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In memory of


RUCHIRA PATHANIA


(1968–2014)


See you later, Ruchira









Author’s Note


IN INDIA, THE TERMS ‘LAWYER’ AND ‘VAKIL’ ARE OFTEN used colloquially while the official term is ‘advocate’ as prescribed under the Advocates Act, 1961. Hence, before some advocate decides to take me to court over this, I confess I have taken the liberty of informally using ‘advocate’, ‘lawyer’, ‘attorney’, ‘solicitor’ and ‘vakil’ in both their singular and plural forms to break the monotony of repetition. I have refrained from using ‘counsellor’ and ‘barrister’, as the former sounded too American and the latter very British.


Judges in the Supreme Court and High Courts of India are addressed as ‘My Lord/My Lady’ – a legacy of the British. India being a constitutional democracy, the Bar Council passed a resolution to refer to judges as ‘Your Honour’ or ‘Janaab’. To preserve the dignity of democracy, at all times I have addressed the judge by these terms.	


At any given point in time, there are over three crore (30 million) cases pending in the Indian courts. Which means, had I adhered to the true timetable for the hearings of this trial, this book could have gone on forever. I have, therefore, fast-tracked the case to bring it to a swifter conclusion.









HINDUISM WAS DESIGNED TO BE A PHILOSOPHY, A WAY OF LIFE. It was never supposed to become a religion, but it inadvertently developed into one. One the simplest of religions, it lets you declare yourself a follower of the faith without even having to perform any rites. The Hindus believe in karma. And reincarnation. Most people equate Hinduism with paganism and a profusion of gods, but that isn’t the case. True, Hindus are polytheistic and recognize the trinity of Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh (commonly known as Shiva). The Creator. The Protector. The Destroyer.


Brahma is a demiurge in the truest sense of the word: the creator of the world, yet he became a subordinate god due to a curse. Fact is, who needs the creator after the creation? Vishnu is the antipode of Brahma. The pantheon of deities – Krishna, Rama, Ganesh et al. – are all avatars of Vishnu, worshipped to protect the believers. Shiva – the god of destruction – is undeniably the most feared and revered of all gods, worshipped in very few forms: as Himself, Nandi (the trusted bull He rides), Vasuki Naga (the serpent wrapped thrice around His neck to represent past, present and future), Trishul (His weapon) and the Lingam (the phallus). Shiva, supposedly, has a third eye on His forehead, which, if He opens, can destroy everything. But Shiva does not wish for an apocalypse. He does not destroy because He wants to; He destroys only when there is no other option.


Your karma invokes His choice.









Prologue


I HAVE REHEARSED THESE LINES NUMEROUS TIMES SINCE THAT ill-fated night. The only question I’d ask God – if there is a God – when I see Him: why me?


If you asked me what one could change in a minute, I would say a whole life. Not even a minute. Just as a life can be created in less than a minute, so can it be taken. I understand that everyone who is born dies, but the time allotted between birth and death is your fate-determined tryst with life. Sadly, the fallout of annihilating a life prematurely is such that it alters the life of not only the one who dies but also the abandoned unfortunates’, imprisoning them in a catchall of lifelong hurt – a pain that does not fade. In my case, kismet had cheated me. It deprived me of my expected predestined stretch with either of my parents on earth.


The day, which for most is the beginning of their lives, ended up being the gloomiest one for me. But it hadn’t started out that way. The beginning and end of that Friday evening were as different as black from white. That evening – electrifying in more ways than one – gave way to a sordid denouement that, until a few hours ago, was absolutely inconceivable. And though it was a celebratory night for all of us who had taken the final undergrad paper, it was a forlorn finish for just one of us. Me.


I have rehearsed these lines countless times since that ill-fated night. The only thing I’d ask God – if there is a God – when I see Him: why me?


Why did it have to be my father who got murdered that night? And if that wasn’t enough, why did it have to be my mother who was accused and convicted of the heinous crime?


My dad – I loathed him more than I loved him – was a successful real estate agent who had also invested in many other real estate developers’ properties. And though he was the sole provider for our family of three, he was a heavy drinker – an obstinate man who had, of late, become a wife-beater. Brawls between my parents over trivial matters had become a regular occurrence. During the Emergency declared by Mrs Gandhi in the late seventies, the uncertainty in the country and the capital city Delhi led the property market to crash. At any given point in time, my father had millions invested in a multitude of building projects, so when the market nosedived, the money became inaccessible. Worse, no one knew how long it would take for the situation to change. The succeeding government formed by the Janata Party could not stay in power long enough to improve matters. Cash became scarce and alcohol proliferated in our household like a virus. The fights became fiercer, more frequent and filthier. Beatings became more unruly. It was almost every day that I saw my mother bruised, beaten black and blue when I returned from college. Now that I had grown up, I warned my dad, but he, still the sole provider, couldn’t care less.


I remember the day vividly. I had returned from the college revelries, drunk and spaced out, maybe even drugged – who knew what we all smoked and drank back then. Walking through the front door, I saw my father leaning over my cowering mother as she lay wailing on the sofa. I rushed to help her, but seeing that my yelling didn’t stop him, I ran into the kitchen, picked up the meat knife and returned to show him its gleaming blade. I told him in as many words that I wouldn’t stop myself from slashing his throat if he didn’t leave my mother alone that minute.


Retracing his steps, his bloodshot eyes staring at me, my father muttered something incoherent.


‘Just get away from her,’ I yelled again, the knife still in my hand.


‘Ungrateful bastard, get out of my house,’ he slurred. Too drunk to argue or confront me any further, he stormed out of the living room and went straight to his bedroom. My mother gave me a vexed look first, then hugged me and followed my father into their room. I was too intoxicated to move, to go to my room or change my clothes, and the last thing I remember was plummeting onto the beige sofa where my parents’ fight had played out only minutes ago. You could have had Kenny G play his soprano sax in my ears and I still wouldn’t have stirred – until I heard my mother’s scream in the early hours of Saturday morning.


I have no recollection of anything except this image, burnt into my mind in 4D – I can still smell the blood, warm and flowing, my mother standing in shock over my father’s body, holding the very meat knife with which I had threatened my dad, her prints all over the long black grip of the blade, her right eye still black.


Although I was wasted the whole time, I carry a faint memory of someone else being in our home that night. It only occurred to me later, much later, who it was, but it was merely my deduction – nothing evidential. However, I never mentioned this to anyone, partly because I myself was never certain whether I had actually seen and heard or simply imagined this person. More importantly, who would have believed anything I said, considering the state I had been in?


And then, the lights went out. I was groping in the darkness, the nothingness. There were flashes in my brain, but they vanished just as instantaneously. I remember tousling my hair in frustration, in shock and horror. Then I passed out again.


With my father dead and my mother arrested – and soon to be incarcerated for the rest of her life – I, Jay Singh, became an orphan that very day. The wheels of my life came off the rails. Clichéd dystopia followed. I was dropped into the real world without warning, like a rookie swimmer pushed into the deep end without a warm-up.


The luxury of dreaming was over.









1


THE BLACK AUDI SLOWED DOWN.


The chauffeur, Bhīma, certainly wasn’t comfortable driving through this sea of traffic with chaotic waves of pedestrians, cycles, rickshaws, two-wheelers and various makes of cheap, derelict cars. Despite being in his air-conditioned enclosure, the sounds from the street were loud and the stench from the open sewage overpowered the expensive deodorant in the car’s ventilation system. The shops on either side of the road were completely rundown – broken signages, shattered windows; gaudy lighting and glaring displays put up to conceal the dilapidated exteriors. Some were even boarded up, and the homeless day labourers were settling in on those storefronts for an early night. An unbroken string of hawkers on trolleys and carts stood outside the shops, blocking access to them, but no one here sold anything of interest to the passenger, or even the chauffeur for that matter. The Audi, in these surroundings, was itself as out of place as a camel marching in a zebra suit. People turned to see if the car accommodated some celebrity – a film star, a singer, a cricketer – but the darkened windows disallowed it. They assumed it would be some VIP and moved on.


‘Stop anywhere after that white building on the left,’ said the sahib from the back seat, pointing at the building in the next block.


‘Jee, hukum,’ Bhīma replied.


The car turned left into a side road and stopped. Bhīma got out. He was wearing a suit. Summer, winter, autumn, spring, morning, noon, evening or night, Bhīma always wore a suit; it was part of his uniform. More importantly, in deference to his boss’s safety, he kept a licenced handgun – a Colt Anaconda .44 Magnum – concealed inside his suit jacket. As with others like him, there were more firearms that Jay Singh owned, but this handgun was the only one that the authorities knew of. Bhīma looked around, his sharp eyes darting like a fox’s to canvass the area around the car. Built like a small mountain, he could well have been a reincarnation of the legendary Bhīma from the Mahabharata or a cousin of the modern-day Khali of WWE fame. At six feet eleven inches and weighing over 170 kilos, he towered over everyone and everything, especially his boss, who stood at a mere five-foot-seven. He was Jay Singh’s chauffeur-cum-bodyguard-cum-valet-cum-man Friday, and as loyal to his ‘hukum’ as a thoroughbred St Bernard. Truth is, no one makes such devoted friends in life without eliciting fierce animosity in others. Sometimes you create enemies that stay enemies till they croak. Or you do. An armistice is simply out of the question. Of course, some of Jay’s arch enemies had attempted to do what they themselves couldn’t achieve with Bhīma around: persuade and bribe him, but it wasn’t money that got his loyalty. It was a deep-rooted debt of gratitude that – despite Jay treating him as a close friend – led the latter to revere his master as no lesser than a god. The alliance, the bond was simply unfaltering, and the fidelity absolute and indefatigable.


Once sure of the security details, Bhīma got out to open the rear door for the sahib, who offered an almost imperceptible nod of approval and walked towards the white building – a hospital. Just before entering, Jay put a hand in his jacket’s inner pocket and speed-dialled Bhīma’s cell from his spare phone. This covert call would continue till he returned within Bhīma’s field of sight. This was standard operating procedure. Bhīma would attentively listen to all communication on his car radio – a passer-by could be forgiven for thinking that he was listening to the audio version of George Orwell’s Animal Farm – and would react within seconds, in case his boss was in trouble of any sort.
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The hospital – if one could call it that – was more of a general practitioner’s clinic, with basic facilities and seven rooms for private patients. If one were to look at the official hospital listings in Gurgaon – the existence of which was a mystery in itself – BK Memorial Hospital wouldn’t even feature. Jay’s research had revealed that it was run by its owner–proprietor, one Dr K. K. Mehta, who was a plain MBBS with no specialization. Yet, business was brisk, with a never-ending queue of patients from eight in the morning until eight in the evening. In fairness, Mehta worked relentlessly and even took on apprentices to help out with the patients; he had ten nurses working in shifts to provide services to private beds 24x7.


‘What can I do for you?’ asked the receptionist with henna-streaked hair, looking up from the computer screen she might have been staring at for the last ten or so hours.


Jay could see the bewilderment on her pretty face. He knew that by no stretch of the imagination did he look or dress like the patients who consulted Dr Mehta on a regular basis, but he didn’t care. Wasn’t that the sole reason he was here? Moreover, she had no business judging him.


‘I have an appointment with Dr Mehta at 7:45.’


‘Your name, please?’


‘Singh, Jay Singh.’


The girl quickly browsed through the diary on the screen in front of her.


‘Take a seat, Mr Singh. Dr Mehta is with a patient. He’ll call you as soon as he’s done.’


Jay lifted the sleeve of his expensive olive green linen jacket and glanced at the Hublot on his wrist: 7:38. He was indeed early, despite the traffic. Looking around, Jay found the reception area to be completely unoccupied, exactly as he had expected. He had booked the last available appointment of the day as he didn’t want Dr Mehta to be in any kind of haste to see a subsequent patient. One needed time to build comradeship.


Jay sat there, taking in the clinic: basic yet clean, professional yet unsophisticated – several past issues of the ubiquitous health and vigour magazines, found only in waiting areas of doctors, dentists and vets, were scattered on the only table in the room. Dr Mehta could do so much better.


‘Mr Singh,’ the girl’s voice broke Jay’s trance. ‘Sir will see you now.’


Jay looked at his watch again. 7:53. The doctor had made him wait eight minutes. He got up and elegantly walked to the receptionist. ‘Thank you,’ he said with a charming smile that left the girl’s knees a bit wobbly, and moseyed into the doctor’s room. What was the rush?


‘Good evening, Mr . . .’ Dr Mehta uttered, looking up from his screen and standing up to receive his last patient for the day. His countenance also communicated that his clients didn’t look anything like the swish client who had just walked in. ‘. . . Singh.’


‘Good evening, Doctor.’


‘How may I help you, Mr Singh?’


‘You can call me Jay,' he said, skimming the room in one glance. Certificates of his practice, his medical school diplomas, a photograph of his hospital being inaugurated by somebody – even if the somebody wasn’t influential enough to be a known face – and an overabundance of inconsequential freebies most obviously gifted by some pharma reps.


‘I want to invest in your hospital, doc.’ Jay pulled up a chair and sat down without invitation. He looked around to check if there were any cameras or recording devices. None.


‘Excuse me?’ Dr Mehta looked confounded. He almost fell into his chair and his eyebrows rose a few centimetres.


‘You heard it right, Dr Mehta. I am here to make a deal.’


‘Have me met before, Jai?’


‘Jay, like the alphabet J.’


‘Have we ever met before, Jay?’ the doctor repeated.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘So, would you mind if I asked who are you?’


‘Jay Singh. I am a straight-talking defence advocate who wants to invest in your hospital—’


‘I am a doctor and you, a defence advocate. Why would you want to invest in a hospital? More importantly, why would I let you invest in my hospital?’ Dr Mehta interjected impatiently.


‘Because, Dr Mehta, it will be mutually beneficial.’ Jay smiled.


‘I am not sure I understand you, Mr Jay Singh.’


‘I have a very important client, of incredibly high net worth, Dr Mehta, who is also a prominent member of society. A scumbag annoyed him on New Year’s Eve when my client was with a friend, a lady friend, and in the ensuing clamour my client shot the lowlife in the knee. You see, my client is a little hot-headed, but that is another story.’


‘I am still not sure I understand what you’re trying to say, Jay. Is there a real purpose to this meeting?’ Dr Mehta looked at the Novatel clock on his desk. Definitely a freebie.


‘Would you want to attend to something else before we continued with our meeting, Dr Mehta?’


‘No. I need to visit the private rooms before I leave the hospital, but I’d like to hear about this strange and loony client of yours first, so please keep it short.’


‘My client, Dr Mehta, as I said, is a prominent member of society who shouldn’t have been involved in this brawl in the first place. To make matters worse, his ‘girlfriend’ that evening was an escort – you see, this information, and the unlicenced firearm my client used, could land him in a difficult position—’


‘Please stop.’ Dr Mehta put his hand up. ‘I am not at all interested in your client, his extracurricular activities, his high net worth, or any of that nonsense. Why am I supposed to know all this? Please come to the point; I need to leave.’


‘Oh yes, I forgot . . . you might have another appointment.’


‘No, as I said, I need to wind up and go home.’


‘Sure.’ Jay passed a wicked, knowing smile. ‘Dr Mehta, my client could not have shot this miscreant because he wasn’t at the said location at the time. He was at your hospital undergoing treatment, under your observation.’


‘Who is it? I don’t remember any patient of mine who is a “prominent”’ – Dr Mehta used his fingers as quote marks to emphasize the word – ‘member of society. What treatment was he undergoing?’


‘That’s the catch, Dr Mehta, he wasn’t. But I’d like you to work your records to provide him with an airtight alibi.’


‘Oh, I see. So you want me to give a false statement in court?’


‘You’re a remarkably smart man, Dr Mehta.’


‘Get out.’ Mehta released a loud breath and pointed towards the door.


‘You must be joking.’ Jay did not even as much as shift in his seat. He had been in such situations before and some insolence was expected.


‘I don’t want any money, any offer of partnership, any more of your garbage. Please leave.’


Dr Mehta almost spat out and pointed towards the door.


‘Dr Mehta—’


‘I have ethics.’


‘Ethics. Morals. Scruples. Before you realize, you’ll pull your conscience into the conversation. Why get into all that rubbish, Dr Mehta? My client can build another hospital for you, renovate this one; he’ll do whatever you ask for.’


‘I cannot imagine that you, a protector of legal rights and a supposed upholder of ethics, are attempting to entice me, a doctor, to save a criminal’s life. Is that why you studied law? To break it, to support criminals?’ Mehta picked up his phone and fumbled with the numbers without taking his gaze away from the gutsy intruder. Jay’s countenance still did not change one bit. It was water off a duck’s back. He sat there, listening judiciously to the doctor – who, in his early fifties, was probably a decade older than him – as though some priest was admonishing him, an infidel, after a grave misconduct. Mehta, on the other side of the desk, sounded exasperated by Jay’s lack of principles.


‘Will you please leave, or do you want me to call the police?’


‘I’m sorry to have bothered you, Dr Mehta. It’s my mistake, totally, to have underestimated your integrity. I’ll leave. But before I go, could I show you something, please?’


‘It better be something worthwhile.’


‘It sure is.’ He pulled a white envelope out of the inside pocket of his jacket. Carefully – taking his time so as to irk the doctor – Jay drew out a couple of photographs from the envelope and handed them to Mehta. The doctor looked like a corpse; the blood drained from his face like someone had thwarted the supply. He turned the shade of cheap limestone. Jay noticed a discernible sigh and thought he even heard the doctor’s stomach grumble.


‘Where—?’


‘Where did I get these from? Oh, Dr Mehta, I have sources. A middle-aged, respectable married man like you, with grown-up daughters, shouldn’t be jazzing around with a girl your daughter’s age. Truth is such a bastard. It always gets out at the most inappropriate time and place, without any warning. I would be devastated to send these to your wife. Think about your family, and if your patients – the people who respect you – came to know of this, what implications would it have on your practice?’


‘What do you want?’


‘Dr Mehta, I believe that our ancestors – the monkeys – had established a fair and simple exchange mechanism when it came to services. They scratched each other’s backs. You must have heard the phrase: You scratch my back, and I scratch yours. Simple reciprocity.’


‘And how do you intend to scratch my back?’


‘First, I won’t ask you for yet another favour. Well, not using the same photographs again, at least. Plus, I could arrange for a generous donation – from abroad, of course, which can never be traced back – to your hospital.’


‘I guess I don’t have a choice.’


‘Not anymore. You made your choice when you agreed to have an extramarital relationship. So, do we have a deal?’


‘Wouldn’t someone ask why this prominent member of society was admitted into my care in this hospital?’ Mehta looked around to convey that this wasn’t the hospital where the high and mighty came for treatment. A smile appeared on Jay’s face. Mehta’s question suggested that his initial aversion to the offer was fading. Anyone with an above-average IQ knows that they have got to, at some point, pay the price for the derby they’ve lost. The doctor’s payback time had come.


‘Because, by the time this case comes to court, you, Dr Mehta, will be a big name. Your hospital will have been inaugurated and endorsed by powerful people.’


‘How?’


‘I bury such bodies every day. Leave the behind-the-scenes arrangements to yours truly. Don’t worry.’


Dr Mehta looked crestfallen; he simply nodded. Just in case Dr Mehta didn’t agree to Jay’s proposal, he had an appointment with another equally unknown doctor, but he was confident Mehta would relent when his testes were put in a nutcracker. It was naive to argue with reality. Mehta’s family and his practice would all be in jeopardy if these pictures of him straying were exposed.


‘Someone from my office shall contact you with details of how, what and when, Dr Mehta. All I need is half a day of your time to testify in court when the time comes.’


The doctor nodded again. Trepidation showed in his eyes; he was reluctant but pragmatic. He couldn’t picture a way out. What a fool he had been for pure carnal pleasure. His impiety had brought him to this. Jay got up, straightened and buttoned up his jacket and stretched out his hand. A startled Mehta offered his limp hand.


‘Could I drop you somewhere? I’ll be discreet,’ Jay added earnestly.


‘No, thanks.’


‘Have a good day, Dr Mehta, whatever is left of it.’


Jay Singh was out of his room before Mehta could blink. He was gone, and he didn’t leave any details behind.
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‘We never came here,’ Jay carefully articulated to Bhīma. It wasn’t so much a directive for him, as an aside for the number-crunching bookkeepers that kept the taxman at bay. Unlike Grisham’s novels set in the US, Jay didn’t bill hours; he was retained for defence cases. Most defence advocates in India are put on a comprehensive retainer. In any event, you only came to Jay Singh if you had incredibly deep pockets and when you were book-ended by law enforcement. Politely put: when you were knee-deep in shit. The guilty – or the not-so-innocent – clients didn’t challenge his exorbitant fee. Jay was paid for every waking minute of his time: his fuel, travel, meals, security and an unquestionable and generous expense account and whatnot by the clients that he signed up to represent.


‘Where, hukum?’


Jay knew Bhīma would make something up if quizzed by accountants.


‘Attaboy! It’s been a long day. Let’s go home now.’


‘Jee, hukum.’ Bhīma put the long-wheelbase A8 into drive.


Jay reclined into the comfort of the fawn leather in the rear cabin of the car, thinking about the case at hand as the vehicle negotiated this repulsive semi-urban part of Gurgaon. He knew that all courtroom trials followed the same routine. A good criminal defence advocate – the autodidactic Jay Singh reiterated to himself from time to time – needed to have a credible story and must know the art of telling it skilfully. The practised art of storytelling dictated that a proficient advocate discoursed a major part of the plot, allowing his client and witnesses to speak less. There was, of course, a very narrow latitude here, a fine line across which it could be deemed as leading the client and/or witnesses, and a good storyteller recognized exactly where it was and never crossed it – precisely, where the opponent could cry ‘objection’. Jay was well versed in that. The prosecution and defence would present their respective narratives, using the same characters – not one less, not one more – and since there were no juries in India, the judge had the unconditional power to discard one account and accept the other. But here lay the catch: It was almost a prerequisite that the preparation of the story began much earlier.


Jay had just started laying the groundwork. With an alibi from a soon-to-be highly reputable doctor, detailing the whereabouts of the accused on the night of the said incident, the prosecution wouldn’t be left with much premise. No judge in any courthouse could argue with that. End of story. O. J. Simpson’s case in the US was a lesson to everyone across the world – and maybe even on Mars, if the aliens were clued in – that there is a big difference between being innocent and being not guilty. That difference, in legal parlance, is called evidence. Not being guilty sets you free; the world can only point fingers.


The only golden rule a good defence advocate follows is that there is no rule. That accepted, everything is possible. Right, wrong, true, false were good for textbooks. The tyros believe in those principles, the naive philosophize about them, the religious get their consciences involved. Not Jay Singh; in fact, he found it intolerably difficult to comprehend the senseless morality bug. He believed that honesty was overrated and that the whole morality thing was hyped; he hadn’t started out with that belief, but you couldn’t argue with him on that. Not now. He bent witnesses, bought out the prosecution’s testifiers to turn them hostile, blackmailed people into providing alibis. And was it finagling if the witnesses declined to come forth? Although it could never be proved, the word in some circles was that some of the mafia guys were paid protection money – hafta – by Jay Singh. He kept some VIPs on his side too, by being a bagman for them and thus, he was wired into the legal, political, medical and underworld communities, all while enjoying a kind of immunity. Nevertheless, he knew there was always danger lurking in the margins.


Jay hadn’t always been like this. But the Devil is a bullish buyer and a fierce negotiator. How much you sell your soul for the first time depends on – and only on – how hungry you are. Jay Singh sold his soul for the proverbial song years ago, when he was starving.


Excused?


But once he traded it, he repeatedly peddled it like an aging hooker who craved to cash in as much as she could before her expiry date. If there indeed was a heaven, Jay Singh didn’t aspire to witness it. He looked out of the window as the car crossed over to the newer face of the city. Droves of cars – moving slow like a cortège of snails – were almost parked in traffic in the city that provided no parking space otherwise. The irony made him smile. Gurgaon was a rabbit warren now. The veneer of civilization barely covered the piqued passions of the people honking a variety of horns from all sorts of automobiles. Somehow the bright brains responsible for the city’s planning thought that the solution to all traffic problems was to build a flyover. No other way was even considered to ease the traffic. No bylanes, no channelling traffic, nothing. The city had nastily spread far beyond everyone’s expectations, but the sameness of the malls, the concrete high-rises, the ostentatious display of wealth was now beyond vulgar. As they say, whenever prosaic life has threatened, man has gone to the moon or Mars or built yet another dick-compensating tower. The once small village – Guru Dronacharya’s Gaon, hence the portmanteau ‘Guru-Gaon’ – was now a sprawling and uncontainable city. Just then, the car ascended onto yet another flyover. Jay neither liked the grim nor the glitzy side of the city.


He got down when Bhīma passed the security gates and stopped by the front porch of his farmhouse in Chhatarpur. Security being paramount, Jay had decided to buy this place over any apartment or bungalow in New Delhi. A swimming pool and tennis court filled the large space between the main gate and the actual house, unlike the quintessential Delhi properties which, despite being exorbitantly priced, had very big houses packed into very small plots, with balconies sometimes jutting out over the main boundary wall.


Jay looked up to the heavens. The night sky was scattered with cumulus clouds, like faint white cotton wool floating across. Nothing major, they weren’t rain clouds. The white bubbles looked more like a painter’s afterthought: it might have been all inky blue; white was only to add another colour. Another irony, he smiled, knowing white was technically not a colour.


Sheeba, the faithful German Shepherd, came running to greet her master; her big bushy tail took it upon itself to shame a small windmill. Jay bent down to caress his best friend. Satisfied after a few strokes under her chin, Sheeba’s enthusiasm waned; the tail moving listlessly, she lay on the floor with her eyes open, seeking belly rubs.


The Pharaonic house had a living area only on the ground floor, 4,000-square feet of open space with just four floor-to-ceiling red-brick pillars breaking the expanse of the room. No walls. The main door opened into this area and not a separate foyer. To the right of the entrance was the formal sitting room – a proper drawing room – that had black leather sofas, a coffee table and some Persian rugs. Champlevé lamps adorned the console table behind the three-seater sofa, red silk jacquard curtains draped the ceiling-high French windows – red, in Jay’s mind, wasn’t a fashion statement, it was an attitude, a passion for life. People who sported deep colours were, by nature, intense. As such, this expensively ornate part wasn’t much visited unless formal guests, or sometimes clients, were being entertained. Despite it having no door or walls to prevent her, Sheeba was aware her fur was not welcome in the area. The left side of the living quarter was the informal entertainment zone with comfy fabric sofas and chairs with ottomans, a television, music system and a well-stocked bar. This area, too, had its set of French windows overlooking the swimming pool, and the sheer organza curtains allowed light to penetrate and permit visibility. The side being east-facing, the morning sun crept into the ground floor here. The back of the room housed a dining table; a door on the left led to the kitchen. A peep into the residence could never reveal the lack of a woman’s touch.


The entire house and the surrounding area were covered by ANG 2000, a powerful counter-surveillance device designed to beat all wired microphones inside the walls and floor. The formidable audio-masking system could defeat any eavesdropping devices that banked on acoustic leakage. And before you think this was the only place protected, his car and office were equally well-secured too. The hunter who sets traps for others always ensures he guards himself against those very traps.


Jay got up after petting Sheeba for a while and headed straight for the bar. The evening had just begun. The caretaker of his house, a short and frail Nepalese man, Bahadur, must’ve heard him return. He entered the room with other bar accoutrements – an ice bucket, soda water, thinly sliced cheddar.


‘Salaam, sahib.’


Jay smiled. ‘Salaam, Bahadur. I’ll dine late. Please give Sheeba her food, and you and Bhīma have your dinner whenever you’re hungry. Don’t wait up for me.’


Sheeba’s ears twitched on hearing her name. Bahadur left the sahib in the living room and returned to the kitchen. Jay heard the front door open and, catching Sheeba’s newfound excitement, guessed it would be Bhīma. Looking through his vinyls, he landed on Symphony of Destruction; some thrash metal was required to let the aggression out. He turned up the amplifier to a deafening level and Megadeth started dispensing the drums as Jay poured four fingers of Chivas into his tumbler.


‘You take a mortal man and put him in control . . . watch him become a God.’


Jay smirked at the lyrics; a reptilian smile crossed his lips as he thought about how he had tilted the game for the prosecution and the plaintiff. They would be ambushed. There was little chance that they could survive the devious trap. Game over, job done. The sight of victory, no matter how small or disingenuously achieved, was always attractive.
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THE LAW FIRM OF COOPER & SINGH OCCUPIED 20,000 SQUARE feet in Gurgaon’s Unitech Cyber Centre. The plaque called out Sam Cooper and Jay Singh as the two partners. They had in their employ salaried advocates, associates, interns, notaries, secretaries and other support staff. No one had ever met Sam Cooper; he didn’t operate from the Gurgaon office. He apparently worked in London and handled the firm’s UK business. The truth was that Sam did not operate from any office, because he was not a qualified advocate. He was Jay Singh’s friend from college, who only graced the advocate’s residence infrequently and proffered advice, sometimes even unsolicited. However, having a fictitious consulting advocate and a spurious partner at Cooper & Singh was like gold dust icing on the proverbial cake.


When success had come calling without warning, Jay decided that a Western-sounding name lent more credence to his legal firm. That aside, it was fiscally beneficial too. As the senior partner of the firm, Sam Cooper had to be supposedly conferred with on critical cases, which involved an additional fee to be deposited in foreign currency into an offshore account. If the client wished to avail legitimate channels, they could pay Jay, who would then transfer the money to his partner. Alternatively, the client could pay directly into a numbered account in Switzerland that belonged to Mr Sam Cooper.


No one knew of this con. No one except Jay Singh, and he, too – after having repeated the story numerous times to all and sundry, including the lift operator in the office towers – had almost convinced himself that Sam Cooper was a partner. His partner. Cooper & Singh – now that was an act of genius.
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Jay had two seasonal wardrobes. Sartorial elegance. The summer wardrobe featured linen suits in every distinguishable shade, from olive to khaki to white. The winter wardrobe consisted of pure wool suits, from ash to blues; no blacks, as that was the courthouse uniform. His mood dictated his choice of shirt for the day – plain white cotton or printed. A set of his clothes remained in the annexe of his office, and some spare clothes were even kept in the Audi. The court uniform – the black suits – were equally spread over his home, the office and the car.
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Jay’s head spun when he walked out of the elevator wearing a linen suit; he had wantonly consumed a bottle of Chivas, almost in its entirety, after his successful meeting with Dr Mehta the previous evening. Alcohol, for him, was both a propellant and a companion to his chronic insomnia. Still groggy, he had switched between hot and cold water in the shower to inoculate himself against the hangover, but it didn’t seem to have worked much. As he walked past the ‘good mornings’, he asked his secretary Julie for a strong cup of coffee before pacing into his office and shutting the door behind him.


Julie brought in the coffee. ‘Everything okay with you, Jay?’


‘Oh yes, just a bit of a headache. I was working late last night. Thanks.’


He knew Julie could tell he was lying. He also knew she wouldn’t probe or challenge him. And he was right. Jay took the first sip of the hot brew after Julie left his office and opened his daily folder. It was brimming with news clippings, political updates, judicial shuffles, murders, reports on current cases, dates for court appearances, personal appointments, internal office operations – the list was unending. Snafu, business as usual. He struggled to smile; his body hadn’t recovered. He glanced at the plasma screen that hung from the wall on the right, a news bulletin running in the background. Besides the big screen, an iMac, the two phones at his desk and his mobiles, the office conspicuously lacked any display of technology. There was a large ebony desk with green leather inlay, and the walls were covered with mahogany racks filled with legal volumes. Jay held strong, unshakable opinions about most things; he believed that making an office too high-tech gave it an unfriendly touch, like the occupant was ostentatious. After all, the clients who visited him needed greater reassurance from him than his gadgets.


Jay had never experienced ataraxia; the past had hounded him when his career was flagging. The pain never subsided. He had been – for whatever inexplicable reasons – confident that all would be set right once his career took off. Now, even as his career flourished and he immersed himself in work, work and more work – and everything else stood a distant second in importance, including his son – his anxieties returned. Or maybe anxiety was his second nature. With his professional success failing to banish the constant anxiety, even hope had stopped visiting him. Images from the past scared him.


His mother had been accused, and convicted, of killing his father. Her own husband. That ugly truth had reverberated in his conscience for over two decades now. Even the thought of that black day tormented him; its memory had crucified him a million times over. Was there an escape from this? Would he ever be normal? His anxieties rose with the moon, not that they were tidally connected, but because he was usually drinking by himself until late into the night. Irrespective of how much he tried, misery remained loyal to him. Pushing back those awful feelings throughout the day and maintaining the façade of a successful vakil sahib was, well, part of the reason why the nights were so unforgiving.


He had tried to quit alcohol many times, but each time he had fallen through the cracks and gone foraging in the middle of the night, when some nightmare from his fractured past had woken him, shaking and sweating. He always came back to drinking even more excessively after such attempts. Then he stopped. Stopped attempting to quit, that is. A thriving career meant he could afford expensive scotch every night. And, if he required, vodka during the day – after someone had divulged to him that vodka didn’t reek, at least not as much as whisky.


Fortunately, there was only one appointment on his schedule that day. No court appearances. It wasn’t that he hadn’t attended court while inebriated before, but it didn’t help being so terribly hungover. Justice Chowdhary of the Delhi High Court had even issued him a warning upon noticing his befuddled state – Jay had pleaded it was from what he had drunk the previous night, but he, of all people, knew he had lied. Justice Chowdhary had put it in writing that he seek professional help and report back. Of course, he had appeared in court under the influence even after that initial warning, though only when it was unavoidable; luckily, he hadn’t been caught out. The next time that he was ever caught in a similar state, Jay knew all too well, he could face suspension or even be barred from the bar altogether, depending on the judge and his mood on the day.


Jay understood the risk. He wanted to avoid it, but he knew his drinking habits had spiralled out of control. His appointment with the therapist was today, yet he wasn’t convinced they could say or do anything, unless it was magical, could make him quit alcohol. However, he acknowledged there was no way he could cancel or postpone.


A knock on his office door brought him out of his reverie. Bhīma brought in his bag from the car. For a man his size, Bhīma moved like a feather – swift and soundless: a butterfly in elephant’s hide. A few times a week when Jay got intoxicated at home and fell, it was Bhīma who, like a ghost, silently picked him up and deposited him in his bed. Jay appreciated Bhīma’s benevolence, but the two never spoke about it: No-ask-no-tell-no-discuss. Bhīma knew the boss had been hurt by something in the past, but he never questioned.
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Still recovering from the stupor, disinclined to start on anything, Jay heard the desk phone buzz and answered. It was Julie. Must be a call from a client, he reckoned.


‘A Mr Vinay Kumar is on the line.’


‘Who?’


‘Mr Vinay Kumar – he sounds desperate and wants to speak to you. Only Mr Jay Singh, he says.’


It appeared as if Mr Kumar was in some kind of trouble. People didn’t come rushing to a criminal advocate if their wife was in labour or if they won a fucking lottery. It was a professional minus – no one called up a criminal defence advocate in a happy situation, but a client in trouble always paid double.


‘Put him through after two minutes.’


Let the desperation get to the brim.


Jay placed the receiver down and gazed at the blinking red light, indicating a waiting call. He picked up the line only when he was certain that the casualness in his voice would sound natural, unpremeditated. ‘Jay Singh here, how may I help you, Mr Kumar?’ he asked in an unruffled tone, dropping no hints that he was aware of his fretfulness.


‘Hello Mr Singh, I’m Vinay Kumar. You don’t know me personally, but you might know my father, G. D. Kumar, an MLA from UP in the nineties. He’s retired now.’


He isn’t exactly on my speed dial, Jay fancied saying, but instead pursed his lips and closed his eyes, like he was in some meditational trance. It didn’t take long for him to comprehend who Vinay Kumar’s father was: a corrupt son-of-a-bitch state-minister who had pocketed millions. Sensing the fear and dismay in Vinay Kumar’s voice, however, he quickly grasped it was probably good for his business.


‘Oh yes, I do.’ Jay maintained the gentle magnanimity in the tone. ‘Very nice guy.’


‘I’m in trouble, Mr Singh.’


Don’t insult my fucking intelligence, I already gathered as much.


‘I kind of guessed that. What kind of trouble?’


‘I have been arrested this morning for the murder of my girlfriend.’


‘Go on . . .’


‘Someone shot her point-blank last night. I was picked up by the local police and brought into the police station for questioning. I want to hire you to defend me and get me released. Would you please do that for me?’


‘Okay, I get it. Do not, I repeat, do not speak to the police under any circumstances until I get there. What have you told the police so far?’


‘Just what I’ve told you.’


‘Have they charged you with anything?’


‘They wouldn’t tell me, I’ve been asking. Please come right away, Mr Singh.’


‘Which police station are you in?’


‘Saket. Please don’t worry about the fees; I will pay anything you ask for.’


Oh, you definitely will.


‘That’s not important at the moment; we can always discuss it later.’


‘Thank you, sir. And please don’t tell my dad anything at this moment. I’ll explain it to him when I see him.’


‘Don’t worry on that account. I’ll be there as soon as I can. And remember, not another word to the police until I arrive.’


‘I won’t.’


‘Good. See you in a bit.’


The phone clicked. What was this lamb worth? Probably millions, and in this situation he would pay with his skin if required. Was he the only heir to his rich and corrupt father? A good thing for billings. Whoever said earning money wasn’t simple? Jay pressed the buzzer on his desk and a moment later Julie appeared.


‘Send for Bhīma, please. And I am going out for a few hours to see a new client. Only redirect urgent calls to my mobile.’


Julie nodded and left the office as Jay slurped the last dregs of his coffee. It tasted disgusting, but it didn’t matter. He was on a high now.


The drive from Gurgaon to Saket is long – whatever the time of the day, the cracked tarmac is never enough for the number of cars in the National Capital Region. The cars drive close to one another, like dogs sniffing each other’s backsides. The Saket police station is nestled behind PVR, between the hip J Block market and the not-so-trendy K Block. With India’s first Multiplex – PVR – opening in the late nineties, the J Block transformed into a hangout joint for the young crowd. Then, with the arrival of Citywalk mall, the cafés, designer shops, fancy restaurants and the pretentious art scene drew people from other locations. The crowd had increased manifold and the state of the infrastructure – like that of many other places in Delhi – wasn’t able to cope with the growing population. Bhīma knew where he was taking Jay, and he quietly slalomed around the stalled vehicles with dexterity to keep moving in the traffic until they got there. He cut the engine outside the police station.


Stepping into the building was like walking into a time machine. The place looked like it had been last refurbished when the Berlin Wall fell – or more like when the Berlin Wall went up; cheap vinyl pretending to be leather, paint peeling off the walls and the furnishings that were at least a decade past their expiry date. The Station House Officer recognized Jay Singh and smiled.


‘Welcome, Mr Singh, welcome,’ he said in a friendly tone.


Well-nigh-legendary, Jay knew that his mighty reputation always preceded him. After all, he was a known figure, a near-celebrity, a well-connected vakil sahib, and such courtesy was expected, for the police in Delhi knew too well who they needed to be respectful towards and who they could sink their fangs into.


‘Thank you, Inspector,’ Jay responded with his signature authority and charm, holding his hand out for a firm handshake. If you’re five feet seven, you are considered short and inadvertently develop the Napoleon complex – an inherent defence mechanism to guard yourself from those who are bigger or taller. It isn’t something you work towards; it’s just a subconscious reflex. Of course, as you grow up you learn to cite examples of great personalities – Gandhi, Alexander – who were short but stood tall. You extravagantly claim you are glad to be short; there are far too many disadvantages of being tall; economy seats in airlines being one of most quoted of all examples. Jay Singh was no different. Building a large personality wasn’t an option for him. It was a question of survival for the shorty: in school, to not be bullied; in a large crowd, to be heard; in parties, to shine. And in courtrooms and police stations, too, his personality overcame his physical stature.


Fortunately, for lack of evidence and/or witnesses, Vinay Kumar hadn’t been charged for the murder. He was a suspect all right, but the police couldn’t retain him. Ergo, no bail was required at this point. Jay signed all the necessary release documents and walked out with Kumar within an hour – by bureaucratic standards, no small achievement that.


Bhīma appeared immediately as he saw the two men come out of the building. Besides other features, Jay’s right-hand man had an enviable quality: irrespective of where he was parked, and regardless of the fact that Jay could miss the conspicuous Audi and the even more noticeable man who drove it, Bhīma could always spot his hukum before the latter went looking for him.


‘Can you guarantee that you can get me out of this mess?’ Kumar asked the moment Bhīma put the car in gear.


‘Unfortunately, there are no guarantees in this business. This is not a car repair shop, and we’re not replacing a head gasket. If I agree to represent you in court, I sign on to save your head.’


‘But I didn’t do it.’


‘Then you don’t need to worry at all. Are you ready to come to my office to talk about it now?’


‘I don’t want to bog you down with details . . .’


‘Thanks for being considerate, but I love the details. If you were in my shoes, you’d appreciate details too. So, if you aren’t ready now, call my secretary and fix an appointment when you are, Mr Kumar. Where can we drop you?’ It was hard to fathom if this guy was still in shock or a complete idiot to think his own defence advocate didn’t require every minute detail.
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Three hours later, Kumar and Jay sat in the latter’s office to discuss the case.


Burly with a curly coiffure, and wearing a white button-down shirt with denims, even a seated Vinay Kumar seemed taller than Jay. That’s the first thing the defence advocate noticed. Kumar’s eyes were red, which was hardly a surprise since he hadn’t slept much the night before, and the stress of being pulled up by the police must have only added to that. The coffee had been served and downed, the chinaware removed from the table and Julie had been instructed to hold back all calls unless there was an emergency. Jay had already received some details of the case from his inside sources at the Saket police station. Kumar’s girlfriend, Gina Pinto, had been shot dead between 00:00 and 01:00 hours in the morning. A retiree who lived on a floor above in the building opposite to Gina had made the call to the police around 3 a.m. and reported the death. He had, supposedly, got up in the night for some cold water, walked into his kitchen and, as was his habit, looked out of his kitchen window. The voyeur could peep into Gina’s living room and bedroom from his kitchen – and it seemed he got up several times most nights to ‘check’ if she’d indeed forgotten to pull down the blinds. How perversely convenient. But on this particular night, he had seen her lying in a pool of blood on her living room floor with the lights on.


Kumar, a married man, visited Gina on most evenings and dined with her. Kumar’s wife had known about the illicit relationship and complained about it to her father-in-law, but nothing had changed. Kumar didn’t bother to alter his ways. Nothing suggested that his corrupt dad intervened to end the association. The apple, as they say, does not fall very far from the tree: debauched pig, crooked bacon. Rumour had it that Gina was now demanding more of Kumar’s time and money, which wasn’t good for this rich pervert’s image and political ambitions. Thankfully, the news of her death hadn’t made it to the afternoon bulletins. At least not yet.


‘Care to give me the details now?’ Jay started once Kumar looked a bit settled in his chair.


‘I didn’t kill her.’


‘I got that part. What exactly happened?’


‘I was with Gina – my girlfriend – last night, like most nights. She had cooked dinner, which we had with a bottle of wine. I left for my place around midnight . . .’


‘Could you please start from the beginning? Who was Gina Pinto, where did you meet her and how?’


‘I met Gina at a party a few years ago . . .’


‘No ambiguities, please, Mr Kumar. When and at which party?’


‘I met her in June 2007, at a common friend’s party and we became friends almost immediately.’


Kumar provided details of said party. Some of the information was uncalled for, but Jay decided not to interrupt. He could always comb through the material later and skip the unnecessary bits. When asked about Gina Pinto’s next of kin, Kumar informed him that she always insisted that both her parents were long dead, and she had no siblings. Kumar needlessly went on to explain that she had always avoided discussing her past and family. She was from somewhere in Bandra in Mumbai. Jay put in a note to check with the Bandra police station, if required.


‘Was she single?’ Jay asked after Kumar seemed to have concluded his loquacious yarn.


‘Yep.’


‘And you?’ the advocate asked as he scribbled notes on his yellow legal pad without looking up. Jay was simultaneously making a task list of investigations he’d need carried out before deciding whether he was willing to represent Kumar in court.


‘No, but we were just friends to begin with.’


‘So you were already married when you met her?’


A nod.


‘And how did you come to know her intimately?’ Jay looked up to check Kumar’s countenance. A bit of love or passion or whatever his face betrayed.


‘Friendship turned into liking each other, I mean . . . I don’t have a great relationship with my wife, so there was a natural attraction towards . . .’


How many women fell for the same ridiculous excuse men gave them – ‘I don’t get along with my wife’?


‘. . . we occasionally met at random cafés before the companionship graduated to the next level.’


Tryst is the word you’re looking for.


‘What did Gina do for a living?’


‘She was an event manager when I met her, but she quit shortly afterwards. She wasn’t working.’


‘So it is fair to assume you supported her financially. Correct?’	


‘Yes.’


‘And you visited her regularly?’


‘Most evenings.’


Kumar gave a maudlin account of how much he loved Gina. So much so that at one point even Jay wanted to offer him a shoulder to cry on or at least pass him a tissue. But the vakil had experienced all this nonsense first-hand numerous times before: actual murderers who grew mawkish in penitence or to convince others of their innocence. Having said that, this was no yardstick by which to measure someone’s guilt.


‘Let’s start with last evening, shall we? What time did you two have dinner?’ Jay intervened the moment Kumar paused to breathe.


‘Around nine.’


‘What happened between 9 p.m. and midnight?’


‘We talked, listened to music, made love . . .’


‘Did you use any protection?’


‘How does that affect the case, Mr Singh?’


‘Trust me, every detail counts. And please call me Jay. Mr Singh makes it sound like you’re talking to my dad,’ Jay wisecracked to lighten the mood. Talking about death invariably invites solemnity into the conversation. Talking about murder only raises the bar. Talking about murder to the accused usually takes the gravity to another level. Jay had, with experience, learnt to jest to keep his clients relaxed. When people were stressed, they were also restrained. He wanted Vinay Kumar to talk freely, chirp even.


‘No.’


‘No what? You won’t call me Jay?’


‘No, I meant I did not use any protection.’


‘So I wouldn’t be counted among the highly intelligent to pre-empt that your semen might still have been in her body when the police got to it.’


‘Unless—’


‘Unless?’ Jay’s eyebrows rose involuntarily. Unless?


‘The killer raped her before he murdered her.’


‘Now that’s an interesting hypothesis. What makes you think the killer might have raped her?’


‘What other reason would he have to kill Gina? As far as I know, nothing has been reported missing or stolen.’


‘And you believe that the killer came with the intention of robbery or rape or both, and did neither, but shot Gina.’


Kumar nodded.


‘Why would anyone do that?’


‘Maybe because she woke up or something?’


‘Another interesting theory,’ Jay remarked.


‘Possible, isn’t it?’


‘Everything is possible in this world. Why do you think the police took you in for questioning?’


‘Well, the neighbours knew I frequently visited the place. Some might have even spotted my car outside Gina’s flat last night like every other night of the week. Obviously, in the absence of any other suspect, perhaps the police presumed I should be the first one brought in for questioning.’


Jay sat in silence for a few moments, evaluating what he had heard so far. Kumar’s expression was a poker tell – he wasn’t telling the whole truth. But then again, most of Jay’s clients were liars and predators. No one would pay top dollar if they weren’t a bit guilty on some account, though not necessarily for the crime they were charged with.


‘Did you two have any altercation yesterday?’


‘Not at all. In fact, as I told you earlier, she had cooked a meal for me, and we wined and dined before going to bed.’


‘Any disagreements or arguments that you two had in the past few weeks?’


Kumar energetically shook his head. No.


‘Any unreasonable demands made by Gina?’


‘What kind of demands?’


‘Mr Kumar, you’re a married man with kids. Gina was your illegitimate lover who you provided for. In the world we live in, such lovers or partners are termed mistresses. You don’t want me to believe that your mistress was happy just being your mistress for the rest of her life, without any assurances of money or some form of legal status?’


‘You mean if she ever asked me to divorce my wife and take her in?’


‘Yes. Or asked you to pay a large sum of money to convince her that in the event that you, for some reason, lost interest in her, she had ample stash to live her life independently.’


Kumar stayed silent for a while. Jay tried reading his mind. He either felt guilty disclosing the details of conversations he’d had with his now-dead lover or uncomfortable telling it to the lawyer who he’d signed up to defend him. Either way, Jay expected some lies and omission.


‘No, she never wanted that.’


‘Mr Kumar—’


‘Call me Vinay.’


‘Vinay, in the face of circumstantial evidence, that is contrary to what I’m hearing from you. I am not yet totally convinced that you’re innocent, but there is a strong possibility that one of your political rivals found an opportunity to frame you. In which case, you could well be on the periphery of a trap—’


‘Why do you think I am not innocent?’ Kumar almost sprung up from his chair.


‘Convince me.’


‘Uh?’


‘Can you convince me you didn’t kill Miss Gina Pinto, accidentally or otherwise?’
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