a murder charge this afternoon. First-degree homicide.’


‘What the fuck—’ Akash realized his voice had gone up a few decibels, and the use of unparliamentary language at the crowded airport terminal was earning him unwanted attention.


‘Vansh, please leave everything you’re doing, right now, and find out more. Please.’


‘I’m sure there must’ve been some kind of mix-up—’


‘Vansh, no one arrests a sitting judge on a murder charge because of a misunderstanding. It’s got to be something grave. I’m coming back. I’ll call you again as soon as I get a ticket for a return flight. Please get her out, post bail, call in all your chips, whatever it takes ... Could you do that for me, please?’ The anxiety was building up.


‘Calm down, Akash. I’ve texted a few of my staff. I’ll find out where she is, and we’ll get her out in no time. Don’t worry. I’m here and I shall take care of this.’


‘Thanks, buddy. I owe you one.’


‘Thank me later. Just stay cool, okay?’


‘Okay, my friend.’
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‘SHOULD WE LEAVE NOW?’ Jim Brown walked up to Akash with two deep red Costa cups in his hands. Costa claimed that all their cups were recycled. Really? What about the cups that weren’t disposed of correctly? Everybody lies, thought Akash, but let it go. There were other important things on his mind.


‘There’s been an emergency back home.’ Akash took a sip. ‘I need to return immediately.’


‘You mean go back to Delhi?’


‘Unfortunately, yes.’


‘I’m so sorry to hear this. Please let me know if I can help in any way.’


‘Where’s Departures?’


‘Come, follow me.’


Jim took Akash to the elevator to the Departure lounge.


‘May I help you?’ the lady behind the counter asked. ‘I’d like to leave for New Delhi today, right now, as soon as possible, please.’


‘Do you have a ticket?’


‘Yes, but it’s for Friday evening.’


‘And it’s only Monday today. Let me check.’


Akash passed the printout to her. She looked at it, typed something into her computer. After a brief pause, she said: ‘There are business-class seats on a flight that leaves at 1855 hours today. It will reach New Delhi at 0850—’


Red flipping eye!


‘But you have to leave for Security right away—’


‘Please book a seat for me. It’s an emergency.’


‘It will cost you ...’


Akash took out his American Express and handed it to her. ‘Will that be all, Akash?’ asked Jim.


‘I’m sorry to have troubled you—’


‘It’s no trouble, no trouble at all. I live in London, and my company will charge the clients who sent me, so no worries. And thanks for the coffee.’


Akash pulled out his wallet and handed a tenner to Jim, who thanked him and left.
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AKASH HAD CLEARED SECURITY CHECK at 17:40. He was among the first to board the flight at 18:25. He was also the first one to finish the welcome champagne before the doors closed. He tried calling Vansh a few times, but his friend’s phone was busy. He must be making calls, Akash reckoned. He called his contact at Cambridge and explained that he’d had to return due to an emergency. The host sounded sympathetic to his circumstances and wished him luck. ‘Hope all goes well. Keep us updated,’ he said.


At 18:55, BA 257 had started taxiing on the runway. There was traffic, and their aircraft was third in the queue.


The flight was finally airborne at 19:22.


So much for a round trip to London, Akash winced.


There are over thirty-one million seconds in a single year. If the angels of death or shocking news, like this one, could come by any second, there were over thirty-one million occasions for either to happen in any given year. It was simple math. But just when Shilpa needed him, he had to be entombed on a long flight, disconnected from the rest of the world.


C’est la vie!









TWO


1


‘WHAT CAN I GET you, Mr Hingorani?’


Peace of mind? How about some reflexology to unwind my jangling nerves? Or anything else that could put me to sleep?


‘Which single malts do you have?’ he asked.


‘We only have Glenfiddich and Glenlivet, sir.’


‘Glenlivet, please.’


‘Water or soda?’


‘Just ice.’


‘Okay, sir.’


A minute later a stewardess handed him a glass filled with ice cubes and two miniature bottles of Glenlivet. Amusing, he thought. In the economy class most airlines only ever give the passengers one bottle at a time. But if you could afford business class, it was taken as confirmation that you could handle more alcohol. Funny, right? As he upended his second drink, his thoughts segued back to Shilpa and whatever might have happened to her. How could she have been arrested? What kind of screw-up could make the police arrest a district court judge on a homicide charge? And who had she supposedly murdered?


He rang for assistance, and asked the flight attendant for another drink. Two more Glenlivet miniatures arrived along with another glass of ice.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Could I have some water too, please?’


‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry, I thought you didn’t ask for it the last time around so ... I’ll be back in a minute.’


The attendant returned with the water, along with the menu for dinner. ‘Anything else?’ she asked.


Akash figured that if he kept drinking whisky on the rocks, it would go straight to his head. He wanted to be clear-headed when his flight landed in New Delhi in the morning.


‘That will be all, thank you.’


She switched off the call button and retreated behind the curtain.


They had broken up nine months ago. He hadn’t even caught a glimpse of Shilpa in the courts for the past three or four months. Did she miss him? A better question, and one which he didn’t wish to answer, was: did he miss her?


Memories could be a blessing and a curse. They kissed like an angel, they punched like a heavyweight champion; they could be a sweetheart or they could be a bitch. As the whisky calmed his nerves, the sweet reminiscences of yesterdays spent with Shilpa overwhelmed him. Faint recollections turned technicolour and grew into CinemaScope visions in his mind.
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AKASH HAD NEVER SEEN Judge Shilpa Singh before he had walked into her court to defend his friend’s employee on a false murder charge. After winning the trial, he had asked his friend Vansh Diwan, whether a lawyer dating a judge was a violation of the law the forefathers of the nation had put together. Of course not, not legally, at least, but there were bound to be repercussions if the media caught scent of such a relationship. And the media invariably sniffs out – like a pig trained to hunt truffle – anything that might work to their advantage. It would be the newsflash that the tabloids live and breathe for: a criminal defence lawyer dating a judge. So, although there were no rules that prevented the two legal brains courting, it was an unwritten no-no. Anyway, it was just a thought – a wicked one at that – and nothing would ever come out of it, Akash knew for sure.


But life is anything but simple.


When you spot a new word and look it up, the said word tends to appear more often than before in any text you read thereafter in the following days and weeks. Baader-Meinhof phenomenon, it’s called. Likewise, if you see or meet a new person, there is always a high probability of just bumping into them again soon after. And again ... and then again.


Right after Akash Hingorani’s spectacular win in the court of Judge Shilpa Singh, there was a get-together at the Gymkhana Club of the who’s who from Delhi’s legal world. Both Vansh and Akash attended the event, as did Shilpa Singh.


‘She’s pretty,’ Akash whispered to his friend.


‘She’s also a judge, and not some random judge in some alien town; she is one of the judges in whose court you will be regularly representing clients. She’s an umpire in your playing field, Akash.’ Vansh sounded serious. He was six-foot tall, trim with salt-and-pepper hair. His disposition was generally unsmiling unless he was inebriated, but on this occasion, he was sterner than usual, like a headmaster admonishing a recalcitrant student.


‘And your point is?’


‘Are you crazy – I mean, of course she’s dazzling, but don’t be stupid.’ Vansh’s words were an indication that it was something Akash shouldn’t pursue.


But, Akash was smitten.


Shilpa was glowing in her deep grey saree with a pink border. Chiffon. It clung to her body like a second skin. She was shapely, wore subdued make-up, a light pink lipstick that seemed to be a compliment from whoever had woven the saree border. Her espresso hair fell straight down to her shoulders. Salon-dried, of course. She had definitely made an effort to exude that casual-glam look. Casual never just happened, Akash thought to himself. He couldn’t figure out if she wore vertiginous heels under the saree, since she appeared a lot taller than he had imagined – almost as tall as him. She had been mostly seated during all their previous interactions. But whatever she did, Shilpa Singh always wore her trademark Usha Uthup-style big, round bindi. And yes, it was a matching pink, just like the lipstick, this time around.


Ignoring his friend’s advice and throwing all caution to the wind, Akash walked up behind her.


‘Hello, Judge.’


‘Oh, hello Mr Hingorani,’ she returned his smile. ‘Nice to see you again.’


‘Better here than in the courtroom, wouldn’t you agree?’ she retorted.


Oh, so she has a sense of humour too!


Then some apparently significant son-of-stupid came by and she turned to converse with him. Akash turned back to see Vansh shrug. Told you so.


But Akash was equally resolute. He pulled out his phone and called his driver, Mandeep. Driving was just one of the chores Mandeep carried out for his employer. Loyal like a Saint Bernard, Mandeep was more like Akash’s major-domo; he carried out all routine tasks, and some not-so-routine ones too.


‘Jee, sir?’


‘Mandeep, I need a packet of India Kings. Could you get me one quickly, please?’


If Mandeep thought it was weird, he kept it to himself. Akash Hingorani wasn’t a smoker. In fact, he had never smoked – except for a few careless drags at some party or a casual cigar at some get-together with old-time friends. But Mandeep wasn’t one to question Akash’s simple request. Maybe his boss wanted the smokes for someone else.


Five minutes later, Mandeep came to the party hall to deliver the cigarettes.


‘Thank you, Mandeep, I have another small job for you,’ Akash whispered, putting his arm around his driver as he walked him out of the party and into the garden. Mandeep had been Akash’s driver for over a decade, and Akash could completely trust him. ‘Judge Shilpa Singh ... I want you to find out which car she had travelled in and then put it out of commission.’


‘Jee?’


‘Find her car without anyone realizing that you are looking for it. I don’t care if you have to take the car’s engine and drop it in the Yamuna River ... her car shouldn’t start when she leaves the party. Even a flat tyre would do. Okay?’


‘Okay, sir.’


It was a childish plan, but Akash, being conscientious, hadn’t given the instructions on the phone. The lawyer in him was acutely aware that Mandeep would be mixing with other drivers in the club’s car park. Someone with sensitive ears could listen in to their conversation. But here, out in the garden, with his arm around his driver’s shoulder, ensured a tête-à-tête no one else was privy to.


Vansh knew how Akash’s brain was wired. They had known each other for over two decades now. He warned Akash again, and then left. Priti was waiting at home, he had said.


Thirty minutes later, Akash saw the judge say bye to everyone and leave.


He waited twenty seconds to make his exit. Shilpa was standing in the porch, talking to someone on the phone. She didn’t sound impressed.


‘Hello again, Judge,’ he said as she finished her call. Then, as she turned towards him, he asked, ‘Is everything alright?’


‘My car, it’s got two flat tyres.’


Two? Mandeep had certainly overdone it. One tyre would have done the job!


‘That’s odd – to have not one, but two flat tyres,’ Akash recovered quickly. ‘I mean what are the odds? Too many stray nails on the road, eh?’


‘I know.’


‘We can drop you,’ he said, pointing to the gleaming black Jaguar Mandeep had brought around to pick him up.


‘Thank you for the offer, but don’t bother. I’m sure my driver will fix the car somehow, or I will take a cab.’


‘It’s not a bother at all, and I’m not driving anyway; we’ll drop you on the way. Where do you live?’ he asked. Saket, he almost blurted out.


‘Saket.’


‘It’s not too far. Come on, we’ll drive you home.’


To his surprise, she accepted his offer. She called her driver to get the car fixed and bring it home later. Or leave it, go home, and get it up and running the next day, whichever worked.


‘It’s really nice of you to drop me home.’


‘Your Honour, it’s the least I could do.’


‘Stop it. I’m not a judge here; this is not a courtroom,’ she smiled.


‘Okay, Judge.’


‘Shilpa.’


‘Okay, Shilpa.’ Bullseye!
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FOR THEIR NEXT MEETING, Akash did not wait for a coincidence.


He called Shilpa on a Saturday morning, told her he was in the area and asked if she felt like a coffee. He mentioned he wanted to discuss a legal technicality, which didn’t pertain to any case she was involved in. He had expected an excuse of some sort on legal grounds or an apology for being busy at the time, but he was delighted when she said that she was free to catch up.


They met at Select Citywalk in Saket.


The coffee was good. She liked it black, as did he. Making up a question on a moronic legal technicality was hardly a problem for Akash. She had come in jeans and a fitted shirt. Her three-inch heels gave her the same height as Akash, who considered himself tall. Five-nine. Which meant she was fivesix. The bindi was conspicuously missing. Perhaps she only wore it when she met with people from the legal profession? Perhaps only when she wore Indian outfits?


However Akash looked, he found Shilpa Singh to be a remarkably beautiful woman, with her slender figure, high cheekbones, heart-shaped face and well-outlined lips. She had dimples when she smiled, which made her look like Simi Garewal from some twenty–thirty years ago. She had certainly got a haircut since Akash had seen her in court for the first time.


She was genial, not flirtatious at all. She gave him her opinion on the legal problem Akash had cooked up. If she understood that the point of this meeting was coffee and not the moot question he had posed, she did not show it. At least, she didn’t show displeasure at his schoolboy tactic. All good. Somehow they began talking about how to discover good restaurants in Delhi.


‘Have you been to the Dhaba?’ asked Akash.


‘Which dhaba?’ Dhaba being a generic name for roadside eateries around the country, it was an obvious question.


‘Okay, I won’t ruin the suspense. Why don’t I take you out for dinner at the Dhaba?’


She responded with a smile and a nod.
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HE DROVE TO PICK her up – no Mandeep this time – for dinner at the Dhaba at Claridges on Aurangzeb Road. She wore a knee-length black dress, which hiked up to her mid-thigh when she got in the car, and he was left with his mouth agape. The moon shone through threadbare clouds, but enough light cascaded through the windshield for him to be mesmerized. Her skin shone like porcelain. She was a keeper, he instinctively knew. A Shangri-La moment. As he navigated the car through the roads choked by Delhi traffic, chicken drumsticks at the Dhaba were the last thing on his distracted mind.


She was wowed by the decor. Who wouldn’t be? It was made to appear like a roadside – premium roadside, if there was anything like it – but the food and service were, of course, five-star.


‘Are we on a date?’ Shilpa suddenly asked, looking over the second glass of gin and tonic she was sipping from.


‘What makes you say that?’ Akash was taken aback. He wanted to say yes, he would have said yes if it were someone else, but he didn’t know if he should. How would she react, and how would it impact their professional relationship?


‘That’s not the answer to my question, is it?’


‘Isn’t the food great?’


‘Nope – that’s not the answer to my question either.’


‘Oh, you are a judge, aren’t you?’


‘Still not the answer to my question. Let me ask you again: Are we on a date Akash?’


‘What does it look like?’


‘Besides being bad manners to respond to a question with another question, it still doesn’t answer my question, Mr Hingorani.’


‘I’d like to think that we are,’ he said softly.


‘But?’


The waiter arrived with the hors d’oeuvres. Prawns for her, chicken wings for him.


And Akash was spared from responding.
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THEY MET A FEW more times. Acutely aware of the fact that their relationship was akin to one of matches and gunpowder, that the consequences of the two of them dating was just the kind of fodder the media loved to scavenge on, that the conflict of interest could complicate things for them, they still decided to cross the line.


They were careful enough to meet at places where no one important could recognize them. At Pandara Road, for example, where the food was delicious without any hoo-ha. No one made them out, which made the evenings even more sublime. To Akash, it felt like the fulfilment of a sweet promise they had never made. It was pure bliss!


Had he found love? Finally?









THREE


1


THE STEWARDESS WAS BACK with Akash’s dinner after a while: lamb chops with sweet potato mash, a side salad of beetroot and some other mix of indistinguishable veggies shredded thinner than rice noodles. But the best part was the bottle of Pinot noir that accompanied the food. Four shots of whisky and then a bottle of wine was the perfect recipe to induce sleep. He no longer had an appetite – what with all the liquid he’d swallowed and the news of Shilpa having been arrested and then no word from Vansh regarding her release. Nevertheless, he consumed the food. Once his stomach was full, he reclined his seat, got under the blanket and tried to sleep. He needed to be sharp when he got off the flight in the morning. But sleep was a long time coming. Memories flooded back yet again.
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‘I LIKE THE SECRECY of the whole thing, the shiftiness, the stealth, if you know what I mean. It makes me feel younger. Like I’m in school, having a clandestine affair with my teacher, and no one should know about it. The cliché, stolen kisses are the sweetest, comes to mind. The whole thing has an air of mystery, don’t you think?’ Akash confided about his affair to Priti and Vansh.


‘Oh, you are falling for the teacher. Mark my words,’ Vansh highlighted, ‘and which by the way cannot be a good thing.’


‘Remind me how old you are again?’ Priti asked. The three of them had been batchmates and were the same age. However, the two men looked considerably older than her. Her career as a corporate legal advisor was less stressful than her two friends’ who would have to sometimes represent the scum of the earth in the courtroom. She was petite, five-four, and had the tanned skin tone of a Mediterranean woman. Her dark auburn hair – obviously coloured – was stylishly cut in steps for more volume. She was a demure, pretty woman in her forties, who exuded girl-next-door vibes.


‘Only a year younger than you, gorgeous,’ Akash retorted.


They were at Akash’s residence in Vasant Vihar. The house was a strange juxtaposition of old and new. The building was an old one but the carpets were the only things from the bygone days. The rest of the items in the house were contemporary: paintings, decor and technology that would dazzle a geek. Akash Hingorani was one of the most sought-after bachelors in town. At forty-two, he was greying at the sideburns, but the rest of his head was more pepper than salt: long, straight hair worn back from his forehead. He was sinewy, but that was due to the time he spent at his home gym in the basement. The cleft chin on his perfectly symmetrical face, his charming smile and gentle eyes did the rest. Flamboyant, sharp-witted, theatrical, he was in the right profession. It was no surprise that he was the most expensive and celebrated defence lawyer in Delhi, maybe even in the country. But, despite the looks, image and wherewithal, he wasn’t rutting around. He didn’t have a playboy or a Lothario image in the press. He was, in his own words, happy being single.


‘You’re nuts,’ Priti rolled her eyes in jest.


‘You bet! He’s got two, and they are going blue at the moment,’ Vansh jibed. ‘There’s no future in what you’re thinking, my friend,’ he added. ‘How do you see any of this working out for both of you? How would you represent anyone in her court? Forget that – with your spouse or partner being part of the judicial community, you’d be plagued with accusations of manipulation in the courtroom, day in, day out–’


‘I’ll quit.’ Akash raised his glass to take a sip of the cognac the three had poured a while back.


‘You’ll quit what?’ asked Priti.


‘Quit practising law.’


‘And do what?’


‘I think I’ll write a book.’


‘You think? So, should I call up Pan Macmillan and tell them to start saving for an advance? The great Akash Hingorani is about to write the bestseller of the twenty-first century, the much-awaited sequel To Kill All the Birds maybe, or A Mockingbird in Love?’ Vansh sounded part flippant, part flabbergasted at his friend’s revelation. He shook his head in disbelief.


‘I’m serious.’


‘Why don’t you write a graphic novel instead? Maybe some love scenes with—’


‘Shilpa is a beautiful woman, not just on the surface but on the inside too. Real love comes along only once in a lifetime, don’t you think so?’


‘Do you know how crazy you sound?’ Priti asked.


‘Crazy in love.’


‘How do you even know it is love?’


‘You can’t define love, but you know when it happens.’


‘Jai gurudev ...’ Vansh folded his hands and let it go.


Several such interactions later, Akash introduced Shilpa to his friends.
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‘I HAVE A MAN in my life,’ Shilpa told Akash when they woke up together one morning. She occasionally stayed back at his house after long evenings. ‘Someone I’ve never told you about.’


Surprised as he was, he also found her admission intriguing. ‘Do tell.’


‘I’m surprised you didn’t bother to dig into this. I’ve been married previously.’


Akash didn’t say a word. He raised his eyebrows questioningly. He hadn’t; he didn’t think her past mattered to him at all.


‘I married young. My husband was in the army, like my father. So, sometimes he would have to move to locations where he could not take his family. I stayed in Delhi for a while. That’s when I enrolled in college and completed my law degree. Unfortunately ...’ Akash could see her eyes moisten, her voice was cracking. ‘... Major Rajendra Singh was posted in Jammu when he and three other members of his battalion were ambushed by an insurgent group late one night as they were driving back to their station. The four men succumbed to the crude bomb thrown at the jeep they were travelling in.’


‘I’m sorry. I did not know about this ...’


‘Technically, I’m a war widow.’


‘So, who’s the man in your life now?’


‘I have a son.’


‘Aha, so why haven’t I met him yet?’


She pulled out a tissue from the box at the bedside and dabbed her face. ‘Let me get us some coffee ...’ Akash pecked her on the cheek, which tasted of the salty residue of her tears, and got out of bed.


Over coffee Shilpa told him about her son, Raghuveer Singh, who studied at Woodstock in Mussoorie. Since she had a demanding job, and there was no one else to look after Raghuveer, she had thought it best to put him in a boarding school, away from Delhi. It was also for security reasons, since what she did sometimes antagonized people who weren’t exactly long-listed for awards for exemplary morals. It made sense.


Raghuveer was fourteen, and it was imperative that he and Akash got along for any kind of relationship between Shilpa and him to move forward, she explained. They came as a package, Shilpa was clear about that. She was a mother first, a judge second and a woman third, if she were ever forced to prioritize. It was not unusual for a single parent to put their child above all else, Akash could appreciate that; he had been a single parent’s child.


‘We should plan a trip to Mussoorie together,’ Akash said after a brief pause.


‘We should, but I think I should speak to him first before introducing you in person as his mother’s ... friend ... or boyfriend, don’t you think?’


Wasn’t there a Yiddish saying: If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans?


They worked rather well together on a personal and physical level. The lovemaking was intense; in the little time they had been together, they had come to memorize each other’s curves and learn about the right switches to touch and hit. But Akash couldn’t help but notice that the goodness of Shilpa’s inner being was in stark contrast with his professional life.


Quitting the life of a defence advocate and writing a book were great romantic fantasies and good party lines, but the reality was different. Truth be told, being a defence lawyer didn’t bother his conscience too much. There had been times Akash had defended serial criminals, people he knew were definitely in the wrong, but he had still gone ahead and done his job. Even the worst people on the planet have the right to a defence advocate. Shilpa’s attempt at awakening his inner voice might have been good for him personally, but it was certainly bad for his career. This conflict of interest between a defence advocate and a judge were bound to surface at some point. And it reared its ugly head soon enough.


Did she think he represented vampires? Their conversations had started to head in the inevitable direction.


‘But ... you defend those who are guilty,’ she said. ‘We’re all guilty ... of something.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘If you saw someone pocketing a stack of stapler pins from your office, would you report it to the authorities?’


‘No.’


‘And if you saw someone stealing five lakh rupees from your office, would you?’


‘Of course.’


‘But they are both thieves since they stole something, so they are both guilty, aren’t they?’


‘Oh ... puh-leeeese, don’t go all philosophical on me. We both know what I mean.’


The strain eventually began weighing heavily on the relationship. Both had demanding jobs, and the added pressure of leading a cautious life to keep their affair hidden from the public became taxing. The brain, which is the most powerful part of the human body, was overcome by the stress. With their minds so out of sync, the physical relationship started to decline too. Lovemaking became mere sex – a mechanical activity.


Besides, tongues had started wagging in and around courtrooms. A judge and advocate romancing was certainly non-conservative, to say the least. And if rumours had started doing the rounds of the courtroom, the media couldn’t be far behind.


The two were mature enough to comprehend which way the relationship was headed. They decided to part ways amicably six months after their first real date. A short-lived romance ...


After they parted ways, two of Akash’s cases were assigned to Shilpa’s court, but he never made an appearance. He had decided to have no dealings with Judge Shilpa Singh in a professional capacity. He didn’t want his client to win or lose because of his past with her. The first one, he let his junior take lead in the courtroom trial, and the other case he passed on to Vansh.
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AKASH WAS UP BEFORE the flight was due to land at Indira Gandhi International Airport. He declined the breakfast that was offered. He had gone to sleep for a while after 11:00 p.m. UK time, so he’d had four hours of sleep, possibly less. He was also exhausted from the seventeen-plus hours of flying in the past twenty-four hours.


The moment they announced that the passengers could switch on their mobile phones, Akash called Vansh, who informed him that Shilpa’s bail had been posted, and that he was waiting to take her to his residence in Defence Colony.


So, she had spent the night in a police station?


In light of what had happened, Shilpa had no doubt made it to the front page of most newspapers. It was a wise decision to take her to Vansh’s house. The media circus would have indeed gathered outside her apartment. Vansh had sounded like he was with other people at the time, so he couldn’t elaborate on the why or the what or the how. ‘We should be home before you,’ Vansh added before disconnecting.


Ordinarily, a defendant charged with a capital offence couldn’t be released on bail if the proof of their guilt was evident or the presumption of guilt was overbearing. With the little information Akash had at the moment, he was certain there had to be an industrial-scale goof-up for the police to have arrested a judge on homicide charges. But these were anything but ordinary circumstances. One didn’t come across esteemed members of the judiciary accused of murdering people on the street every day.


Once out of the aircraft, he rushed to the immigration desk only to encounter one of the few jovial officers there, just when he wasn’t in the mood. The officer looked up at Akash as he glanced at his passport. ‘Did you only go to England to deliver a parcel?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Akash responded, ‘and you know what? I forgot to take it with me. I’m only back to pick it up and leave by the next flight.’


The officer smiled, stamped the passport and handed it over to Akash.


After collecting his bag from the luggage carousel, he walked through the green channel to find Mandeep waiting for him. But before the two walked out of the airport, Akash saw a couple of newspapers at a shop on the way. The Times and The Express. The headlines stopped him in his tracks:


JUDGE OR EXECUTIONER? Delhi District JUDGE ARRESTED FOR MURDER.


But that wasn’t all. The picture on the front page of the newspapers was one of Shilpa walking out of a restaurant on Pandara Road. It was obvious someone had cropped out her companion. Akash knew who had been cut off from the frame. The image was about a year old. Someone had photographed him and Shilpa together on one of their secret dates and and kept the photo all this while, waiting for the right opportunity. And this was as good an occasion to publish it as it could ever get.


Akash was outraged. Having been a lawyer for so long and being exposed to all sorts of evil and deception had invariably made him sceptical of coincidences. Coincidences were a myth. The man in him could let it slip as one, but the lawyer in him didn’t permit it. Whoever it was, they knew Akash Hingorani would come to defend the judge, and they were rattling his chain, or was it a warning of some sort? Someone had leaked this particular image to the media; this wasn’t happenstance at all, no, sir. It’s funny when you think about it, that a picture is indeed worth a thousand words. But whoever it was who did this should have known that pushing Akash Hingorani would only make him come after them, not scare him.


‘Mandeep, we need to go to Def Col.’ Mandeep didn’t need telling where in Def Col. He had driven Akash to and from the Diwans more times than he could count. Had he heard the news? Akash wondered. After all, Mandeep had known about Akash’s short-lived love affair with the judge, but he knew better than to ask or mention anything. If he was surprised that his boss was back in the country in less than twenty-four hours, he didn’t make it obvious.


‘Jee, sir.’


The Delhi rush hour had begun. They weren’t getting to Defence Colony anytime soon, Akash knew. He had bought four newspapers at the airport before exiting. At first glance, the reaction to Judge Shilpa Singh’s arrest seemed mixed.


Some of the publications were unequivocal about their faith in the judge, some were slightly insulting, some abstained from commenting until they had completely gauged the direction of the wind, while others, having already picked a side, blathered nonsense. Akash settled down with The Times to read the details.
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FOR THE VAST MAJORITY of the 1.3 billion people in India, crime means crime, and consequently, a criminal is a criminal. They were naive because they didn’t deal with criminals day after day. The world of crime existed on the periphery for them. It didn’t even occur to most of these people that when they paid an unauthorized broker to procure a driving licence for their children, it was bribery, which is a crime. The same principle applied when they greased someone’s palms to move their loan application up the pile. When they availed out-of-turn favours ...


Everyone’s guilty of something.


However, for most people the biggest window into crime and the criminal world was the news they read or watched on TV. But there are different kinds of criminals, of course. Accidental criminals are the ones who end up doing something on the spur of the moment and repent it their entire lives. Someone passes a lewd comment at the lady you are with and you, in a fit of rage, attack and hurt him. Or when someone occasionally drinks and drives ... these are all accidental crimes. Then there are opportunistic criminals like chain-snatchers, pickpockets – who strike whenever they get a chance. Then come the detestable offenders: burglars, rapists, child molesters, murderers, drug peddlers and the like.


There is yet another despicable variety – pimps of power, politicians, white-collar financial fraudsters. The psychopathology of this breed of criminals is starkly different from others; they are mis-wired to believe they aren’t doing anything wrong. However, they are the most widespread, and the most overlooked. They are the ones who often manage to escape the law, since most often their crimes aren’t against people. Well, at least not physically.


Kailash Prasad belonged to the last class of criminals. He was an MLA – Member of Legislative Assembly – from East Delhi, who had never lived in the ward he represented. He lived in a three-story palatial house in New Friends Colony. He had retained his constituency for three consecutive terms, and in the most recent election, he had won his seat yet again. But there were allegations and accusations of election fraud. His opponent, one Mr Deshmukh Das, had filed a petition in the district court in Saket. Serious charges of election malpractice, booth capturing, bribing and scaring the voters were brought up.
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