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Foreword

THE Death Penalty Researh Project at National Law University,
Delhi interviewed nearly 400 prisoners sentenced to death and their
families between 2013-16. Nothing could have prepared me for the
experience of interviewing death-row prisoners and sitting in those
dark, oppressive prisons across different parts of India. I realised that
my decade-long legal education had not prepared me for the sheer
force of the human experience that I was witnessing. No amount of
intellectual sophistication could have equipped me to deal with the
raw emotion of hundreds of prisoners constantly swinging between
the hope for life and the fear of death. It is hard to explain those
settings — the sense of expectation, the stark hopelessness and the
cruel reality of incessantly anticipating one’s own death. The
researcher is a curious being in the midst of all this. Giving effect to
the permissions from ‘higher ups’, prisoners sentenced to death were
told to talk to us by prison officials and didn’t really have the choice



to refuse. As researchers, we were strangers suddenly prying into the
darkest aspects of their lives, asking them to immediately trust us
with their innermost feelings of anger, frustration, shame, fear, hope
and everything else in between. Against the ticking clock set by
prison officials, we were invariably in a tearing hurry to open up
their lives, making them relive some of their most traumatic
episodes, only to suddenly disappear after having documented what
we wanted.

Across different prisons, death-row prisoners almost always saw us
as people who had come from ‘Delhi’ with the power and the
resources to alter their fates. The guilt of knowing their interest in
talking to us and our inability to help even in the smallest measure
was often overwhelming. In those moments of expectation, to
repeatedly tell them that we could not offer any kind of legal
assistance and to choose research ethics over addressing their
suffering was a demanding moral burden. All that we had to offer in
return was taking their stories and suffering to the outside world. We
were repeatedly asked if our research would help them, only for us
to convey our embarrassment and helplessness by saying that we
couldn’t be sure. In many ways they understood that their stories
would speak to a future time, and that they themselves might be in
no position to benefit from it.

Even in courtrooms, they are often defined by their crimes alone and
very little else. Despite the law requiring that a much broader canvas
about their lives be considered during sentencing, their stories barely
ever enter the courtroom. Hamstrung by their poverty and inability
to afford effective legal representation, their stories are neither
presented nor demanded in any real sense. The silence about their
lives is only louder in the public conversation on the death penalty.
Given the crimes in question, the shrillness of public discourse
reduces the death-row prisoner to one event in their lives. It is
almost as though we are afraid to find out anything more making it a
ritualistic necessity that we first dehumanise a person before
executing them. These stories are an attempt to shatter that moral
simplicity and comfort, and present death-row prisoners as
individuals with complicated inner lives.

An equally important part of the project was to interview the
families of death-row prisoners. In awarding and executing death
sentences, the public imagination has very little space to consider the
pain being inflicted on the family members of the prisoner. Given
the tremendous public pressure in these cases, the families of death-
row prisoners end up leading an immensely vulnerable and alienated



life. Poverty, social boycott, ridicule and threats of violence are all
tragic realities of their lives. They are people everyone forgets. I
assume we tuck them away in some corner of our mind as the
unfortunate but, perhaps, necessary cost for the retributive justice
that we seek.

Our work after the Death Penalty India Report has involved
providing pro bono representation to prisoners sentenced to death.
As part of that representation, we carry out what are called
‘mitigation investigations’ to reconstruct the lives of prisoners in
order to present it in court as sentencing information for judges to
consider. Compared to the limitations of the single-conversation
format of the Death Penalty Research Project, mitigaton
investigations have a much longer and deeper arc with many more
conversations with the prisoner, their family members, friends,
colleagues, partners and acquaintances. Building trust and
confidence for people to talk about their lives without the fear of
being judged or abandoned is a time consuming process. But at the
end of that process, what often emerge are narratives of people
whose lives go farther than single incidents in their lives.

While the Death Penalty India Report published in May 2016 was an
academic endeavour based on these interviews, this collection of
stories is an effort to bring the complex realities of their stories to a
much larger audience. I have no illusions about these stories
convincing people to oppose the death penalty. That is a longer and
more arduous task. These stories are meant to put forward a human
understanding of those we condemn to a life of misery, suffering and
pain.

All of us at Project 39A and National Law University, Delhi cannot
thank Jahnavi enough for transforming our research into the
profoundly moving stories you will read in this book. It was
inspiring to see the stories break out from the confines of academic
writing. None of this research would have been possible without the
massive contributions of the student researchers at National Law
University, Delhi. Meeting prisoners and their families while
listening to stories challenged and moved them profoundly and has
deeply influenced their thinking about the role of law in our society.

Since we conducted these interviews, we have lost some of the
prisoners to illnesses in prison, death by suicide and the ultimate aim
of the death penalty — death by hanging. Some of them have been
acquitted and released and some had their death sentences
commuted to life in prison, but many continue to live under the



shadow of the death penalty. The stories in this volume are written
with the hope to make readers understand the people we want to kill.
It is as much about the lives of prisoners and their families as it is
about holding a mirror to society. Ultimately, it is an appeal to the
humanity in all of us to know a little more about the people whose
lives we want to take.

Anup Surendranath
November, 2020
Delhi
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Confessions of a Father



WE all sat down on the floor of their hut. The mother wiped her
tears and said that she could not bear to hear her husband’s
ramblings, and left on an errand. The father was free to say what he
wanted. ‘Tell us what happened that night,” we asked.

‘The policemen barged into our home and said, “Come with us right
now!” My elder son insisted that we did not know where Rajni was,
but they shoved and kicked us till we got into the van. The nasha
that was supposed to get me through the night left my body so
quickly that it felt like the twenty rupees and two hours I had spent
drinking that evening had only been a dream. When we got to the
police station, we saw that my daughters’ husbands had been picked
up from their homes too. I will not lie, seeing them there was a bit of
a relief. But then the beatings started. “Tell us where he is!”, the
policemen yelled as they lashed us with lathis. Even my wife
received a couple of slaps. “It is wrong to beat us like this. We have
not done anything wrong,” the stupid woman kept repeating.

‘In my heart I really cursed Rajni at that time, both for the beating
and for that night’s wasted drink money. It’s a good thing that the



cheap, local liquor has made my body weak; I passed out quickly.
When I regained consciousness, | found out that one of my sons-in-
law had lost his hearing because of the beating. Rajni surrendered
soon after just to save us from the police.

It is good to talk about it with someone. I am very happy that you
have decided to interview me. Nobody else speaks to me anymore. If
I had been a younger man, then maybe my family would have taken
me more seriously; now they just think of me as a useless drunk.

You are very smart to think of talking to me.’

‘Do you know what your son is in jail for?” we asked.

‘People say it is a very sensitive case because the girl who was raped
and murdered was only seven or eight years old,” he replied. ‘These
people are using Rajni’s case as a lesson for others. Rajni is my
youngest son and I used to think that he was only twelve, but my
wife says that he is probably around twenty. Maybe an old image of
him as a little boy is still stuck in my head.’

‘There is only circumstantial evidence against your son,” we pointed
out. ‘Apparently someone saw him walking with the girl. Do you
believe that your son is guilty?’

‘Rajni says that he is innocent. My wife says that he is innocent.
Many people believe that he has been framed. The lawyers don’t tell
us anything. Nobody in the family is educated enough to understand
all this legal stuff. If you ask me, I really don’t know if he has done
it or not. All I know is that although the blessed liquor allows me to
laugh my worries away, my son’s pain hits me from time to time. |
am not able to stop crying when that happens. Sometimes I cry even
as ’'m laughing.

‘My son is lost, but my wife does not allow me to go and visit him
because she thinks that I might not be able to make my way back
home. I know what Rajni is going through despite not having seen
him in many years. I think alcohol has given me this special gift
where I can sense the pain of my loved ones even when I am not
with them.’

‘Does your wife really stop you from visiting your son?’

‘My wife does not understand. She thinks of me only as a drunken
idiot; another liability in her already grief-stricken life. She feels
ashamed because the neighbours laugh at me. But in reality, she is
the one who is stupid. She sold our land to pay for this good-for-
nothing lawyer; she thought he was competent because his name
was in the newspaper. He did not do anything to save our son.



People say that he did not even produce the reports of the medical
examination in court. We barely have enough money to eat now and
my wife blames my drinking, but the truth is that it is she who has
wasted the little we had on useless lawyers.’

“You cried when we said that your son is doing well, and has even
learnt to write his name in prison. Why?’

‘I cried because I did not know how to convey the sadness I felt on
hearing that. I never encouraged my children to study. I don’t even
know how many years any of them spent in school. Rajni had to go
to jail to learn to write. I was never sent to school by my parents, so
I thought I did not need to send my children either. But in today’s
times, it is important to be able to read and write. Sometimes I feel
that Rajni’s fate might have been different had I forced him to
study.’

‘Can we ask when you started drinking?’

‘Can’t say for sure, but I think I must have been around twenty. I got
married to Rajni’s mother when I was eighteen or nineteen, and we
had children soon after. I used to work hard and alcohol helped me
relax. But my family is very ungrateful. They resent the fact that I
need to retire now. How much will I work? Now it is their turn.
Drinking is not a crime. And still my family accuses me of bringing
them more shame than even Rajni. They are all against me. [ might
as well go and kill myself right now. Talking to you all so much is
making me dizzy. Leave me alone!’

He got up from the floor with difficulty and zigzagged his way to the
door. At the threshold, he turned around and said, ‘What a bunch of
fools!” Then he walked into the dark. We continued to hear his
humming till he disappeared. We could not have left their hut
unlocked, so we had to wait for half an hour for the mother to return
before we left.



How Chanda Became the Gurumata



AS soon as Chanda was brought back to prison, her friends ran to
her and embraced her, sobbing a little. The others in the TV room
looked at her sadly. Chanda had spent four years in prison waiting
for the hearing and had finally been called to court that day. The
verdict had been pronounced.

‘Twenty years is a long time, I know,” she said to the women. ‘My
rotten luck.’

‘What are you talking about?’ they asked. ‘We just saw the news.
You’ve been given the death penalty.’

It was as though a truck suddenly, inaudibly, rammed into Chanda’s
insides. Her ears rang in a manner that had become all too familiar.
She controlled herself. ‘Accha? Lawyer saab and my husband said |
got twenty years. Who knows what they keep babbling in English.’
Her two best friends, Kalpana and Asha, rubbed her back to calm
her.
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“The tantric gurumata, Chanda Kumari, wanted to attain siddhi
through the gruesome sacrifice of a two-year-old boy,” they had
repeatedly announced on TV. Chanda almost smiled as she thought
about it later that night. They had made her seem important. The last
time that she had felt important was when she was sixteen and had
given birth to her first son. People had looked at her with approval
then; now they looked at her with revulsion. Not in the prison,
though — they were all sisters there. She liked to imagine that the
women were like a group of tainted widows, each driven there by
their own catastrophic fate, sapped of life and placed atop a neatly
arranged ritualistic pyre; human sacrifice being a long-standing
tradition. Little did anyone realize that the tainted widows slowly
regained strength and lifeblood amongst each other.

Chanda tried to meditate. She had become good at it in the past few
months. But whenever she closed her eyes tonight, the memory of
that beautiful evening, her relatives congratulating her on bearing a
son, kept coming back to her. The dead boy must have been a



beloved son too. She knew that his name was Kuldeep — the light at
the end of a long, probably murky, tunnel of ancestral history.

‘What has happened has happened,’ she chanted and tried to still her
mind by pushing out all disturbing thoughts, but it wasn’t to be. Not
tonight. When she lay down and closed her eyes again, she saw her
legs dangling like in Bollywood movies — hanged till death. She
opened her eyes again, tried once more to meditate, and so the night
passed.

She got up at four in the morning and performed her usual puja. She
used to do puja at home too, but now she made sure that it consumed
the entirety of her mornings. Then she sat down with the day’s quota
of rice and carefully sifted through it. That was her job in prison.
She examined each grain as if her life depended on it.

‘Come sit with us, Chanda,’ invited Kalpana on her way to the TV
room. She quietly watched Kalpana and Asha laughing and joking,
as though they never thought about the crimes they had committed.
It struck Chanda for the first time that the reason the two got along
well was because they had both done the same thing — killed their
husbands. Would she have done it too had she known that she would
end up in prison anyway, she wondered.

Their favourite soap opera, full of romance and pathos, was playing
on TV. Chanda liked it a lot — the hero was a strikingly handsome
young man, and the heroine very pretty. But since she had learnt
about the death penalty, her past life kept flashing before her eyes,
distracting her.

Twenty-five years prior, her alcoholic father had got her married at
the age of thirteen. She was saddled with a tantric witch doctor for a
husband, Pawan Kumar, and taken from one hellhole to another. At
least there had been enough to eat. Her husband’s jhaad-phoonk
exorcism had earned him his family’s scorn, but also some money.
How strange her life was then — barely able to speak, sticking to the
walls of that tiny house like an emaciated ghost.

She remembered clearly the night that she became involved in the
madness. Her husband was squatting in a corner, stuck to his chillum
like a calf to an udder. He’d had a long day of waving his peacock-
feathered broom in people’s faces to cure them of illnesses ranging
from fever to depression. Chanda cooked in silence, dreading her
husband’s nightly hurling of overdone rotis or underdone potatoes.
But that night he seemed uninterested in the food. Instead he looked
at her and said, ‘You too should dedicate yourself to this work.
Together we could have an army of followers.’



Chanda wasn’t too keen at first, but the more interest she showed —
fetching him things for his rituals or pretending to listen to his
ramblings — the less her husband cared about burnt rotis. He soon
started accepting disciples, and they eventually had a group of five
men keen to learn tantric mysticism from them. Her husband became
the guru and she became the gurumata. It was only five men then,
but the whole world knew her as the tantric gurumata.

Chanda was barely able to follow the soap blaring on the TV when
she was called from the room. Her sister had come to visit her.

‘Don’t worry, didi,” her sister said, ‘I met Pawan jeeja before coming
here. He said that the lawyer will appeal in the high court.’

‘How is he?’” Chanda asked quietly.
‘Who? Pawan jeeja? He is good.’

Chanda knew that her whole family hated him. She was surprised
that her sister had gone to visit him.

‘He said that he had already told you that the sentence can get
commuted to twenty years,’ her sister said.

‘Oh ... 1s that what they were trying to tell me?’ muttered Chanda to
herself. ‘How are the children?’ she asked.

‘It has been difficult,” her sister replied. ‘They don’t go out to play
or anything ... they just stay at home. But all will be okay soon, I'm
sure.’

No, Chanda thought. She was born a prisoner, and she would die in
prison, amongst her friends — maybe a little less of a prisoner.

The visit was short. Chanda returned to the TV room, looking
forward to the next day’s routine.



Contempt of Court



THE fan was so slow and squeaky that at times Jameel Qureshi
could only hear its swishing and swooshing, instead of the
arguments presented by the lawyers. He had to really strain to listen
and to understand things, and even then he managed to miss many
important points. There were moments when his brain would get so
overwhelmed that it would involuntarily focus on the sounds of the
fan. These moments lulled him into a stupor.

Drifting into oblivion was easier than fighting, but he forced himself
to pay attention — not so much because he wanted to escape the
death penalty, but because he wanted a chance to speak, in case it
was allowed. He was almost beyond the fear of death now. All he
wanted was a chance to talk, and he got it in the end.

‘May I please say something before the judgment is pronounced?’
he asked the judge, ignoring his lawyer’s apprehensive glances.

The judge took off his reading glasses. He looked at the defendant
and said, ‘I am obliged to let you speak under statement 313. Go
ahead, what do you want to say?’



‘Thank you, sir,” Jameel said, adjusting his black shirt and clearing
his throat. ‘I just want to say that the police dragged me from city to
city. They tried me for previous charges and current charges, and
scrutinized the record of every person that I have ever met to try and
form a good picture of future charges. I know you will say that it is
good policing, but how does it justify all the times they made
connections where there weren’t any, just to prove their own
preconceived theories? The fact of the matter is that the police does
not like me, so here I am standing in front of you for a crime I have
not committed.’

The judge was not impressed. ‘Mr Qureshi, state clearly whatever
you want to say in your defence.’

‘But sir, how can I defend myself in a situation where scrutiny has
turned into narrow-minded obsession? The police worked hard on
this case, but their work has not been completely above board.’

‘Do you understand what is happening here?’ the judge asked.
‘Farrukh Siddiqui confessed to planning the attack and took your
name in relation to the said attack.’

‘The police arrested many of us, sir. Farrukh was the only one who
confessed. And that was not because he had anything to do with the
attack, but because we were badly beaten up by the police. He
probably could not take it anymore,’ said Jameel Qureshi.

“Your lawyer has gone through all of this with us, Mr Qureshi. The
fact remains that there is no evidence that the confession was made
under duress,’ the judge stated.

‘Is it okay then for them to have pointed a gun at me and ordered me
to confess? Is it okay for them to have denied me a lawyer during
the interrogation? They even harassed my family and warned my
sister against visiting me,” Jameel blurted out.

‘Do not lose your cool in this court. There is no proof of any of this.
I think you should stop talking if you’ve had your say,” the judge
said, putting his reading glasses back on.

‘But,” Jameel burst out again, ‘all the proof and evidence that was
produced during these hearings was only what the police wanted you
to see, sir. Early in the interrogation, they had asked me to hand over
my watch. A few months later, I saw it being produced as evidence.
They even made me sign a blank paper once.’

‘The police did its job, Mr Qureshi. Do not undermine the impact of
that attack on the national conscience,’ said the judge sternly.



‘But then what is the difference, sir?’ Jameel Qureshi asked, his
desperation becoming more and more apparent. ‘What is the
difference between those who are criticized for killing innocent
people in the name of politics and religion and the police? How are
their actions justified? I have not only seen them planting false
evidence, but also torturing innocent people. Is that okay just
because it is for the benefit of national defence?’

“You have the gall to compare the police force to terrorist
organizations?’ the judge almost screamed.

‘No sir. [ am just telling you what is in my heart. I have only had
some basic education, so I might not be saying the right things. But I
am able to say what [ want because I have nothing to lose; in any
case, | will probably be hanged or kept in jail for a long time. There
1s no sense in being afraid any more. I also want to add, sir, that
there are many rules and regulations, but nobody really follows
them.’

The judge quickly wrote something on the large book in front of
him, and got ready to pronounce his judgement.

The sound of the fan started to seem loud again, and Jameel let his
mind focus on the lulling swishing and swooshing. He had said what
he wanted to say, nothing else mattered anymore.



Fast Track to Justice



‘TELL us your name again,’ the policeman screamed.

‘Sanjeev Sharma,’ the man replied as if from far, far away, his
mouth swollen and bloody.

‘Why did you do that to the little girl?’ the policeman asked.

‘I don’t know, sahib. I did not,” replied Sanjeev, as another blow
landed on his ear. ‘Tweeeeeeee,’ his ears rang for some time.

‘How could you do something so disgusting?’ the policeman was
screaming when his hearing returned.

‘I am sorry, sahib,” Sanjeev said with the little air still left in his
lungs.

‘So you did do it, didn’t you?’ the policeman asked.

‘I must have, sahib. You can’t be wrong,” Sanjeev said and passed
out. The policeman’s work was done. Sanjeev was left alone after
that.
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The next thing Sanjeev remembered was the police dragging him
into court. A lot of press had gathered, and all the screaming and
shouting confused him further. Somebody pushed him inside and the
proceedings began. The proceedings were conducted entirely in
English. The fact that he could not understand a word was scary for
a while, but then it just became plain boring. Then the dread
returned every time someone looked at him, and then the boredom
set in again as soon as they started talking amongst themselves.
These two alternating emotions hit him in such strong waves that by
the end of it he wanted to vomit.

From the court, he was taken back to a cell in the police station. He
was given a bowl of thin dal and some gritty rice that he ate quickly.
He was struck by how utterly dark the cell became at night. The
onset of night also brought an onslaught of mosquitoes, which kept
him up till the morning. He tried his best to come to terms with
whatever was going on, but every sensation was so sudden and so
strong that his brain was not able to process anything.



He was dragged to court again the next day. The same fear, the same
boredom and the same confusion. Then back to the dark cell.

By the third day, he had gone completely numb. He saw the lawyers
and the judge confer in court, but could not hear anything. He felt as
though he was floating and watching a film form above without any
audio. Then the judge uttered the words, ‘hanged till death’. He
might not have known English, but something about those words
was so stark that they did not require translation. He re-entered his
body; the confusion vanished and understanding dawned. Finally, he
knew what to feel. Fear.

The press was in an even greater frenzy when Sanjeev was brought
out after the sentencing on the third day. ‘Fast-track court
pronounces the verdict in just three days!’ they screamed into their
mikes and cameras from every side. ‘The case of the rape and
murder of four-year-old Meeta has been closed in just three days.
Justice has been served!’

As I write this, it has been ten months since that day. Sanjeev is in
prison awaiting execution. The food in prison is as bad as it was at
the police station on those first few nights, and the mosquitoes
continue to relish his blood more than anyone else’s. Press interest in
the case has continued because of the quick verdict, so he has been
giving many interviews to journalists and human rights activists. His
biggest predicament is that he does not really know how to answer
their questions. He invariably disappoints everyone who talks to
him.

They ask him whether reports of the medical examination were
produced in court. He is not sure about that. He doesn’t even
remember if a medical examination had in fact been conducted.
They ask him whether he was assigned a good lawyer and if his case
was represented well. He does not know — he did not understand
anything since it was all in English. And how is he to know if the
lawyer was good or bad when he never actually spoke to him.
Sometimes they ask him if he put in an appeal to the high court. He
does not know about any such process, nor is he aware of how to go
about filing an appeal. The trickiest question that he has ever been
asked is whether he thinks justice has been done in his case. He does
not know that either.

All he does know is that one day he was in police custody, and by
the third he had received a death sentence. All he knows is that he is
poor, so he can’t really do anything about it. All he knows is that he
hates the thin dal and the dry rotis he is given to eat every day, and



most of all he hates the mosquitoes that suck his blood and refuse to
let him sleep even for an hour or two at night.



Prashant Bhave’s Madness



‘HE was a madman! Went and rammed the bus into a bunch of
people. All for what, a few days of leave?’ yelled Prashant Bhave’s
employer. ‘It’s good that he has been locked up. Mental illness?
Nonsense! Menace to society, that man.’

Ashok Bhave, Prashant’s nephew, stood at the receiving end. Ashok
was an autorickshaw driver, but his licence had recently been seized
due to his relationship with Prashant. ‘We don’t want you too to go
around smashing vehicles into innocent people,” he had been told
when his licence was seized. Since then Ashok had become obsessed
with his uncle’s case.

Prashant Bhave, a bus driver, now faced the death penalty for
knowingly ploughing his bus into pedestrians and killing ten people.
The story went that his employer had refused to give him leave for
an appointment with a doctor who was treating his mental condition,
and Prashant had gone on a rampage out of frustration and anger.

Prashant’s lawyer had been pleading insanity, but the judge was
having none of it. As far as he and the media saw it, Prashant had



gone on a killing spree simply because he was denied leave. There
was nothing more to be said.

Ashok had collected the clippings of every article on the incident
and also tried to talk to as many people related to the case as
possible. He had even attempted to speak to the doctor Prashant was
seeing at the time of the incident, but the doctor refused to give him
an appointment.

He remembered his uncle as always being a bit troubled and
becoming seriously unpredictable only five or six years before, at
which point Ashok’s family had forbidden him from meeting
Prashant too often. Maybe it was because it was forbidden that
Ashok was even more drawn to him. Prashant had always been kind
to him. He was disturbed and erratic, but never came across as
someone who was capable of such a terrible thing.

Ashok had gone to meet Prashant after his arrest. Seeing him in a
state of delirium in prison, dazed and confused, compelled him to
find out why things had happened the way they did.

‘Do you still feel angry?’ Ashok had asked Prashant in prison.

‘Angry? No, no. I feel good. They give me medicines so I can
sleep,” Prashant had slurred.

He had seemed helpless, lethargic. ‘Was his mind conscious but also
somehow beyond him when he drove the bus into all those people?’
Ashok wondered. ‘Does madness come on like an uncontrollable
rash that refuses to go away? You know it is your own skin, but also
alien in some way?’

Ashok decided to meet the prison doctor to find out what was wrong
with Prashant. He had not met him yet because he was scared to
approach the prison authorities. But now, when nothing else seemed
to give him any clarity, the prison doctor seemed like the only
answer. His mind raced with the questions that he needed to ask.
Why was there so much anger in Prashant? How were they treating
his condition? Why had he been so incoherent when Ashok saw him
last? And finally, the question that he really wanted an answer to: is
madness like a hideous, uncontrollable rash?

He spent a week planning his questions and mustering his courage.
On the day he felt ready, he reached the prison as soon as visiting
hours began.

The prison official said that the doctor was not in.



Ashok was prepared for the resistance. ‘My uncle is very sick, sir,’
he pleaded with the official. ‘I really need to know if he is okay.’

‘Do you think the doctor has the time to talk to idiots like you?’
‘Please just ask him once, sir. Please do me this kindness.’

The official appreciated his submissive tone. He made a show of
refusing to help, but finally agreed to go and find out. Ashok
nervously clenched and unclenched his toes in his new shoes. This
was the first time he was wearing them, so they pinched a little.

‘Go, the doctor will to talk to you.’

Ashok did not expect such an easy victory and ran towards the
infirmary before the official could change his mind. A guard
languidly followed behind.

‘What do you want to know?’ the doctor asked while examining a
file.

Ashok sat on the slightly rickety chair opposite his desk and said, ‘I
was hoping that you would throw some light on my uncle Prashant
Bhave’s case.’

‘What is there to say? He committed a horrendous crime and is now
paying for it.’

‘Yes sir, but | was wondering about his mental state. How is he
feeling these days?’

‘All the prisoners are given medicines called antidepressants twice a
day. They all need it. Being in prison is not easy. Make sure you
don’t end up here.’

Ashok cleared his throat. ‘But sir, the last time I met him, he seemed
to have been sedated. He was confused and incoherent.’

The doctor looked up from his file, annoyed. ‘Sedatives are only
given to violent convicts. None of these prisoners are on sedatives.’

Ashok hung on to every word that the doctor uttered, but it all rang
hollow. ‘What about his anger issues?’ he blurted. ‘They said that he
went insane with rage when he committed the crime.’

The doctor got very agitated at Ashok’s insistent tone. ‘Look son, |
don’t have time to waste. I alone cannot be responsible for each
prisoner’s mental condition. Do you know how many of them there
are?’

‘I understand, sir. I was just hoping that you would be able to tell me
a little bit about his state of mind.’



‘What else am I supposed to tell you? I am a general physician. This
is a prison, not a hotel. We don’t have the luxury to bring in a
psychologist here.’

‘But ...” began Ashok. Before he could finish his sentence, the
doctor gathered his file and stood up, gesturing to the guard to take
Ashok away.

Ashok was in no rush any longer, so he walked slowly with the
guard walking alongside him. Prashant was a closed chapter for
everybody. The doctor’s words rang a death knell in Ashok’s mind:
‘He committed a horrendous crime and is now paying for it.”

As he stepped out of the prison gate, Ashok decided to give up on
his quest. ‘What was I looking for anyway?’ he said aloud to
himself. ‘How can madness be compared to a rash?’ He made up his
mind to focus on finding a job. The little money he had saved up
was swiftly running out.



Rammohan’s Nightmare



Ihad been asked to write an article on the news that had stunned the
country: a father murders his own daughters, aged three, five and
six. But my interview with Rammohan was going nowhere. I pushed
him a lot, perhaps even a little more than I should have, but
Rammohan refused to engage. His large eyes were bloodshot and
very tired, as if his unearthly rage had only just subsided, even
though the incident had occurred many months ago.

‘People try to protect their families. I don’t remember anything,” was
all he said in a quiet, choking voice.

I had no choice but to visit his brother instead.

The brother, Shivmohan, was more forthcoming. He offered me
some milky tea. I refused. We sat on the ground under a peepul tree
just outside their common family hut. ‘Ramu would have been dead
had I not returned home just that second,’ said Shivmohan. ‘He was
hanging from this very tree and his legs were shaking violently. |
dropped the sack of rice I was carrying and lifted his legs to loosen
the noose, then Ramu reached up and untied the rope himself. As he



fell on the ground, I noticed the bodies. All three girls were lying
behind the tree with their throats slit.’

‘Why do you think he killed his own daughters?’ I asked.

‘Who knows?’ he replied. ‘The doctor in the prison spoke of some
kind of mental disturbance. Had we known, we would have taken
due precaution.’

‘What kind of precaution?’ I asked.

‘Why would we have let him anywhere near the children if we knew
that he was mad?’

‘Do you believe him when he says that he does not remember
anything?’

‘It is possible. Two days before the killing, he had been muttering to
himself. It must have been the madness coming on.’

‘Where was his son during the time of the murders?’

‘He had gone to gather wood with his mother. It is good that he was
not here. Ramu has only one son. It would have been terrible if he
had killed him too.’

‘It must be a big strain on the family — the loss of one of the main
earners,’ | said.

‘Not really. It’s true that we have lost an earner, but we also have
fewer mouths to feed now.’

At this point, Shivmohan got a bit fidgety. I tried to bait him by
talking about how stressful it must be to try and put together dowry
money for three daughters, but he did not take it. ‘Everyone loves
their children. Nobody wishes for such a thing to happen to them,’
he said.

Finally, I asked if I could speak to Rammohan’s wife.
‘No,” he said. ‘She is not well. She will not be able to talk.’

I knew I would not get any more information from him. It was time
to go.

I decided to speak to the neighbours next, but only one was willing
to talk. His name was Madhav Kumar and he lived two houses down
from Rammohan’s hut. Everyone in the neighbourhood dismissed
me, saying, ‘We don’t know anything about that family,” but
Madhav Kumar had waved at me and called me over. ‘I would
advise you to not go to their house too much,’ he said.



‘Why is that?’ I asked.

‘They do jadu-tona ... black magic. Didn’t you see the scary statue
of Kali in their house?’

‘I didn’t go in,” I replied.

‘I have only been once,’ he said, ‘on the day that the murders
happened. The police and the panchayat were all over this
neighbourhood that day. I caught a glimpse inside, and the Kali
statue really caught my attention. It was unlike any other idol I have
seen. Don’t know why the police did not pay much attention to it.’

‘Does the whole family practise jadu-tona or just Rammohan?’

‘No, not Ramu. Only Shivmohan does it. The entire neighbourhood
knows this. Ramu used to be friendly, but a few months before the
murders he stopped talking to us. Shivmohan must have either
wanted Ramu’s share of the land or he must have wanted to get rid
of the daughters to avoid any future dowry hassles.’

‘Do you have any other proof besides the Kali statue? And how do
you know it was Shivmohan, and not Rammohan’s wife or some
other member of the family?’

Madhav Kumar took offence at my question. ‘I have told you what I
know,” he said. ‘If you don’t believe me, then ask somebody else.
Don’t waste my time.’

In their world of overwhelming desperation and superstition, the
idea that Rammohan’s brother might have turned him into a zombie
through black magic, compelling him to kill his own daughters to
save the family the expense of three dowries, almost made sense in a
strange way.

I went back to Rammohan. ‘Does your family ever visit you?’ |
asked.

‘Sometimes,” he said. ‘I don’t think they like to see me anymore ...
It is also very expensive to travel this far.’

‘What did the doctor say about your condition?’

‘He gave me some pills and told me they would help with the
nagging thoughts in my head.’

‘Did your lawyer present the doctor’s report in your trial?’

‘No, I don’t think so. I did not understand anything. The lawyer
never spoke to me.’



‘It would have made a huge difference if he had presented the
report,” I informed him. Rammohan shrugged lightly.

‘Didn’t your lawyer discuss with you and your family what he was
going to say in court?’

‘I told you, I have never spoken to him,” he said.
The next stop had to be the court-appointed lawyer, Narayan Lal.

‘I have come to discuss Rammohan Singh’s case,’ I said, as I sat in
the rickety chair facing the lawyer’s desk. The ceiling fan squeaked
noisily. Narayan Lal pulled out Rammohan’s file and looked over it
quickly, and then, like a doctor giving bad news, looked up and said,
‘It’s a very difficult case.’

‘Rammohan told me that he did not understand the court
proceedings; it was all in English and you never tried to explain
anything to him. In fact, he told me that you have never even spoken
to him.’

“This 1s ridiculous. You dare to come into my office and start
accusing me like this?’ the lawyer spluttered. Then, calming down,
he added, ‘Of course I have spoken to him. And even if I hadn’t, I
have everything I need to know right here in this file. We try to
make sure that the prisoners know and understand everything, but
there is no helping those who refuse to listen.’

‘But sir, why would Rammohan say that you have never spoken to
him?’

‘Do you know what his crime is? Everything he says and does
obviously does not have a logical explanation. The records show that
he is mentally sick. Nothing he says is reliable.’

“You must have brought up the issue of his illness in court? Surely
there 1s some scope for leniency there?’

The lawyer was a little taken aback, almost bemused, and took a sip
of his tepid tea in an attempt to hide it. ‘I cannot discuss these things
with you,” he said. ‘If you have finished your interview, I would like
to get back to my work. Rammohan’s case is only one of the
hundreds I am looking at.’

‘Please sir, | just want to know whether you brought up the fact that
he is mentally ill in court.’

‘The court knows everything. And the next time you want an
interview, don’t try to teach me how to do my job. Please leave

b

now.



I had no option. I picked up my bag and left. Later, I reviewed the
material that [ had gathered — definitely enough for a short article.
But before wiping my hands of the case, I wanted to meet
Rammohan once more.

One last time I walked to the cell. Rammohan was sitting in a corner
staring at his hands. He looked up, startled, when the guard called
my name. Morning light flooded the cell, but did not reach
Rammohan’s corner. I did not try to draw him out of the darkness; |
think the light hurt his eyes.



Redemption



‘THEY had hoped that getting you married to Surinder bhabhi
would stop you from spending time with me. Then when the plan
did not work, they started these dirty rumours about my meeting her
behind your back,” Rana said.

“You really think so? Why do they hate you so much?’ Manpreet
asked in frustration.

‘Because they can’t understand why you love me so much,” Rana
replied.

‘They have to understand that family is not everything; finding a real
friend is a blessing.’



e

According to neighbourhood gossip, Manpreet and Rana were
provoked to action because they were confused young men. The
general opinion was that Manpreet could never understand why his
family wanted to keep him and Rana apart.

The following is the way a few neighbours told the story (although
we do wonder how they could have been privy to the more intimate
details of the protagonists’ thoughts and interactions). We were told
that Manpreet and Rana were relaxing as usual near the tube well on
Manpreet’s family farm. It had been a hard day of work for
Manpreet and he was carefully opening the parcel of parathas his
wife had packed for him. Rana was happy to share his friend’s lunch
and was whistling the tune of a new film song. Manpreet’s two
brothers saw them from across the field and came towards them.

‘Hasn’t father asked you to stay away from this lowlife?’ they asked
Manpreet.

‘What is it to you both?’ retorted Manpreet.



‘So along with your wife, you like sharing your lunch with him too
then?” Manpreet’s younger brother chuckled.

As Rana stood up to defend Manpreet, his elder brother hit Rana on
the head with a sugarcane stick that he had been carrying.

‘I hope you will see the light before father decides to disown you,’
one brother said to Manpreet before leaving.

‘They think I will abandon my dear friend for a paltry inheritance,’
said Manpreet, gritting his teeth in rage, as Rana tried to regain his
balance.

In both their minds there were no options left anymore. Manpreet’s
bullying family had to be dealt with. According to the neighbours,
the first thing the duo did was get Manpreet’s wife, Surinder, out of
the way. She was innocent and did not have to go through what was
to follow.

‘Surinder bhabhi, you should go to your parents’ house for a while,’
Rana told her.

‘Why?’ she asked in her tiny, childlike voice. Women were not
allowed to speak too loudly in their family.

‘Because something big is going to go down in this house soon,’
Manpreet said with a quiet, clear anger that Surinder had never
heard in his voice in the one year that they had been married.

After sending her off safely, Rana and Manpreet planned
meticulously for three days. They did not want to put off the matter
for much longer; they felt they might not be able to go through with
their plan if they waited. Manpreet’s first step was to fetch his sword
from a trunk in his father’s room, where all the men of the family
stored their personal weapons. Next, they took farm worker Lallu
into their confidence and promised him a large sum of money in
exchange for helping them with the attack at midnight.
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The east wing of the large house belonged jointly to Manpreet and
his younger brother, whose wife and daughter lay sleeping inside
their room. The brother lay sleeping on a folding bed outside the
room. The oldest brother lived with his family in the west wing of
the house, and in a similar arrangement, his wife and daughter lay
sleeping inside the room, while he slept outside. Manpreet’s parents
inhabited the centre of the house, and his three nephews slept on the
terrace.

Rana positioned himself with his sword outside the window of the
younger brother’s room, and Lallu stood with his sickle outside the
window of the elder brother’s room.

Manpreet went after the younger brother first. He kicked him off the
bed because he did not want to strike him down while asleep.
Holding his slashed guts in his hands, writhing on the floor, the
brother yelled, ‘Run! Run!” to alert his wife and daughter. They tried
to escape through the window, but Rana was waiting for them
outside. Manpreet stabbed his brother once more to silence him, then
moved on to his eldest brother.



The commotion had already woken him up and as he was running to
their father’s room to get his sword — Manpreet slit his stomach too.
Lallu struck and killed his wife and daughter as they tried to flee by
jumping out of the window. It was the parents’ turn next. Manpreet
slowly opened the door to their room. The stark contrast between the
blood-curdling screams outside and the restful snores inside made
him want to retreat to a corner and cry. But there was no turning
back now. He killed them in their sleep.

Finally, he made his way to the terrace to find his nephews. All three
boys had been sleeping on the same large mattress with thin sheets
covering them. His eldest brother’s two sons were still asleep, but
the younger brother’s son, eight-year-old Karan, had woken up,
crawled out from under his sheet and hidden behind the water tank.

Manpreet climbed the last stair to the terrace and let out a violent,
resounding yell. The two boys woke up with a jerk to find their
uncle covered in blood. ‘He looked like Yamaraj, a monstrous god,’
the neighbours said, even though none of them had been there when
this happened.

Karan watched from behind the tank as his uncle hacked one of his
cousins into two. The other boy jumped from the terrace and
Manpreet jumped after him. Karan came out of hiding, and from his
vantage point witnessed the two bloodthirsty men chasing his cousin
through the field, cornering him near the tube well and doing to him
what they had done to the rest of his family.

Manpreet had forgotten about Karan.

‘All Karan wanted from then on was to avenge his family,’ the
neighbours said. ‘To have Manpreet pay for what he had done.” He
had to become the agent of justice for his family. The eight-year-old
boy was the only witness in the case, and his account put Manpreet,
Rana and Lallu behind bars.

Nobody in Manpreet’s family had understood his love for Rana, but
the police and the lawyers understood it even less. At first, Manpreet
tried to deny and fight for Rana’s sake, but Rana did not live for very
long. He got killed while out on parole.

The neighbours told us that Rana’s death triggered something
unexpected in Manpreet — tranquillity. ‘He stopped denying his
crime,’ they said.

The rigid routine in jail, devoid of any distraction