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Pala and Meeta had been charged with kidnapping a child, demanding ransom and, on not being paid
the ransom, killing the child. They were sentenced to life imprisonment for the brutal crime. Terrorists,
bent upon shattering the peace of the country often indulged in these practices and it was said that Pala
and Meeta too had committed this crime with that very intention.

The lawyers of both sides had presented their arguments of the case. Owing to the seriousness of the
matter, the court had to pass judgement with logic and precision after great deliberation and, by the
time proceedings were over on the day of sentencing, it was very late.

The city jail was quite small and only under-trials or those serving time for petty offences were lodged
there while dangerous terrorists condemned for life were taken to the Central Jail which was situated in
Mayanagar, about a hundred kilometers away.

This was probably the first case in the state in which terrorists had been sentenced. Up until then, they
had always been acquitted.

On the hundred kilometer stretch to Mayanagar, there was every chance of terrorists ambushing the
police van and helping the prisoners to escape and so the vigilant police force transferred the prisoners
to Mayanagar only after having positioned patrols throughout the route.

Inside the special bullet-proof van meant for transporting dangerous prisoners, Pala and Meeta had no
idea of what was happening outside. Going to jail was nothing new to these two. They had been
apprehended by the police for petty offences innumerable times earlier and had been imprisoned
several times — sometimes for two or three months, or six months at the maximum. Half the sentence
would be spent on the trial and the remaining half would just pass without their even being aware of the
time spent in prison. The life sentence handed down this time had rendered both of them numb.

Earlier, whenever they would go for the hearings in this particular case, they would chat constantly on
the way — with each other or with the other under-trials, talking, laughing, cracking jokes. The entire



route would pass thus. They knew that the charges against them were false. No matter what the police,
witnesses or other people said, they knew what the truth was. Previously, whatever the punishment
they had received, it was for offences they had in fact, committed. If they had been punished for
committing crimes, they would also be acquitted for not having committed one - was what they whole-
heartedly believed. And then the entire town had their backs. There were protests and hartaals
(strikes) staged in the city, processions taken out and dharnas or sit-ins organized, all to get them
acquitted. A team of top lawyers of the city was defending them. So firm were they in the belief that
they would be acquitted that they hadn’t even imagined a bad outcome.

Reeling under the shock of the thunderbolt that had fallen on them so suddenly, they were struck
speechless. They were now immersed in a conflict with their own selves, lost as they were in images of
the dark, bleak future that lay ahead of them. Pala was a married man. He had family fetters binding
him - his parents were old and it was time for him to send his young sister to her husband’s home. It
was after a lot of difficulty and pleading that he had himself managed to get married a couple of years
ago. After Pala had been arrested by the police, an unfortunate baby girl had been born to him. Even if
he went to jail for just a couple of months, his marital life would veer off the tracks as his ‘in laws would
react to the news of his life sentence by taking his wife away, extorting some money from his parents
and then marrying her off elsewhere.

Banto, in any case, wasn’t really happy in Pala’s house. Why should she suffer as a result of her
husband’s punishment? The wife now had a good excuse to discard her veil of tradition and custom and
he was sure that very soon he would receive news of her having left for her parents’ house. Who knew
what would happen to his daughter then? He hadn’t even looked at the little one’s face to his heart’s
content yet. These were the sort of thoughts that were gnawing at Pala.

Meeta was a bachelor. Picking pockets was his cherished profession and, many times, he had gone all
the way up to Delhi in pursuit of a victim. He was used to being a rolling stone and to be fixed to one
spot felt for him as a bullock tethered to the oil press. The suffocating atmosphere of a jail was not new
to Meeta but, thinking of the inside of the place he was being taken to made him break out into shivers.

The Central jail had been constructed after having flattened a hillock. Apparently the government had
chosen this spot due to the low cost of the land but the prisoners liked to narrate a different version.
The sand had still not given up its hold on the area completely and the entire jail was covered in swathes
of dust. There was no need for the jail authorities to chain the prisoners for the sand did that
effectively. The authorities deliberately let the sand stay and made no arrangements to have it removed
as it helped them to control the prisoners. There was not a single shade-giving tree on the premises.
The government had its own argument for not being able to plant trees there. It was difficult to extract
drinking water from the arid earth, how would it be possible to get gallons of water for trees? But the
prisoners were not so gullible and they understood the hidden mischief behind the government’s
excuses. The security guards were better able to keep an eye on the prisoners in the empty, barren
landscape. Just the sight of the vast emptiness of sand stretching away totally void of greenery, and the
high, dry walls exhausted the prisoners and rendered their minds inert. For years and years, there was
not a living thing to be glimpsed — leave alone cats or dogs, there was no hint of even a tiny sparrow.



Meeta was familiar with every inch of the route their van was taking. Inside the van, there was total
darkness. For reasons of security, even the small grilled windows which could have afforded some
glimpse outside were completely sealed. Yet, Meeta could easily imagine the scene outside with his
mind’s eye: the branches of the trees that stood on either side of the road swaying gently with the
breeze; the birds on the branches chirping and singing; the women at work in the lush green fields
teasing each other, making a lively picture; workers riding bicycles or handcarts, returning home after a
hard day’s labour singing the dhola (songs of mirth) in high-pitched voices.

Condemned for life in the sandy desert, the adventurous and greenery-loving Meeta wanted to imprint
these beautiful scenes on his mind so that they would support him in the dark and cheerless days ahead.
But, confined to the stifling darkness of the van, Meeta’s punishment had begun even before he reached
the jail.

Immersed in their gloomy thoughts, Pala and Meeta did not realize that the van had started moving nor
did they notice when it came to a halt. As soon as the vehicle stopped, the policemen escorting them
became active and the sound of whistles and heavy boots told them that they had arrived at their
destination. The chief guard took the keys from his pocket, unlocked the door of the van, checked to see
that their handcuffs were properly on and then ordered them out of the vehicle.

The police officer riding in the jeep preceding the van had already alerted the sentry. These dangerous
prisoners had friends who could even be so bold as to attempt to spirit them away from the gate of the
jail itself. The police could not afford to let these prisoners escape and had hence taken permission to
bring the van right up to the main gate. Even before the van reached it, the sentry had briskly opened
the small window on the huge door.

Upon alighting from the van, Pala and Meeta were ordered to run to the gate. Just before entering, as
Meeta tried to look back and gaze at the people strolling on the street and the green fields, he received
a harsh blow to his shoulder that sent him reeling.

“What friends are you waiting for? No one has come to free you”. And with that, the havaldar
(constable) yanked on the chains binding them and pushed them through the small, window-like
opening in the main door, into the precincts of the jail.
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Both of them lost their balance on being suddenly pushed so roughly and afflicted with a weak leg, Pala
fell to the ground with a resounding crash. His shins and knees were severely grazed and started
bleeding. Overcome with fear, he scuttled to a corner gritting his teeth to endure the pain arising from
his wounds.

Meeta was more agile and he managed to roll over and over and avoid getting hurt. He got up and
stood close to Pala to escape the crowd and took stock of the central jail courtyard. “Just as one can
judge a village by its gauhara (place for storing dried cowdung cakes), so too can one form an opinion of
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the jail’s atmosphere through its courtyard”. Meeta remembered his Ustad saying this and started to
put the lesson into practice.

To him, this jail surrounded by gigantic gates seemed just like other ordinary jails. The junior jail
official’s offices were on the left and the senior officials’ offices were on the right as in other jails too.
One of the courtyard walls had been painted black and turned into a notice board on which were
written the names of those on duty. Next to this notice board was a full length mirror in which every
person who passed by — official or prisoner — looked at his reflection. Hammered into the wall opposite
the notice board were two strong and thick nails. On one hung a bugle which was sounded in times of
emergency and on the other was a solid iron bell which was rung every hour. Along with the bell was a
box inside which bunches of keys hung from small hooks. The sentry to the inner door stood guard with
a rifle. Near him was a chest-high table on which there lay the daily register and one of the prisoners,
the munshi (clerk), was engaged in filling it up.

The only difference that Meeta could see was that the courtyard was larger and wider and the floor was
paved with brick. Because there were more officials posted there, the number of prisoners engaged in
serving them was also larger. Prisoners clad in white kurta-pyjama could be seen bearing cups of tea on
a tray, going into an office or coming out with a register and notebooks. Having undergone long
incarceration, there was relatively little stress to be seen on their countenance — and less hostility too.
Apparently these prisoners had adapted themselves to the time and situation. The sight of the
courtyard and the calm faces of the prisoners had the effect of making the tumult in Meeta’s mind
recede a little.

As soon as Pala and Meeta walked into the courtyard, the lethargic jail and police officials suddenly
sprang to life.

According to the rules, only the prisoners who reached the jail entrance by five in the evening were
allowed to enter. Those who arrived late had to spend the night at a police station elsewhere. Because
of the unsafe conditions prevailing at the time, policemen in the police stations would object to the
prisoners’ presence in their premises. So, in order to avoid this situation, the police would make all
efforts to reach the jail before five o’clock.

Two other prisoners had also been sentenced that day in other courts. Policemen had reached the jalil
with them at four o’clock and were exerting pressure on the jail authorities to let them finish the
procedures and leave first. They had come with the prisoners from about fifty miles away. Because of
the terror-infested times, buses stopped plying as soon as it was sunset and policemen in uniform were
at greater risk than ordinary people. If they were not allowed to finish the proceedings and leave in
time, they would have to spend the night at a police station nearby. Next morning, they would then be
rebuked by their superiors who would accuse them of having reached the jail deliberately late so that
they could have a good time that night away from their posts.

The jail authorities understood their anxiety but the policemen did not understand the compulsions of
those working in the jail. It was the first time that two terrorists had been sentenced. The strange part
of the story was that half the town was protesting the innocence of these two men. There were



processions being taken out in their support; rallies were being held. In court, there had been slogans
shouted against the judge. The police were threatened both by the public as well as by terrorists who
could have intercepted the van en route and freed them. It was no less risky to keep such dangerous
terrorists in a police station all night after they had been sentenced as other terrorists might attack the
station and try to take them away. With the delicacy of the situation in mind, the district administration
had been warned well in advance that the jail’s daily ledger and register should be kept ready as there
could be a slight delay in getting the terrorists to the jail but because this delay had been longer than
expected, the jail authorities could not be faulted for keeping the others waiting.

The other policemen were now accusing the jail authorities of delaying them deliberately. They wanted
them to take the prisoners’ warrants, hand over the receipts and then finish the other paper work later.
The jail authorities insisted that this was not a police station where the daily ledger could be kept open
indefinitely and filled in whenever one wanted. The just-arrived prisoners were dangerous. They could
have been helped to escape on the way or they could have even been killed in such an encounter.
Before these prisoners reached there safely, the jail authorities could not enter the details of the others
who had arrived earlier. The receipts that would be handed over to the policemen would have a report
number and time which could only be filled in after all the prisoners had arrived in the jail.

The prisoner who had arrived first was a stocky seth (trader) in a white kurta-pyjama. On his thick,
swine-like neck glittered a three to four tola (about 40 grams) gold chain. On his right wrist was an
equally heavy kada (a bangle worn by men in Punjab) and on three fingers of each hand were rings
studded with stones. Meeta’s gaze was fixed on his pocket where a cash-filled wallet swung under a
handkerchief. His practiced eye had spotted it unerringly.

“This is innocent prey. He has come laden with ornaments to jail like a bride off to her new home! The
idiot didn’t know that he would be looted as soon as he entered this place.”

Familiar with the rules and regulations of the jail, Meeta shared his concern with Pala. “He will get into
comfortable barracks with the help of ‘maya’ (wealth)”, said Pala, having reached this conclusion based
on his experience.

“How will his wealth help us?” shrugged Meeta as he turned away from the seth and focused on the
other prisoner whose age it was difficult to guess, deeply immersed as he was in gloom and despair. He
would at times appear youthful but at others, seem of uncertain middle-age; his old shirt and trousers
indicated that he was from an ordinary family. He seemed familiar with the jail rules. There was no
wallet in his pocket, nor were their rings on his fingers. However, there were some papers in his pocket
and maybe a couple of cash notes among them as well. In a bag slung over his shoulder were a few
books. One could guess from the bag that he was a political activist and that he had been sentenced in a
political case but the paleness of his face indicated otherwise.

“Who is he? Well, it will be revealed soon enough when the warrant is unsealed”, thought Meeta and
waited for the next step in the procedure.



The seth had arrived first. Hence, the havaldar who had accompanied him had to be relieved before the
others. On receiving the green signal from the munshi, the havaldar briskly took the seth into the office
where the active munshi had already readied the paperwork. In a couple of minutes, the necessary
columns were filled up and the pahunch (receipt) was in the havaldar’s hands. The happy havaldar
shifted the hold on the seth’s arm from his own to that of the old warder on duty and disappeared.

Having spent many hours with the havaldar, the seth had become friendly with him. As soon as he left,
he started feeling alone, trembled with fear and looked around frantically like a lost cow.

Seating the seth next to him, the old warder started performing his official duty: “Spend the time with
courage. If you despair, time will seem like a huge mountain to be crossed. If you accept what is to
happen, a year will speed past like mere seconds.”

Pala and Meeta had not come to jail for the first time. Each time they had arrived, this was the advice
that was given to them as the government had appointed old warders to keep up the morale of the
prisoners. They were now curious to know more about the other man and so turned their attention
away from the rest of this oft-heard speech. But the warder had to fulfill his official duty. Like the
pandas (priests) of Haridwar, he had to recite memorized mantras to the newly arrived prisoners.

“Accept with grace the punishment given to you. If you have committed a crime, think of this as your
repentance and pass the time cheerfully. The weight of these bad deeds will not then pursue you till the
next birth. If you have not committed the crime and have been sentenced nevertheless, even so, accept
it as the punishment for misdeeds in a past birth. You will then attain joy in your next birth.”

Meeta laughed inwardly at the old man’s preaching. As soon as he finished his sermon, the warder
would proceed to turn the comfortable life of the prisoners into one of trouble — Meeta had learned this
too through experience.

The prisoner who had come next had been called into the office for the paperwork. Pala and the others
had in any case, not been listening to the advice of the old warder and the seth’s mind was also
wandering.

The hoary warder had not had his hair turn white merely by the hot sun beating down on his head.
According to the instructions received from the government, it was the duty of the jail officer to advise
and explain the rules and regulations of the jail to the newly-arrived prisoners. Being the oldest and the
most experienced, he had been given this duty by the jail superintendent. With this advice, his duty was
done. The prisoners would learn everything else from their own experience.

After fulfilling his official duty, the old warder began to perform a personal duty.
“Sethji’'s name?”

The warder had understood that there was no oil in Pala and Meeta’s mills. On the other hand the seth
was a veritable oil well and it was in the old man’s interests to befriend the oil well.



“I am seth Subhash Jain, a reputed contractor of Bathinda.”
Jain had just begun to offer details when the old warder interrupted him.

“Now you must forget that you are a seth. You are nothing but a sentenced prisoner. The court has
sentenced you to rigorous imprisonment. Your clothes and jewellery will be taken away and every
morning you will go to the factory to perform manual labour. You will be clad in the khadi kurta-pyjama
of prisoners - the white uniform of workers. | am telling you this so that you can accept the inevitable
and forget your wealth. Confront the truth and spend your days without pain.”

The old warder’s arrow found its mark. The seth started sweating, his limbs trembled and his heart beat
faster.

“Listen to me, Havaldar sahib,” and putting his hand on the old warder’s shoulder, Jain took him into the
empty office of the jail superintendent. He fumbled with some notes in his wallet, spread them out and
shoved them into the warder’s pocket.

“l want to make a ‘phone call”.
o H H { H . . ?”
This is a government ‘phone. Even | do not have permission to use it. How can | let you make a call?

“I will not misuse the ‘phone. | just want to send a message to my kin. | had spoken to the judge and |
was supposed to be acquitted, but lord knows what happened! The judge sentenced me instead. | fall
at your feet. Please let me make a ‘phone call. My blood sugar is rising. My heart is going to fail. | will
die.”

“Don’t worry. | will let you talk to the havaldar who does the rounds. He will take you to an excellent
place.”

“An employee of mine had come with me and he must have informed my friends. | only want to ask my
friends whether or not they have spoken to the jail authorities.”

It was becoming difficult for Jain to stand upright. With a wildly beating heart, he fell onto a chair lying
in the jail superintendent’s room. He took out a wad of 100 rupee notes with trembling hands and gave
them to the warder.

“Now he is on the right path!” The warder exulted as he began to thaw towards him.

“Taking the risk of being hauled up, | will let you make one ‘phone call. Don’t ask for another.” And
with this, the warder picked up the ‘phone and placed it in front of Jain.

Jain could not remember the number in his nervousness and would press one digit after another but
after a lot of effort and repeated fumbling, he managed to get through.

“We are trying. The doctor has gone to the club. The jail superintendent has also gone visiting
someone. Don’t worry, within an hour, everything will be fine.” However, his fears intensified rather
than recede after making the call.



The paperwork was about to be finalized and in a few minutes, Jain would be sent to stay amongst
thieves and pickpockets. Then, no one would bother about him till morning. Accustomed as he was to
living in clean quarters, it was clear that only Jain’s corpse would come out of the stinking barracks.

“I will have to make another call in half an hour.”

“But there is no ‘phone inside the barracks”.

“Then what shall | do?”

“Nothing can be done.”

Jain took out his wallet again and transferred it from his pocket to the warder’s.

“There is always a way. After an hour, you must call this same number and bring me whatever message
you receive. | will make you even happier.”

“This is enough. | am a man of my word. Have faith in me. We have to stay together for many years
now. Orders will be followed.” Having made the promise to convey the message to him, the warder
brought Jain into the front room. In the meanwhile, Pala and Meeta’s paperwork had also been
processed. The warder’s presence was awaited and as soon as he came into the room, the sentry
opened the small door that was let into the jail’s inner gate.

Fastening the wallet, the warder took the four prisoners towards the chakkar (tower or control room).
Passing through the inner door, Meeta was struck by the thought that the twenty yards that separated
the two doors would only be crossed again after twenty years.
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Near the inner door of the jail, about fifty yards apart, were two rooms which were known as chakkar.
One of the rooms was small and used as an office while the bigger one was used as a godown. The
common wall between them had a door which connected the two rooms. In front of the smaller room
was a four-foot verandah and there were two small stools lying there.

In the office was a table with two chairs. On one was seated Labh Singh who was wearing the white
clothes of a prisoner. He was serving a life sentence for murder. Being educated and intelligent, he had
been made the chakkar munshi to assist the chief warder.

Before being sentenced, he had been a havaldar with the police department. Honest, loyal and a wizard
with the paperwork, he had been reputed throughout the district. Every officer wanted him to be
appointed in their office but he would only be with whoever was closest to the captain. Labh Singh was
simultaneously the reader to the officer, his gunman and middle man for all transactions.

These very qualities of Labh Singh were what had brought him into jail. At the time of the murder case
being registered, he was the gunman to the dreaded Mehnga Singh, the SHO (Station House Officer)
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who was known throughout the district for taking on the terrorists. In return, he had had to sacrifice his
entire family. After having lost everything, he still did not give up his resolve to eliminate terrorism from
the state and therefore respect for him had increased within the force. Mehnga Singh got his choice of
stations and if there was ever any incident in which he was involved - legitimate or otherwise - it was
hushed up by the officers. Labh Singh had, on many dangerous expeditions, supported Mehnga Singh
unconditionally at great personal risk. Mehnga Singh, in turn respected his courage absolutely.
Whenever Mehnga Singh was promoted or rewarded after having eliminated a dreaded terrorist, he
would share it all with Labh Singh. In this way, Labh Singh rose from Home Guard to havaldar.

Even after having spent seven years in jail, Labh Singh could still not understand whether Jeeta, who had
been abducted by the gunman on the orders of Mehnga Singh and killed, was really a terrorist or, as
Jeeta’s kin claimed, been eliminated by Jeeta’s enemies after having paid Mehnga Singh a sum of five
lakhs to falsely declare him a terrorist and have him killed.

Labh Singh had, on this occasion as in countless others, obeyed Mehnga Singh’s command
unqguestioningly. He had taken Jeeta to the edge of a canal, shot him and disposed of the body in the
canal.

Along with other reports of police staging fake encounters with terrorists, the issue of Jeeta’s encounter
was also reported in the papers. Like Mehnga Singh, Labh Singh too paid no heed to these reports. As in
other fake encounters, there would be an enquiry into this incident and as always, the superiors would
acquit them.

The simmering spark burst into flames after Mehnga Singh became a martyr in an encounter and some
policemen, jealous of Mehnga Singh’s promotions and famed courage, started unearthing skeletons.
Buried enquiries were brought up again. Most of the officers had their eye on Mehnga Singh’s property.
He had killed a lot of terrorists and often, more than 50 lakh rupees had been seized from each terrorist.
All this money should have been with him. As Mehnga Singh had no heirs left, it was assumed that Labh
Singh would certainly have knowledge of this secret treasure and benami property (held under fictitious
names or a third party who was ostensibly the owner on paper) which could be gotten hold of by
threatening Labh Singh or persuading him to reveal the secret location.

It was to achieve this aim that a case of murder (of Jeeta) was lodged against Labh Singh and his fellow
gunmen. After his arrest, he had been pressurized to reveal Mehnga Singh’s treasure. They tried to
tempt him by offering to declare him approver following which he would be freed in return for the
information they sought. Whether Mehnga Singh had ever built up any property at all was something
that Labh Singh had absolutely no clue about. What treasure could he have led the officers to? Jeeta
had indeed been shot but not out of greed.

The angry officers placed the entire blame of Jeeta’s death on Labh Singh’s head. The other gunmen
turned approvers and Labh Singh was sent to jail. Labh Singh tried very hard to put forward his glorious
record and prove his innocence but no one was prepared to listen to him. Even the highest court paid
no heed and all his protestations were met with only one argument: ‘if the custodians of the law were to
themselves mock the law, who will protect the common people?”
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With a heavy heart, Labh Singh had had to accept his fate. Half the sentence was over; the rest would
also pass in the same manner.

He had been quite comfortable for the past year. Earlier, his fellow prisoners would taunt him and give
him a wide berth as he had been a ‘policia’. And the jail authorities too did not trust him. He had had to
work extremely hard for five years in order to be considered an honest man.

He was first appointed as the munshi to the factory in order to test him. Then he was promoted and
sent to the godown. At both these posts, Labh Singh had fulfilled his duties smartly and faithfully. In
contrast to the earlier munshis, he had managed to increase the earning of the officers double and triple
fold. The records were well kept and there was no complaint from the prisoners.

The police department had earlier repaid him for the value of his services by trapping him in a false case.
The jail authorities on the other hand had, in recognition of his good work, given him the most
important post of chakkar munshi.

Having been in the police force, Labh Singh knew very well how to extract the maximum amount of
money from prisoners. Contrary to the officers’ expectations, he would bring in quite a bit by evening,
of which his share was ten percent. The rest he would hand over to the chief warder. He would not
bother about how this money was distributed down the chain.  Being the golden goose, he was valued
in the jail and exercised a lot of authority. If he cut a few corners with the aim of collecting more and
more money, nobody protested.

Now there were four new prisoners who had come to the jail. How should each one be treated? Labh
Singh was going over plans in his mind.

Clad in a khaki uniform, seated confidently in the chair next to Labh Singh, was the Chief Warder, in
charge of the chakkar. He had all the qualities that Labh Singh possessed and was one of the chief
confidantes of the jail superintendent which was why he occupied this important position. He had
called in another prisoner who was now standing to Labh Singh’s right, for assistance. The eyes of the
chief warder were also fixed on the inner door through which the old warder would escort the new
prisoners into the chakkar.

More than waiting for the new prisoners, Labh Singh and Nihal Singh were eager for the old man’s
information. He had to provide valuable data regarding how full-blooded these new prisoners were.
And it would be on the basis of this information that Nihal Singh and others would suck their blood.

The old warder brought the four prisoners to the verandah and motioned them with his finger to sit on
the stools whilst he disappeared into the office with the papers. Jain’s weighty shape occupied the
entire part of one stool while Hakam Singh sat on the other.

Instead of squeezing themselves in, Pala and Meeta preferred to seat themselves on the floor farther
away from them. They now had to spend the rest of their lives within these four walls and could do
nothing of their own free will. Some or the other warder would chase them around like animals with a
stick in his hand. It was better to sit for some moments in the open air like this than to suffocate in a
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dark barrack somewhere. They knew that it would take a while to fill up the history sheet and be
allotted prisoner numbers. And with such thoughts, they went aside and started thinking of ways and
means to make the ensuing days happier and comfortable.

“Plead with them to put us both in the same barrack. At least we, as brothers can share our sorrows
and while away the time.”

Pala was the one who was more worried about the days to come. He knew they were poor and didn’t
have a paisa to offer the jail staff. They had no hopes that anyone from those they had left behind in
the outside world would get something for them. Orphans like them were either thrust into the furnace
of the langar (community kitchen) or sent to break their bones at the saw mill. Pala’s bones had become
brittle with frequent police beatings. One of his legs was so weak that he couldn’t cope with very heavy
weights. His shoulders and knees creaked all the time and he could barely manage to carry himself
unsupported up a flight of stairs. How on earth would he be able to carry heavy logs? These days he
couldn’t even walk very fast and soon got short of breath. There was no way he could do any kind of
hard labour.

Meeta was more knowledgeable and a lot cleverer than Pala as he was more experienced and well-
travelled. He knew how to talk to the officers. Pala, on the other hand, was a figure of clay. The minute
an officer hove into sight, he would be struck dumb. Recognising his own weakness, he had made the
plea to Meeta to try keeping them together.

“Don’t worry. I'll try my best. But do you think they’re going to listen to us?”

Meeta wished to be with Pala too but he was aware of the cruel moodiness and perverse nature of the
jail staff. They would take pleasure in doing just the opposite of whatever they were requested to do.
But in spite of that, Meeta planned to speak to them.

“It would be wonderful if they asked us to be mushakkati to a seth like Jain.”

Meeta’s eyes were fixed on the seth who might not have been well-educated but was certainly wealthy
and surely an income tax payee. On the basis of this, he would ask for and be assigned the category of
‘B’ class. B class prisoners got excellent rations and were also allotted prisoners to cook the rations for
them. Prisoners asked to serve in this manner were known as mushakkati. Pala and Meeta hoped that
one of them would be appointed to serve the seth as a mushakkati so that their time could be spent
comfortably.

“Who’s going to give us that luxury for free? They are sure to ask for money and where are we going to
get that from? There’s nothing to be done but put in bone-grinding work.”

“What’s the harm in pleading with them? Who knows, someone might take pity on us.”

Meeta laughed at Pala’s words.
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“When we used to steal or pick pockets, did we ever stop to see how they had earned that money? Our
brotherhood is in the chakkar too. They are obsessed with their own pockets, not with our compulsions
or needs.”

“Never mind. No matter what we manage to get, do make sure to have us both placed in the same
barrack. Otherwise | will die in a couple of days, for sure.” Pala kept repeating the same thing over and
over like a madman.

Both had earlier spent time in jails together quite frequently. Then, Pala had never been quite so
frightened. Somehow, this time, he had lost all heart - maybe because he had come to jail after quite a
while; perhaps because this time it was a long sentence; or perhaps because he was now a kabildaar
(family man).

Although Meeta was trying hard to look strong, his mind grappled with the same fears within.

3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k %k 3k 3k 3k 3k sk sk 3k 3k 3k 3k sk 3k >k 5k 3k 3k sk 3k >k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k >k 3k 3k 3k sk >k 5k 3k 5k 3k sk sk >k 5k 5k 5k 3k sk sk 5k 5k 5k 3k sk >k 5k >k %k %k %k %k ksk sk sk k kkkkkkkkk

4

Pala and Meeta conversed outside while within, the chief warder and the munshi examined the papers
of the newly arrived prisoners. Hakam Singh was a lawyer. He had been sentenced to life for having
harassed his wife for dowry and pushing her to commit suicide. While divulging the confidential details
of this prisoner, the old warder, Succha Singh disclosed that he had come to prison after making due
preparations. He knew the law of course, and had memorized the jail manual for extra measure. So he
would have to be dealt with cleverly.

Labh Singh hated lawyers and so he took upon himself the responsibility of dealing with Hakam Singh
himself. He believed that half the prisoners undergoing punishment in jails were there because of the
greed or carelessness of lawyers. When Labh Singh had been a havaldar, lawyers would hover around
him. If he went to the courts, he would be treated like a valued son in law. He was useful to them for
he would send them clients who could be fleeced for fat fees. When he had been charged with murder,
a lot of lawyers had initially been eager to defend him. Willing to forgo their fees, they were even ready
to pay for the typing and stamps. Gradually, as Labh Singh kept getting more and more ensnared in the
case, the lawyers slowly moved away till, towards, the end, there was only one — Gill — left to defend
him. On some excuse or the other, he would milk money out of Labh Singh at every hearing.
Sometimes he would ask for money to make copies of documents, sometimes for stamps. Even before
the witness statements began, he returned the file saying he was but a minor lawyer and not capable of
fighting a murder case. When Labh Singh handed it over to Sikandar Singh, he demanded an obscene
sum as fees. He had no problems with paying the fees but the way in which Sikandar looted him
through his junior lawyers filled Labh Singh with rage to this day.

Labh Singh had had occasion to visit the women’s ward a couple of times. There, every single day, the
women prisoners would name various lawyers and break out into lamentations, cursing them. If some
had looted them of their money, others had sexually exploited them.
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Now, finally, Labh Singh had a lawyer-victim. He planned to exact revenge on his own behalf and on
behalf of the rest of the prisoners and he started to devise schemes to humiliate Hakam Singh.

Subhash Jain had been sentenced to five years on charges of having, in collusion with district officials,
‘eaten’ away the tar coal from the roads and bricks and iron rods from buildings. According to Succha
Singh’s information, the judge had betrayed the seth. Two engineers charged along with him had been
acquitted. He had personally conveyed the first installment of the bribe to the judge’s residence while
the second installment had been sent to the middleman. Fully confident of being acquitted, he had not
brought anyone along with him to the sentencing and had been accompanied only by a driver. In the
confusion and hurry after the verdict, he had forgotten to hand over his jewellery and cash to the driver.
His ailments had become aggravated due to the mental stress and his blood pressure and sugar levels
were astronomically high. His heart rate had increased drastically as well. Labh Singh could take
advantage of his illness and his fear. The seth had already paid Succha Singh handsomely but he still had
a lot to offer the chakkar gang. They were the ones who would decide how much to extract from him.

Labh Singh knew quite a bit about the other two prisoners. The reports of their trial had featured in the
newspapers every day and he had a watchful eye on those two. They could neither offer anyone
anything nor could they take anything from anyone.

The paperwork of the lawyer had to be completed first and so Hakam Singh was ordered to be produced
before them. Hakam Singh’s filled up history sheet bore the number 808. This was his prisoner number.
In future, Hakam Singh would be called less as lawyer sahib and more by this very same number.

“Lawyer Sahib, your record says that you have been in prison as an under-trial for two years. So you
must be familiar with the rules and regulations of the jail. Here, take the warrant of your punishment. |
have to fill in the history. Answer me truthfully now.”

The chief warder asked the prisoner his name, his father’s name, his crime, education. This was followed
by height and weight, diseases and interests. Hakam Singh furnished the information and Labh Singh,
verifying them against the warrant, entered the data in the history sheet.

The prisoners had been searched once when they entered the jail. At that time, certain objects which
were not allowed inside the prison had been confiscated.

They would be searched once more in the chakkar. Here, the prisoners’ personal clothes, jewellery,
cash and other personal items would be taken away and kept in the store. A receipt would be given and
the objects returned to them at the time of their release. They would be issued the regulation uniform,
mattress, utensils etc and other items of daily use from the store.

After the formalities of the history sheet were over, the procedure of searching began.
“Show us the bag. What does it contain?”

“A few books, a notebook and a pen.”

14



15

Hakam Singh knew that according to the jail rules, a prisoner was allowed to read and write. He had
therefore brought along some reading and writing materials with him. He did not consider it necessary
to hand the bag over to the munshi.

“Show me — what books are they?”

Labh Singh was annoyed by the lawyer’s defiance. He kept his irritation in check but there was a
difference now in his tone and way of address as he extended his hand for the bag.

“This is the jail manual. These are some law books. These are copies of the Supreme Court’s judgement.”
Hakam Singh took the books out of the bag and placed them on the table.

“Jail manual? Where did you get this from? It’s been thirty years that I've been working now but I've
never set eyes on it.” Nihal Singh held the jail manual in his hand and expressed his astonishment.

“Lawyers get this to fight their cases.”

“Why don’t you say that you’ve brought the jail manual here in order to incite the prisoners?
Permission to take this inside is denied.” This new irritant acted like oil poured on Labh Singh’s fire of
anger.

“No. Itisthe duty of the jail administration to inform all the prisoners about this. It is not | who says so
- it is the order of the Supreme Court.”

“The Supreme Court must be saying this to the lawyers. We do not obey these diktats. We have to
maintain peace and order inside the jail. Don’t incite the prisoners.” The chief warder felt that Hakam
Singh had brought in a poisonous snake which would sting all the jail officials.

Hakam remained silent.

“This is in English. We don’t know English. When the senior sahib comes tomorrow, we’ll show it to
him. If he permits it, we will give it back to you.”

With this, Labh Singh put the books back in the bag, wrote Hakam Singh’s name and number on top and
placed it on a rack.

Hakam Singh did not object. They were right too, in a way. The books would be returned to him the
next day.

Labh Singh was mistaken: Hakam Singh had brought the jail manual with him not to incite the prisoners
or to prepare for a client’s case but to make his difficult stay in the jail as comfortable as possible.

As soon as he read the accusations against him, Hakam had known the extent of the punishment to be
expected. The plaintiff in his case was not an ordinary man but a reputed lawyer of Mayanagar. While
filing his report, he had kept all legalities in mind and presented a twisted version of the truth.
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The truth was that Ravindra’s death had been caused not by her harassment at the hands of her ‘in laws
for having brought in too little dowry but because of Hakam’s meager income.

Even before the marriage, Hakam Singh had presented a clear picture of his situation to his father in law.
He had studied under great financial constraints. Although he had won heaps of awards for academic
merit as well as scholarships and brilliant degrees and certificates, what he lacked was registration
deeds of properties and houses. Hakam Singh’s father in law was also a lawyer with a similar
background. Talent was what was required to shine in the law courts and this Hakam Singh possessed in
ample measure. Major Singh believed that Hakam Singh would rise up the ladder of success very quickly
and that under his capable patronage, Hakam could learn in a matter of months the twisted wrangling of
legalities that would otherwise take years to master. Major Singh had chosen him for his daughter after
having gone over all the pros and cons of forging this matrimonial alliance.

The girl had timidly protested at the idea of being given away in marriage from a town like Mayanagar to
someone living in a village like Mandi. Major Singh had exhorted her to be far-sighted and silenced her
protests. Predicting the future for her, he told her that as Hakam Singh became more and more
successful, he would change his place of residence as well. In about five to six years, Hakam Singh would
be in the High Court. It was necessary to make some sacrifices if one wished for a good future. If
Ravindra had, at that time, been stubborn in her refusal, Major Singh would have, without a thought,
acquiesced. But once the train of events is set in motion, it is not possible to reverse time.

Ravindra, accustomed to driving fast on broad roads, in the habit of frequenting hotels and clubs and
attending parties, felt stifled within six months of her marriage.

Three months later, when she came to her parental house for the ritual visit, one look at her woe-
begone face made Major Singh’s heart heave. He thought there was something amiss and asked her
mother to find out what the matter was. It turned out to be nothing very serious. The girl’s parents in
law objected to her wearing clothes of high fashion. They had also not liked it when she went off to the
cinema on the third day after her wedding. There was no place in Mandi where she could indulge her
taste for dosa and idli. It seemed pointless to go all the way to Mayanagar — fifty kilometers — for a petty
thing like that.

Major Singh sat his daughter down next to him and explained things to her. He told her countless tales
of families which had prospered and moved out of their village. Good days were just around the corner,
he assured her. The girl calmed down and returned to her marital house.

But the next time she visited, she was in greater distress. Being a post graduate, Ravindra wished to
pass her time by teaching in a school or a college.

Hakam Singh’s family was not willing to send the daughter in law out to work for a mere 1500 rupees or
so. Major Singh again offered arguments supporting her ‘in laws. This time perhaps, Ravindra did not
like her father’s attitude and after this, she stopped calling her father and made no further complaints.
Hakam too did not share his thoughts and feelings with anyone. Major Singh thought that his sensible
daughter had weathered the initial storms and everything was now all right. He realized the gravity of
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the situation only when he got the news of her having committed suicide by hanging herself from a
ceiling fan.

As long as Ravindra was alive, Major Singh supported his son in law. After his daughter died, the father
was heartbroken and filled with remorse at his own indifference and lack of sensitivity. He should have
tried to explain things to Hakam Singh’s parents as well just like he had done with his daughter. He
should have listened to his daughter. If she had been so unhappy, she could have got a divorce and
been free of this family. The stressed and sorrowing Major Singh blamed Hakam Singh for his silence.
He should have dealt with the situation. At the very least, he should have brought it to Major’s notice.

With all legal complexities in mind, Major Singh placed the blame squarely on Hakam Singh. The
palpable untruths that went into his complaint were that Hakam Singh had been unhappy right from the
beginning with the dowry that Ravindra had brought with her and that he used to harass her to get a car
from her parents’ house. That Major Singh had, on many occasions, attempted to quench his greed with
gifts of ten or twenty thousand rupees but the hunger would re-surface quickly after a while. That there
had been a fight on this very issue just an hour before his daughter committed suicide. That the
daughter had called her parents to tell them about this fight after which she had hanged herself from
the fan with her dupatta.

Working day and night, clever lawyers presented tutored witnesses all of whom hacked away at Hakam
Singh'’s very foundations.

At the time of the hearing, there was another injustice done to Hakam Singh. The case was tried in the
very same court where he used to practice law and Major Singh would come from Mayanagar to argue
the case. Since he was but a junior lawyer, no one from Hakam Singh’s fraternity lifted a finger to help
him whereas Major Singh came surrounded by an army of junior and senior lawyers. That this was the
personal case of a lawyer — a lawyer’s daughter had been sacrificed to the demon of dowry — was the
litany of all the other lawyers which had the effect of not allowing the judge to form an impartial
opinion. No one bothered to point out that the accused was a lawyer too.

When Hakam Singh realised that punishment was inevitable, he pored over the jail manual but now it
seemed that instead of being of help, the reading was costing him dear.

“Empty your pockets! What are these papers?”

“’Some addresses and phone numbers. Some money.”

“We are government officials. Not a criminal like you. We are not going to loot you of your money.”
“According to the jail manual, | have the right to get a receipt.”

“You forget that you are a prisoner now. All your rights were left behind at the jail gate. You should be
grateful to the government that, inspite of being a criminal, you are being offered food and a roof over
your head.”
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“That is your mistake. | agree that many rights have been taken away but we are still entitled to a lot of
others. | am only referring to those that we are still entitled to.”

“Heh, don’t teach us the law. If you had showed off your knowledge of the law in front of the judge, you

Ill

would have been acquitted and sent home instead of to this jai
The chief wished to silence Hakam Singh but the lawyer was not to be subdued so easily.

“Here, take your real entitlement” and Labh Singh picked up a bundle from the rack and flung it at
Hakam Singh.

The bundle flew open in mid-air; out fell a pair of old, dirty and crumpled kurta-pyjama which lay
scattered on the ground.

“I have been given a life sentence. | am entitled to new clothes.” And Hakam Singh refused to accept
the old garments.

“Now you will say, give me new utensils, white sheets and soft pillows. Give me B-class facilities.”

“l am a double graduate. | am entitled to B Class. Nobody will be doing me a favour by assigning me the
B Class category.”

“It is apparent that the law has gone to your head. You will read out the manual to the other prisoners
and in just a couple of days, will stage a revolt in this jail. We'll have to bring you to your senses by
placing you in solitary confinement doing hard labour.”

Nihal Singh fervently wished that he could take Hakam Singh into the store and whip him for his
continued insubordination. But he could not summon up the courage to lift his hand against a lawyer on
the very first day.

To keep his anger in check, he remarked, “The rope’s burnt away but has not lost its coils yet.”

Labh Singh’s blood was boiling too but when a jail official was doing nothing, why should he, a prisoner,
invite unpleasantness? He too was not in favour of prolonging this potentially messy situation.

“He is a lawyer - don’t argue too much with him. There’s still a lot of work to be done. The time to lock
down has passed and the cells munshi must be waiting. Tonight we’ll send him to the ‘emperor’s’ cell
and tomorrow we’ll produce him before the big Sahib.”

“He’ll give him his bed and bedding himself”.

The chief’s thoughts were running on the same lines. They had christened the cell designated for
beggars as the emperor’s cell. Any new prisoner who dared to act rebellious was sent there on the first
night. Before the night was over, the prisoner would realize his folly and beg to be taken out of that
hell. It was necessary to exorcise the demon of law that had taken possession of Hakam Singh.
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Labh Singh at once jotted down ‘Emperor’s cell” in the column under barracks on the history sheet and
showed him the way to the cell.
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The catastrophe that had befallen Hakam Singh turned Jain’s face paler than ever before. If a lawyer
was being treated in this fashion, Lord knows how he, a mere 10" pass would fare. Just the thought
made him break out into a sweat.

Hakam Singh’s procedure had taken an hour. After this, it was Jain’s turn. If the sifarshi
(recommendation) phone call did not materialize in a few minutes, who knew on what embers they
would fling him? Jain was feeling irritated with the old warder. He should have called the number that
Jain had given him by now and relayed the response back to him. After all, he, Jain, had given him an
enormous sum of money for this task. But then other thoughts came to him. Perhaps Succha Singh had
not received any satisfactory response. If any arrangement had been made, then the message would
have been sent to some jail official in the chakkar. But there was no phone in the chakkar so the sifarshi
message would have to be conveyed there personally by someone. Till the time they went in, no one
had come to the chakkar. It was clear that Jain’s supporters had not got involved in any way.

With a heavy heart, Jain prayed to his gods and started planning on how to deal with the problem that
had now appeared before him.

“Why do keep you looking towards the inner door time and again? You are waiting for Succha Singh
perhaps? He’s gone home long since.”

Nihal Singh understood Jain’s restlessness. Giving Jain’s papers to Labh Singh, he taunted the seth.

“Waiting for a phone call?” Never mind. Succha Singh has spoken to us on your behalf. We will take
care of you.”

Before starting to fill up the history ticket, Labh Singh thought it necessary to inform the seth that he
knew about the money changing hands in the antechamber at the entrance. Jain got the hint and
heaved a sigh of relief.

Laden with gold and cash, a seth like Subhash Jain came but infrequently to the jail. Labh Singh was a
munshi no doubt, but he was a prisoner after all. He did not have the right to do whatever he wished. It
was only after getting the chief warder’s permission that money could be mined from the seth.

“Shall we loot him?” The munshi asked the chief with a glance.

“Why ask before doing a good deed?!” The chief signalled his assent through his eyes too.
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“You seem to be a well-heeled seth. The papers say that all your life you have been selling black gold
(tar coal) and transforming it into real gold. Why didn’t you take recourse to maya in order to be
acquitted?”

‘That’s a long story - I'll tell you some other time. | was betrayed. | let money flow like water to be
acquitted... Witnesses, lawyers, even the judge — | warmed all their hands myself...”

“Now what do you intend to do?”
Instead of launching into long preliminaries, Labh Singh hit the arrow right on target.

“l am ready for anything. | will ensure that you are happy. Let me pass this night comfortably and by
tomorrow my men will make all the arrangements.”

Saying this, Jain put his hand into a secret pocket in his pajamas, extracted a velvet jewellery pouch and
fishing out a few thousand rupees notes, placed them on the table.

“This is ten thousand rupees. Keep it all. | don’t want a coupon or a receipt for this.”

Nihal Singh put the money into the drawer. He did not want the seth to know at this point whether the
money had gone into his pocket or made its way to the government treasury. Whether or not a receipt
would be given for the ten thousand rupees he neglected to say and went on with the rest of the
procedure.

“Seth sahib, before going to the cell, you’ll have to remove all your jewellery. This is a jail where thieves
and unsocial elements are locked up. This is not under our control. As soon as you go out of the
chakkar, they will rob you. In the barracks, they will fall on the jewellery and on you too like hungry
dogs.”

The chief wanted to grab the jewellery too and this would only be possible if Jain were filled with dread
at the thought of going into a dangerous place. And so he prepared the ground carefully.

Jain was a smart man and he understood the import of each word that the chief uttered. At one level
the remarks meant that he was being sent to a barrack that was full of thieves. The second hint was
that ten thousand was not enough. Now their eye was on the gold. Jain’s mother would always say that
gold is not for mere ornament but to help in times of distress and today this proverb was proving true.
Jain took off his chain, rings and bangle and placed them on the table.

“Ask for a pair of scales to weigh this.”

“3, 3, 6...Must be around 12 tolas. What is the point of weighing them? | have lots of chains and rings at
home. You keep this - give it to the officers as a gift. | can offer you much more. Just make
arrangements for a room that is exclusively for me, a cot and a mattress. That is all.”

“What do you think, Chief Sahib?” Labh Singh looked at Nihal Singh with greedy eyes.
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“We don’t want to make the sethji angry, do we? I'll keep the bangle, you take the chain; we’ll give the
rings to the big sahib.” And the chief took out his handkerchief, wrapped the jewellery in it and put it
away in a secret pocket.

As soon as Jain heard the words ‘sethji’ from the chief’s mouth, he felt reassured. When the jewellery
disappeared into the secret pocket, his face gleamed with joy and he thanked his mother inwardly for
her advice. In obedience to his mother’s words, Jain had made it a habit to never hold on to his wealth
no matter what but to spend money as rapidly as he brought it in.

He had begun rendering his case hollow through the use of money from the very first day itself. The
investigating officer had placed certain documents on record that could portray Jain as more innocent
than guilty. Jain had not allowed the officers accused along with him to loosen their purse strings and
their legal expenses had also been borne by him. In the court, he was ready to splurge fifty if he was
only required to spend five. The trial which would have hung fire endlessly was thus wrapped up in two
years.

Jain’s lawyer thumped his chest and proclaimed that there was not a single piece of evidence on record
that went against him. There was no need to offer money to anybody. The judge would have no option
but to acquit him. Even so, Jain had taken no risks. He had brought along a fixer and spoken to the
judge face to face. The deal was finalized at 10 lakhs and he had personally handed over the first
installment of five lakhs. According to the deal, the second installment was sent to the middleman a day
before the judgement. The judge acquitted Jain’s co-accused. No one knew why the thunder bolt fell
on Jain.

The disaster had come upon him all of a sudden. If there had been any danger of being sentenced, he
would have ‘managed’ all the jail officials well in advance. Jain was thanking his stars that he had even
now managed to take control of the situation. According to the rules, Jain should have been prisoner
number 809. Playing around with it, Labh Singh made it 811.

“This is a lucky number. A prisoner who has this number does not eat jail rotis for very long.”
“Deeply obliged.”

Jain expressed his gratitude in a manner that would have been more appropriate if he had heard the
orders for his release. The sevadar (attendant) who had gone to show Hakam Singh his cell had now
come back. Seeing him standing by idly, Labh Singh put him to work.

“Hand me the bundle of clothes from shelf number 2.”
Shelf number 2 contained new clothes. This was Labh Singh’s second favour to Jain.

“Even the kurta-pyjama you are wearing now is white. You can put a prisoner’s number badge on it if
you wish.”

Nihal Singh did not want to appear backward in distributing favours.
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As he held the clothes meant for a prisoner, Jain’s face took on a withered cast once more.

“Chief Sahib, just look at the seth sahib’s condition! He is sweating from fear. See how the kurta-
pyjama is soaked through. | think that the seth sahib has had a minor heart attack. | do hope we will

I"

not be burdened with a death. Listen to me now - get him admitted to the hospita
Labh Singh’s paperwork was over. Only the column for cell number to be allotted had been left blank.
“All right. Send him to the hospital then.”

The chief smiled and fell in with Labh Singh’s cunning.

The hospital was a place in the jail where a prisoner experienced the greatest comfort. Jain’s friends
had advised him earlier saying that if God forbid he was sent to jail, he should go directly to the hospital.

“The recommendation to admit him to hospital has been made.”

As soon as Jain heard this, he was wild with joy. The task that wealthy people and officers had not been
able to accomplish had been done by an ordinary prisoner. Jain started to bow his head before Labh
Singh. But then he controlled himself. This had been achieved not by Labh Singh but by the great,
Mahamayi Lakshmi (goddess of wealth) herself.
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There were guests at home and would be waiting for him to return. Mindful of this, Nihal Singh
prepared to leave. The duty time was long since over and he had already availed of the compensation
allowance due to him.

He was aware that Pala and Meeta were waiting too. He also knew that their pockets were completely
empty and that he would get nothing from them. On the contrary, he might actually have to spend
money from his own pocket.

Labh Singh had to remain within the jail. So it made no difference to him whether the work was finished
early or dragged on till late in the evening.

“He’ll deal with them on his own”. And Nihal Singh went off home having placed the entire
responsibility on Labh Singh’s shoulders.

“We have nothing to offer you, brother. We are poor men. We just have this one kurta-pyjama which
the police got stitched for us when we were arrested. Now even that is worn out.”

Meeta displayed his empty pocket.

“l know that. | also know that the two of you have been trapped in a false case, like | was.”
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As soon as he uttered the words “trapped in a false case”, all the arrogance vanished from Labh Singh’s
face and was replaced by a sort of purity similar to the expression on Pala and Meeta’s countenance.

The struggle of the committee that had been formed with the purpose of fighting to establish Pala and
Meeta’s innocence had been reported in the newspapers every day. Being a police employee, Labh
Singh was well versed with the procedures of the investigating agencies and on the basis of this
experience he had concluded very early on that these two were innocent. He also knew that they would
certainly be sentenced. The government was hell bent on getting them, after all.

Labh Singh’s guess turned out to be accurate. They had been judged as murderers by making a
mockery of all laws and rules. Thank goodness they had not been sentenced to death but only for life!
And now here they were, standing before him waiting for their prisoners’ uniform.

Labh Singh could neither acquit them nor send them away from the jail. But all that he could actually
do, he now proceeded to accomplish. He took two parcels of new clothes from the rack and handed
one to each, saying “This is to show the sympathy of an innocent prisoner for another innocent one.”

Nobody knew better than Labh Singh, the pain of having to undergo punishment inspite of being
innocent. Although Jeeta’s heirs, witnesses and the court had all held him guilty of murder, he still
considered himself to be blameless.

Every terrorist’s family thinks that their man is white as milk. They wouldn’t have handed over to their
family the list of their misdeeds, after alll Only the police had knowledge of the incidents that had taken
place and so Jeet’s family must also have been under the wrong impression that he was a righteous
man. Before sending Labh Singh to Jeet, Mehnga Singh had told him that he was an A category terrorist
and that the government had placed a reward of one lakh on his head. They had even received the
reward of which Labh Singh had collected his share. How could he believe that Mehnga Singh had been
hired to kill Jeet and had misused his official position to do so? If Labh Singh had known that Jeet was
innocent, he would never have shot him. If an officer had had him kill an innocent man mistakenly, how
was it his fault? A soldier had to do his duty anyhow.

What officers accused Mehnga Singh of — that he had earned riches by killing people — also seemed
incorrect to Labh Singh. He didn’t remember a single instance where they had found money on a
terrorist. After his sons and daughters had been killed, Mehnga had become crazy and had lost all love
for money. He would never pocket the money offered as reward like the others did but would give
every employee his due share. So Labh Singh was convinced that he had not had Jeet Singh killed for no
reason at all.

All the prisoners who were sent to jail on false cases seemed to him of his own brotherhood. Labh Singh
would always be compassionate with them and it was this sympathy that flowed towards the two who
stood before him.
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Holding the new clothes in their hands, Pala and Meeta thought they were dreaming. This man who had
been so tough on the lawyer — why was he being so kind to them? They stood unmoving, mired in
incomprehension.

Then - “Elder brother! Please do me another favour. | am alone and | have no family which can bring in
something for me to make my stay comfortable. Please give me an old blanket that | can cover myself
with or spread on the ground to sleep.” The emboldened Meeta tried to take advantage of Labh Singh’s
generosity.

“Why just one, take two each! That is your right. Go in and pick up four blankets.”
Labh Singh gestured towards the closed room.

Pala was getting nervous: Meeta seemed to be getting above himself. He was sure to get soundly
thrashed.

The experienced thief that Meeta was, he managed to find new blankets even in the dark room, as
though by magic.

“If you want to ask me for anything else, do so now. Don’t complain later that you were not given your
due rights.”

“Brother, please give us some utensils. No one is going to give us even a small bowl if we ask them to.
We might just die of hunger.”

Labh Singh understood what Meeta was hinting at. As he was a Dalit (of the oppressed caste), the other
prisoners would refuse to share their utensils with him.

“We do not give utensils to the other prisoners. They get them from home and that is how jail officials
save a little money. There, pick up a bowl, a plate and a mug from that tub.”

Meeta immediately gave one set to Pala and kept one for himself.

Pala was assigned the number 809 and Meeta was allotted 810. They undressed, put their clothes into a
paper bag, placed it on the rack and donned the new uniform.

Now came the most important part of the procedure: which hell to send them into? Labh Singh was yet
to make that announcement.

Neither of them had any family background to speak of. Meeta had no one. Pala had everyone but for
all practical purposes, he was alone. The family which was worried about how to light the hearth to eat
two meals a day would not be bringing pudding to a prisoner. To keep his family going, Pala would have
to work in the jail and send his earnings home. This would only be possible if he got some good work.

Pala looked at Meeta’s face in silence. Who knew what gods and goddesses he was praying to - all his
desires were being fulfilled!
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“Which barrack should | send them to?” Lost in thought, Labh Singh suddenly mused aloud.

Pala had the answer to Labh Singh’s question. He could place them in service as mushakkati to the seth
— Jain - but Pala did not have the courage to suggest this. He looked at Meeta with the desire writ large
in his eyes. He was confident that just as he had acquired the blankets and utensils, he would manage
to get this wish granted too.

“Attach us to the seth standing outside. When we sleep at night with full stomachs, we will bless you.”

Meeta’s fear had vanished completely and now he was asking for favours boldly and without any
hesitation.

“He is a bird on the wing. He has gone to the hospital now. He will make some arrangement or the
other and in a couple of days will wangle his way out of that as well. Better to be with a person who is
ok, right from the beginning.”

Labh Singh started riffling through the pages of the register before him in order to find a suitable person
for them.

“There, brother Meeta, your problem is solved. You can go to the lions’ cell. A sevadar from there has
been released on bail today.”

“What will I do there? Those people will hound the life out of me.”

“Remember, on paper you are a terrorist as is Pala.”

“That is all very well but | will not be able to survive there.”

“No, it is not like that. Just go and see. You will be grateful to me.”

“Fine, then.” With a heavy heart, Meeta had to reluctantly agree.

“Send me there with Meeta too.”

Out of fear of being left alone, Pala opened his mouth for the first time.

“You are clean shaven, not a bearded and mustachioed Sikh. You cannot go in there.”
“Then don’t send Meeta there either. Send us both to the same barrack.”

“Why are you so fearful? You have to serve a life sentence. There will be countless times when you will
be together and then times when you have to be apart. Learn to deal with the situation. I’ll assign you
to an even better place.” Labh Singh explained to Pala gently like an elder brother.

“You go to the rich man’s bungalow. There are free, educated prisoners there. In their company, you
will eat your stomach’s fill and also learn something good.”
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Without waiting for Pala’s response, Labh Singh finished filling up the columns and set out towards the
cells with them.
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Hakam Singh had been in bad shape a while ago, racked by thirst and hunger. But the mice of hunger
that had been dancing around in his stomach - as the local saying went - also seemed to have starved to
death by now and his desire to eat was slowly ebbing away. Thirst, on the other hand, was increasing in
direct proportion. Hakam Singh was desperate to reach the barrack and get some water to drink.

Earlier, when he had spent a couple of years in jail as an under-trial, he had never heard of ‘emperor’
prisoners. It was clear from the skirmish with the munshi that even if the cell had been named
‘emperor’, it would be no less than a hell.

Hakam Singh wished to learn more about this barrack from the sevadar who was taking him there but
not a word could come out of his parched throat. It was not as though he was going to beg anyone for
anything or as though justice had been done to him earlier. He accepted whatever had been meted out
to him as sent by God and tried to be happy about it. He therefore thought it best to walk quietly
towards the destination.

“Brother! You are a lawyer, aren’t you? Do lawyers who get people acquitted also undergo
punishment?”

Hakam Singh couldn’t be sure whether Jagtar had asked him this in innocence or if it was a barb flung at
the entire brotherhood of lawyers. At first the question irritated him but then he perceived it to have a
profound meaning and his mood changed. He felt that the sevadar had indeed raised a significant issue
and one that was worthy of being addressed. He had to give him an answer.

“First, you must tell me for what crime you have been sent here. We are not standing in court so do not
take refuge in even an iota of falsehood. It is only then that | can answer your question.”

Inspite of the discomfort in his throat, Hakam Singh felt an eagerness to satisfy the sevadar’s curiosity.

“l was a labourer in the public works department. At the same time, | also worked as a guard at the
store. The officers used to sell off the construction materials that remained after the work was
completed and it was on their orders that | went one day to Mayanagar to deliver a truck load of tar
coal...”

“Quiet now! I'll tell you what must have happened next. The police surrounded you when you were on
the way there. They gave you a couple of blows and made you tell the truth. On the basis of your
statement, the police called the officer to the spot. Then both sides made a deal. The officer got away
scot free and the case of tar coal theft was registered against you. The officers were angry with you for
betraying them. They fired you and left you to deal with your fate on your own. Since you didn’t have
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the means, you couldn’t hire a top lawyer, couldn’t bribe witnesses. You could not fill the pockets of the
public prosecutor, could not reach out to the judge. As a result, you were branded a thief and
sentenced to jail. The same problems prevented you from appealing. Am | right?”

Jagtar was filled with astonishment. Hakam Singh seemed like a divinely blessed ascetic who knew all
about Jagtar’s past, present and future lives.

“The same sort of thing happened to me as well. Truth and falsehood are recognized neither during the

time of investigation nor during the trial. In court, there is a competition of shrewdness and intelligence
among the witnesses and lawyers. The side which is smarter wins. There is nothing called justice. In my
case, the prosecutor was a lawyer years ahead in experience. He cleverly used legal techniques to have
me sent to jail. My weapon of ‘truth’ was neutralized. My legal training went to naught.”

Jagtar liked to talk. He had posed the question merely to pass the time but the lawyer’s few sentences
had, in a moment, solved a puzzle that had bothered him for years. He could now understand why the
court had pronounced him guilty when he was in fact, innocent. He bowed his head in reverence to the
lawyer’s wisdom.

The barrack was still some distance away. Jagtar wished to talk some more but it was as though all the
gueries in his mind had suddenly dried up. He decided to stay quiet till he could think of more questions
to ask.

Hakam wanted to talk too but his parched throat did not allow him to. As they walked, the breeze blew
against their faces and the scent or stink in the breeze told them from which barrack it had wafted from.

As soon as the foul smell of urine and faeces replaced the smell of cooking oil and spices, Hakam Singh
understood that they were not far from the emperors’ cell.

“Who are these emperors who stay in these barracks?”

Hakam Singh couldn’t suppress his curiosity for long. He wished to know who his new companions
would be.

“Poor beggars are called emperors to mock them.”
Jagtar started telling him as much as he knew about the background to this phenomenon.

In the winter months, when it became difficult to survive under the open sky, homeless beggars from
the temples, bus stands and railway stations would come to jail to escape the biting cold. Punished for
petty cases like theft, gambling, betting or bootlegging, this served their purpose as the police would
register cases against them and the beggars would have a roof over their heads.

This time, disaster had struck unseasonally. The police captain had gone to Europe and studied the
beggars there and on that basis had concluded that for most beggars, it was a family profession. To
keep Mayanagar crime-free and prevent the harassment of the people by beggars in public places, the
police had embarked upon a mission to detain them.
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The barrack had been built to house sixty people. There were more than a hundred prisoners inside.
There was no other empty barrack and the prisoners in the other barracks were not prepared to have
these beggars with them. Only a few financially strong beggars had been able to post bail and walk out.
The others had all pleaded guilty and were now serving their sentences.

Listening to the beggars’ tale of woe, Hakam Singh thought: “So, this is the punishment I've been given
for asking for a receipt for my money?” He felt depressed. “Oh, never mind. We’ll deal with what
happens when something actually does — don’t they say that we must cross the bridge when we come
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to it? These people are some mother’s sons too after all!” Hakam Singh strengthened his resolve and

continued to walk towards the gate of the barrack.

The sentry standing at the main gate of the barrack took one look at the history sheet in Jagtar’s hand,
the man standing before him, and understood immediately. This prisoner must have committed a
blunder in the chakkar and either the munshi or the chief warder had decreed this punishment for his
mistake. The new bird would spend tonight in this hell.

“So brother, are you a comrade or a malang (poor man)?” Having sent Jagtar away and ushered Hakam
Singh through the gate, the sentry wanted to set his doubts at rest.

“You may think whatever you wish. Even though not a comrade, | am one now. In spite of having
enough money, | am but a malang.”

Fed up of the injustice that he had suffered at every step and filled with anger, Hakam Singh introduced
himself thus. The sentry couldn’t understand a thing of what Hakam had said and proceeded to take
him quietly to the prisoner munshi.

For a prisoner sentenced to life, there could be no hurry and his wishes could not prevail in anything. He
would have to obey any and every command. Therefore Hakam Singh started submitting to all
instructions. Now the only thing he was in a hurry about was to quench his thirst.

Right in front of the main gate was a small kitchen where the prisoners were given the facility to add
spices to their dal. There was a tank as well as a tap for them to rinse their dishes. Hakam thought that
there would be water in the tap or in the tank. He took the munshi’s permission and walked towards
the tank in search of water.

But there was not a drop anywhere. Water would flow only for two hours during the whole day, barely
as strong as a child’s urinating flow. There would frequently be fights among the prisoners to fill a bottle
or wash dishes. Where would the water come from anyway?

The tank was filled with dirty dishes and a foul smell emanated from it. Hakam felt a wave of revulsion
sweep over him. He abandoned his search for water midway and returned.

“Do you want some water?” The munshi asked, understanding Hakam’s difficulty.
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On receiving a nod of assent, the munshi extended his can of drinking water. “Here, drink as much as
you want.”

Hakam Singh’s thirst would not have been quenched even after drinking up all the water in the can but if
a good man had extended a finger to help him, it would not do to grab his whole arm. And so, he made
do with just a mouthful.

The langar was over. The counting had been done and the barracks had to be locked from inside but a
delay of a half hour was allowed. The munshi could have, if he wanted, shoved the new prisoner inside
the barrack, locked the gate and been free of his duty but his conscience did not allow him to send an
educated youth into that hell an hour earlier than required.

The munshi felt some sympathy for Hakam Singh on another count as well. Like Hakam, the munshi,
Kulwant had been harassed by Labh Singh too. After having performed rigorous labour and following
extensive pleas, he had reached the position of munshi. There were three months left for his release.
He had thought that while going home he would take some money with him but Labh Singh had dashed
all his hopes.

Kulwant Singh had studied till the 10™ grade. He had been sentenced to two years on the charge of
having poached fish from the sardars’ pond. He had indeed stolen the fish - not to sell it but to satisfy
his craving for a dish of fish. Once, he had eaten fish pakoras at a fair along with other boys. After that,
he had been desperate to eat fish pakoras again to his heart’s content. There was a pakora cart near the
village bus stand selling pakoras at 10 rupees for a quarter of a kilo. It was difficult for him to collect 10
rupees in an entire month and in any case, that amount would fetch fish that would barely stick to the
scales. So he had netted about two kilos of fish. The contractor said that fish was being poached every
day. Maybe he was right but the fish was being stolen by someone else and it was Kulwant who had
been caught. He was punished on his very first theft itself.

For the first two months, Kulwant worked on the jail farm. He had laboured very hard and caught the
attention of the jail superintendent who asked to see the report of the probation officer in order to
know more about Kulwant Singh. After his approval, the jail superintendent sent him away to his farm
in the village. Jagtar went with him. The superintendent promised them, “If you work sincerely, one
day’s work will be counted as two and the punishment will be halved.”

Wishing to go home early, they worked day and night. The superintendent kept his promise. Having
pardoned them, he brought down the two years of punishment to one and a quarter. He also made
another concession: for the remainder of the three months, he made Jagtar and Kulwant munshis.

Jagtar was smart and he managed to get Labh Singh to make him a sevadar in the chakkar.

Kulwant had nothing to give. At the superintendent’s farm, there was no limit to what or how much
they could eat, but they got nothing in cash. There was not a paisa in his account. His mother was a
widow, and the Lord only knew how the hearth was lit at home. He could not burden her for his own
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comforts. It was necessary to give Labh Singh money in order to be appointed munshi of a good barrack
and in that he was unsuccessful.

Labh Singh made him a munshi all right, in compliance with the orders of the officer but he placed him
in this barrack which offered punishment rather than comfort.

Nevertheless, Kulwant was happy. There were only a few days left and then the proverbial seven and a
half year curse would come to an end.

Due to this strange sharing of sorrows, Kulwant was bent upon giving as many comforts as he could to
Hakam.

“Is there anything to eat?”
Hakam Singh wanted to take advantage of the closeness that had developed between them.

“There might be some leftovers. Otherwise you’ll have to stay hungry till morning. These beggars have
stomachs like bottomless wells which are never filled. They polish off everything that is given to them.”

Hakam was hungry and this made Kulwant sad but he had no remedy to offer.
“Never mind, give me some more water.”

As Hakam started drinking the water, there was the sound of footsteps outside. The assistant daroga
(chief) was on his rounds and seeing Hakam still sitting outside the barracks would make him angry. In
order to escape the rebuke, Kulwant pushed Hakam into the barrack, closed and locked the door. He
took the key and went to the gate.

“Is everything OK?”

Taking the key from Kulwant and putting it in his pocket, the assistant daroga asked the customary
question.

“Yes sir!l”

The munshi gave the rehearsed reply and thus fulfilled his duty.
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By the time Jain got out of the chakkar, darkness had fallen. All the prisoners had gone back to their
respective cells before sunset. The langar was being distributed. Then, after being counted, they would
be locked into their barracks.

There was not a single tree in the entire jail which could break the flow of the wind. Even a slight breeze
would suddenly become gusty a soon as it entered the jail and lash the face with billowing sand.

30



31

As far as Jain could see, no one, apart from the sevadar and himself, appeared to be stirring in the jail.
The howling of hyenas made the atmosphere even more eerie.

The sevadar walked with swift strides. It was time for him be locked up and he was in a hurry to get
back to his cell. If he was delayed, the langar would have been distributed and he would have to spend
a hungry night.

Although Jain made every effort, he could not match the sevadar’s pace. Used as he was to moving
around in cars, after taking just a few quick steps, his breath came in short gasps, his heart beat rapidly
and he feared that he might collapse at any moment.

He was now a prisoner and compelled to obey the rules of the jail. He had no option but to walk to the
hospital and so, trying to ignore the fears in his mind, he tried to keep pace with the sevadar rushing
ahead of him.

Right since his punishment had been pronounced till this moment, Jain had been making efforts directed
only towards one thing: to somehow get himself admitted to the hospital instead of being thrust into a
dirty barrack. In truth, his condition was very poorly as he was prey to serious ailments like high blood
pressure, diabetes and a weak heart. He would gulp down a heap of tablets three times a day. It was
only then that his day would pass comfortably.

Now that he had managed to get into the hospital without outside help, his mind was more relaxed and
he started ticking off the profit and loss of the whole matter.

If one were to calculate from the time the case had been registered till now, he had spent about 15 lakh
rupees. When the officers’ houses had been raided, Jain was not at home. He had gone to Delhi. If he
had so wished, he could have flown off to foreign climes and waited for the matter to die down. He had
a multi-visit visa and friends in every country around the globe. However, acting upon the advice of his
consultants, and without worrying about any beatings he might receive, he surrendered to the police.
During the four days when he had been sent into remand, he had had to bear a lot of humiliation. He
had been forced to drink this bitter draught for the sake of keeping his business going and to keep the
officers happy and he had succeeded in his plan. The generosity that the seth displayed had been
appreciated by the officers. Not a single contract of his had been cancelled. During the trial too, Jain
had not allowed the officers to spend even an anna. It was Jain who had paid the fees of the lawyers
retained for the officers; he who got the witnesses to retract their statements; he who bribed the judge.

The officers had probably betrayed him at the very last minute. It was apparent that they had made
arrangements for their own acquittal but made no efforts to get him acquitted as well. Each officer was
one step ahead of the other - the Executive Engineer was the son in law of a retired Inspector General.
The SDO — Sub Divisional Officer’s uncle was a Session Judge, a bold man. The Junior Engineer
dominated everyone as his father in law was a transporter. Ministers would hang around his house as
though they were drivers and conductors. Jain had spent the money and they were the ones who were
acquitted!
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All the other expenses were as good as thrown into a well. The judge who sentenced him must have
been under some compulsion, perhaps. As soon as he got out of prison, Jain thought, he would go to
the judge’s house and unravel the mystery.

But right now, Jain regretted spending money like he had in the dyodhi (gatehouse) and chakkar. He
had become nervous and just let the money flow like water unnecessarily. He did not remember exactly
how much money there had been in his wallet but estimated that it must have contained around seven
to eight thousand rupees. Ten thousand cash in the inner pocket; gold worth about 15-20 thousand - he
had thrown away a total of about 30-35 thousand. If this was what he had to spend for one night in the
hospital, how would the next five years pass? Jain was consumed by this worry.

He was unhappy over having to think like a miser and so, in order to divert his mind, he occasionally
took stock of the jail spreading out into the distance.

The jail, extended over eighty acres, was not unfamiliar to Jain. Today, he might have come here as a
prisoner but there was a time when he had walked around as though he owned the place. About 12-13
years ago, when the jail was being constructed, the work had been divided so as to finish it at a faster
pace. The contract for the construction of the huge walls of the jail was given to Jain’s maternal uncle
from whom Jain was learning the contract trade at that time. The uncle had a lot of work going on in
other places and so Jain had supervised the work in this jail.

The height of the outside wall was thirty feet and entirely plastered over. The plaster had been
smoothened with the gurmala (tool) over and over again till even a hand placed on it would slide down.
Not a dog or cat could climb such a high wall; for a human being to do so was impossible, of course. If
any prisoner were rash enough to try this, there was a three foot fence of barbed wire on top which
would ensnare him. Some of the wires had electricity running through them. Any bird that sat on the
wires would drop like a stone. To get out alive from this complex structure was not possible for a
human.

Along the inner wall was the huge farm of the jail. This farm fulfilled a double purpose. The prisoners
were made to work on the farm while the grain and vegetables for the jail kitchen were also grown
there. Where the farm ended, the inner wall began. This wall was not as high as the outer one but not
so low as to allow a prisoner to jump over it.

Along the inner wall was a gap of twenty feet with a fifteen foot wide road of tar coal. It was regularly
patrolled day and night; if necessary, jeeps and other vehicles could be driven on it.

On the other side of the road were the barracks with their backs towards the road. The back wall of the
residential barracks had big, strong iron bars set into it. Through these bars passed light and air to the
prisoners and offered the patrolling warders a sight of the prisoners’ activities within. There was a fine
wire mesh on the bars. This netting protected the prisoners from flies and mosquitos - and the warders
from garbage flung by the prisoners.
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The gate to all the barracks opened inwards down which ran another road. There was patrolling on this
road as well, which led to a shared courtyard. In the middle of the yard was a central tower with search
lights, manned by a sentry around the clock. There was a gurudwara to the right of this tower and a
temple adjoining the gurudwara. On the left was the canteen with a small office next to it.

Opposite the prisoners’ cells were a factory and a school with a library attached to the school. On the
right was a playground. The hospital was opposite the playground. In order to reach the hospital, one
had to walk past many of the barracks.

Jain kept peeping into the barracks from which emerged various sounds. There was the sound of a TV
set from one and the prisoners seemed to be immersed in the programme. From one barrack there
came the sound of jokes and laughter; music and singing. Jain was amazed. Could prisoners undergoing
punishment play and laugh?

The pace at which Jain walked made the sevadar conclude that he would certainly have to go hungry
that night. He would get nothing from the barrack. Why not make some arrangement for dinner at the
hospital itself? As this thought struck him, the sevadar slackened his pace and matching steps with Jain,
he now tried to establish friendly terms with him.

“You haven’t recognized me, seth sahib?”

Indeed, Jain had not. However, the sevadar had known who he was the moment he entered the
chakkar but had remained silent. The difference between a king and a commoner! The contractor, Jain
was owner of half the district whereas he was a mere labourer undergoing punishment.

But now it was imperative to break his silence.
“No.” Without paying much attention to the sevadar’s words, Jain answered briefly.

“I am the labourer, Jagtar Singh who used to be a guard in the town store. Our store used to supply you
with tar coal. | was the one who would get only half of it unloaded but record it as being a full load. On
their return, the sahibs would send me to you for the accounting.”

Jain still did not recognize Jagtar but, “Yes, | remember”, he responded untruthfully.

Numerous labourers like Jagtar would come to him through the day to collect money meant for their
officers. The accounts were handled by Jain’s munshi; Jain would merely glance at the papers prepared
by his munshi and hand over the money.

In ordinary times, he would have given twenty rupees to the fellow to keep him quiet. But now he
didn’t have the money nor was it in his interest to do so. On the contrary, it was necessary for him to
befriend the man. Thinking that a counterfeit coin too has its uses, Jain paid attention to what Jagtar
was saying.

Then he remembered something. There had been a case where the SDO had been caught red-handed
selling tar coal. This man had perhaps been sentenced in that very case, he guessed quite correctly.
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Jagtar had been inducted into the sector by the very same SDO. Before coming into the department, he
had been a labourer, fond of serving the officers and the reward for this service had come in the form of
a permanent job which the SDO had procured for him.

On that ill-fated day, he could have sold the drum of tar coal to the factory owner but he would only
have got half of its actual value. He had hence struck a deal with a labourer who applied tar coal on the
roofs of people’s houses. There he was sure to get the right price.

That day, as soon as Jagtar unloaded the drum at the huts, the police had surrounded him. A few kicks
and blows and he blurted out the whole story. The driver couldn’t withstand the blows either. He gave
the police the name and address of the Mayanagar factory.

By evening, along with Jagtar and the driver, the SDO was also seated in the police station. As night fell,
the officer was allowed to go. The next day, the driver was let off and so was his truck.

When Jagtar went to the court, he found that he had been charged with stealing tar coal from the
government. The case had been filed by the SDO with the driver as the witness. The police had actually
unloaded eighty drums at the station but they claimed that forty had been seized (from Jagtar). Jagtar
had no idea where the other forty drums had gone, even today.

It was not just in the police station but in court too — the officer and the driver had uttered complete lies
and the court had accepted the lies as truth. It was due to those falsehoods that Jagtar was now serving
a sentence of three years.

“Does the doctor sahib know you?”
As soon as Jagtar finished his recital, Jain came to the important matter at hand.
“Yes sir. He keeps a buffalo in his house. | go there to give it fodder etc. | also milk it.’

“Then do me a favour. Introduce me to him. You know that money is not an issue where | am
concerned. But at the moment, my pocket is empty. All the money has been spent outside. There will
be more coming in as soon as it is morning. Just be my guarantor for the night; get him to admit me to
the hospital and give me a good place.’

“That’s all right. I'll tell the sahib. He will listen to me.”

Even before Jagtar had finished speaking, they could see the hospital doctor, Shakti Kumar coming
towards them from the hospital.

“That is doctor sahib.”
Gesturing towards the doctor, Jagtar informed Jain of the doctor’s arrival.

Approaching at a rapid pace, the doctor asked Jain, “Are you seth Jain Sahib? “
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Hearing his name on the doctor’s lips, Jain felt a huge sense of relief. It was clear that Jain’s men had
managed to reach him.

“Yes sahib!” And Jagtar handed the papers over to the doctor. Letting Jagtar go, the doctor took Jain
with him towards the hospital.

Jagtar, returning to the chakkar, was in the throes of acute disappointment. His hungry stomach would
not let him sleep the whole night, for sure.
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More than half the beggars suffered from infectious diseases. Some of them had tuberculosis; some
were asthmatic while others had sores and eczema.

The doors and windows of the barrack had been covered with sack cloth on the doctor’s orders to
prevent the spread of diseases. The sacks would not allow the germs to spread outside and the stink
would filter out through it too.

Since the doors and windows were covered, Amru, shut within, had no idea of what was happening
outside. The whispering around merely told him that another prisoner like him was about to be pushed
into this hell.

In the chakkar, Amru had been told that a party had been organised in the Deputy superintendent’s
house for his son’s birthday. The sahib wanted a case of whisky which Amru had to provide.

Amru was a poor man who lived on the banks of a stream. It was his family profession to brew and sell
liguor and he could arrange to get home-brewed liquor from his house. But he did not have two
thousand rupees for a crate of whisky.

If Amru had had so much money, why would he have even come to the jail? He had been held guilty of
building a till to brew illegal liquor and had been sentenced to two years in jail with a fine of five
thousand rupees. In his profession, five thousand was an amount that couldn’t be earned even after
toiling for a whole year. As Amru was unable to pay the fine, he had been sent to jail. In a couple of
days, his family would file an appeal and the judge would review his punishment. He would then be
released on bail. The appeals lawyer would charge three thousand rupees but at the moment, that sum
could not be arranged either.

It was Amru’s refusal to supply the whisky that had resulted in this unnecessary punishment. He had
been sent to this barrack the previous evening. At the same time Labh Singh had threatened that so
long as he did not arrange for the whisky, he would remain confined to this barrack.

Twenty four hours had passed and only one prisoner had gone out of the barrack. Amru had sent a
message through him to his family to send across two thousand rupees.
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The prisoner who had gone out was a manager of the zamindars (land owners). He had ploughed the
land of the zamindar’s rivals on their behest and had been sentenced to a year in jail on the charge of
having usurped someone else’s land. As the karinda (employee) had exhibited his loyalty to his masters,
they, on their part, had not turned their backs on him. They had hired a top lawyer and filed an appeal
in the high court. Labh Singh had demanded two thousand rupees from the karinda on the basis of the
zamindars’ status. They had flung the money in Labh Singh’s face and taken their karinda out of the
barrack.

Amru did not know whether the karinda had forgotten to give his family the message or whether they
had been unable to arrange for the money. All he knew was that there had been no call from outside
ordering his release from the barrack.

“This is vakil sahib (lawyer). Take care of him,” the munshi had recommended to Amru before locking
the barrack.

Amru felt that Kulwant Singh had played a practical joke on both of them. A guest is welcomed and
asked to be seated in a nice place. Amru himself had been on tenterhooks since the previous day.
There was hardly any place in the barrack to stand properly, let alone sit or lie down as there were
infinitely more prisoners crammed into the barrack than it could hold. Many of them were standing
shoulder to shoulder; no one could even turn around. Even the aisles between the corridors were
jammed with prisoners. The Lord only knew what intoxicant the beggars ingested and went off to sleep.
None of them would wake up through the night. If, by mistake one of them got up to relieve himself,
someone or the other would make a rush for that spot to relax for a while but before they could reach
the vacant place, a sleeping neighbor would either roll over or stretch out his legs and take up the empty
space.

Sometimes they would abuse and yell at each other over the issue of intoxicants but there was
incomparable unity among them in this respect: they would not allow anyone else to take up the place
of one of their own. No one knew what language they spoke. Amru would often plead with them
saying that he only wanted to sit till the prisoner came back from relieving himself but no one would
take pity on him. It was as though they had poured oil into their ears and were deaf to his plight.

Amru’s legs were swollen with standing continuously — how could he welcome anyone else there? How
could he take care of another?

Based on his own experience, Amru knew that Hakam must be hungry. Courtesy demanded that Amru
serve his guest something to eat, but he was not in a position to observe these formalities.

Yesterday, by the time Amru had been locked into this barrack, the prisoners had had their stomach’s fill
and belched abundantly to prove it. Some of them had kept a little dal and roti in their bowls. They
knew that Amru was hungry but no one came forward to help him. In any case, even if they had offered
him something to eat, Amru would have preferred to go hungry rather than eat that food.
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Amru had raised pigs in his farm. The animals liked to live in squalor and eat rotten stuff and he thought
that the habits of these beggars were worse than that of even the pigs. They looked like they had never
had a bath from the moment they had been born stretching up to the present. More than half of them
had a jungle of hair growing on their face. They probably had no idea what a toothbrush or toothpaste
was, their teeth were coated yellow and a foul smell wafted out the minute they opened their mouths.
There was dirt encrusted on their hands, legs and arms and they had cracked heels. They had cuts and
wounds in various places on which flies buzzed. They had no fixed time for meals and whenever they
got something to eat, would gulp it down immediately. They were not in the habit of walking or moving
around due to which their food would not be digested and their stomachs had swelled up like balloons.
Outside, they would drink liquor to aid digestion but they could not procure it in the jail. Due to bad
digestion, they would pass wind all the time. The stink that arose from this was so frightful that Amru
would feel like vomiting. The ones from whose guts the wind was not passed would emit sour belches.
That would cause revulsion too. On top of all this, the jail people had aggravated the situation by not
allowing the stink to go out of the barrack by encasing it in the sack cloth and the prisoners were forced
to inhale the stench straight into their lungs.

The beggars were used to living in this manner perhaps and were not bothered by the horrific conditions
around them. But Amru could not tolerate it - he felt as though he had been flung into a gas chamber.

Amru assumed that the beggars came from a region where they ate dal and rice and hence did not know
how to eat the dal with the roti. They would put pieces of roti into the watery dal and scoop it up with
their fingers. The dal would flow down their fingers to their elbows and they would lick their fingers
clean and keep going right down their arms. The dal would drip into their beard but they would make
no effort to clean it up. Watching them eat in this fashion, Amru would feel disgusted and turn his face
away.

Amru was appalled at the state of the bowls of the beggars. Since there was no water in the tap, they
had an excellent excuse not to wash the dishes properly and the bowls were encrusted with dal inside
and out. Rotis lay uncovered in the bowls with flies buzzing around on top. There was no water to wash
their hands either and they would wipe their dal covered fingers and hands on their kurtas or dhotis
(cloth draped around the waist).

If the prisoners were not given water to wash their dishes, where were they going to get water from to
wash their clothes? They looked like none of them had ever washed their clothes since the first time
they had put them on and the clothes were greasy with dirt. A couple of them wore dhotis; most of
them wore grime-encrusted shorts. There were holes in the blankets and numerous patches on the
quilts. Even these looked like an oil press man had cleaned the press with them and thrown them away.

Amru felt an increasing sense of distaste. He could not even think of accepting and eating a roti from
their hands.

The morning tea was like urine. Amru could not complete his ablutions without first having had tea and
a beedi and it was important to first kill his craving for tea. There was another difficulty confronting him

37



38

once more. Yesterday, Labh Singh had not given him utensils and since he could not bring himself to
share his fellow prisoners’ bowls, he had had to make do without tea.

There was no prohibition regarding smoking beedis in jail and fortunately, Amru’s packet of beedis had
been spared confiscation. He had indulged in the luxury of smoking two beedis as soon as he had been
allowed to go out. He then smoked another to make up for the tea.

However, as soon as he went to relieve himself in the toilet, the urge went right back up his guts. The
toilet was filthy all around the seats and elsewhere. Either water or urine had made the muck flow past
the door to reach the corridors and one could not reach the seat without soiling one’s shoes. One could
not sit on them without soiling one’s clothes and, of course there was no water in the tap. How would
he clean himself? The tap near the flush meant for washing hands was dry and it appeared as though a
number of prisoners had struggled with the tap to make it flow. The filth on their hands had been
transferred to the tap. The bathrooms meant for bathing were in similar shape and many prisoners had,
in their urgency, soiled them as well. Amru removed his turban, wrapped it around his head and face
and attempted to relieve himself. But he was not successful.

With a stomach that had not been purged, there was no question of an appetite but he still accepted
the two rotis distributed during the morning langar. He fashioned a bowl out of one and poured the dal
in the middle but the watery dal trickled to the ground even before he could place some in his mouth.
The rotis stank of pesticides. He took two bites and that was enough for him. He placed the remaining
one and a half rotis into his neighbour’s bowl and stood up. From that moment on, he had not had the
desire to even look at another roti. The sight of a roti instead of whetting the appetite, now only caused
disgust. His stomach was still not evacuated and had started aching a little. The pain could worsen.
There was no arrangement here for medicines and Amru was consumed with worry about what would
happen if the pain increased.

It was common for prisoners to die in this barrack and the munshi had told him that a beggar had died
here only the previous week. It was now time for another to die.

There was a prisoner who had been lying in one spot, twitching in fever. His fellow beggars were made
of god knows what metal and no one bothered to check how he was doing. Amru thought that they
were like wood gathered together from different forests with no sense of brotherhood amongst them.

The munshi would mention the illness of that patient in every report but the doctor had not found the
time to visit the barrack. Yesterday, a fourth class employee had come there and after examining the
prisoner, had concluded that the prisoner was in fact, taking his last breaths and so there was no point
in shifting him to the hospital. He would have to take his final breath in this very barrack. Since noon,
he had been lying inert but no one seemed to be bothered by this except for Amru. He wished to
remove the cloth from the prisoner’s face and see how he was but resisted the impulse out of fear of
the others.

He knew that the jail cart would come at any moment, fling the prisoner’s body onto it like he was a dog
or a cat and bear it away. The jail employees would grab all his useful stuff; the other prisoners would
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distribute what remained amongst themselves. There would be a tussle to grab the spot that would
become vacant. Some zoravar (muscleman) would claim the place but Amru was not one of those
zoravars.

Amru diverted his mind from the chain of events that would ensue after the beggar’s death and started
thinking about Hakam Singh.

Amru could not give Hakam anything, but he could solve one of his problems. Amru had been grappling
with the very same problem for twenty four hours. There was not a single beggar here who knew
Punjabi and if any of them did, they were not ready to speak to him. In the past twenty four hours, the
barrack had been opened only for three hours for the distribution of tea and langar. In those three
hours, he had spoken to the munshi and sentry for a few minutes and found some relief in talking to
them. He had otherwise practically become mad with just his thoughts swirling around in a restless
mind. Again and again, his thoughts went to breaking out of jail, punching Labh Singh in the stomach or
jumping into a well. Never had Amru felt so weak or helpless. In these twenty four hours, something
had happened to him and he thought that he could now do anything — regardless of whether it was right
or wrong.

He felt that by telling Hakam Singh over and over again about what he had experienced, he would not
allow him to feel bored. His own thoughts would also change on listening to what the lawyer had to say.
Happy with the thought that he did have something to offer, Amru welcomed his new companion with
open arms.

Hakam Singh listened to Amru’s words and at the same time, also examined the emperors and their
barrack.

The jail authorities had, very generously, given the emperors one facility: they had permission to bring
in their bags and bedding. The beggars were forever worried about their belongings being stolen and
sat with their bags, sacks and bundles clutched tightly to their chests. Those who had placed their
belongings on the shelves were focused only on those shelves all the time.

“Labh Singh has done us an injustice. He has deliberately thrust us into the den of these animals worse
than cats and dogs.” Amru vented the disgust he had in his heart for Labh Singh and that he had now
developed for the beggars.

“The law has decided that you are guilty just as it has for these poor, unfortunate souls. In my view, you
are not a criminal and neither are these people to be termed as unfortunate. The government sells
liquor at vends. If they are leading lives worse than worms in hell and if they are forced to beg in order
to fill their stomachs, the responsibility for that is not with them but with others. Who do you think they
are? Come, let me explain.”

Hakam Singh wanted to alleviate Amru’s mental distress and to do that, it was imperative to remove his
physical discomfort first. He looked around, searching for a place where they could sit and relax for a
while.
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There were some cupboards built into the thick, high walls of the jail with long, wide shelves which were
crammed with the beggars’ belongings. The objects could be shifted to one shelf and the other made
use of for sitting or lying down.

Hakam shifted all the stuff from one to the other and jumped onto the empty shelf.

Amru now realized his stupidity. He had unnecessarily tortured his legs all through the night. Why
hadn’t he thought of this solution himself? Admiring the lawyer’s cleverness, he too sprang onto the
shelf and sat beside him. He had complete faith that the lawyer would tell him something that would be
of great use.
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As soon as the doctor reached home after getting off work at five o’clock, he was inundated with phone
calls from friends and relatives. Their acquaintance, Subhash Jain had just been sent to jail. He suffered
from a number of ailments and if he did not get medical assistance in time, he would ascend to heaven
by the time the sun rose the next morning.

The doctor had reached home exhausted and needed some rest. But he had barely shut off the phone
and lain down when someone rang the doorbell.

The visitor was the jail minister’s brother in law. He had come not with a mere recommendation but
with a basket of fruits and an envelope full of cash too. The doctor did not have the temerity to say no
to the minister - and in any case, the minister had sent him what he had hoped for. Willy-nilly, he had to
retrace his steps to the hospital.

Once inside, he looked into the envelope which was filled with 100 rupee notes. There were a few 500
rupee notes as well. The amount was satisfactory and so he did not feel too unhappy at having to return
to duty.

The jail hospital was a twenty bedded one. The patients usually numbered around 1500. More than
half of them were invariably ill due to mental tension. The doctor had, times without number, put in a
recommendation to increase the beds to fifty and each time had been turned down. The government
did not have the capacity to open big hospitals in towns and the jail minister did not want to bring down
censure upon himself by being seen to provide more facilities to prisoners.

The hospital was a double storeyed structure and both levels had a ward for patients. The doctor had
made some necessary changes to facilitate the administration. The ward on the ground floor had fifteen
beds and housed the prisoners who were seriously ill. The doctor examined all patients on this floor.
The operation theater was here as was the pharmacy.

There were only five beds on the next floor. The very important people (VIP) patients were
accommodated in this ward. Since it was on the first floor, it was clean and airy. There wasa TV and a
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cooler too in the ward. The fridge provided by the government to store medicines was on this floor as
well. The government made arrangements to provide milk, eggs, lemons and bread for the patients. On
the doctor’s recommendation, special food could be delivered from outside. The doctor would make
full use of his authority to keep these patients happy. Often, the special rations that had been sent over
for the patients downstairs would make their way upstairs.

The situation seemed to exemplify the proverb of ‘ek anar sau bimar’ — one panacea with a hundred
hands thrust out to take it. Every prisoner wished to be admitted to this ward. A patient already
ensconced there had to first be discharged before admitting another. Since no one here was ill at all,
which of them should be discharged? It was to resolve this tricky matter that the doctor went to the
hospital first.

Which bed should be vacated for Jain? The doctor considered each option. Bed number one was
claimed by Gurnam Singh. Every few months, he would come to jail for a week to do the accounts of the
business that he ran here. Out of 1500 prisoners, 1300 were addicted to an intoxicant in some form or
the other and be it opium or smack, Gurnam Singh catered to each of their addictions. His wares would
be bought from the canteen to the women’s ward. If the intoxicant came in from elsewhere, there
would be hell to pay in the barrack. Gurnam’s stooges had, on many occasions beaten up prisoners
who, on having gone to attend trial hearings, had bought more intoxicants than required and then had
dared to come back to jail and tried to sell them at a cheaper rate. No one knew what deal he had made
with the judges. He came to jail when he wished to; left when he desired to do so.

This time around, the doctor had revealed everything about his activities when he had gone to court as a
witness and had got a couple of charges slapped on Gurnam for betting, gambling etc. But Gurnam had
the means to deliberately keep the judgement pending. Whenever he wanted to come to jail, he would
call his bail guarantor and request him to take back the bail amount. The judge would send him to jail
till the new bail amount was arranged - which was when he wanted to come out again. Gurnam had a
veritable Alladin’s lamp. He had obtained a doctor’s certificate declaring him to be a heart patient and
on the basis of this certificate, the judge would issue another order along with the warrant: “Being
mindful of the inmate’s iliness, arrangements must be made to keep him under medical supervision in
the hospital”.

Gurnam had been doing this for the past eight years. As long as he was around, no one had the audacity
to sell even a beedi in the jail. If the jail superintendent played along, he would get a certain share but if
he stood his ground and refused, Gurnam would have threats issued from the top. Once, a jail official
had, under the mission “No intoxicants”, attempted to have all such substances banned from entering
the jail. Within a week, the mission was over and the official transferred. Another officer had tried to
have his own man stand up against Gurnam as a rival. There was a strike in the jail against the officer
who then had to apologise and could manage to get them off his back only with difficulty.

After that day, nobody had had the courage to even glance in Gurnam’s direction. He could walk into
one barrack or the other, no one stopped him. As though the doctor would be bold enough to make
him vacate his bed!
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Bed number two was Surjan Singh. He had started a finance company in Mayanagar two years ago and
would borrow as well as lend money to people at a rate of interest that was one and a half times more
than what the banks offered. He would put money in fixed deposits for three years instead of five.
Since his rate of interest was higher, working class people quickly started giving him their money to
invest. Working and retired government employees could see no better way of investing securely and
making a profit at the same time. He soon accumulated an enormous amount of money and bought a
number of transport vehicles. Word spread that his finance company was lending money for the
purchase of trucks and tempos. Seeing the line of new trucks outside his office instilled faith with regard
to the company’s health and the number of people investing large amounts increased. He had a gala run
for three years but when the time came to return the invested amounts, his throne began to wobble. As
soon as a couple of investors went back empty handed, the atmosphere became murky and rumours
spread like a jungle fire. The line of people demanding their money back grew longer and longer.

Surjan’s advisors suggested that his best recourse was to flee. He had sent off all his vehicles to Kolkata
earlier and one night he emptied his office and boarded a vehicle himself. People protested; there were
processions and sit-ins. Nothing happened. The police registered a case of cheating but no one had the
nerve to go to Kolkata and arrest him. The police would go there and come back, unsuccessful. People
got exhausted and finally just resigned themselves to the situation. After the matter had died down
completely, he surrendered on his own. Since a lot of his property had been legally attached, he could
sell it only after surrendering to the law. Everyone knew what would follow. He would stay in jail for a
couple of months after which he would get bail. He would pay back half the money to the hot-headed
ones and reach a compromise with them. The rest he would evade.

Before coming to jail, he established a family connection with the jail superintendent who himself took
him to the doctor and handed him over to his care. Some evenings the superintendent would come to
the hospital and on others, Surjan would go over to his house. Alcohol would flow freely till the wee
hours. Who was the doctor, after all, to mute this clinking of wine glasses?

In the third bed was the doctor’s own man. He had sold off 20 lakh worth of grain that had been stored
by the government in his cellar and gobbled up the money. He had used the amount to set up a factory
for his son in Gurgaon and had successfully blocked any action against him by the government for four
years. The case was registered only after he had made sure that all his property and wealth was safe.
After being inside for twenty or thirty days, he would get bail. The doctor had made a deal with him to
keep him in the hospital for that period. He could not afford to lose a fat sum of money now by
reneging on the deal after only a week.

In the fourth bed was Amarnath - he who had sacrificed his daughter in law to dowry. He was a relative
of an MLA in the opposition and his meals were brought from the MLA’s place twice a day. The
government may keep saying that no latitude should be given to those in the opposition but then those
who live in glass houses cannot throw stones. The jail officials could withstand the ire of the MLAs in the
government. They wouldn’t raise a ruckus in the Vidhan Sabha after all. On the other hand, the MLAs in
the opposition were lying in wait for issues. Why give the other side one’s beard to hold and tug at,
anyway?
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In the fifth bed lived a black snake. The dark complexioned Deepa was a dismissed DSP of the police
department who, even while in service, had started buying up disputed property like shops, land and
bungalows. He would buy the place at half the rate and misusing the authority of his uniform, force the
occupants to leave. He would then sell the property for double its value. He had signed on some
policemen as well as a few unsocial elements in this business. When he came up against powerful
people, they trapped him in a murder case and got him dismissed as well. As soon as he was free of the
limitations imposed by his job, Deepa immediately started taking full advantage of his experience in the
police force. He set up a security agency with retired police personnel, army men and knife wielders.
Under the cloak of providing security, he started supplying goons to those who wanted to illegally grab
or take over some property. In one such operation, his group committed a double murder and Deepa,
along with his contingent, was sentenced to life. His companions were rotting and labouring in the
barracks while Deepa, enjoying the comfort of his stay here, was looking for ways to get out.

The doctor could not afford a confrontation with him.

There was only one recourse left now — that of exercising his special authority. This prisoner must be
recorded as suffering from a dangerous infectious disease. Then it should be recommended that he be
quarantined in the special room kept separate for this purpose. This room was isolated on paper only
and had never, yet, been utilised for this reason but was usually brought into use for drinking sessions or
holding secret meetings. Now, this Jain didn’t really have to be put into a bed there. On paper, he
would be isolated within the room. In reality, he would be sitting around, gossiping with the other
prisoners.

Having found a solution to his problem, the doctor had gone to the chakkar in search of Jain. Jain’s
portly physique and fair complexion was enough to identify him and it was based on this guess that the
doctor had hailed the new prisoner going towards the hospital by name as ‘seth Jain’.

“l'am sorry. | was delayed in getting here. It’s a good thing you got yourself declared sick on your own.”

“The poor munshi was a good man and he acceded to my request.” The emboldened Jain spoke in
praise of the munshi. One could not afford to make an enemy of the crocodiles if one wished to stay in
the stream. He would have occasion to deal with the munshi again and with this in mind, he drew a veil
over the truth.

“Humph...Sure, he acceded to your request; must have emptied your pockets entirely. As though | don’t

I”

know the two of them!” The doctor thought to himself but then said something else entirely.

“If he hadn’t done it, | would have. | would have gone to the barrack where you were locked up and,
after a medical examination, | would have declared you ill and brought you to the hospital for
treatment.”

The doctor walked towards the hospital perusing the prisoner’s papers. His office was on the first floor
and he took the seth there directly. There was a mini fridge in a corner. Medicines that needed to be
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kept in cold storage were to be found in it only rarely as the fridge would be full of cold drinks, fruits and
sweets.

The doctor took a Campa Cola from the fridge and handed it to Jain. “You must be parched since
morning. Quench your thirst first. We'll do the check up later.”

Jain was truly dying of thirst. He had many times sought to look for a source of water but he had yet to
set eyes on even a water pot or tap, leave alone a cooler. Events had unfolded at such a pace that he
had not had the courage to ask anyone for some water to drink.

Having finished with the eating and drinking, the doctor brought out his instruments and gave Jain a
thorough check up, from his blood pressure to his heart rate.

Jain’s friends were right. Due to the mental stress, all the vital signs were way above the danger mark
and he required drugs immediately to relieve him of the stress but there was not a single drug for this
purpose in the hospital stock.

“l can feel that my blood pressure has risen. | do not have my medication with me. | had not
anticipated that this unforeseen thing would happen.”

“I'm sorry; the medication is not available in the hospital. | might have a couple of tablets in my bag. I'll
give them to you.”

“Make some arrangements for the medicines. How will the night pass otherwise?”
“Medicines can be arranged, but they will be a little expensive.”

“That doesn’t matter. But it will have to be on loan till morning. At the moment, | don’t have a paisa on
me.” The word ‘seth’ is usually associated with ‘Jain’ and he was a trader by instinct.

“Don’t worry about that. | will be your guarantor. You are hardly going to run away!”

“Who will get the medicines at this hour? Will you?”

The absence of medicines made Jain even more agitated and he became restless about procuring them.
“Don’t worry. We’'ll get it inside.”

In order to satisfy Jain’s curiosity, the doctor revealed the secret of the medicines being available inside.

The jail pharmacist, a nephew of Sardari Lal, a member of the Jail Welfare Board, sold medicines inside
the jail. Sardari Lal was the proprietor of a wholesale medical shop and a distant relative of the Health
Minister. It was the minister who had pulled the right strings and made recommendations to get him on
the Welfare Board. On the basis of his position on the Board, Sardari Lal won the contract of supplying
medicines to the jail. Now he was taking full advantage of his position by lording it over the jail officials
and enjoyed the liberty of walking in and out whenever he wished. In order to take advantage of this
free run of the prison, he had brought his nephew in. All the medicines in the jail were under the
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control of the pharmacist. He could sell the government medicines easily outside and in their stead
bring in boxes of his own medicines which the doctor would then prescribe. The prisoners would buy
them from the pharmacist. The prisoners no longer had to wait for days to get the medicines from
outside and they were quite happy. The doctor was happy as he would get his promised cut. The jail
officials were happy because the prisoners were getting medicines at double the rate which meant some
of it flowing into their own pockets. It also meant that the Member would never go into the godown or
the langar for an inspection. He would not meet the prisoners or look into the register; he would sign
unqguestioningly any papers they placed before him.

So, Jain did not need to worry about not getting his medicines.

Jain did not need to worry about food either. The government made arrangements for special meals for
the patients and there was even a kitchen in the hospital to prepare those meals. From the kitchen
emanated all day long, the fragrance of scrambled curries and spicy tempering. Was there some
particular food that Jain desired? That particular food Jain would get.

“If you wish to have soup or something special, I'll order it from home.”

The meals for the doctor’s house were sent from this very same kitchen. On special occasions, special
food would be prepared at home and brought here. Even on those occasions the doctor’s wife didn’t
have to burn her hands with the cooking as the prisoners did all the work in the kitchen at home as well.

“There’s no need to worry. | will introduce you to the other patients. Every evening a hamper full of
whisky and soda arrives for them. They will make you a part of their group too.”

The doctor seemed to be solving every problem that Jain might face. His friends had placed that burden
on the doctor’s shoulders and he was fulfilling his responsibility well. Jain was allotted a bed with clean
sheets and introduced to all his fellow patients with the doctor vouching for him.

Jain now felt completely assured that he would have no difficulty in enjoying a blissful sleep.
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The sentry to the lions’ barrack had a flowing beard. Instead of a uniform, he was clad in a light blue
kurta-pyjama. On his feet were sequined shoes and he held nothing in his hands although it was
compulsory for the sentry of every barrack to have a rifle. Meeta tried to figure out if this was a sentry
or a ‘lion’ - a Singh (a title or surname - literally meaning lion - adopted by certain warrior castes of
northern India, especially by male members of the Sikh Khalsa).

The sentry told Meeta to wait at the gate and went in, taking his papers to the munshi. Standing there
idly, Meeta started sizing up his new quarters.
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Meeta had been in out of many jails so far. In his experience, most barracks had yards that were barren
and empty. They were actually meant to provide prisoners the facility to walk around, play and
exercise. But, lacking proper equipment for all this, they were hardly used.

But the yard of this enclosure was very unusual. Except for where the barracks stood, there were leafy
trees all around. Along the trees was a three-foot wide cement path for walking. The rest of the yard
was covered in American grass. The lawn had been divided into two: one half had a volleyball net while
the other was a badminton court. There was a small boxing ring in the corner.

The temporary kitchen rooms were being used as stores that were chock-full with tins of ghee, milk
powder cartons, sacks containing wheat flour, bags of gram flour, spices and other sundry items.

There was a water tank by the store filled with clean water to the brim. The open tap was pouring out
its benediction while water overflowed the walls of the tank and flowed through channels into the lawn.
Nearby, on a small wooden platform were plastic buckets and bathing soap. There were wires tied from
the store to the gate and on these fluttered the clothes of the prisoners, hung out to dry. Colourful
turbans, long drawers (Kachha) and white kurta-pyjamas proclaimed the identity of the prisoners as
belonging to the community of the Sikh Khalsa.

The sentry returned in a while, and holding him by the arm, escorted him to the munshi.

The munshi, in a yellow turban, loose beard and wearing a solid iron bangle, had red eyes with which he
examined Meeta from head to foot like an appraiser. This strange sort of examination shook Meeta to
the core. Feeling trapped, he started cursing Labh Singh in his thoughts.

“Right, so you are Meeta. The man who kidnaps children for ransom. And kills them when the demand
is not met. A dreaded terrorist. We know that you did not kidnap Bunty, nor did you kill him. We also
know that you are not one of our lions but since the court has pronounced you as such, you are
welcome in this barrack.”

The munshi stood up, patted Meeta on the back and escorted him into the barrack.

The atmosphere inside the barrack was like that in a good gurudwara. The freshly whitewashed walls
gleamed. All the walls were covered with large pictures of the Gurus. In the empty space in the middle
were scrawled a few lines from the Gurbani (teachings of the Guru; holy scripture of the Sikhs). Exalting,
poetic lines like jabai baan lagiyo tabai rous jagiyo (anger erupts only when the tyrant’s arrow strikes);
sava lakh se ek ladaun tabhi Gobind Singh naam kahau' (I enable even one Sikh of mine to fight against
an army of 1.25 lakh, hence | am called Gobind Singh) and purja purja kati mere kabhu na chodai khet
(even when chopped to pieces he never abandons the battlefield) had been placed in strategic places to
inspire the prisoners to carry on with their struggle.

On a platform in the barrack were four chairs and two tables with hand-embroidered tablecloths and
writing materials. A three legged stool nearby held books and newspapers. According to the jail
manual, a light bulb was supposed to be kept on all night. There was indeed a bulb there but in a
different form. It had been fitted into an empty one kilogram can of ghee punctured with holes. Extra
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wire had been used to suspend the light at a lower level. This light could be used as a table lamp for
those who wished to read while the others could rest in comfort. Shelves in a cupboard held steel
trunks, suitcases, mattresses, a radio and other objects. On other racks stood gilt framed pictures of
Singh martyrs.

There was a TV fitted on a big wall with two speakers on either side. Some youths sat in postures of
meditation while the melodious strains of the Gurbani helped them to merge with the One Above.

On another platform of the barrack, there were rugs spread out, covered with white sheets and with
bolsters on them. At the end of the platform was a carpet on which was seated a jatthedar (leader of a
group or community).

The jatthedar was clad in religious garb. His face was serene and a light shone from his eyes. Who was
Meeta and why had been sent to this barrack? The jatthedar knew all about it already. Meeta bowed to
him respectfully and he lifted his right hand in benediction.

“The jail authorities have sent you here as a servant but we do not consider you as one. You are our
brother. We will accept the judgement of the government and clothe you like a Singh. We will place a
sten gun in your hands. First, you must rid yourself of all your bad habits and learn to pray every day.
Now, go to the laangari (helper) and do what he says.”

“As you say”, said Meeta, in obedience to the command.

As soon as the jatthedar’s hand dropped, a Singh seated next to Meeta rose and led him through the
door in the middle of the barrack to the langar. Immediately upon passing through the door on the left
were four toilets and bathrooms. There were wash basins and mirrors; soap to wash hands with and
towels. The fragrance of freshly sprinkled phenyl rose from the toilets.

On the right, in the same amount of space, shelves had been placed to make a kitchen which was full of
utensils like in a home. On the shelf in the middle were jars full of cashew, almonds, raisins and
watermelon seeds.

When they entered the langar, the cook was washing the dishes. Meeta realised that the langar was
over.

The laangari’s face threw Meeta into confusion once more. He appeared to be a Nepali around forty
years old; he did not have a beard or moustache yet was clad in the robes of a Singh.

“I'll solve these riddles later. Let me quench the fire in my stomach first.” And, without indulging in the
formalities of introducing himself to the laangari, Meeta addressed him directly:

“Baba, I'm hungry. Is there anything to eat?”

“Of course there will be. | will make something right away. In the meanwhile, here, taste the halva
prasad.” The laangari raised the lid of a large vessel, ladled some halva prasad (devotional offering) into
a bowl and served it to Meeta.
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Before devouring the prasad, Meeta joined his hands together in thanksgiving. Once his stomach was
full, he thanked Labh Singh as much as he did the Almighty. It was only due to him that he had been
destined, for the very first time in his life, to have the privilege of eating a variety of delectable dishes.
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Having eaten more than he could hold, Pala was beset with incessant belches yet he kept calling down
blessings on Labh Singh for his boundless generosity. Lying on a clean bed in the servant’s room, he was
thinking of Meeta too. Yesterday, in the chakkar, he had uttered the truth when he said to Labh Singh:
“When we sleep at night with a full stomach, we will bless you.”

Pala had stepped into many jails but this was the first time that he had seen a bungalow within the jail
and prisoners living like kings.

On enquiry, he was told that the bungalow had been constructed during the time of the Emergency to
hold top political leaders under house arrest. Keeping the leaders’ comforts in mind, the building had
been placed in a corner, far from the noise of the barracks. There was no danger of the guests running
away hence the outer wall had been kept to a height of four feet instead of the usual nine. The leaders
needed to take a stroll to aid their digestion and to think about weighty matters. Wide lawns had been
laid out outside the bungalow for that purpose. There was soft grass and a variety of colourful flowers.
Cane chairs lay around on the lawns all day for them to enjoy the sunshine.

There were four bedrooms in the bungalow, each with a double bed. They were furnished with a small
table with a lamp for reading and writing and two settees which could seat two people each, meant for
visitors. In the centre was a coffee table. Paintings hung on the walls, tube lights lighted up the rooms
and a pale blue lamp glowed at night. A cupboard for clothes, a dressing table and a cooler for the
summer months completed the furnishing in the rooms. There was a bathroom attached to every
bedroom with a geyser for hot water and a tub and shower as well.

The common drawing room had four three-seater sofas. In the centre was a large glass topped table on
which was a vase of fresh flowers. On one side was a glass cabinet that contained many beautiful gilt
bound books. There were magazines and newspapers; portraits of Gandhi, Nehru and Bose on the
walls.

The dining hall was to one side of the drawing room with a dining table that could seat six and a large
fridge filled with soda, Pepsi and meat products. On the other side was a kitchen equipped with all sorts
of modern gadgets.

The political scene had been calm for quite a while and there was a lull in the arrest of political leaders.
In the absence of suitable prisoners, the bungalow had been closed. At times, it was used as a store.

An MLA from the chief minister’s party who had been filled with the desire to serve the people had been
sentenced in a murder case. He hailed from a backward district where there was hardly one school for
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ten villages. If there was a school, there were no teachers. Similar conditions prevailed in the hospitals
with a lack of doctors. There was electricity but no connection to run a tube well. He was an MLA of the
ruling party and he thought that his work should take precedence over everything else.

Filled with zeal, he would draw up new plans and present them to the government. Most of these
proposals expired on some bureaucrat’s desk. Any others that wearily made their way to a minister
were dismissed on some pretext or the other.

This was not a problem faced by Nachathar Singh alone. Many other MLAs had similar stories and they
feared that they would lose in the next elections as their constituents would deem that they had done
nothing for their welfare.

These MLAs got together and formed a special group to exert pressure on the government. They would
meet at each other’s houses for tea or meals to emphasize their solidarity. They would speak against
the government in muted tones in the Assembly but at meetings of the Party, their pitch and volume
would be considerably higher. The chorus soon began to show some results: schools and hospitals that
had originally been sanctioned for the ministers’ constituencies were now shifted and came up in the
areas of these MLAs instead. Mud paths started getting transformed into proper pucca roads.

The rising power of the group rang warning bells in the Chief Minister’s mind. “Are my own cats snarling
at me now”, he fretted and started looking for suitable opportunities to crush the serpent of rebellion
before it emerged from its pit. In a few months, the quail landed at his feet of its own accord.

Nachathar Singh had been the sarpanch (head) of his village for ten years before he was elected as an
MLA. He had become sarpanch on the basis of the support and the votes of the Gills. To repay them for
their support, he had leased out twenty acres of land to them. Nobody had the courage to go against
the sarpanch’s orders and every year, the auction would be settled in favour of the Gills by merely
raising the amount by a couple of hundred rupees.

In the previous elections, the post of sarpanch in Nachathar Singh’s village had been reserved for Dalits
but there was not a single Dalit in his group who could win the election. The numbardars threw all their
wholehearted support behind Mada Singh to avenge their earlier defeat. (The
Lambardar or Numbardar is a title in Punjab, a state-privileged status which is hereditary and has wide-
ranging governmental powers mainly revenue collection and a share in it). Mada Singh took another
oath along with that of a sarpanch: “This is an election that not | but the numbardars have won. | am
but a rubber stamp. I'll blindly affix my thumb print wherever they ask me to.”

The land of the Gills was an irritation like a mote in the eyes of the numbardars. The Gills got to know
about the auction that had only been conducted on paper when the numbardars started ploughing the
land. They remained quiet then as the MLA was out of town and it was difficult to wrest control of the
situation in his absence. As soon as Nachathar Singh returned however, they began to plough the land
too. Both sides now started asserting their rights to the land.
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As irritated as he was with the numbardars, Nachathar Singh was annoyed with the new sarpanch too as
he felt that he was encouraging party politics unnecessarily. If the auction had been held in a public
place, the MLA would have himself obtained for them the rights over the land. Cheating was something
he could not tolerate.

Seeing the land slipping from their fingers, the numbardars gave a new twist to the issue. They started
making insinuations in the village and in newspapers.

“Nachathar Singh can’t stand seeing a Dalit as sarpanch and in order to humiliate him, ensures that
schemes which have been approved unanimously in the panchayat (village council) do not take shape.
He is plotting to remove the sarpanch from his post.”

Flying into a rage, Mada Singh invited his brethren to rally in support and to demonstrate against the
MLA. The opposition had found a handle with which to torment the government and the leader of the
opposition called a press conference at which he announced his support for the Dalit sarpanch.

The chief minister’s position had already been a little shaky and he wasn’t prepared to allow the
opposition to gain strength needlessly. He summoned Nachathar Singh to the capital at once and
commanded him to get the land vacated by the Gills immediately.

This was not as easy for Nachathar Singh as the chief minister assumed it to be. The Gills had always
stood strongly by him like his right hand. During elections, their money flowed like water and they
personally supervised the voting. This was the first time that they had required Nachathar to do
something for them and he could not turn his back on them now. He accordingly looked for a solution
which would allow him to kill the snake without breaking the stick that was used to hit it.

Seeing their friend caught in a dilemma, the Gills themselves came up with a solution. They were not
greedy for a mere four bighas of land as for them it was more a matter of honour and of gaining the
upper hand than anything else. They agreed to split the land in half. At the offer of a compromise, the
enemies thought they had won and stubbornly stuck to their demand of the Gills vacating the entire
area.

The MLA had not been shooting blanks merely. He soon started sounding out Mada Singh’s panch
supporters of whom two fell in with his plan. The strategy was clear. The Gills’ demand should be
accepted and a fresh auction held. The Gills would not participate in the auction. The land would
automatically stay with the numbardars and everyone’s face would be saved with their honour
remaining intact.

A panchayat meeting was called to put the final touches to the plan at which the supporters of both
sides turned up uninvited. The MLA sat in a closed room of the panchayat with some of the panch
members and discussed the final stage of the strategy. Some common friends were with him too.

At the last minute, the numbardars got wind of the decision that was going to be taken and they grew
angry. Today the MLA had split some of the panch members. Tomorrow he would do the same with the
panchayat. The compromise had to be put off.
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Before the panchayat could reach a decision, the numbardars got to the sarpanch and told him of the
perfidy of some of the panch members. Mada Singh was immediately on fire as he felt his sarpanchship
slipping away; in a split second, the numbardars had changed the entire situation.

According to the new plan, one panch expressed his objection over the delay the Gills were exhibiting in
backing off. Another demanded that they vacate the entire strip of land. The numbardars’ supporters
raised slogans in support of these panches and there was soon a huge uproar. Some spoke in favour of
the Gills. Others spoke for the numbardars. Some started abusing the sarpanch while others did the
same for Nachathar.

The fight that kept snowballing now changed the situation as it threatened to escape the closed room of
the MLA and come out into the public domain so that the people would know all the conditions of the
proposed compromise. A hothead suggested to Nachathar that he should come out of the room.
Someone else opposed it. Chaos ensued, with the crowd splitting into two. One group comprised the
sarpanch’s supporters. The other was with the MLA.

A stone flung from somewhere fell on the sarpanch’s supporters. A shower of stones immediately
followed and anyone who tried to placate the warring groups was also beaten up. Seeing the crowd
resorting to violence, the gunmen were reminded of their duty and took up their positions in front of
the closed room.

Many among the crowd got agitated at the sight of the ready rifles of the gunmen. The violent mob
now started abusing the police. Someone threw a shoe at the gunmen. Shouts of “kill them” were
heard.

The gunmen perceived that their lives were in danger and they warned the crowd, asking them to
disperse. But instead of scattering, the crowd only grew larger. They advanced on the guards, abusing
them roundly, with the intention of snatching their rifles.

The frightened guards at first fired in the air.

When one of the gunmen was hit in the head with a stick, the other shot the attacker who collapsed on
the spot. Some among the crowd retreated a little. Some others pressed forward. The gunmen fired at
the legs of those moving forward so as to stop them and the feet halted. Nachathar came out on
hearing the sound of the shots but by that time disaster had struck.

The gunmen surrounded the MLA and, escorting him carefully to his vehicle, they removed him from a
dangerous situation in performance of their duty.

The numbardars took full advantage of the circumstances. The dead man had been a Dalit and they sat
on a dharna with their supporters. “So long as the MLA who encouraged the gunmen to fire is not
charged with murder, we will not allow the body to be removed from here” they declared and shouted
slogans.
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People present at the site opposed this demand. Nachathar was innocent, and the gunmen had after
all, fired under provocation — but no one was ready to listen to their argument.

The police got the information that dalits from the neighbouring village were proceeding to the site in
trucks and trolleys. If there was any delay in registering a case, the situation could get much worse.

The police had to file papers in order to manage the situation and they had to involve the MLA in the
matter. They assumed that as an MLA, he would extricate himself later.

On his part, the MLA started pressurizing the Chief Minister to talk to the police and get his name
deleted from the case as he was innocent. The Chief Minister stood firm saying, “the law is equal for
everyone.”

Conversely, he started advising Nachathar Singh to exhibit courage and appear in court. He also tried to
pacify him by saying, “As soon as you present yourself in court, public anger will die down and when that
happens, I'll get you out on bail and have your name deleted from the case subsequently.”

The Legislator’s coterie was not in agreement with this advice as they smelled something fishy in the
whole scheme. If Nachathar conceded defeat, the existence of the party would be threatened and then
it was only a matter of time before one by one, this disaster befell each one of them.

Following the advice of his party, Nachathar applied for anticipatory bail. The police and public
prosecutor went to great lengths and managed to get the application rejected. With all doors closed to
him, the legislator made up his mind to surrender before the police. People shouted slogans in his
support; they took out processions and organised meetings to protest against police injustice. Finally,
they loaded him down with flower garlands and left him at the police station.

Sitting in jail, the legislator started getting bad news. “The Chief Minister is very angry. He says that the
disciple does not listen to the guru.” Then voices were raised from the whole state: “the guilty legislator
should resign!” At first this demand was only from the opposition but slowly it rose from within the
party too. Nachathar’s supporters looked for clues to its origin and found that this demand was being
raised at the behest of the Chief Minister himself.

“l am not the only legislator who has had a case registered against him. There are numerous others —
legislators and administrators who are in the same position. Some of them are even ministers. So long
as the court does not pronounce me guilty, | will not resign”, and the MLA refused to quit on the basis of
such logic. The Chief Minister accepted this challenge.

The case which should have been kept hanging for years was wound up in a few months. People hoped
that the legislator would be acquitted. There were only two witnesses to testify against him while there
were forty in his favour. His supporters reached out to the judge and all he would comment was, “I have
to listen to what forty people say”.
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But at the time of sentencing, who knows what snake hissed into his ear? He found the testimony of the
two witnesses for the prosecution more weighty and, along with the gunmen, he pronounced the
legislator too guilty.

As soon as the verdict of guilty was pronounced, the others in his party became alert. Everyone could
see where the skeins of the case began and where it ended. Many began to feel that the killing had
happened as the result of a conspiracy. At the prospect of prison, the legislators gave up drinking tea
together and stopped talking about the others in the group.

People were not concerned with how far Nachathar Singh’s political friends had stood by him. Most of
the residents of his area stood shoulder to shoulder with the truth and, whenever they got the chance,
would raise their voices resolutely in favour of their leader. They would go to temples and gurudwaras
and swear, “If the legislator is not acquitted, we will field his wife in the by-elections and win by a
thumping majority”.

The Chief Minister began to feel the pulse of the people. He was hardly a personal enemy of Nachathar
anyway. By splitting the legislator’s group into several factions, he had accomplished his purpose and he
now set out to bridge the chasms. It was under this new plan of the Chief Minister’s that the jail
authorities had been instructed to provide ‘home-like’ comforts to Nachathar. The jail management had
already been on the lookout for just such an opportunity.

The highest officer of the jail department had been putting pressure on the jail superintendent for
several months now to open up to the prisoners, on some or the other pretext, the bungalow that had
been closed for years. The Inspector General’s batch mate and close friend, DIG Satinder Kumar was a
prisoner in this jail. He wanted to give his friend the atmosphere of ‘home’ and this would be possible
only by unlocking the doors of the bungalow.

A few years earlier, when Satinder Kumar had been posted in Mayanagar, he had fallen in love with a
Miss India, Nadia. When news about her pregnancy appeared in the newspapers, Satinder — along with
many others — spent sleepless nights. One newspaper declared Satinder Kumar to be the father while
another announced that a youthful central minister had sired the baby.

Satinder’s wife was a professor in a college; his daughter was studying for her bachelor’s degree while
his son was in the twelfth grade. All of them read the newspapers. As soon as news about Nadia
appeared in the papers, there was tension at home. It didn’t matter that none of them said anything
openly but the anger was barely concealed.

Nadia would tell him, “You are the father of my child”. But Satinder felt that this was a lie. Every
woman says exactly this in order to prove her fidelity. Satinder wanted the baby to be aborted; Nadia
wished it to be born. She wasn’t interested in getting married but she did want the baby to be given the
father’s name.
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Satinder could see that bad days were looming. If the matter wasn’t resolved immediately, his family
would break up. This thought worried him so much that he hired two killers and silenced Nadia once
and for all. His subordinates in the police force declared the murder to be a suicide and closed the case.

With this out of the way, the police captain breathed easy and slept well. But the young central minister
was troubled. Nadia would appear in his sleep and taunt him, “l was yours and so was the child. There
has been a double murder: you must take revenge.”

The minister kept the intelligence agencies on their toes till the hired killers were identified. They were
apprehended; presented before journalists; the conspiracy exposed. It was only then that the minister
felt a semblance of peace descending upon him.

Satinder was breathing the air of the prison now, awaiting his trial. In the last three months, the IG had
made three tours of the prison. Each time, Satinder had only one grouse: “It feels strange in the B class
area.”

The IG was prepared to assist his friend in every way but the central minister kept a watchful eye on him
all the time. Satinder could not be taken to the house of any of the officers or outside the jail to spend
the night. All the problems had but one solution —to get the bungalow in the jail reopened somehow.
Then even if there were dances or orgies inside the bungalow, the central minister — why even the jail
sentries —would never know of it.

The IG kept up relentless pressure on the jail superintendent to send in a simple recommendation to get
the bungalow unlocked. He would take care of the rest.

The superintendent himself wanted exactly this. He had to bring the professor out of the barracks every
morning and evening to give tuitions to his children and the other inmates objected to this. The
professor had done him a great favour by coaching his worthless nephew and making him fairly
competent. The boy who had taken four years to pass his plus two exam, had, in the first attempt itself,
managed to get through the medical entrance test and gain admission to MBBS. These days the
professor was teaching the superintendent’s son. The boy would say, “The professor is a wizard at
explaining formulae. What couldn’t be understood over months can now be grasped within minutes.”

The boy had scored well in the preliminary tests and the superintendent was hopeful that the final
exams would yield good results as well. In return, he was offering a few concessions to this friend which
was resented by the other prisoners.

He wanted to shift the professor to the bungalow. There was no barrack there, no padlocks; neither a
munshi nor a daily register maintaining a record of the inmates’ activities. A prisoner could go where he
pleased, when he pleased.

The jail authorities took full advantage of the opportunity. Along with the recommendation that the
bungalow be opened, the superintendent sent in another suggestion: “the bungalow is as huge as a
mountain. To keep just one prisoner there would be akin to sentencing him to solitary imprisonment
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which is against prison rules. Permission is requested to lodge a few other prisoners there to keep the
legislator company.”

The highest authorities immediately acceded to the suggestion. Along with the legislator, Satinder
Kumar and the professor too started leading happy lives. With the blessings of Labh Singh, Pala was also
destined to be a participant in this delight. Some would say, “at one time Jai Prakash Narayan was in
that bungalow”. Some would mention Chandrasekhar. But Pala was indifferent to who had been
imprisoned there earlier. He was proud that he was — albeit merely as a labourer — living in the
bungalow now.
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That the court would mete out such harsh treatment to Pala and Meeta was something that the Samiti
had not anticipated. By turning some of the police-presented witnesses hostile and by presenting
several reputed witnesses for the defence, the Samiti thought it had fulfilled its aim of proving them
innocent. However, the court turned a deaf ear to their pleas. Accepting the testimony of the witnesses
for the prosecution, the court held Meeta and Pala guilty of murder and sentenced them to life.

Everyone was aware that Pala and Meeta committed petty offences and that they were history-
sheeters. They could be seen in the police station every fortnight or so. But now they had reformed.
Instead of picking pockets or committing thefts, they had started working hard to earn their livelihood.

The grandson of Lalaji, a famous social worker, had been abducted. Since the note was received late,
the ransom amount could not be paid on time. The disgruntled kidnappers killed the boy, Bunty, and
threw his body into the premises of the veterinary hospital.

The Chief Minister hailed from that very town and the town citizens urged him, on the basis of that
connection, to nab the killers at once. The emotional Chief Minister declared that the killers would be
caught before the funeral feast of Bunty was over.

The anxious police opened up the files of all previous criminals and every dubious character was caught
and beaten up. In order to escape the beating, Pala and Meeta surrendered on their own. Since they
had been brought forward by reputed people, they were spared the physical coercion.

In that dark period, many activists of the Samiti including Baba Guridatt Singh had had to breathe the air
of a prison. They had all seen Pala and Meeta sitting in the police station.

With the day of the funeral feast fast approaching and no success in sight, the police looked for an easy
way out to save their skins. They dressed Pala and Meeta in terrorist uniforms, took them out of the city
and presented them as having been apprehended during an encounter with the police. At the time of
their arrest, Gurmeet Singh was the public prosecutor and had played a prime role in bringing Meeta
around to the path of honesty. Jeevan Aadhti was a friend of his while Pala was the son of a daily wage
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earner in Jeevan’s shop. On Jeevan’s recommendation, Gurmeet had brought Meeta also to the police
station.

Gurmeet would meet them at the station whenever he was there on official work and he continued to
recommend that if the interrogation was over, they should be released. Since there were a large
number of suspects, the burden on the police had increased tremendously. Pala and Meeta, being old
sinners, knew how the police worked. As such, their release kept getting delayed.

When Pala and Meeta were branded as dangerous terrorists and Gurmeet was asked to appear against
them, he could not tolerate this injustice. Surrendering his official uniform to the government, he
decided to join the side of the innocents.

This initiative of Gurmeet inspired Baba Guridutt Singh too as well as all those working under his
leadership and similar minded people soon gathered under the banner of ‘The People’s Struggle Samiti’.
The Samiti waged a long battle to get the innocent men acquitted but could not be successful in its
endeavours. However, they were not the sort to sit meekly at home having conceded defeat.

A special meeting of the Samiti executive was convened to discuss what strategies should be employed
to accelerate the struggle.

“Gurmeet Singh, your governmental structure is really strange! The judge accepted statements of false
witnesses as the truth and pronounced two innocent men guilty! The unlawful action of the police has
been given an official seal of approval and now the police will subside into silence. There won’t be any
need to even look in the direction of the actual perpetrators who’ve been acquitted without ever setting
foot in the police station or the court.”

Baba pondered over the lacunae in the legal system with Gurmeet Singh who had arrived early for the
meeting.

“Look at the other side of the picture which is equally horrifying. Saying that the matter has not been
proved beyond doubt, the perpetrators are frequently acquitted and the police then sit back and do
nothing further. The agonized kin of the victim say, ‘Our man has been killed. If these are not the
killers, who then? Who will apprehend them?’ Our deaf and dumb law will give them no answers.”

Baba’s anxiety grew on hearing Gurmeet’s comment.
“So this means that the common man should not hope for any justice from this legal system?!”
“You could say so.”

“It is only when all the limits of oppression are crossed that people knock at the doors of the courts.
Now it appears that even this last flame of people’s hopes has become dim. Babaji, you have to do
something.”

Shamu was the next to speak. He was eager to do something, anything. “The problem will not be
solved by getting Pala, Meeta acquitted. We have to widen the range of our struggle.”
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The Revolutionary Front’s Rajinder knew the root of the problem and he now started showing off.

“All of you are right. There’s no need to worry - we are going down the right path. By fighting for Pala
and Meeta, we are bringing to light the anti-people aspect of the legal system. The legal system is but
the stamp of the government. By fighting against this structure, we are actually fighting against the
government. Right steps will be taken when the opportunity arises. At the moment we should only
think about certain problems, to solve which we have gathered today.”

After all the executives had arrived, Baba turned the talk towards the day’s agenda.

Rajinder opined, “The morale of the people and the Samiti supporters has gone down due to Pala and
Meeta being sentenced. In order to rekindle their enthusiasm, we must make use of the bail process.”

Gurmeet could not see the bail application being approved so quickly and he started enumerating the
reasons why the application might be rejected:

“The police have termed this as a ‘terrorist’ incident and publicized it as such. It may be argued that this
action too is ‘terrorist’ activity. Pala and Meeta are not terrorists. The judge knows this. That is the
only reason why he sentenced them so fearlessly. Both the newspapers and the government are singing
praises of the judge’s boldness and hoping that all other judges will go down the same track. By
immediately approving Pala and Meeta’s bail application, the High Court will not take the risk of
lowering the morale of the judges.

An innocent child has been killed in this incident. The court will hesitate in giving relief to the alleged
killers of a child. Besides, Pala and Meeta’s background will prove to be a stumbling block to their
getting bail. Decades-old files will be exhumed from the graves. The Youth Association and the
government who are presenting the case for the prosecution will definitely interfere with the process."

There was merit in the lawyers’ arguments and the notion of applying for bail was rejected.

“We will appeal against this decision which will then be heard after ten years. Will we then just sit here
doing nothing, with our hands crossed in our laps? Should the Sangharsh Samiti be disbanded? Should
the struggle be slowed down?”

Rajinder had been worried that the struggle would lose momentum and he expressed his fears openly.

Before the meeting began, there had been some discussion between Baba and Gurmeet and from that
moment, a new idea had been repeatedly knocking at Baba’s mind. Baba felt that the Samiti had
committed a grave mistake: till now they had been fighting a one-sided battle — the fight to prove that
Pala and Meeta were innocent. The Samiti knew that Bunty’s killers were someone else. By foisting the
guilt on Pala and Meeta, the police had turned away from their duty. This was the work that should
have been done by the Samiti — they should have hunted the killers down and presented them before
the public and the court.
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There was still time to rectify this mistake; the situation could yet be saved and efforts towards this end
should begin from that very day onwards. By doing this, not only would the circle of supporters for the
Samiti increase but the police and the judiciary would be exposed at the same time.

This new route for their struggle, as suggested by Baba, was immediately accepted. Lawyer Pyarelal
offered another suggestion, “For as long as no clues are found leading to the actual killers, the witnesses
who had testified against Pala and Meeta should be counselled and made to realize their error. If they
agree, their true statements should be taken and recorded under oath. On the basis of the new facts,
the police should be forced to investigate afresh and the court be compelled to acquit them.”

This suggestion was also found to be good and worth implementing.

Meghraj wanted to keep alive the awareness that this case had stirred up in the people. Something
should be done for the countless others who, like Pala and Meeta, were trapped in the jaws of the law.

There was no possibility of ifs and buts in response to this proposal and the decision was taken
immediately, “the Samiti will take up new cases from tomorrow.”

At the end of the meeting, Baba announced, “To protest against the injustice meted out to Pala and
Meeta, there will be a large demonstration tomorrow to express our anger. The public will be made
aware of the rusted condition of the legal machinery and the fact that it is anti-people. There will be a
declaration of the beginning of a struggle against the government. The people will be informed about
the new decisions taken by the Samiti today.”

The enthusiastic supporters stood up immediately in preparation for the task ahead.
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This was Meeta’s fifteenth day in this barrack. He was allowed to enter neither the Singhs’ barracks nor
the cells of the jatthedars and was under orders to sleep in the kitchen.

Meeta had been utterly alone since childhood and the prison was like his home in the outside world. As
such, he was not afraid of the jail and nor indeed of being alone. Meeta’s profession itself was so! He
was accustomed to staying awake at night like the owls but ever since he had come to the barracks, he
would awaken only after the sun had risen.

That night he had forgotten to drink the special saffron-flavoured milk that had been prepared for the
Singhs. Which was why perhaps, he came awake at midnight.

The jail was silent and deserted. The weary inmates were all in deep slumber. Inside the prison should
have been heard the chirping of crickets and the howling of jackals but one could hear along with music,
some other noises as well. Those sounds now filled him with anxiety and fear.
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Meeta had been a thief for a number of years. He would break into houses for his thefts and he knew
how to disguise the sounds of a hammer and chisel with everyday noises. Meeta’s experience told him
that something similar was afoot.

Where was this drilling taking place and who was doing it? These were some of the questions that arose
in his mind. Ever since he had come into this barrack, he had been besieged by such strange doubts.

In the last few years, there had been an increase in cases of kidnapping, dacoity and murder. Everyone
knew that these crimes were committed by the Singhs. Their confidence and daring was at a high level
and they would send hundreds of people down death’s path in one blow. The police would not nab
them; the courts would not punish them and they lacked neither money nor weapons.

Meeta had interacted with the fiercest, most dangerous criminals. Not one of them was as courageous
as the Singhs.

Who were these Singhs? Where did they get their weapons from? Why did they kill innocents? Where
did they hide after committing crimes? Leave alone Meeta, no one knew the answers. Meeta wished
fervently to see one of the Singhs and have a long conversation with them but inspite of many attempts,
he had been unable to meet even one. None of the Singhs held captive in the barracks matched the
picture he had drawn of them in his imagination. They were all calm and serene and spent the whole
day singing religious hymns.

Of the nine Singhs in the barracks, four were heads of various jatthebandi (religious groups) and each
jatthedar had scores of cases registered against him.

The government thought that Jaila Sipahi was the one with the most fanatical ideas. His jatthebandi had
taken up the challenge of destroying all Hindus in the state, to which end they would fire into railway
coaches or drag Hindus out of buses and kill them. Besides other cases, Jaila was also accused of having
blown up a Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) van in which 6 personnel had been martyred.

Sukkhe Jarnail’s jatthebandi established contact with friendly countries and sourced weapons from
them; looted banks to fund the purchase of weapons; inducted youth into the jatthebandi and sent
them to training camps. The police of a particular district claimed to have recovered AK 47 rifles from
them, another to have found RDX explosives while yet another found a cache of foreign-made pistols.

The jatthebandi of Danewalia was proficient in kidnapping businessmen, doctors and lawyers and
extracting huge amounts as ransom. These were the cases registered against him.

Chief Commander Mitthe’s jatthebandi specialized in silencing opposing voices. He had murdered police
captains as well as station officers of police stations who had killed Singhs in fake encounters. Two
magistrates — intercessors of the police — had been riddled with bullets in a crowded courtroom. A
Session Judge who had been waiting to punish the Singhs found his pen rendered ineffective. Just when
the jatthebandi passed a proposal to kill the son in law of a central minister, the police force of the
entire state set off in hot pursuit and breathed easy only after sending Meeta behind bars.
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Inspite of being in prison for many years, the jatthedars remained heads of their respective
jatthebandis. There was not a single district in the state where there were no cases pending against
them. Six days a week, they would go out to attend the various hearings when the eyes of Intelligence
agencies would follow them watchfully - but they would still manage to contact their supporters and
exchange information. The Intelligence agencies did not have as much information regarding crimes
about to be committed as did the Singhs.

Outside the jail, the jatthebandis were enabled to carry out the instructions of their Chiefs. Inside, the
jatthedars regarded Sukkhe as their Head. If no consensus could be reached on a particular issue, it was
his word which was considered final.

The government termed the Singhs as cruel. Meeta found them mild and gentle in their actions and
demeanour. The higher a person’s status in a jatthebandi, the purer was his character. Did the
government tell the truth or did Meeta’s own eyes? Meeta felt unable to solve this riddle.

All four jatthedars looked alike. Meeta did not know which one of them was Sukkha and which one
Jaila. And how indeed, could he recognize them? They were out all day attending court hearings. And
when they returned, they would disappear into their cells immediately.

The cells in which the Singhs were lodged were six in number. There was a three-foot verandah outside
which was closed at one end and the other end was connected to the main verandah of the barrack.
There was a big iron gate between the two verandahs that was shut most of the time. This gate
separated the prisoners in the cells from the other ordinary prisoners.

The cells had actually been constructed to house unruly prisoners but ever since the Singhs had come
into the barrack, they had not been put to this use. The Singhs had demanded of the jail authorities that
as few jatthedars as possible should be permitted to stay in the cells and after some murmurs, the
daroga acceded to the Singhs’ demand.

The jatthedars had not been lodged in the cells for punishment. As such, their cells were not locked;
they were free to stroll in the verandahs and visit each other’s cells. Keeping their religious inclination in
mind, the court had permitted them to listen to the Gurbani. There had been light bulbs in the cells but
no plug sockets which left the Singhs’ tape recorders and Gurbani cassettes lying around, useless. They
set forth a new demand that electric sockets should be provided in the cells while they would arrange
for wires themselves. The court issued orders that plugs be provided and soon mellifluous songs echoed
through the cells, giving them a holy atmosphere.

The Singhs would get up for their morning ablutions when it was still dark outside. Since the kitchen
was located at a distance from the barrack, one of the cells was given to the laangari while the other
became a makeshift kitchen. The laangari stayed amidst the jatthedars all day and was sure to know
which one of them was Danewalia and which one, Mittha. But when asked, the laangari shook his head
like a buffalo. “The jatthedars do not address each other by name.” Was he telling the truth? Meeta
was not sure of the answer.
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The laangari had not revealed the background of the jatthedars either. But he did not conceal anything
while talking about himself.

Before being framed in a case of murder, the laangari had been a cook at a third-rate hotel in
Mayanagar. When there was no work in the kitchen, he would assume the duties of a waiter. The
primary income of the hotel came from couples who frequented it to indulge in some love play. The
owner had deliberately kept the room tariffs low but it was compensated for by the rates of soda,
whisky and snacks. There would be quarrels between owner and customers frequently over the bills. A
sensible client would robe himself in the mantle of resignation but some foolish ones would resort to
violence. The police were aware of the activities that went on in the hotel since they were in cahoots
with the owner. Quarrelling never availed the customer anything for the loyal police would always side
with the owner. The waiters, if required, had to argue with the clients or even give them a hiding
whenever necessary.

When the owner had had one too many, he would ruin the enjoyment of the couples and force himself
on the women. Some of the customers gave in for they knew that if there was a fight, the police would
come in and when they did, it was the customers’ reputation that would be sullied.

One night the owner got into a quarrel that went out of hand. The customer pleaded, “This woman is
not a professional escort but my fiancée,” to which the owner replied “all the men who come here and
are caught say the same thing.”

The woman, in an attempt to protect herself, picked up a jug and hit the owner with it on his shoulder.
As her companion overpowered him, the waiters got wind of the matter and came armed with rods and
sticks to rescue their employer. The customer, retreating to defend himself, went to the balcony where
he stumbled against the grille and fell to the ground. The fall broke his neck instantly and a case was
registered based on the statement of his fiancée.

Acting under the instructions of the owner, the police placed the entire blame on the laangari. At the
same time, the owner brainwashed him and boasted greatly about his influence.

“I will hire a big lawyer to represent you. | will get the witnesses to turn hostile and go back on their
statements. | will get you acquitted within a month’s time.” Intoxicated by loyalty, the laangari
confessed to the crime.

As soon as the challan (official note) was presented in court, the owner washed his hands off of him.
Leave alone spending money on hiring a lawyer or on witnesses, he never even came to meet him after
that.

The Nepali community however made efforts to defend him. There were many Nepalis who worked as
domestic help in the homes of officers. They sweet-talked the wives of the officers into cajoling their
husbands to intercede on the laangari’s behalf and make recommendations to the judge. The issue was
a serious one and an accused in a murder case could not just be acquitted on verbal recommendations
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alone. But the judge still made concessions. Dismissing the charge of murder, he convicted him on the
lesser charge of causing grievous hurt and sentenced him to seven years in prison.

Being a laangari came in very useful for this Nepali. There is always great demand in a prison for one
who cooks well and the prisoners started bidding to get the Nepali to be their worker. The
recommendations went right up to the minister for prisons and members of the Prisoners Welfare
Board made personal visits to the jail.

The Singhs emerged victorious in the bidding and as soon as the orders were issued, the requests and
recommendations ceased. The laangari entered the precincts of that particular barrack, and, for two
years now, he had been preparing the langar for the Singhs.

He knew a little Punjabi already and he now learnt the rest from them. He did not sport a beard and
mustache yet but had allowed his hair to grow long. Being obliged to the Singhs and having come under
their influence, he partook of ‘amrit’ (syrup considered by Sikhs to be divine, and which they drink at
religious observances including baptism) and had become a full-fledged ‘Singh’ the previous year. Now
he was no longer ‘laangari’ but Ranjit Singh.

The laangari’s boast that the Singhs were more influential in the jail than the Minister of Prisons himself
was something that Meeta found difficult to digest. However, this was actually true. That was why
none of the rules and regulations applied to this enclosure. There was no roll call in the mornings and
evenings nor were the barracks locked. The sentry of the barrack was a Singh as was its accountant.

The daroga who came on weekly visits merely fulfilled a formality. He would stand at the gate of the
barrack and ask the Singhs how they were doing. Having listened to complaints and problems, he would
assure them of solutions and be on his way.

The influence of the Singhs on the jail authorities had not come about as easily as it may sound for they
had had to wage a long struggle to achieve this.

Initially, only a Singh or two was caught. He was regarded as state enemy number one and treated
strictly. Instead of the barrack, the Singhs were housed in cells; handcuffed and chained. They were
kept hungry and thirsty and not allowed to sleep all night.

As the number of Singhs increased in the prison, the authorities’ difficulties also increased
proportionately. They were taken out of the different barracks they were housed in and brought
together into one, outside and on the roofs of which were stationed armed guards.

Upset by these daily injustices, the Singhs decided: “We must be prepared for martyrdom. We must
have a fight with the jail authorities on some pretext or the other and teach them a lesson.”

A week before the festival of Guruparv, they set out a demand: “this year we will celebrate Guruparv in
the jail's Gurudwara.” This demand was not acceptable to the jail superintendent. About half a
kilometer separated the Singh’s barrack from the jail gurudwara. Ordinary prisoners were also expected
to visit the place of worship and it would have been dangerous for them and the Singhs to mingle there.
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The Singhs assured them: “On the occasion of Guruparv, we will not cause any trouble nor will we try to
escape.” But this assurance fell on the deaf ears of the daroga. All night the barrack resounded with
slogans and a protest fast was begun in the morning.

The anxious daroga brought the matter to the notice of the Inspector General who, on his part, was not
willing to twine a dead serpent around his neck. Each Singh had about twenty cases filed against him.
Even if the case hearings were wound up speedily and they were acquitted in each one, they would still
be rotting in prison for fifteen years. “The Singhs refer to themselves as lions. It is not acceptable to
them to remain cooped up in a cage like mice. The enemy is not to be trusted and must not be given a
chance to escape.” The Inspector General concurred with the daroga’s stand on the issue.

News of Guruparv to be celebrated in the Gurudwara escaped from the files and spread around the
state. Other Singhs lodged in other jails in the state too went on hunger strike. Human rights groups
strongly condemned the law which infringed on the religious rights of prisoners. Some Sikh jatthebandi
called for a black day of protest. Intelligence agencies warned the government that the smouldering
sparks should be prevented from bursting into a destructive conflagration and efforts were made to find
the middle path which would control the situation.

The Singhs were accorded permission to go to the Gurudwara on condition that each would go alone
and that they would be handcuffed on the route. This stipulation was not acceptable to the Singhs but
finally the matter was resolved with the intervention of the Chief Minister.

The ordinary prisoners were locked up in the barracks. Security measures were tightened up inside and
outside the jail by positioning patrols from the CRP while the Singhs were transported in closed vans to
and from the Gurudwara. The government had had to bow down before the Singhs and its reputation
suffered in the process.

The daroga was labeled incompetent and transferred while the Singhs gained wings. The new daroga
had just a year before he retired and, wishing to spend the rest of his working days in peace, he offered
concession after concession to the Singhs.

The daroga who had been transferred out would not allow even a tin of dried milk powder to enter the
jail. The new man relaxed this stringency. At first, stuff that was not available in the jail godown was
allowed to be brought in. Clarified butter (ghee), cashews and almonds were brought for the halva
which was cooked as prasad. Then permission was granted to bring in wheat and gram flour, followed
by fruits and then sherbets and preserves as well. The year passed in a flash and one was hardly aware
of how soon it was before it was time for the daroga to retire.

The daroga who now replaced him had been under suspension for two years over an incident where he
had been stationed earlier and had rejoined duty now after making great efforts to have his suspension
revoked. In the jail where he had been posted earlier, the Singhs had dug an eight foot deep and thirty
foot long tunnel by excavating truckloads of earth. But they made one mistake: they did not know that
the foundation of the outer wall of the prison was set fifteen feet into the ground. Their hopes dashed,
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they had to close the tunnel they had dug with such labour. This fool of a daroga never got wind of this -
not even then.

Now, he who had been burnt by hot milk sipped even cold buttermilk cautiously. In the former posting,
the implements for digging had been brought into the prison in gunny bags of ghee and wheat flour.
Hence he wished to place restrictions on stuff that was being brought into the barracks.

Everyone, from the warder to the deputy, opposed him saying that the Singhs shut up in the barracks
were extremely dangerous and that they themselves counted each day they remained alive as a victory
for they could manage to perform their duties only with difficulty. They did not wish to place their lives
in danger through any sort of confrontation with the Singhs.

The daroga understood their mischief sensing that their resistance was rooted in other concerns. The
Singhs had no dearth of devotees. Vans and tempos filled with rations would come for them from deras
(socio-religious organisations) and gurudwaras which was enjoyed not only by the Singhs but also by the
jail authorities. Initially, the prison employees would only take whatever was left. Then the distribution
process started as soon as the materials arrived in the prison. While earlier only the lower rung
employees would pick up things, very soon the higher-ups got a taste of it too and tins of ghee, cashews
and almonds started finding their way to the top.

The employees did not wish to be deprived of this convenience but for the arrangements to continue
smoothly, it was necessary for on-duty employees to cooperate fully. Clamping down on his feelings,
the daroga made certain amendments to his rules.

“From now on only the amount that will be consumed will be brought into the prison. Even a box of
matchsticks coming in will be searched in the presence of the daroga”.

The disgruntled employees tattled to the Singhs: “The barrack may be searched at any moment and
there may even be a change of barrack for you.” The Singhs grew worried. If this were to happen, their
efforts over the year would all come to naught and their hopes of being released soon would also be
dashed.

“Searches of the barrack should be prevented and there should be no change of barrack either” — but
how could this be stopped? Discussions to resolve this issue went on for many days amongst the
jatthedars.

On his next weekly visit, the Singhs threatened the daroga: “Conducting searches of the rations coming
in is not acceptable to us. We find it insulting. Stop this immediately or be prepared for the
consequences.”

But the daroga was made of stronger mettle. He merely listened to their threat with one ear and let it
pass out through the other.
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On his next visit, the jatthedar himself provoked him: “We are sending out the order letter — the
hukumnama — to the Singhs outside. Mend your ways or you will be killed.” On the third day after this
visit, the unthinkable happened.

Two Singhs on the way to court were killed and immediately termed as martyrs. The newspapers
reported it thus: “The Singhs asked for the van to stop at a bridge near a drain on the excuse that they
had to answer the call of nature. They injured the guards by punching them repeatedly with their
handcuffs on. Then they got into a jeep stationed near at hand to flee but the alert police put paid to
their plans. After a two hour gun battle between the police and the Singhs in the jeep, the Singhs who
had escaped were killed while the others managed to flee.”

The two Singhs who were killed were actually carrying the hukumnama to the Singhs outside the prison.
The jatthedars suspected that the daroga had somehow got wind of this and had staged the encounter.

Before the Singhs held their feast, the chief commander had taken his revenge. The Singhs outside
unleashed a shower of bullets in the courtroom and managed to free four Singhs from prison who had
come there for their hearing. This was the real encounter, the difference being that instead of prisoners,
it was police personnel who were killed in the incident.

As soon as the Singhs escaped, a pall of gloom descended over the daroga’s household. Within two
hours of the encounter, his phone started ringing: “The daroga and his family should be prepared to
depart this world”.

This was not a matter to be dismissed casually. Such threats could not be taken lightly and so the
daroga spoke about it to the higher authorities. Those in power who wished him well advised him to be
alert, apologise to the Singhs and pave the way for a truce. Influential officers suggested enhanced
security for his house and additional gunmen to be deployed as his bodyguards.

None of the suggestions was palatable to the jail superintendent. He was a Rajput and apologizing was
not in his nature. He was ready to die but not bow down in defeat. The threat was not a hollow one - it
could turn into reality any moment and it could not be prevented by enhanced security either.

The daroga’s relatives suggested a remedy. “Look, the problem has descended upon you and it is
useless to look towards the government or the officers for help. The government will give you nothing
but false assurances. It would be better for you to migrate quietly to Canada with your family. There
are lots of relatives in Canada who will immediately offer assistance. Conditions do not always remain
the same. At the moment, the militancy situation is worsening here but as soon as it improves, you can
come back.”

Rumours swirled around that the daroga and his family had gone underground. Some called him a
coward and a deserter. Some said “the Singhs have killed him and the government is concealing the
news so that the morale of the police force does not sink drastically.”

It cannot be said for certain whether the morale of the police was prevented from plummeting but what
emerged for sure was that the Singhs could do anything and nobody could take them to task.
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Now, at midnight the Singhs were engaged in the same activities as of old. Meeta, lying alone on the
kitchen floor started experiencing some degree of calm as the situation was now getting clearer: the
Singhs were digging a tunnel to escape from the prison.

Meeta was now able to find answers to uncertainties that had nagged him. What was on the shelves in
the barracks and in the sacks behind the curtains? Where did the wet earth in the wrestling ring come
from every morning? And where did the dry soil disappear to every evening? Why were the toilets that
were attached to the cells of the jatthedars used again and again? Why did the laangari retire to his cell
so early every night? And why did he sleep through the day? Why did he dream of going back to his
village? Why did he promise Meeta that he would take him along on a trip to his own home?

When Meeta discovered the answers to his doubts, he started trembling. Should he join the Singhs and
escape from prison or should he flee the barrack in order to escape from them? He now started seeking
answers to the new questions that had arisen.
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The jatthedars had been in a huddle since morning, sitting together as in a panchayat. Some important
issues were being discussed, a few of which Meeta was aware of. One of them was connected to Meeta
himself.

Last week, the jatthedar had made an announcement:

“We know that you are innocent and this truth should be made known to everyone. | have sent out a
hukumnama to our Singhs outside and they will hunt for clues that will lead to Bunty’s killers.”

The names and locations of Bunty’s killers must have been discovered by now and it remained to be
decided how they were to be dealt with.

The second issue concerned a sadhu (ascetic) of a dera who had been sentenced to ten years
imprisonment for raping a female devotee of the dera. The sadhu had been pressurizing the jail
authorities from the very first day saying that he was a man of religion and so he should be placed in a
barrack that was suffused with a religious ambience.

However, this request had not been accepted by the jatthedar. Even if the sadhu had had a hundred
murders on his head, they would have given him sanctuary in their barrack but they were not ready to
keep someone accused of a heinous crime like rape close to them.

“I am innocent”, the sadhu pleaded repeatedly. “My opponents have framed me in a false case.”

Before coming to prison, the sadhu had transformed a ghostly, deserted cremation ground into a
beautiful dera and had attracted lakhs of followers with his piety and charisma. At the beginning of the
month and during the new moon, there would be an amrit sermon in the dera. Many foreign devotees
had joined the dera and, for the convenience of the followers, he had built a langar hall and two large
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halls for the singing of the kirtan (devotional songs). Money was pouring in and more and more land
was being acquired every day. There was a plan to gift the sadhu a car during the festival of Baisakhi; his
visa had been granted and he was preparing to go to the US and Canada to deliver sermons.

The sadhu’s fame pricked his adversaries’ hearts like a thorn and they started plotting to evict him from
the dera.

First, with the connivance of the sarpanch of the village, they formed a five member committee for the
management of the dera. At the very first meeting, it was proposed that the cash box would be kept
under lock and key by the committee, there would be an audit of the money that was offered by the
devotees and that the dera land would be leased out. These were accepted and resolutions passed
accordingly.

The sadhu’s devotees were not to be outdone so easily. They took up positions with guns at the
entrance to the dera and their fearful adversaries could not gather the courage to face them or enter
the dera.

Then a new conspiracy was hatched to defame the sadhu. The dera’s driver was ‘bought’ by stuffing his
pockets with wads of notes. His wife was also roped into the nefarious plot.

In line with the conspiracy, the driver’s wife screamed “Help me someone! The sadhu called me to his
sthaan (seat) and tried to rape me!” Her husband, the driver who was supposed to have gone into
town, returned suddenly. On hearing his wife’s screams, he rushed across to save her and extricated
her from the sadhu’s clutches after a struggle.

As soon as a report was filed, the police arrested the sadhu. His opponents immediately grabbed
control of the dera. The police and judge were bought off with money that had been earned by the dera
and the sadhu was sent to prison on the strength of the bribes.

Protesting his innocence, the sadhu would say, “There are five acres between the driver’s house and the
sthaan. Why did a young woman come at the dead of night to the sthaan? The town is twenty miles
away from the dera. How did the driver predict what was going to happen? These are all fabricated
stories.”

The worldly court did not heed the sadhu’s entreaties. Now he had brought his plea for justice to these
religious men, to be decided in the court of truth.

The jatthedar felt that his words had the ring of truth and told him that they had asked for a report from
the Singhs outside. If found to be innocent, they assured him, they would help to get him acquitted and
also regain control of the dera.

The Singhs outside had separated the grain from the chaff and had sent in all the correct details in their
report. This too was to be discussed in that day’s panchayat.
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Seated in the quadrangle, Meeta was feeling nervous. He had the nasty feeling that another decision
would be taken today as well: he was to be sent out of the barrack on the charge of disobeying the
Singhs’ orders.

On the very first day the Singhs had told him to become a Sikh but he had dismissed it lightly. Now he
had become friends with the laangari who had constantly been repeating the same thing.

“By inviting you to become a Singh, they have done you a favour. Listen to them and become a Singh
immediately. Once the judge sees that you are now a Singh, he will acquit you at once. Why rot in jail?
Go out and serve the community. Instead of picking pockets, loot the treasures of the seths; rip open
the stomachs of harsh policemen. If you survive, you will taste the pleasures of paradise, if you die, you
will be honoured as a martyr of the community and your name will be imprinted in history. Stop trying
to please the Samiti. Having listened to them, you gave up your life of crime but what did you get in
return? Life imprisonment - and in a false case at that! At the most, they’ll stand by you till your appeal
comes up. Then they will get busy with someone else and forget all about you.”

As he listened to the laangari’s words, Meeta felt that what he said was right. Society did not respect or
heed those who eked out a living grounded in truth and right. Then why should he live like a worm in a
drain? Everybody has to die sometime. Why should he not die bravely?

The second point that the laangari made seemed correct as well. For a month now, the sadhu had been
supplicating to the Singhs for admission into the barrack. Far from being granted entry, he had not
gotten even a glimpse of the Singhs.

But Meeta differed with the third thing that the laangari said. The Samiti members had granted him
many favours. If they had not offered their support at the time of trouble, Meeta and Pala would have
been hanged a long time back. The Samiti was not about to abandon them and had filed an appeal at
the High Court. They said they would definitely get them acquitted no matter how and everyone knew
that they always kept their word.

Meeta was in a quandary. Should he go with the passion of the Singhs or the restraint of the Samiti?
Should he escape from the jail or walk out honourably? Should he take revenge with a sten gun for the
injustice done to him and others like him or should he, like the Samiti, work towards creating public
opinion? Where should he go? Meeta was in the throes of vacillation.

But the jatthedar had already arrived at a decision.

One of the Singhs was sent to summon the sadhu from the chhadya (the unmarried ones) barrack. The
sadhu walked over to them barefoot, confident that the decision would go in his favour.

The report that the Singhs outside had sent in was first read out.

“He is not a sadhu, an ascetic. He is a hypocrite; an absconder charged with murder in a Kangra court.
For three years, when he remained underground, he stayed hidden in a dera. There he learnt how to
manipulate the religious sentiments of people in order to loot them. The beastliness in his nature has
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shown no sign of disappearing. It was not just the driver’s wife - there are other women too whom he
has raped. The driver appearing on the scene just in time is a falsehood. The police made him say this
to make their case stronger. The sadhu cannot pronounce even one rhyme from the Gurbani let alone
explain or paraphrase it. The villagers are right; whatever they did was the correct thing to do.”

The Singhs outside were of the opinion that someone who had led people astray in this manner should
be killed within the jail itself.

On hearing the naked truth of his case being read out like that, the sadhu began to tremble and fell at
their feet begging forgiveness. His face was first blackened and he was beaten up with shoes before
being kicked out of the barrack.

Meeta began to fear that because he had not obeyed them, the same treatment would be meted out to
him as well. He was however summoned to them with love instead of anger. The chief of the jatthedar
himself tried to convince him.

“Bunty’s killers are very clever. They left behind no clues at all. It certainly looks like the whole incident
was orchestrated by the police. But you don’t have to worry. The Singhs will hunt them down for sure,
produce them in the High Court and make them confess. They’ll be sent to prison and you will be
released.”

This assurance of the jatthedar liberated Meeta from his confusion. He resolved that from that day
onwards he would stop trimming his hair, start reciting the nitnem (the daily prayer) and become a
Singh in all respects.

3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k %k %k 3k 3k 3k 3k sk sk 3k 3k 5k 3k 3k sk 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k >k 5k 3k 3k sk >k 3k 5k 3k 3k %k sk >k 3k 5k 3k sk sk 3k 5k 5k 5k 3k sk 5k 3k 5k %k %k %k 3k 3k 3k %k %k %k %k 3k %k %k %k %k k kkkk

16

The meeting of the cabinet of ministers went on till late at night. As soon as he got news of the decision
that had been taken, the superintendent came running in and woke up Nachathar Singh who was
sleeping fitfully, to tell him what the ministers had decided. At the same time, he offered an assurance
from the government: “This action has been kept confidential and nobody will get even a whiff of it till
you are released. The orders will come by special messenger; all you have to do is remain prepared to
leave the prison.”

At that point of time, there were four prisoners in the bungalow — the legislator, the professor, the
laangari and Pala. The release of the professor and Ramu, the laangari was linked with Nachathar’s. As
soon as the superintendent left, the legislator gave them the good news as well.

Instead of being happy, the four prisoners from that time onward tossed and turned restlessly on their
mattresses.

The legislator felt that the Chief Minister had not yet pardoned him wholeheartedly. He might pass an
order for release as a ploy to wipe Nachathar’s tears and then prevent it from becoming reality on some
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pretext or the other. This had happened twice earlier and the legislator feared that it might be
repeated.

Ramu was thinking along the same lines. He was not a criminal. He was merely someone who knew
how to cook and serve the kind of food relished by people of the higher class and this was why he had
been flung into jail. Every time one of the higher authorities of the prison made a visit, Satinder Kumar
had but one demand: “get me a good laangari.”

The superintendent presented him with one laangari after another — a total of twenty — but not a single
one passed muster. If one didn’t know how to hold a tray properly, another was unaware of the right
way to cover a glass. One didn’t have the appropriate manner to talk to Sahib while the other did not
know the correct manner of entering a room. One did not prepare a proper soup; another could not
make a decent biryani. This was not the Mess of the Police Lines but a prison. The laangari would have
to be brought from among the prisoners. Where would he get a prisoner whom the Sahib would find
suitable as a laangari? The superintendent wrestled with this dilemma till he finally approached the
police captain for help in resolving this matter.

The police raided an ordinary sort of a hotel and caught hold of the manager and a waiter for serving
liquor without a license. They then stated to the Manager: “If you want to get out of this mess, forget
about your waiter for a few months.”

The Manager stood before them, palms joined in supplication: “I have twenty waiters like this one.
Keep him for as long as you like.”

In order to ensure that Ramu worked wholeheartedly, the superintendent assured him, “Sahib is a guest
here only for a few days. If he is happy with you, he’ll take you with him when he goes and even get you
employment in the police force.” Harbouring dreams of an early release and a job with the police, Ramu
served the Sahib at all hours of the day and night.

As ill luck would have it, orders for Satinder’s release arrived before the legislator’s. Nachathar also liked
Ramu’s work and told him, “I’'m going to be released soon too. Where will we get another cook for just
a few days? Spend a few more difficult days here and | will take you with me.” And having said this, the
legislator transferred Satinder’s grip on Ramu’s leash to his own. Days passed and months but neither
of them found freedom from jail and from each other. Ramu felt that in any case he would be free only
of Nachathar. Another powerful prisoner was sure to grab his leash and lead him away.

Pala’s worry was different from theirs. He was serving a life sentence and he had nothing to do with the
release of anyone else. A great man called Labh Singh had converted him from a rat to a prince and had
sent him here to experience paradise. Leading a carefree life and eating freely, he had grown a nice pot
belly and his neck had thickened considerably too. As soon as the legislator was freed, his paradise
would be in pieces.

70



71

Whenever the thought of turning back into a rat entered his mind, Pala would break out into shivers.
Lying in his bed, Pala prayed that the legislator’s release would be stopped from going through
somehow.

Pala had seen many prisons and had dealt with many a prison employee. They were all ferocious
without exception but within the confines of this bungalow, there was something magical. As soon as
they stepped through the gate, the officers would turn soft as wax and wag their tails like domesticated
animals.

People considered the bungalow as a harbinger of good luck. It was opened only rarely every few years
but whenever this happened, it transformed many servitors into kings.

Shekhar Baba had been jailed here during the days of the Emergency. One of the deputies in the prison
was his follower and so, having slung government rules onto a peg and risking his job, he served the
politician devotedly. When the Emergency ended, the dice fell the other way; the government of the
day was not voted back into power and Shekhar Sahib came to occupy an important post. He did not
forget the friend who had helped in times of trouble. Immediately after taking the oath of office, he
elevated him from deputy to superintendent. He then gave him a special promotion and made him the
Head of Prisons. When he was due to retire, he was given a two year extension. So long as the chair he
occupied remained under Shekhar Sahib’s control, the deputy had a fantastic time of it.

Then many years later, the cell was opened for Barnala sahib. In order to keep him in good spirits, a
lively prisoner was sent to keep him company, who with his humour and wit, soon won over Barnala’s
heart. When Barnala got out of prison, he first made the cheerful and voluble prisoner a legislator and
then, when he formed his own government, gave him a minister’s post. These days, Mr. Talkative had a
place in the corridors of power in the state.

The bungalow had now had good fortune smiling on it after a very long while. The jail employees had
learned a lesson from history: if one harboured the wish to become a minister, another wanted to
become the Head of a Division, hence the fawning over the prisoners housed there.

As long as Nachathar’s star was in the descendant, the jail staff avoided him but as soon as his vehicle
appeared to come back on track, they changed their course too. When the order to open the bungalow
was received, the superintendent understood that relations between the guru and disciple were on the
mend. Everyone knew that the legislator had been sent to prison at a signal from the chief minister who
had appointed half the judges in the High Court. As soon as he felt kindly towards him, the legislator
was bound to be released. Nachathar Singh was still youthful and he would go far in politics yet. The
farsighted superintendent could already envision him as the Chief Minister.

Similarly, Satinder Kumar was a high ranking police officer. Bad times would soon pass anyway and he
could, at any time, be appointed as Head of the force. Even now, he was quite powerful and could
change the fortunes of the lower employees though languishing in jail. It was the duty of the employees
lower down to keep him happy.
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The important prisoners were due to take flight soon and the superintendent wasn’t about to waste a
minute. At the back of the jail were situated the employees’ living quarters. There was a wall between
the bungalow and the houses, with a small door set into the wall. The superintendent now took full
advantage of this door and the access it granted.

On his way to the office in the mornings, he would tap on the door, wish the three prisoners a good
morning and say, “l hope you did not face any difficulty during the night...” Then he would personally
inspect the place and see whether it had been cleaned properly. He would ask the cook if the kitchen
lacked anything. He would warn the two men who served the prisoners that if they were lax in their
services in any way, he would lock them up in a dark cell.

After his duty hours were over, on the way back home, he would follow the same ritual. He would
freshen up with a bath and land up in the bungalow again. There would be chit chat, the clinking
together of glasses and sessions of poetry.

The legislator was completely happy with the jail administration as was the DIG. The government order
stating that they should be provided with ‘home-like facilities’ was being fully adhered to.

Instead of a barrack, he was in a house. There was an excellent cook to prepare the food and serve it to
him while Pala was in attendance all the time to wash his clothes, polish his shoes and massage his legs.

During the daytime, visitors would keep him occupied. There was no limit to the number of callers nor
were they subject to searches. They would start arriving as soon as the sun climbed overhead and
would stay on till late at night. Nobody would come empty handed. They would bring drums of milk,
boxes of paranthas, bread and butter, a tray of eggs, a bottle of whisky or a bowl filled with spicy
Mughlai chicken. It would all be too much for four people and the leftovers would make their way to
the employees’ quarters in the evening. They too were having a wonderful time along with the
prisoners in the bungalow.

However, a prison was still a prison. Great food was not everything. While the days passed in talking to
visitors or strolling around, nights brought in great restlessness. Images of a wife with tear-filled eyes or
toddlers eager to be lifted onto his lap would flash before him. He seemed to hear the mournful sighs of
a father or the wailing of a mother and would imagine his fields lying barren or his political future
shrouded in darkness.

The legislator would then become restive and impatient to get out of prison. “You’ve already shown me
a lot of kindness. Please do one more thing for me - find a way to arrange for my sure release” he
begged the superintendent. At the same time he got the minister of prisons to indicate that if there was
a plea, it would be granted.

The superintendent’s mind now started working furiously.

It was the job of the Jail Division to understand the problems of prisoners and find a solution for them
and so in order to fulfill his duty, the superintendent pored over the jail manual and finally reached a
conclusion.
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“In earlier days, the intention behind keeping prisoners behind walls was to punish them. Now the aim
is to reform them and help them to become good citizens. This objective can be achieved only if we
make an attempt to understand their mental, physical and social difficulties and try to find solutions. If
kept away from their families for too long, the mental disorders of the prisoners are sure to get
aggravated. Hence all efforts should be made to help them retain their mental balance by offering as
many opportunities as we can to let them go home.”

He then went on to suggest to the government how existing rules could be modified to afford prisoners
this opportunity. The present rule stipulated that a prisoner could avail a month’s parole after having
served a jail term of one year. Under-trials did not have this facility and they had to rot in jail from the
time of their arrest till their trial. Courts were filled with cases and it took years for one to come to trial
— sometimes even ten years or more.

The superintendent suggested that under-trials should also be given the facility of being released on
parole like other prisoners. The rule stating that parole would be granted after having served a jail term
of one year should be relaxed and prisoners should be allowed to go on parole whenever they wished
to. A month of parole was too little and should be extended to six months. A prisoner had to serve his
full sentence anyway. If, by being on parole for a longer duration meant that his release was delayed,
how would it affect the government?

The administration also made a suggestion to amend another of the government’s rules. Currently, a
prisoner was allowed parole to avail medical treatment for himself. It was recommended that the scope
of this rule should be extended to include close relatives also as it was the duty of the prisoner to take
care of his relatives as well.

With such concessions, the bitterness in a prisoner’s mind would gradually ebb away and the potential
for reform would be high. The Head of Prisons had his friend, an under-trial in mind while drafting this
proposal, for, as soon as the proposal for under-trials to be released on parole was approved, Satinder
Singh would be free. While on parole, he would be able to pacify his angry boss and be acquitted even
before his parole ended.

The superintendent sent the recommendations with his approval to be placed on the jail minister’s
table.

The jail minister thought of his friend too. He knew that as soon as the proposed amendment was
approved, Nachathar Singh would go on long parole. Relatives would keep falling ill. The road was clear
for the minister to keep approving parole for the medical treatment of every relative Nachathar had and
he would remain on parole till his appeal was accepted.

The minister completed all the formalities and sent the file off to the Chief Minister’s office. The Chief
Minister placed his seal of approval on it and had the item placed on the agenda of the proposed
meeting of the cabinet.
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A copy of the agenda fell into the hands of a group which called itself the ‘Well-Wishers of the Afflicted’.
This was a group which worked for the rights of those who had been victims of criminals and they
started protesting against the proposed amendments. They went around saying “Why should only the
criminals’ wellbeing be sought? Why ignore the tears of children orphaned when their parents were
mowed down in cold blood by these felons? Why not consider the ruined future of those young women
who were raped and had to face ignominy, unable to find peace at home or outside? A humane touch is
required for the afflicted side as well. If the criminals are released immediately upon being sentenced,
will it not be akin to letting snakes loose to writhe on the hearts of the victims and their families? If they
get the right to avail parole whenever they wanted, they would never want to go to jail throughout their
life. How long will the parole keep being extended? Under-trials will come out and threaten witnesses.
If they are not successful in cowing them down, the witnesses will be sent to meet their Maker. In how
many cases will you grant them parole to commit more crimes? Do not make a mockery of the
principles of punishing criminals and sending them to jail, for private gains.”

The arguments advanced by this organization in favour of the victims awakened others and resolutions
opposing the amendments began to be passed in various places. Fearing criticism, the government had
to retreat hastily. The Chief Minister had to shoot off a ‘there’s no such plan’ statement and had to
perforce put the amendment file on the back burner.

One arrow being rendered ineffectual was not going to empty the superintendent’s quiver and he now
pulled out another one. If the government had a problem with amending existing rules, there was no
need for concern. Rather, it could help valued prisoners through the rules that were already in place:

“Public opinion was in favour of Nachathar Singh. Every other day people would shout slogans and
march in processions demanding his release. The government had already conducted a secret
investigation and found that the killing had been carried out by the gunmen on their own and that the
legislator had played no role in it at all. Public opinion is of great importance in a democracy and the
government should respect the feelings of the people. Keeping the general good in mind therefore, the
government should withdraw the case against him.”

The government presented an application to this effect in the High Court, a whiff of which reached the
gunmen’s lawyers. They immediately erected a hurdle on its path saying that the government was
behaving in a biased manner and began to protest the filing of such an application. The gunmen had
only been doing their duty and were innocent. Either the case against all of them should be withdrawn
or all of them should be viewed similarly, on equal grounds. The High Court agreed with the gunmen’s
lawyers and the interference of the court once again delayed Nachathar’s release.

Meanwhile, Satinder Kumar’s dice rolled in his favour. After a lot of pleading and flattering, he managed
to make peace with the central minister and as soon as the minister weakened, he bribed the judge, got
his bail application approved and vanished.

Left alone now, the jail seemed even more intolerable for Nachathar and he began to feel more and
more restless. He started applying pressure on the jail administration through the jail minister.
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The jail superintendent had memorized the story of King Bruce and was not about to concede defeat.
He now started looking for new ways to get the legislator released.

If the government has a really strong desire to save a prisoner, there is no dearth of government officers
who can bring this to fruition. If the chief minister so wished, he could grant the boon of life to a man
standing at the gallows. The superintendent reminded the government that the constitution had given
it the authority to grant a pardon to any criminal for any crime. This was a right given to the
government to deal with circumstances wherein a prisoner had not got justice due to some legal
difficulties and when the court, even while wishing to do so, could not grant him justice. It was a
different matter altogether that this right was being used by the government mostly to help its
supporters.

The superintendent referred to a few such cases where this power had been used successfully and
criminals with grave charges against them had quietly gone home. Not a hint of their release had
reached any organisations or the court.

Sanjay Khan had been accused of the murder of two students. He had been pardoned on the pretext
that he was the only son of old parents and there would be no one to look after them if he were to be
sent to prison.

The wife of Pratap Singh, the head of a nefarious gang of child lifters who kidnapped children and forced
them to beg on the streets, was critically ill. She might die at any moment. The government made use
of its prerogative to pardon him so that she might take her last breath while resting in her husband’s lap.

Fernandez, who was serving a sentence of twenty years for smuggling heroin, had very small children.
The plea to release him had come from the children and the government had to make use of its special
powers to make the children happy.

The legislator’s case was stronger than any of these. The punishment had been for political reasons and
the two sides had now resolved their differences. There was peace and quiet in the village and if this
was to last, it was important for the people’s representative to be there, in their midst. The legislator’s
remaining sentence should be pardoned on this ground.

With the intention of getting the wood out with the iron, the superintendent filed an application for the
professor’s release as well. The professor had been jailed on the charge of raping a student in his
laboratory which he denied. He would say, “I was a new arrival in Mayanagar and soon after | came
here, | became very famous. The other teachers who were dying of hunger and penury couldn’t stand
the sight of my popularity and they plotted to frame me. Do you think at my age | will behave
dishonorably with students who are as young as my granddaughters?” No one knew what the truth
was. The superintendent suggested, “Even if the charges are taken to be true, it is not right to keep a
scholar of high intellect in jail for his lifetime for a small mistake committed in an emotional moment.
Scores of students whom the professor has taught are now placed as doctors, engineers and scientists.
The youth outside need his guidance and so he should be granted a pardon.”
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The Governor’s signature was required on the order of pardon but before reaching him, the file had to
climb and cross over several summits. The people who represented the professor were not spirited
enough for this arduous journey. And so the superintendent very cleverly stapled his file with the
legislator’s, reasoning that if the elephant passed through, so would its tail. And that very night he came
to deliver the news that both the elephant and its tail had gone across.

However, no one was particularly happy at this news. While their heart felt that this time the efforts
would bear fruit, their mind said that this order was but a deception and that they would have to serve
out their sentence. Racked by this confusion, they waited all morning. Noon came and with it, instead
of the order, came bad news.

“Once again, an insider, a spy, has ruined everything. The documents have reached the Well-wishers of
the Afflicted Organisation and its office bearers are at this moment sitting in the High Court preparing a
writ petition. They are angry that the government is misusing its powers and have mustered up a large
number of supporters to make their case stronger. They have found out that Fernandez doesn’t even
have a wife so there is no question of his having children longing for his presence. After his release, he
has again started smuggling heroin and is in the custody of the Delhi police at this time. Sanjay Khan is
in jail again for having stabbed a passerby on the street. Pratap Singh’s house is locked and he has gone
off to kidnap children from South Delhi. The Organisation is worried not about the past but about the
future. The government is planning to release scores of Fernandezes, Khans and Pratap Singhs. The
Organisation says that by releasing a prisoner who had been sentenced for life after a mere six months,
the government is on the one hand making a mockery of the courts and on the other, posing a danger to
the security of citizens. Such unfair releases should therefore cease.”

On hearing the news, Nachathar’s face paled and he went across to sit beside the professor, Ramu and
Pala. Ramu started weeping.

“There’s a baby expected at home. | have been dreaming of so many things. I'd planned to take my
wife to the doctor for a checkup every month, get her the best food to eat and keep her very happy. But
now all my plans have come to naught. My wife cries all day, sitting alone at home. She earns a meager
living by cleaning the homes of the rich.”

Ramu was afraid. If he was absent for too long, his child may die; someone may entice his wife away;
his harmonious and secure household would simply break up. On listening to Ramu’s words, Pala got
irritated with the legislator: “For someone who is so impatient for his own release, how can he not sense
the pain in Ramu’s heart? To remain in jail is the legislator’s compulsion as he is serving his sentence.
But there is no legal barrier to Ramu’s release and it just needs a signature from the legislator. | wonder
why the flavour of the palate is more important to Nachathar than someone’s freedom!” But like Ramu,
Pala could only be sad in his heart and not be outwardly expressive of what he felt.

Later in the afternoon, came some more news: “The hearing is going on. The High Court is appalled by
the number of prisoners accused of grave offences who have been and are being released wholesale.”

Ramu lay down covering his face and head with a sheet. Pala occupied himself with small tasks.
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In the evening came the news that had been feared. “The government was strongly reprimanded. At
the moment the court has ordered a stay on such releases. A reality report has been ordered to
determine: who were the prisoners who were released in the past three years? What were their
offences? Whose release is being planned over the next three months?”

This was bad news for the rest. But it was good for Pala. The bungalow would remain open for some
more time and Pala would have some more moments of pleasure. Even though this was what he had
prayed for in the morning, at the sight of Ramu’s crestfallen visage, Pala was sad that his prayer had
been granted.
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On the one hand, while there was a diminished force at the police stations, on the other, strict
instructions had been received from the Intelligence agencies: “Meetings are being held in support of
the terrorists. The impassioned mob can do anything. The local police must be on high alert.”

The chief officer, Manindra himself led the force that was keeping an eye on the meetings. He had
barely recovered from a long illness which had kept him confined to bed and he was even now,
overcome by bouts of sneezing; his throat hurt and his entire body ached. The sun and dust made him
miserable.

Adding to his physical discomfort was the mental stress that he was labouring under. The complicated
and tangled ball that was the Bunty murder case which could not be unraveled by the entire police force
of the state for two years had been solved alone by Manindra. The killers had been apprehended and
confessions extracted from them as well. But instead of accolades, promotion and rewards, the
government had snubbed him and had released the killers, to boot.

This had been many months ago but Manindra’s anger had not cooled down yet. He had resolved that
come what may, he would arrest the killers. He was in search of just the right persons who would not
only keep the identity of the informer secret but also be powerful enough or fearless enough to lay his
hands on the criminals.

The Committee had invited a large number of speakers and the meeting stretched on, getting longer
and longer like Hanuman'’s tail. Grumbling, Manindra made his way to his vehicle, collapsed on the back
seat and, in a semi-comatose state, waited for the meeting to end. Finally, the MC announced that the
last speaker would now take the stage.

When Baba Gurditta Singh gave a speech, the audience would have goose bumps. Although Manindra
Singh did not agree with the Baba’s views, he enjoyed listening to his blunt statements and he now
summoned up his remaining strength and started to pay attention to his speech.

“A government that loots and citizens that get looted” — he had heard this oft-repeated cliché many
times before and was getting bored of the same old topic. He was just beginning to close his eyes when
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the Baba suddenly made an announcement. “The Samiti made a mistake which we will rectify soon. We
will search for the actual killers of Bunty and produce them before the court.”

As soon as he heard these words, Manindra Singh’s heart blossomed like a beautiful rose. His aches and
pains in various parts of the body disappeared and he began to feel fresh and healthy as though he had
just inhaled the life-giving properties of the sanjivani (life-giving) herb.

At this opportune moment, he had been in search of just such a Samiti. The Baba asked for the
cooperation of the people for this good deed. “I will help you catch the actual killers”, said Manindra to
himself, pledging his contribution in support of the Baba’s appeal.

“Usually it is the people who approach the police. Today the police will approach the people’s
representative”, thought Manindra and waited for the meeting to wind up.

Manindra could perceive that an informer was motivated not merely by the prospect of earning some
money but by some good intentions as well, only after an informer came to him one day. It was perhaps
a strong desire for justice which had led his informer to keep nagging him repeatedly: “Raid the -------
dhaba (a roadside eatery). Both a narcotics and a prostitution racket operate from its premises.”

The dhaba was owned by the relative of a friend of Manindra’s. On the day of its inauguration, his
friend had come to him with an appeal to safeguard its interests. God forbid that there should be a
shower of hail as soon as one shaved one’s head!

For three days, Manindra investigated the informer. He assigned two constables to patrol the area
around the dhaba. He reasoned that if the owner saw the policemen walking around, he might become
cautious and the clients too would fathom the seriousness of the situation and stop frequenting it.
However, both the owner and the clients were so confident that they paid no heed at all.

Manindra could not afford to offend his informer as he had been instrumental in giving him a lot of
valuable evidence. If Manindra did not raid the place, the informer would get it done by someone else.
“Let’s do it then”, thought Manindra. “We’ll grab them by the collar, take some money and let them go.
Both sides will be happy”. Once the informer got his fee, he would stop nagging him.

They caught hold of a profitable source — the amorous son of the owner of a thread manufacturing mill.
His companion’s clothes and makeup appeared to indicate that she came from a good family but it
turned out that she was Taro of the Sansi tribe who charged three hundred rupees for her services.

After a couple of stinging slaps, the young man divulged something which Manindra could not at first
believe, thinking that he had blurted out what he had in a drunken state and out of fear of the police.
He then rained a few of blows on the driver as well to extract the truth and get a confession. In order to
make the case more substantial, he also picked up the Nepali driver who had been an active accomplice
to the crimes and he confessed too.
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Manindra took five hundred rupees from the dhaba owner, gave it to the informer and let off Taro and
the owner with a warning. He now possessed the key to a secret treasure. What did he have to do with
a petty case like soliciting?

The other three had been Bunty’s kidnappers and his murderers too. Harmanbir had not committed the
crime for money for he had so much wealth that you could set fire to it and still not be able to destroy
all of it. He was a thoroughly spoilt child who had been excessively pampered and given too much
money to play around with. Neither the busy-with-business father nor the social-work-whirligig of a
mother had any time to give him any attention. They never even realized when their son matured
beyond his years; started going to hotels and clubs instead of college and tuitions; began a downward
journey that started with beer and led on to heroin or when the desire to increase his libido took him to
dens of vice and intoxication.

The servants were a hindrance to Harmanbir whenever he wished to remain out till the late hours and
soon he managed to overcome that difficulty as well. At first, the driver waiting in the car outside the
club could only fantasise about what went on behind those high walls. Soon, Harmanbir started taking
him in to fulfill all those fantasies.

Thapa loved drinking beer and earlier he was in the habit of painstakingly collecting the dregs that were
left in the bottles to assuage his craving for the drink. Harmanbir now gave him a taste of foreign
scotch. Weighted down with these favours, the servants became his slaves and were ready to dance like
puppets at his behest.

Although Harmanbir did not lack the means to pursue his interests, he had to go through several people
to get hold of some money. First he had to get the approval of Papa, then go to the Manager to obtain a
slip and then to the cashier for the cash. This entire process made Harman feel awkward and
embarrassed.

To overcome this, he formulated a plan to generate his own source of funds. Every other day there
would be stories in the papers about kidnappings and demands for ransom. He was also a huge film buff
and the antics of film heroes became a great source of inspiration for him and he discussed his plans
with his associates. The duty of slaves is not to think and discuss but to obey commands and they
agreed at once.

The very next day, Thapa and the driver put the scheme into action and snatched a rich boy from
outside a school. The servant then took him to his living quarters in the mill compound while the driver
wrote out a note in broken Punjabi and delivered it to the boy’s guardians. Within an hour, the ransom
money had reached the designated spot. With their ‘earnings’, the three of them had a wonderful time
for a week.

As soon as the money ran out, they repeated the procedure and were again successful. They got a good
amount of money and nobody had the slightest clue about their involvement. Their confidence now
reaching greater heights, they picked up Bunty the following week.

79



80

Bunty’s guardians did not follow the plot and unsuspectingly informed the police about the kidnapping.
The police got into action, a curfew was declared in the city and door to door searches were carried out.

The trapped Harman was forced to keep Bunty hidden away in Thapa’s quarters for many days. The
outer wall of the mill was ten feet high and on top of it was a two foot high barbed wire fence. For any
kidnapper to jump over the wall with a child was impossible. The mill had two gates which were
manned at all hours of the day by guards. Everyone going in was searched and name and address
details entered in a register.

For this reason, while the police searched every inch of the city, they did not go inside the mill. No one
could even dream that the mill owner’s son himself would have taken Bunty inside in a car with tinted
black windows and the owner’s clout and reputation prevented Harman from being caught red handed.

Bunty was kept sedated all the time so that his crying would not be heard in the neighbouring houses.
Lack of food and an overdose of the sedatives finally killed him. At the first opportunity, they disposed of
the body in the quarries outside the mill and this had remained a secret till that fateful day of the raid on
the dhaba. Even then, it had come to light only because Harmanbir himself had revealed the secret.
Manindra took them to the station for further proceedings and the manager of the mill soon followed
them there. Someone had given the news of his drunken son’s arrest to Arora Sahib who was in
Mumbai at that moment. Although Arora Sahib’s influence permeated into the higher echelons, he did
not wish to ask for favours over a small matter. Still in Mumbai, he instructed his manager to hush up
the matter by paying off the right people.

Manindra was not someone who forgot favours. The police received a fixed amount every month from
the mill which would also take care of other petty expenses now and then. But for the crime that
Harman had committed, it was not possible for Manindra to set him free.

The ground shifted under Manindra’s feet when he learned of the crimes and he contacted the mill
owner immediately. The owner pleaded with him but Manindra did not budge an inch as he was one for
whom the lure of money was not as strong as the prospect of awards and promotions. When he saw
that Manindra could not be reined in, Arora Sahib dialed the numbers of people at the top. The results
started showing immediately.

The captain was in an important meeting. He was called out directly and orders on his behalf were
issued to Manindra Singh: “I am coming to the city to assess the situation. No action is to be taken till |
reach there.”

The Captain tried to convince Manindra like he would his own son. “The Bunty murder case has been
brought to a close; the court has given its verdict. All the witnesses have attested that Pala and Meeta
are the killers and it would be foolish to change horses in the middle of the battlefield. By asserting that
Pala and Meeta are in fact innocent, both the police and the government would be ridiculed. The police
officers will be pulled up first and many of them will be forced to lose their jobs. The Samiti has already
proved to be a huge nuisance for the police and the government and they will now get an opportunity to
incite the people against us. The chief minister is personally monitoring this case and he will never give
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his approval for the arrest. Arora Sahib knows everyone. It is a matter of his honour and repute and we
cannot afford to antagonize him.”

The captain fulfilled his duty by advising his underling but Manindra did not require permission for
initiating further proceedings. When he did not break his silence, the irritated captain summoned the
accused and handed them over to the Manager after counseling them.

The Manager came to Manindra’s quarters that night carrying fifty thousand rupees. The captain had
ordered him to offer his respects and placate Manindra. Afraid of the captain’s ire, Manindra could not
create a ruckus but, like an injured serpent, he had been storing venom inside of him all this while.

He now had a wonderful opportunity to strike.
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Before announcing who the real culprits were, the Samiti wished to verify the facts on its own and to
that end, Baba went to an agent, Shankar Dass’s house the very next morning. His son had been the
first to be kidnapped. If anyone else had asked him about that incident, Shankar Dass would have
butted him off like an angry bull. But he did not dare tell lies to Baba.

The description that the boy gave of the kidnappers after returning home confirmed that they were
Harmanbir and his accomplices. Titu had been taken away in a car with black-tinted windows driven by
a Sardar. The other person with him was a Hindu and the place he had been held captive appeared to
be a servant’s quarters. With the hope that the guilty would be nabbed some time, Shankar Dass had
preserved the ransom note that the kidnappers had written and which he now handed over to Baba.

Jeevan went to the Bank Manager’s office. He had an account with his branch and the two were good
friends as well. The Bank manager too confirmed all the details. The two letters were examined by a
handwriting expert and found to have been written by the same person. After the receipt of this report,
the dots were quickly linked together.

The Gordian knot would have been unraveled more quickly if the letters written to Bunty’s guardians
had been preserved carefully as well. The police had in fact, removed the actual letters from their files
and substituted them with notes that they had forced Pala to write.

The Samiti felt the need to probe further into the matter before finally reaching a conclusion.

Rajendra alerted the trade union leaders of the thread mill: “Keep an eye on the three accused and
inform the Samiti from time to time of their activities.”

After three days, the Samiti got its first piece of information. Servants working inside the bungalow
revealed that Harmanbir had not been seen for two months. First he had been packed off to Delhi and
then put on a flight to foreign lands. The servants were trying to find out which country he had been
sent off to and which relative he was staying with.
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It was also said that the mill owner was very unhappy with the two servants who he believed had led his
son astray and he had kicked them both out.

A rumour had been floated on behalf of the mill owner: “The Nepali has fled to Nepal.” However, this
was not true, revealed the sources. The owner had originally brought Thapa from Delhi and he had sent
him back there to relatives with the warning, “Make him disappear quickly. The police can land up any
moment to arrest him.” Following these instructions, Thapa had been sent away to some distant place
but the union members were on the verge of establishing contact with him.

The driver who had become an addict by now was lying half-dead and fighting for life in the de-addiction
ward of the government hospital, suffering from withdrawal symptoms. A sample of his handwriting
was obtained with the help of the para-medical staff and it was established that the letters to Shankar
Dass and the Manager had been written by him.

As soon as they received this report, the Samiti members called a press conference and announced the
names of Bunty’s killers.

ok K ok ok ok 3k ok ok K ok ok ok 3k o ok ok ok ok 3k ok ok ok ok ok ok ok 3 ok oK ok ok 3k ok o oK oK ok 3k 3k o K oK ok 3k ok o ok oK ok ok 3k 3k o oK oK ok ok 3k ok ok oK ok ok ok ok ok oK oK ok sk ok ok ok oK oK ok sk sk ok K K ok ok

19
Sundar and his companions knew that night: their number was soon going to increase.

The jail authorities referred to those held in that barrack as “badmash” - rascals. So, in jail records, this
barrack was called the barrack of the badmash. But the prisoners called themselves brave warriors and
claimed that they had been jailed for heroic deeds. Accepting their version, the other prisoners referred
to this barrack as the “bahadur” - brave men’s barrack.

What were the brave deeds that Pala who was coming into that barrack, had performed? What kind of
a valiant warrior was he? The inmates had been putting their heads together since morning trying to
figure this out.

For three months, the prisoners in the bungalow had not had the time to wonder about the background
of he who drudged for them. It was enough that he was a good man and served them devotedly.

When the legislator found out that his servitor was a terrorist, his heart beat faster. If any of the
terrorist organizations got to know that he was making a Singh polish his shoes and massage his legs,
they might get incensed and issue an edict against him. Perhaps this was the mischief of the chief
minister who might have calculated: “He is associated with terrorists and this would serve as a good
excuse to stop his release.” An organisation called the Lok Sangharsh Samiti was fighting Pala’s case.
The legislator hoped they would not find out that he was getting five star comforts in prison.

The worried legislator complained to the jail superintendent: “Have you endangered my life
deliberately?”
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The superintendent swore “Pala is not a dangerous man. He has nothing to do with terrorists. That his
hair is shorn short is proof enough of this. If he had been a terrorist, wouldn’t he have been sent to the
Singhs’ barrack? But if you still have any doubt at all, let us drive him away from here.”

While still seated in the bungalow, the superintendent had already made the decision regarding which
barrack he would send Pala to.

Pala’s friends were locked up in the Panchhi (literally bird; here meant for those sentenced for petty
crimes who would ‘fly’ away soon) barracks but this time since he had not been punished for theft or
picking pockets, he could not be sent there. The court had said that he was a terrorist but the Singhs
had not allowed him to enter their barracks. The badmash barrack would be just right for this murderer.

It was in obedience to this order that Pala was now entering the badmash/bahadurs barrack.

After giving it a lot of thought, Sundar and his companions reached the conclusion that Pala and Meeta
had not taken issue with a wealthy man. The money demanded had also been a paltry sum. No
terrorist organization had claimed responsibility for the act nor confessed to it. Ergo, Pala was not a
terrorist.

But he was still a power to be reckoned with, to be sure. The town had split into two groups because of
him. The dominant group backed him completely and was making extensive efforts to get him released.
Sundar and his companions were in a quandary: they could not decide whether to welcome Pala as a
brave man or consider him a petty thief and make him do odd jobs.

Of the bahadurs, Sundar was the cleverest and the most active and he was therefore nominated to find
out the truth about Pala.

The barrack was quite small and there were fewer prisoners so Pala found no difficulty in getting a place
for himself. After spreading out his mat, Pala ventured a look around to take stock of the barrack. On
both the platforms were colourful spreads which looked like carpets and the shelves were loaded with
expensive stuff. On seeing these comforts and luxuries, Pala let out a sigh of happiness. The inmates of
this barrack came from wealthy and influential families. His time here would pass well too, he thought.

He had just performed his ablutions and was stretching himself when his fellow prisoners surrounded
him.

“How can you be a bahadur? You killed a child — and that too for the sum of a mere five thousand
rupees!”

“I did not kill anyone! | was falsely framed!” Nervous at being suddenly held by the arm and shaken
violently, Pala protested his innocence.

“l am not a killer! | am innocent! You fool! Lawyers teach this to their clients to repeat in court. Now
you are not in court but in jail. Everyone speaks the truth here. There is no repeat punishment for
telling the truth. | will first tell you of my own activities so that you are no longer uneasy about revealing
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yours. | have committed three murders so far. Till today, no one has been able to find any clues for two
of them but | was caught for the third.” And Sundar started narrating incidents of his valour.

The first murder that Sundar had committed was commissioned by a seth who had got his sister in law’s
husband killed. They had been business partners and made a good living. It soon became difficult to
share the profits equitably and quarrels started breaking out between them which soon escalated into
blood-thirsty vindictiveness. Before the other could kill him, the seth came to Sundar for help. No one
knew even today whether the brother in law had fallen into a sewer by accident or was pushed into it.

The background to the second murder was similar to the first. The quarrel had been between a house
owner and his tenant. Two decades ago, the tenant used to be the hookah filler for this man.
Rewarding him for his long years of service, the owner gave him money to open a shop and also rented
out to him the place to set it up. The hardworking servant soon prospered and the shop was
transformed into a factory. The owner was not envious of his servant’s success.

The problem began when a bypass road was constructed near the factory. The price of land shot up a
hundred times and automobile showrooms were set up on the bypass. The Tata Company liked this
place and made an offer: if the factory could be vacated and the place turned into a huge showroom,
the company would appoint the owners distributors for the entire district. The sons of the erstwhile
landlord started salivating at this thought. The company was reputed and sold on the mere strength of
its name. Two or three vehicles were sold every day and lakhs of rupees were there to be earned just
sitting on their couch. They started exerting pressure on the servant to vacate the factory, reminding
him of past favours. They also offered to give him the same amount of land elsewhere so that he did
not suffer a loss.

But the servant did not come round and the owners had to ultimately swallow the bitter pill of defeat. It
was still not known whether a truck had accidentally run over the servant or whether it had been a
deliberate act.

When Sundar was destined to get caught, it just happened.

A girl who had come from Canada fell in love with a boy in the village. Her relatives had hired a taxi for a
month to take her sightseeing and the boy was the taxi driver whose joie de vivre captivated the girl.
She forgot the colours and sights of Canada and got married to him but this marriage made her parents
in Canada feel deeply humiliated. While still in Canada, they got their relatives in India to register a case
against the boy for seducing and encouraging their daughter to marry him. But she did not allow her
parents’ plan to succeed and appeared in court to say, “I have married this man of my own free will.”
The judge found it difficult to ignore the statement made by this girl who had come from foreign lands
and the case was dismissed. Their relationship now had the legal stamp of approval. The rage of the
girl’s parents knew no bounds and they contacted Sundar to avenge their insult. Having committed two
murders, Sundar’s morale was at its peak and, having extracted a hefty sum, he carried out the third one
as well. The local police hushed it up but when the Canadian authorities intervened in the matter, they
had to willy-nilly hunt for clues and while doing so, they finally reached Sundar.
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But he felt no remorse. There was no eye witness to the crime and he would ultimately be acquitted.
On being released, he would get back to doing the same work in the outside world.

“Here, | have admitted to all three murders. Now try and do your utmost to harm me.” Sundar
thumped his chest as he spoke. “lI am not the only one — everyone here tells stories of their brave
deeds. Listen to this one now; this is his story in his own words.”

Karamijit had avenged the murder of his father after twenty years. Ever since coming into the prison for
the crime, the quantity of blood in his body must have increased by at least a litre with the satisfaction
of having done the deed. His old grandfather and widowed mother walked on air and his grandfather
joyfully sang paeans to his bravery in the village and beyond.

Karamijit had actually performed a social service: he had struck down a goon of his village in the chaupal
(the village square), urinated on his face, cut off his beard and hacked him to pieces. The rascal had
terrorized the village for over a decade and had made it difficult for women to venture out of their
houses. On the night of his murder, the whole village was festooned with lamps in celebration. When
he went to court for his hearing, Karamjit would meet his entire village which had turned up there to
sing of his bravery. According to the police, the eyewitnesses had refused to give their statements as
they were scared of the united front of the villagers and this meant that he could be acquitted any time.
The villagers had resolved to take him home in a grand procession and would unanimously elect him as
the sarpanch. Karamjit waited impatiently for that day.

Avatar had killed his maternal grandmother. He did not have a maternal uncle and his elder aunt, who
had his grandmother in the palm of her hand, was plotting to get ten acres of land transferred to her
name. A rumour found its way to Avatar: “The aunt has gone to the tehsil office and got a will
registered.” If this were to be true, their lives would become hell. His father was to get a bare two acres
as his own legacy. Avatar had received a proposal for a matrimonial alliance on the basis of the land
that he would get from his grandmother but if that did not materialize, none of his other siblings would
be able to get married either. On being encouraged by his parents, and, ostensibly on a visit to his aunt,
he forced the old grandmother to accompany him in a car. After making her transfer all her land to his
mother, he strangulated her to death. By the time the aunt arrived, the old woman’s last rites were
over.

A case of murder was registered against Avatar but was the old woman actually murdered? There was
no proof. The lawyers explained to the aunt that since there were no eyewitnesses, Avatar would
sooner or later be acquitted and it would be better for her to reach a compromise and take a couple of
acres of land as her share. Trapped, the aunt accepted three acres of land and went home quietly. One
acre had been sold to fund the case. Since there were still six acres of land remaining, the entire family
was eternally grateful to Avatar and displayed their gratitude abundantly. They were even ready to
wash his feet and drink the water so obtained, in a manner of speaking. In court, he would declare “I
did not kill the old woman.” But here, amongst the brotherhood, he would pronounce his crime with
chest-thumping bravado.
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Rehman and his companions had no regrets regarding the double murder they were accused of. The
power of the Ahmediya Muslims had been increasing considerably. In a matter of days, they had
constructed two mosques and three madrasas (institution to teach Islamic theology) in the area and
their adherents were growing. The Ahmediyas were to Rehman and his ilk, as dangerous as a black
serpent. The ulamas (scholars) of Rahman’s group called for the baby snakes to be crushed as quickly as
possible and when they got the opportunity, they abducted a couple of the young ones, brought them
into the mosque and beat them to death, thereby sending them to jahannum (hell).

Rehman and his entire community felt proud of this deed. During the Friday prayers, his bravery would
be extolled and cited as an inspiration for other young men.

“Will you now confess to having committed the murder? We will believe that you are a brave man and
accept you into the brotherhood.” Sundar tried every possible means to get Pala to blurt out the truth.

“I'm telling the truth, brother. | did not commit the murder. Earlier | was a petty thief. | have now
stopped even that.”

“Well, if you haven’t done it before, do it now. There’s nothing to be gained in petty thievery. Commit
big crimes and extort big money. Join my gang. You’ve been sentenced without even committing the
murder. Now see, if you join me, and even if you murder someone in full public view, you will still be
acquitted. Here, let us shake to that.”

Pala did not want to shake Sundar’s hand. But he could not very well refuse to do so and thus incur the
enmity of the alligator in the pool where he now had to live. He remained silent.

Sundar was an experienced man who had tasted the waters of many a river and he thought
immediately: “Pala is not an ordinary man. He is a mystery - which is why he walks shoulder to shoulder
with many different groups.”

Sundar felt that at the moment it would be best if he remained quiet. “Fine then, think about it and let
me know.” And so saying, Sundar robed himself in silence.
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The names of the real killers of Bunty had been revealed and the evidence that the Samiti had gathered
against Harmanveer and his servants had been brought before the public. The demand to arrest them
was growing louder and the number of people who supported the Samiti was increasing every day.

A belief was gaining ground among the people — “One day the police will have to arrest the real killers.
Then Pala and Meeta will have to be acquitted and the false witnesses who deposed against them will
be brought to stand in the dock.”
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Among these witnesses who had given statements on being pressurized by the Yuva Sangh and the
police, now ran a current of fear and they fell over themselves trying to escape what they saw as their
nemesis.

The Samiti was willing to let them off on one condition — they should give written statements to the
Samiti accepting that they had been wrong and that they had given false testimony. The Samiti was
clear on its policy: its quarrel was not with any individual but with the system.

The Yuva Sangh and its lawyers were trying their hardest to stop the witnesses from doing any such
thing and frightening them by saying, “The court has accepted your statements and sentenced Pala and
Meeta. The Samiti has cooked up this new story only to save them; there was actually no kidnapping or
any ransom paid before Bunty’s case happened. Why did the Bank manager and Shankar Dass stay
silent for two years? The truth is that the driver is in an agony of withdrawal as his supply of drugs has
been discontinued. The Samiti has taken advantage of his helplessness and bought him off. They have
made him write backdated letters full of threats now. The wealthiest people in the city are being
intimidated into contributing funds to their mission but the government is not going to be frightened by
all this monkey-growling. Don’t be misled by the Samiti into giving a written confession and ready the
noose for your necks yourselves.”

The frightened witnesses didn’t know on which side they should stand.

The police had written down a whole bunch of statements from witnesses to prove Pala and Meeta’s
guilt. Many of them had earlier told the truth and asserted emphatically that Pala and Meeta had had
no hand in the crime. Then the four witnesses had given statements according to the tutoring of the
police.

Ramswaroop had stated that the police had questioned the two accused in his presence and that they
had both confessed to the crime. Meeta had led the police to the ruins and helped them to recover the
rod which had been used to kill Bunty. Pala had taken them to his house from where they recovered the
uniform that Bunty had been wearing at the time of his abduction.

Desraj ran a shop selling kitchen utensils and he would also buy things that were broken. Pala used to
sell him stolen stuff which was why they were familiar with each other. He stated that the pot under
which the ransom note had been placed in front of Lalaji’s house had been bought from his shop a
couple of days earlier by Pala. He had got his name inscribed on it as well. In this way, Desraj linked
Pala to the crime.

The third witness, Kamal Prasad was the owner of the Kamala Printing Press. He said that Meeta had
threatened him into printing a letter pad on which the ransom note was written.

Ramswaroop was the Pradhan (chief) of the Yuva Sangh and a devoted disciple of the Lalaji. Under his
leadership, the Yuva Sangh had waged a long struggle first to apprehend Bunty’s killers and then to
demand that they be hanged. They did not care whether Pala and Meeta were innocent or not and
obstinately stuck to their earlier stand.
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What route could they take now to save themselves? When the witnesses got in touch with
Ramswaroop to discuss the matter, they got a categorical reply: “I do not fear anyone, nor do | wish to
justify myself.” Ramswaroop was not the only one who was the Lalaji’s disciple. The other three were
his followers as well.

With the support and blessings of the Lalaji, Desraj become the Pradhan of the Geeta Bhavan which had
been founded through the Lalaji’s initiative. He had told a lie by swearing upon the holy Geeta only for
the Lalaji’s sake. At that time he had been assured that “these are the real killers of Bunty. Sometimes
it is necessary to tell lies in order to overcome legal obstacles.” He had accepted this lie as the truth and
had perjured himself in the witness box.

Kamal Prasad was the Pradhan of the Seva Samiti but only in name. The real power was with the Lalaji.
Kamal had printed the letter pad not on the behest of Meeta but on instructions from the police. And
he had been advised to do this by Ramswaroop himself.

Radheshyam found himself in a similar situation. From being a servant at an eatery where he washed
dirty dishes, Lalaji had helped him rise in life so that he was now the owner of a shop. To repay his
obligation to the Lalaji, he had fabricated the story of Pala and Meeta plotting the crime in his shop. The
defense attorneys had caught him out in this lie during their cross examination but in spite of that, the
court had, Lord knows why, held them guilty.

These witnesses now turned to the Lalaji for guidance. He was in a quandary too. He advised them to
wait till the truth had been finally and fully revealed and verified as well.

The witnesses were traders and could not afford to remain troubled for too long and neglect their
business. To add to this, the Sangharsh Samiti was putting a great deal of pressure on them to come to
a decision quickly.

During the first investigation and recording of statements, they had been presented before several
police officers. Each one of them had thumped his chest and declared, “Give your statements fearlessly.
No one dare even glance in your direction.” None of those officers were now around; some had gone to
the capital while others were posted in the border areas.

First they went to meet the investigating officer at the border. He rebuffed their requests to see him for
two days and then, when they finally met, he refused to recognize them. All he said was, “l have
investigated hundreds of cases and written down the statements of thousands of witnesses. How many
names can | remember?”

When his memory was jogged with names and addresses, he grew aggressive. “This was a case that had
put me to great hardship. If it is reopened, the noose will be around my neck before anybody else’s. Do
| save my skin or worry about yours?”

They then came to the capital to enlist the help of the Captain.
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The Captain not only recognized them but also entertained them with tea and refreshments. He then
advised them: “You should meet the current captain. Ask him to provide you with gunmen for security.”
Sympathizing with their plight, he called the Captain to recommend their case and they visited him on
returning home. But he too expressed his helplessness.

“Thousands of witnesses experience this in hundreds of cases. Every witness has to face the hostility of
the opposing party. You should have given it a lot of thought before becoming a witness. How many
people’s security can | take the responsibility for? | can do one thing, however. You make the
arrangements for bodyguards yourselves. | will organize the weapons and licenses.”

The three witnesses were religious, righteous men. They had sworn on the Almighty to tell the truth
and now people were questioning their integrity. There was no doubt that they had told lies but it was
equally true that they had fallen into falsehood by deception.

The conscience of the witnesses now started reproaching them. It was possible that Pala and Meeta
were killers but they had not seen them do anything at all that could connect them to the crime. What
they had stated in court was a lie and the court had accepted the lie as the truth. Their lies had sent two
people to jail. If, as the Samiti asserted, the two were innocent, the sin of having been instrumental in
getting them punished would be on their heads.

The witnesses decided that they would no longer carry this burden and, to make amends for their sin,
they went to court to file an affidavit attesting to the truth. Handing over the affidavit to the Samiti,
they pledged, “All the parties should get justice. We are ready to undergo whatever punishment is
handed down to us for our wrongdoing.”

Having divested themselves of the burden of their sin, the witnesses now waited for justice.
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On his way towards the Panchhi barrack, Meeta felt as though he had escaped from Hell. Even after
having stayed for a year in the Singhs’ Barrack, he was not comfortable there.

For the first few months he had dreamt expansively. He was completely taken up by the idea of
becoming a Sardar and, in accordance with the primary principles of the sect, had started growing his
hair and beard. He had also started saying the daily ritual prayers and had cut off ties with his previous
acquaintances. Forced to do so, he met the Samiti people a handful of times; he didn’t care where or
what hell Pala, who was like a brother to him, was enduring. But the more he got closer to the Singhs,
the more disillusioned he became.

He found that the Singhs put slips of paper with names written on them into a pot. Orders were issued
to ferry to the other side of the eternal river, those whose names were fished out of the pot. They
abducted doctors, lawyers and businessmen and extracted huge ransoms with which they bought
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weapons from neighbouring countries. They then mowed innocents down like fields of corn with the
horrific weapons.

Then he got to know that the work on the tunnel was almost complete and that they could vanish from
the prison at any moment. Meeta had no intention of escaping from the prison. He knew he would be
caught in a fortnight or so. The Singhs had no wish to take him along either.

Meeta knew very well what his fate would be after the Singhs escaped from the jail. Frightened, his
mind scurried around for a way to disassociate from the Singhs but his stupid brain could not suggest
any solutions. Then the government itself came to Meeta’s rescue and offered the way out of his
difficulty.

The Singhs found out through their secret sources that the government had devised a new strategy to
deal with them in jail.

The government had been quite upset for a long time over the slow movement of case proceedings.
While the cases against the Singhs were rising rapidly, their resolution was nearly zero. The results of
cases which were finally decided were not satisfactory. The Singhs had to be taken to courts in distant
cities to face trial. Each terrorist required at least one bulletproof vehicle and a posse of four policemen,
with half the police force in the state engaged in this process. Incidents of Singhs on their way to trial
escaping with outside help were increasing by the dozen. People thought that encounters in which a
policeman was killed or injured were real encounters. Any other they dismissed as the government’s
falsehoods and concluded that someone had been killed on the false excuse that he had been trying to
flee from police custody. Fearing disrepute and to bring down expenses, the government came up with
a plan. The Nabha jail was declared a maximum security prison and safety measures around it were
tightened. A special court was set up by making amendments to existing laws and the judge of that
court would sit in the premises of the jail itself. Cases pending before various courts were transferred
and Singhs imprisoned in all the other jails were now ordered to be shifted to the Nabha prison.

It was in accordance with this new policy that the Singhs in the jail were to be asked to be prepared to
leave.

As soon as they got wind of this, the jatthedars called a meeting and took stock of the progress of the
tunnel. When it became painfully obvious that the tunnel would never be completed in time, they came
to a decision with heavy hearts. The tunnel would be filled up so that the government would not know
about their escape plan. Having buried the efforts of a whole year under the earth, they now waited for
the departure orders to arrive.

Meeta had stayed for a year with the Singhs and had become a Sardar in their company. Since the court
had already declared him a terrorist, the jatthedars wished to take him with them to Nabha.

The jail superintendent expressed his disagreement with this demand. Although he had been sentenced
as a terrorist, he certainly wasn’t one. He sent a report to the government along with an application
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asking for Meeta’s name to be removed from the Singh list. He wrote: “Meeta is gradually succumbing
to the Singhs’ influence. If he is sent to Nabha he will definitely become a terrorist.”

Already, the government was finding it difficult to control those who had become terrorists of their own
accord. Now they could not afford to take the risk of giving an ordinary prisoner the opportunity to
become one as well. Accepting the superintendent’s note, the government deleted Meeta’s name from
the Singh list.

That day the Singhs had been sent to Nabha while Meeta had been shifted to the Panchhi barrack. The
Singhs refused to wear the prisoners’ uniform and had determined their own attire - kurta-pyjama and a
black turban on their heads. In winter, they draped a warm black blanket around themselves.

Imitating them, Meeta had started wearing the same kind of clothes. Initially, he had strutted around in
them but of late, he had begun to tire of this uniform and he was now eager to reach his barrack and get
rid of this attire.

Whatever Meeta may have thought about the Singhs, they had only good feelings for him and had given
him some gifts before parting. Of these, one was a gold wristwatch and another was a pocket transistor.
There was a Khadi bag woven out of a single strand of cotton which contained two new sets of kurta
pajama. There was one warm blanket, a white sheet, a new mat and a thick bedcover. Some steel
utensils. In his hand was a four kilo container which held khoa laddoos and panjiri (sweets).

Being a sevadar of the Singhs meant that not only did the prisoners fear him, so did the jail employees.
Meeta thought that because of his power and influence, he would be allowed to go into the barrack
without being searched and looted.

Meeta had heard the saying that when the mother of a police officer died, thousands of sycophants
would crowd the funeral. But when a police officer died, there would not be even ten fellows around. It
was apparent that something similar was happening now — the authority of the Singhs had vanished
with them.

The munshi of the Panchhi barrack treated Meeta like he would other ordinary prisoners. Meeta had
already planned to hand over the box of sweetmeats to the munshi if he acted difficult. From the
halwa-puri of this Malk Bhago (a landowner according to the legend, whose invitation to a meal had
been rejected by the holy Guru Nanak as his wealth had been acquired by oppressing the poor), Meeta
seemed to get the stench of the blood of the oppressed.

If the munshi proved obstinate, he would give him the bag of clothes. All this was now useless for him.
He felt an attraction and attachment to the watch and transistor, however. The munshi turned out to
be the thieves’ cousin as the saying goes. He pounced on and grabbed the very things that were dear to
Meeta and which he wanted to hold on to. Wearily downing the draught of patience, Meeta entered
the barrack.
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Having finished their meal, the prisoners were sitting together in groups, playing cards, singing,
preparing some bhang or smoking sulfa for a high.

Meeta was reminded of the days when he had been completely immersed in his ‘work’ and used to be
in jail for about eight months in a year. The prison would seem like a mela, a fair to him. Most of his
fellow prisoners were of the same age, shared a similar profession and ideas. The whole day would flash
past in fun, good humour and sport.

Those days Meeta had a large circle of acquaintances crawling out of the woodwork. Once he had to be
lodged in a Delhi jail and another time, in a prison in Kullu. Even there he had found people who knew
him.

Meeta had given up his profession many years ago and when doing so, had made a firm resolution that
come what may, he would never return to it. He had therefore broken off all ties with his old friends.
He had not told anyone where he lived nor asked for anyone’s address.

He now regretted that decision. Who could have known that one day a mountain of troubles would
crash down on him! Who knew that he would have to spend all the remaining years of his life in prison!

However, Meeta had still not given up hope completely. He felt that he might possibly meet someone
known to him here as well and would be able to pass the time companionably.

This barrack too, like the others, was filled to capacity. Would he even find some space to spread out his
mat? He started looking over the place closely, inspecting it, his eyes darting from one corner to the
other. While he was thus engaged, a heavily built man rose from the group that was playing cards. He
touched Meeta’s feet in reverence, and hailing him as ‘Meeta Ustad’, enveloped him in a bear hug.

“Bhola, is that you?!” Meeta recognized him as soon as he loosened his embrace. Bhola was his
favourite disciple whom he had cared for like a son.

When Bhola’s mother passed away having been struck down by TB, he had been all of six years old. His
step mother subjected him to all the tortures that one had read about in stories and fairy tales. One
day, tired of the daily squabbling, he ran away from home and boarded a train. Meeta was on that train
too, in pursuit of a ‘mark’. The train terminated at Ambala and all the passengers got off and went
home. The frightened Bhola started wailing. Meeta cut short his pursuit and focused his attention on
the boy and hugged him to his chest like a female monkey with a baby.

Meeta had no riches to give to the boy. But whatever he had learned in his profession, he now emptied
it all out into Bhola’s lap. In a few days the youngster became skilled and started hunting his prey all by
himself.

Before giving up his activities, Meeta had declared Bhola as his heir and got him a territory of his own
after speaking to the brotherhood of pickpockets.
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“Ustad, you had given up this profession. Then how is it that you are here?” asked Bhola, having taken
Meeta’s tin box and bag from him and leading him toward his spot. Meeta told him his sad tale briefly.

“This is my Ustad, Meeta about whom | keep talking all day.” Bhola introduced him to his companions
with great pride.

They all stood up in respect to the man who was the Ustad of their own Ustad and touched his feet, one
by one, seeking his blessings.

Bhola’s disciples had folded up a blanket into two and spread it on the mat. They called this the ‘gaddi’ -
the seat of authority on which only the Ustad could sit. Bhola now gave up the seat respectfully to
Meeta and seated himself with the other disciples.

Meeta had no intention of staying like an Ustad with his disciples and gathering up the blanket, he put it
to one side and sat on the mat like any other ordinary prisoner. Bhola understood this hint of his Ustad.
He too was not eager to involve his Ustad again in the world of crime.

“Ustad, have you become a Singh?” He asked, guessing from Meeta’s attire.

“No, it was only that this melon had started taking on the colour of the other melons in whose midst it
found itself.” Then Meeta narrated the inside story of his experiences in the Singh barracks.

“So, let me first of all, change this garb which may deceive the perception”, said Meeta as he picked up
his bag, took out the new kurta pajama that Labh Singh had gifted him the previous day and put it on.

Bhola felt that his Ustad had an unstated wish and in his understanding of it, first offered him some
tobacco and then his favourite Four Square cigarettes. Meeta had given up bidi and cigarette many
years ago and had developed a revulsion for tobacco. Now he had no wish to either chew tobacco or
smoke cigarettes. However, he had to prove to his fellow prisoners that he was not a Singh and so he
took the tobacco that had been offered and smoked the cigarette as well.

“Ustad, now we should have a round of smack.” Nandu was not content with presenting only tobacco
or cigarettes and he wished to please the grand Ustad as much as was possible.

“So Bhola, you have become an Ustad now?” Instead of being happy, Meeta could only feel regret.

“You have seen what happens when one becomes a sadhu - an ascetic - haven’t you, Ustad? One may
give up pimping and other such activities but the goons will not allow one to stay in peace. | am fine
here. These are my disciples and | will tell you all about them.”

He first placed his hand on Nandu’s shoulder. Nandu’s father was a brick maker in a kiln. About a
hundred yards away from the kiln was a school. The father wanted his son to study and find a path out
of his miserable life - if he did not become a government employee, he could at least become the
munshi of the kiln. He sent his son to school with great hopes but the school was a government-run
institution where the female teachers would knit sweaters and gossip all day. There was no one at
home who could help him with his school work and the teachers would thrash him when he could not
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finish his assignments. As he did not do well in studies, his father would thrash him at home. He would
run away from school and sometimes sit in the railway station, at other times in the bus stand to avoid
the beatings. Bhola and Nandu first met at the bus stand. He soon left his family behind and joined
Bhola permanently.

The second disciple was Raju Pahadia. His father stayed beyond the hill and produced children like
litters of puppies. As soon as a son was six to seven years old, he would be dropped off at the
confectioner’s — halwai - shop. The responsibility of feeding the child was the halwai’s and the father
would leave after having taken from him a year’s salary in advance. When the boy turned twelve or
thirteen, he would get him married off, keep the daughter in law at home and enjoy life living off the
earnings of the two.

The work in the halwai’s shop would increase as Diwali approached. The halwai, Neela would keep his
servants occupied day and night and to ensure that the boys did not get tired, he would boil posth
(poppy flowers) and make them drink it. Sometimes he would give them opium and like the others, Raju
also got addicted to posth. But after Diwali there would be neither posth nor opium and he was not
allowed to take any money out of his salary. Some people who sold posth taught him how he could buy
it from them: “The halwai earns a good amount of money. Four or five rupees missing everyday would
not be noticed.” However, the halwai grew suspicious on seeing the money decreasing at the end of the
day; laid a trap and caught Raju red handed like a rat trying to steal food after which he beat him up and
dismissed him. Afraid that his father would thrash him too, Raju started thinking of ways and means to
leave town.

The halwai’s shop was situated just outside the station. Bhola used to spend his leisure time there and
the two of them were familiar with each other. Bhola offered his support to him at a difficult time and
then Raju started following him around all the time like a shadow.

Bhola’s disciples served Meeta whole heartedly and sincerely and now it was his turn to return the
favour. In fulfillment of his duty thereof, Meeta fished the steel plates out of his bag and spread all the
laddoo and panjiri out on them. “Here, this is to sweeten your mouth.” And Meeta slid the plates
toward Bhola.

Mad with joy, Bhola called out to his friends to join in the great feast. He distributed the laddoo
amongst his companions while narrating to them his experiences with his Ustad.

Then Bhola dropped many hints to the Ustad about himself. No longer the Bhola who would be nervous
on being left alone, people were now filled with fear on hearing his name. He did not pick pockets for a
mere five hundred rupees but undertook contracts to kill people. He had not come to jail on charges of
having stolen utensils or other petty things like that but was accused like his Ustad, of murder. He was a
guest in the jail for only a matter of days as his friends outside had made all arrangements so that as
soon as his trial began, he would be acquitted.

Billu Ustad was sad that Meeta had been sentenced in a false case. Witnesses had been responsible for
this punishment and Billu, wishing to teach them a lesson, offered his help in the matter: “Bhola, give
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me some work to do. You have but to give me the word and | will issue a hukumnama to punish the
witnesses who had given false statements against the Ustad.” This was not an empty boast. He could
actually do what he said he would.

People used to call Billu the ‘emperor of the station’. This was not because his mother was a beggar
who would sit on the station bridge and ask for alms but because every crime that took place at the
station could only be carried out after his permission.

Billu’s gang was skilled at interacting with passengers, winning their trust and then offering them food
laced with an intoxicating substance. Once the passengers were rendered unconscious, the gang would
vanish with their belongings. It was a small station and only a couple of victims could be targeted each
day. For a few months now, his star had been on the descendant. Another gang with a similar modus
operandi had arrived at the station and within three or four days they had snapped up about eighteen
to twenty gold chains. The railway department as well as the railway police was getting a bad name and
the matter reached all the way up to Delhi. The rail department put up huge boards to caution the
passengers and made announcements over the loud speaker every fifteen minutes. The passengers
thus warned, stopped even talking to strangers leave alone eating with them.

Billu’s gang had to change their system as they waited for matters to cool down.

They bought an old three wheeled vehicle and parked it outside the station to ferry passengers. Two or
three members of the gang would be seated in it, posing as commuters. As soon as a wealthy customer
boarded the three-wheeler, they would take off and loot him once they reached a deserted stretch.
Some passengers would return home with nothing at all. Some would go to the police station. After a
little bit of action and a show of scurrying here and there, the police would bury the matter.

But one spirited passenger proved to be a hurdle in their path. He had been the Pradhan of the tempo
union at some point of time and knew all the tempo drivers. He went to the police station and, giving a
description of Billu and the others, got the police control room to alert all the traffic barrier posts. The
police thus prepared, managed to nab the gang before they could disperse.

For Billu, the prison was like his in-law’s house where he would frequently come and go. This time
around, he had been happy to come to jail. Inside the prison he had come into contact with Ustad Bhola
who had brought together the Ustads of various gangs to form a union. Billu was invited to join this
union. He already knew many tricks of his trade, but now the union taught him the tricks of how to get
acquitted. One of the major and most effective ways was to force witnesses to rescind their statements
by threatening them. His entire gang was in jail. Who would frighten the witnesses on the outside? As
soon as he became a member of the union, this problem was solved as well. The members outside spelt
it out to the witnesses: “If you go to court and give your statement, the minute you step out, you will be
given double the punishment that the Ustad receives.” The nervous witnesses had started quaking and
all of them related to Billu’s case turned hostile. He was now going to be acquitted.
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“You crazy man, my case has already been decided. Which witnesses are you going to turn hostile now”
laughed Meeta, thanking him for his offer and bringing him up to date on the present situation of his
case.

“Then what we will do is hire a brilliant lawyer for the High Court. First he will get you bail, and then
acquittal. The union will arrange for the money.”

Ustad Neele Khan did not want to appear to be lagging behind in offering assistance to Meeta. The
matter on which he had most benefitted by joining the union was the suggestion that he now offered.
“There is strength in unity” was a cliché, the true import of which Neele Khan had understood only after
becoming a union member.

There were seven members in his gang who were all with him in prison now. Famously known as the
‘Black Knickers Gang’, they had not always been this way. They had originally come from Bihar in search
of employment and as soon as they arrived, they had got jobs in a factory. Their financial situation
improved and it was this progress that laid the foundation for their becoming criminals. They had
indulged in alcohol and merry making during the festival of Holi which led to some riotous celebration
that soon turned into a quarrel. This quarrel took them to jail that night.

Not only did they not have the money which the police demanded for letting them go, they had no
intention of giving any money at all. Their reasoning was that they had not split open anybody’s head in
the course of their quarrel which had been confined to heated verbal arguments. They had also reached
a compromise with the aggrieved party and expected to be released within a few days. However, the
matter took a completely different turn.

The previous month, the officers of that particular police station had arrested four gangs preparing to
commit a robbery. Right till the end of the month, they had been unable to nab the other gang which
was also part of the plot. Fearing a rebuke from their superiors and also angry that the money they had
demanded had not been given to them, they filed a case against Neele and his friends, accusing them of
plotting a robbery. To make their case stronger, the police logged in one of them as being in possession
of a country made pistol and another of having a dagger.

Those days the real Black Knickers Gang was very active and every other day there would be reports of
thefts, snatchings and physical fights. With this in mind, the judge first denied them bail and then,
having fast tracked the hearings, sentenced each of them to three years in prison. Later, the actual
Black Knickers Gang that hailed from the Boria community was arrested and they too found themselves
in Neele Khan’s barrack. Considering them to be of their brotherhood, the Borias inducted them into
their gang and taught them all the techniques of their profession.

Three years on, they possessed no skills nor did they think it necessary to have any. What they could
earn every day easily through this profession was more attractive then what they could get through
hard labour. Now their life alternated between getting arrested and being released.
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Neele Khan’s Ustad operated all over the state and he had hired lawyers on a permanent basis
everywhere on a fixed fee every month. As soon as a member of the gang was arrested, the lawyer
would routinely begin preparing for his defense and begin by sending a telegram to the High Court
saying, “The police have picked up my client from the station and it is feared that he might be framed in
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a false case.” What charges should be brought against the arrested member was a matter over which
the police would ruminate for many days. With the telegram, it would be proved that the arrest had
been made before the time that the police recorded as having done so. And they would be acquitted on

the basis of doubt.

Neele Khan told the other union members about this trick that had been taught to him by the Borias and
they adopted it immediately. The union retained permanent lawyers right up to the level of the High
Court, and all of them were absolutely top notch. Lured by the prospect of a fixed fee every month,
even good lawyers were willing to appear for them at cheaper rates. Both parties benefitted by this
arrangement. Each member had to contribute two or three hundred rupees per month and as far as the
lawyers were concerned, their money pot would be filled up drop by drop.

This effort of the union had shown good results. Earlier, the police would keep the accused sitting in the
station for many days. Now the union lawyer would have the High Could conduct a raid which
frightened the police into filing a case as soon as the arrest was made. Previously, the Magistrate would
send the accused into police remand for no reason at all even for weeks at a time. Now he would not do
this for more than a couple of days. Bones were no longer broken. Whereas formerly the police would
recover something but record something else entirely, there was less room now to indulge in such
hanky-panky. Earlier petty criminals would not appeal, worried about the fat fees that they would have
to pay the lawyer due to which many of them even underwent punishment on false cases. Now every
decision was appealed and most of them were accepted.

So Neele Khan hoped that Ustad would be given a lawyer hired by the union.

“No brother, the Samiti is fighting my case and | have full confidence in them. They will not rest till they
get my appeal accepted.” Meeta had faith in his supporters.

“Ustad, leave the Samiti people behind. Those clerks can do nothing. We need iron to combat iron.
Hand this case over to us and then see what we can accomplish. We will get you acquitted within days.”
Banta Fauji slapped his hand on his thigh as he boasted mightily.

Banta was the chief of the opium and posth selling gang. As soon as he had qualified for his pension
from the Army, he had become the body guard of Sukkhe Numbardar. Sukkhe was a smuggler of opium.
His car would proceed before the vehicle in which the opium was being transported, removing any
obstacles that might be there on the route and the opium vehicle would reach its destination without
any hassles.

Banta’s bad days began when a truck filled with posth belonging to Sukkha had been apprehended.
That day, Banta had been accompanying Sukkha who suspected that Banta had had a hand in this
mischief. In order to find out the truth, Sukkha had got him arrested through a police station in charge -
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thanedar - familiar to him. The thanedar reported that Banta was innocent but Sukkha would not
believe it and went to great trouble to have Banta sentenced.

His companion was Mahinder, the truck driver of Bhadodia. He was the one who would usually drive
the trucks filled with posth from Rajasthan. The bad karma of Mahinder resulted in Bhadodia’s death in
a car accident and although Mahinder tried very hard to run the business on his own, the big traders did
not allow him to even come up to their feet and got him arrested on his very first foray. Banta and
Mahinder had been acquaintances earlier and now they became firm friends in prison. After getting
out, they started the business anew and were quite successful. The union people were told that the
secret of their success was their collusion with the police.

Taking note of this, the union accordingly spoke to the police and struck a deal for a fixed sum every
month with the officers, the amount depending on the post the officer held. The members were now
left in peace. Earlier if someone got five hundred rupees by picking pockets, the police would take away
four hundred. Now all that a member had to do was pay the membership fee and the Pradhan would
take care of everything else. Just see what prosperity comes with unity! Now whether somebody
picked pockets for ten thousand or five; stole objects worthy fifty rupees or five thousand; sold five kilo
of opium or five sacks of posth - the police no longer troubled them.

On the basis of this experience, Banta wished that Meeta should become a member of the union and
forget all about his worries.

“Earlier, | would think on the same lines as you. But friends, this is not the way to lead a good life.
Whether | remain sad or happy, | do not wish to tread the former path any longer.”

Bhola started getting emotional at the injustice that had been perpetrated on Meeta.

“Never mind, let the Samiti people come here, | will introduce you all to them. Then we shall know what
the right path is.” Meeta did not have the skill to offer persuasive arguments to further his case and
therefore left the rest of it to the Samiti.

“Let us put aside who is on the ‘right path’ and who is on the ‘wrong’ one. Come, let us celebrate our
meeting with the Ustad”, declared Neele Khan, putting a stop to the arguments and brushing the
crumbs of laddoo and Panijiri off his hands. They all then got down to planning the celebration that
would be held that night.
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Word of the work being done by the Sangharsh Samiti began to spread far and wide. People who had
been unjustly treated by the police started coming to the Samiti with their appeals. Applications from
those who had been framed in false cases and innocents who were rotting in jail started pouring in.
Smaller organizations working in that area now turned towards the Samiti as they were not capable of
handling the police, courts or the government by themselves. Drops of water can gather and take on
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the mighty shape of an ocean. Desirous of joining up with the ocean, the smaller organizations offered
their cooperation and started bringing up their own difficulties as well.

The morale of the Sangharsh Samiti soared and now the activists thought, “It is not enough just to get
Pala and Meeta acquitted. The number of people framed like them being brought to our notice is
mounting by the day and we need to think about all of them too.”

The Samiti also began to feel that they would not achieve their aim by confining themselves only to the
police stations and the courts. The radius of the struggle needed to be widened; it had to be taken to
the streets; the general public must be involved.

After discussions and deliberations, the Samiti announced that it would fight a legal battle for every
person who had been meted out injustice by the court or the police. As soon as this announcement was
made, the first to extend their hand asking for support was the Stree Sabha, an organization for women.
It needed the assistance of the Samiti in cases where women had suffered gross injustice. Lacking the
resources and with little knowledge of the laws, the Sabha could not, even with the best of intentions,
help the troubled women.

The chief of the Sabha, Indrajit Kaur strongly recommended that Neelam, behind bars for luring and
forcing women into prostitution, should immediately be given legal assistance. Afflicted by the dreaded
AIDS disease, it was certain that if Neelam did not come out of prison within a week, only her corpse
would. [f this happened, the Stree Sabha would be held responsible as Neelam’s pitiable condition had
come about through the carelessness and neglect of the Sabha.

Those days, the newspapers were full of praise for the police as they had busted a huge prostitution
racket. During the raid, a sixteen year old girl was recovered from the Head, Neelam’s house. Stories of
how Neelam had brought this girl into the racket and how she had degraded her — suitably spiced up -
started appearing in the media.

In her statement to the police, the girl said that she was an orphan and had been so from an early age.
Neelam was her maternal uncle’s wife. She had taken the girl, Raji, away from her paternal uncle’s wife
who had been her guardian, by promising to cherish and look after her well. But as soon as the girl
attained puberty, the aunt started negotiating a price for her. In her greed for money, Neelam would
present Raji to five or seven clients in one night. The village drunkards found it difficult to find a girl and
would fall on her like hungry wolves as though they would tear her apart. She had been forced to
undergo many abortions but due to the lack of medical care, she had internal wounds which became
infected and started oozing pus. Fearing police raids, Neelam would shift house every month and move
from one village to another every six months. Raji’'s condition at the time of the arrests attested to
Neelam’s savage nature. The girl stank to high heaven, not having bathed for a week. Her clothes were
dirty and liberally patched besides. Her hands and feet were caked with dirt and she was afflicted by a
number of diseases at that young age. It was a mystery how men could even bear to go close to her.
The police added another statement saying that Neelam had got many such girls under her control. She
would secretly take nude pictures of the girls and then blackmail them on the basis of the photographs.
Fearing a scandal, the girls would do exactly what she wanted.
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The Stree Sabha grew active on reading the newspaper reports, took out a precession protesting against
Neelam’s atrocities and demanded strict punishment for her. The Sabha appealed to the court and
obtained custody of Raji and was allowed to keep her instead of sending her to the Nari Niketan — a
Women’s Home.

Once Raji felt completely confident of the Stree Sabha’s support and sympathy and thawed by the care
given to her, she described her experiences and told them a story that completely changed the narrative
hitherto accepted and circulated.

The truth was that Neelam was Raji’'s mother but would refer to her as a niece to avoid the scandal that
would have certainly ensued. Raji’s father was a truck driver and, out travelling most of the time, had
contracted AIDS. As soon as his boss got to know about this, he dismissed him from his employ. All the
money at their disposal could not save him but before dying he gifted Neelam with the disease as well.
Neelam could neither look after herself nor protect her daughter. Every vagabond had his eye on the
girl. Many of them even tried to trap her, thinking that she was young and helpless. Accepting the
inevitable that someday or the other the girl would be auctioned off, Neelam brought her into the trade
herself.

Her logic was: enjoy the happiness while it lasts. However, even selling the body did not bring in
material happiness. If a customer wished to, he would offer some money; if he did not, he would force
himself upon her and leave without paying. The helpless women could neither compete with anyone
else nor create a ruckus about the situation. This was precisely why Raji had finally reached the stage
she was in. Neelam had not clicked nude pictures of girls as alleged and she had not forced anyone into
the trade either.

The Stree Sabha now started holding public gatherings to lay bare the lies of the police. Afraid of being
exposed, the police immediately drew up a charge sheet and presented it in court. The representatives
of the Sabha who had gone to the police station with a petition were sent back with sweet words by the
captain. “The matter is now under consideration in court and whatever decision to be taken will be
done there. The police can do nothing. You have to put up your case in court.”

The Sabha was scared to interfere in matters that were under judicial consideration so it stopped all
activities like processions and public assemblies and went silent. But now they understood, like the
Sangharsh Samiti had done, that public opinion could be influenced even while the matter was sub-
judice.

Neelam’s condition grew worse by the day. The jail doctor deliberately hid the facts of her illness and
there was no treatment given to her in the jail hospital or the city’s civil hospital. Something could be
done only if she were to be released on bail. If the Samiti could arrange her bail, the Sabha would help
her with medical treatment.

The Samiti immediately took up the defense of Neelam’s case. Encouraged by this, the Sabha brought
up another.
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Like Neelam, Preeto was in jail too, accused of having plotted with her lover to kill her husband. Her
father in law had tossed away his three acres of property like bread to cats. Preeto had served him as
devotedly as she would her own father till his last breath. Her desire was to get the property but
someone had told him firmly: “As long as you hold your property within your fist, you will be treated
with respect.” He was treated with deference till he died but the old man did not place any value on
Preeto’s care giving.

As soon as the old man’s eyes closed forever, Preeto’s elder brother in law filed a case claiming his share
of the land. Preeto was not to be outdone. The old man had not left behind a registered will but had
given her some blank papers with his thumb print on them. Preeto immediately wrote out a will on
those papers, presented them in court and claimed all the property as hers.

Well-wishers made all efforts to bring about a compromise. They explained to the elder brother that
Preeto had served his father with devotion and so was entitled to the land. But the brother remained
intractable and alleged, “the old man was starved and died with worms riddling his body. The will is
forged.”

The elder brother knew that his case was weak. All the court proceedings were complete and the
verdict could come at any time. Seeing the land slipping out of his hands, he held a conference with his
wife’s brothers who now started threatening and harassing Preeto every day.

“Give up the land in good spirit or your husband and you will be hacked to pieces.” Preeto was not one
to be afraid and she waited boldly for the verdict. The night before the verdict, someone came and
called out to her husband. The stranger stood for half an hour in the lane with him, engaging in a
discussion. Then he started coercing her husband to accompany him somewhere. Preeto tried to stop
him but the husband wouldn’t listen to her and went off with the stranger. With a throbbing heart,
Preeto went after them.

Near the bridge of the canal, the inconceivable happened. Four or five men concealed in the quarry
suddenly sprang out with swords and daggers and slashed her husband’s body to pieces. Then,
throwing out boastful challenges, they vanished.

The killers had their head and face covered while their body was swathed in a sheet. However, Preeto
recognized her brother in law and his wife’s brothers through their build and gait.

At that time, the men were arrested on the basis of Preeto’s statement. But, even before the arrest, the
influential brothers managed to twist the case into an entirely new avenue. With four false witnesses,
the police established that Preeto, her father and a stranger who they said was her lover, were the
killers of her husband. To make their case stronger, they got the alleged lover to sign a confession.

Preeto’s lover declared that their relationship dated back may years and that they would meet covertly
even after she got married. According to him, Preeto wanted to get rid of her husband who was a
decade older than her and she had formulated a plan to kill two birds with one stone. She would not
only be rid of her husband but would also put the elder brother and his brothers in law into jail for many
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years. After having seized an impressive area of land, she would have enjoyed it with her lover. Lured
by land and lover, he had fallen in with her plan and killed her husband.

Preeto’s father was in jail with her. His brother was threatened by the elder brother in law and his
cohorts: “If you even attempt to approach anyone in the village or the court, we will ensnare you in a
case too.” Scared, Narodi cowered in acquiescence.

The powerful brother in law took over Preeto’s house and land. All her other relatives retreated in fear
of the enemy and Preeto, now left alone to fend for herself, reached out to the Stree Sabha. The Sabha
investigated the matter through its own sources and found her story to be true. But it was not capable
of hiring a lawyer or getting her house and land vacated. This could be done by the Samiti which now
accepted this request as well.
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An organization called Helpline which had been established by some educated youth to work for the
benefit of poor children, wished to widen its activities. It had begun its work by distributing uniforms,
books and stationery to school children. Seeing that it bore good results, reputed people of the town
came forward to lend a helping hand.

This encouraged the young people to start providing medical assistance along with education to weak
and impoverished children. They arranged for two doctors to give a free medical checkup to the
children once every month. The responsibility of bearing the expenses for medicines and other
necessities was taken up by the NRI (Non Resident Indian) Association.

Village kids who had never even seen a railway station earlier were now taken on excursions to the hills
in a bus arranged every other month by the Green Transport Company. Langar or free food was
arranged by the truckers union.

For the past weeks, the Helpline had been beset with a new problem. The townspeople had been
demanding that they do something to help children cooped up in the jails. Although the Helpline wished
to offer assistance to the children in difficulty, they did not know how to go about it. The Director of the
Helpline, Tarsem had held many meetings with the jail authorities, knew the background of the children
in the jail and had gained an awareness of the ways in which he could get them released.

Two out of the fourteen kids in the jail were the children of prisoners who were undergoing a life term.
One of these prisoners, Sheela was a woman who had been pregnant at the time of her arrest and had
been accused of strangling her mother in law to death. Not only did the woman’s in laws range up
against her but even her own parents did not approach her to ask why she had committed the deed.
Sheela’s relatives too had accepted her in-laws’ contention that the child in her womb was illegitimate.

The child stayed with his mother in the women’s ward till he was eight years old. As soon as he turned
nine, he was sent to the children’s ward according to the jail rules. He had been confined there for two
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years now. The jail authorities contacted both her parents and her in-laws and told them that either
party could take the child home with them if they wished to do so. But no one was willing to take in an
‘illegitimate’ child.

Another boy, a six year old, was the child of a beggar who had died in prison. No one knew anything
about him. Some beggars had come forward to claim the child but the district administration did not
deem it right to hand him over to them for they would, ultimately, make him a beggar too, with the
result that he was now confined in prison for no reason at all. Initially, a few couples had come forward
intending to adopt him but the child was neither physically attractive nor very active and intelligent. In
spite of being nine years old, he couldn’t even hold a book properly. Besides, his beggar background
made the couples shy away from adopting him.

The third child had been found at the railway station, washing the dirty dishes at a poori (fried snack)
cart. His father, after a quarrel with his wife, had committed suicide by flinging himself under a train
and his mother had then found a new husband. She abandoned him on the railway platform and
boarded a train to another destination. To fend off his hunger, he started washing dishes but what he
got in return as food was merely the scraps from the dirty dishes. When the police raided the station to
nab pickpockets, he fell into their hands by chance. His mother was now in touch with the jail
authorities. Out of fear of her new husband, she would neither get him released and take him with her
nor would she allow anyone else to do so. She was waiting for him to grow up so that she could put him
in the employ of a shop owner and then live off his earnings.

The other children in the jail had a criminal background. One had been nabbed while stealing, another
while picking pockets. One was addicted to gambling, another to heroin. Another child’s father was a
killer who used a knife for his operations and yet another’s mother was a prostitute.

The Helpline was worried about the first three, even more so as they were being held in the company of
professional criminals and they were afraid that they would imitate their ways. They had already started
smoking beedi and cigarettes. If they were not brought out of the prison, they would be moulded to
criminal ways as well. For someone who has been taught the book of crime from birth, what would he
become when he grew older? The answer was not too difficult to guess.

The jail authorities were willing to release all three children on bail. But who would take on the
responsibility of providing them with good care and where would they be lodged after their release?

The Helpline people had heard rumours to the effect that the Sangharsh Samiti had announced free
legal assistance for the afflicted and poor people. This news was confirmed by the Pradhan of the Stree
Sabha. What the Sabha had been unable to do in six months had been accomplished by the Samiti in six
days.

The Stree Sabha wanted Neelam to be released on bail. If the Samiti had so wished, they could have
arranged for this within an hour’s time but it was not in her interest to come out of prison on bail at this
point of time. She was afflicted with a dangerous disease and the treatment was extremely expensive.
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Since her medical expenses could not have been borne by either the Sabha or the Samiti, her treatment
would have to be the responsibility of the government.

The Sangharsh Samiti filed an application in court asking for Neelam to be examined by good doctors
and this was accepted. It was ordered that Neelam be admitted to the best hospital in the state for
treatment. Since Neelam was in judicial custody and a report regarding her health was to be sent every
fortnight, the doctors attending to her had to be extra attentive. Her condition had improved and she
would be discharged from the hospital at any time. As soon as she was out of the hospital, the Samiti
planned to get her released on bail.

The Sabha and the Samiti had had to wage a long and difficult battle to sort out Preeto’s case. Lacking
proper counsel, her application for bail had earlier been rejected by the lower court. Since they did not
have enough money, her kin had been unable to hire a good lawyer. After all, the pudding would only
be as sweet as the amount of sugar you put into it! The new lawyer was not competent enough to take
up legal technicalities and had been cowed down by the brother in law’s lawyer. Hence, a fresh
application had to be filed in the High Court.

Preeto was the one who had informed the police of the incident. The deceased was her husband. There
was no evidence to establish the fact that the third defendant was her lover nor was there anything to
prove that there had been a conspiracy entered into by the three defendants. The police, by getting two
false confessions, had managed to establish that her brother in law and his relatives were innocent.
Preeto and the others had been made the accused. Who were the real killers of the dead man? There
were two parties to this dispute. If one group was allowed to roam freely outside, it seemed illogical to
keep the other locked up in jail. This argument of the Samiti found favour with the High Court and all of
them were granted bail.

As soon as she was released from prison, Preeto was confronted with a new difficulty. Where would she
go now? Her enemies had taken possession of her house and land.

The Samiti was not going to abandon her at this juncture and both the organizations opened up a joint
front to find a lasting solution to this problem. They held demonstrations, took out processions. When
the police sat up and took notice and then sprang into action, the house was finally hers to enter.

The Pradhan of the Stree Sabha advised the people from the Helpline: “Go to the Sangharsh Samiti and
ask for help. If required, offer your assistance too. It is only through a united struggle that difficulties
are overcome.”

The Pradhan’s invaluable advice was greeted with applause. The Samiti people, on their part, called a
meeting of legal minds to discuss the matter.

“The anxiety of the Helpline members is justified. After all, being among rotten apples will cause the
good one to rot as well. But here the fault is not in the good or bad apples. It lies in the makers of the
laws. They board ships, sail off to foreign shores and bring back drafts of their laws. On their return,
they practice it all on us. One example of this is the law that governs the treatment of teenage
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offenders. In other countries, laws for the homeless and destitute children found on footpaths are
different from those meant for youthful offenders. They are placed in different institutions and treated
differently with the aim of turning them into good citizens. Here what is done is tie up donkeys and

”

horses together with the same rope. The route to crime is made easy for the best of them.” Gurmeet

expressed his anguish while narrating the story of the helpless children.

“When a layman reads these laws, he feels really happy as it boasts of all that it aims to do: ‘children
will be kept away from ordinary criminals. There will be psychiatrists inside the prison to sort out their
psychological problems. They will be given nutritious food to promote healthy physical growth. There
will be special arrangements made to educate them. There will be teachers of music and the fine arts to
ensure an all-round development of their personality. The warder will be a soft hearted woman. The
jail will be like a hostel’. But what is actually happening is the complete opposite of all this. The older
inmates fight for and get what is due to them. But the kids can’t even speak.” Pyarelal said, as
distressed as Gurmeet.

But Gurmeet was worried not just about the current state of the children but about their future as well
and shared his anxiety with the members of the Helpline. “There is no difficulty in getting the kids
released. Those whom we want out of the prison are not criminals but helpless children. Any institution
can get them out on the assurance of providing them with good care. Not only does the law provide for
it, it actually encourages this sort of thing. But the problem is: where will the children go? Who will look
after them?”

Tarsem frankly admitted to his organisation’s limitations: “We do not have a solution to this problem at
the moment. We have no experience dealing with children but we could contact a bigger organisation
for help.”

“There is one solution. Let us knock at the door of the court and get them to issue a directive saying
that innocent children should not be housed with criminals in order to prevent them from getting
further corrupted and to make sure that they can avail of all the facilities promised to them by the law.”
Gurmeet wanted to deal with the issue through legal means till a change could be brought about in the
situation.

“If the children can be separated from criminals, get good food and have arrangements made for their
education, that should be enough for now.”

Tarsem expressed his satisfaction at the conclusion arrived at after the discussion. They then got busy
with their work and their efforts to turn this decision into reality.
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The Sangharsh Samiti started putting its planned strategies into practice to get its message across to the
general public. This time, after having arranged to get Preeto out on bail, the Samiti had not limited its
activities to the courts alone. It had also taken the initiative of getting her land and house vacated.

“How flexible the law is! Powerful people twist and turn it as they wish to protect their own interests.
And how the police, instead of standing with the innocents, take the side of the wealthy!” The Samiti,
jointly with the Stree Sabha, held assemblies not in the cities now, but in the villages to make the people
aware of all that was wrong with the system.

Right from the start, Preeto’s brother in law Dhanna tried to prevent the people of his village from
attending the meetings. The police too increased their patrolling in that area. The Sabha and Samiti
people started receiving threats but when more and more people began gathering at the meetings and
people from neighbouring villages started to join in the struggle, it became difficult for Dhanna to
establish that his occupying Preeto’s land and house was right. Why didn’t the police evict the illegal
occupiers? When this got out through stories in newspapers, it became tough for the police to save
their skins as well.

First the police moved away from Dhanna. The frightened Dhanna then gave up his claim to the
property. Encouraged, the Stree Sabha opened up a new front.

“Let there be another high level inquiry into the murder. The case against innocents should be
withdrawn and the real killers should be arrested.” And with this demand, the struggle began anew.

The Samiti stood steadfastly with the Sabha. They filed a writ petition in the High Court and obtained an
order for a fresh investigation. The cornered police now started looking into the matter once again. The
senior police officers then concluded that the murder had been committed by Dhanna and his brothers
in law. Now Dhanna was desperately running around trying to save his own hide and could be arrested
any minute.

After this joint struggle, the relationship between the Samiti and the Sabha became as firmly bonded as
ghee mixed with hot rice. If one started a battle, the other would join in without being asked. The
matter that the Helpline needed assistance with was legal in nature and the problem was solved as soon
as the application was filed in court. Destitute children were separated from juvenile offenders. At the
same time, as many facilities as possible was ordered to be made available to them.

The youthful section of society felt an immense sense of gratitude towards the Samiti. When the
category of fourth class employees required legal assistance, the Helpline got the Samiti to hold their
hand through it. One of the members of this group was employed in the government hospital. The
previous month, the hospital chief, along with the food inspector had started a drive to test samples of
food. Many eateries already had a monthly fixed bribe in place and the food inspector warned them in
advance of the inspection. On some pretext or the other, these downed shutters for the day and
disappeared before the inspection team could arrive. Some of them struck deals during the visit.
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Wherever the owners didn’t know how to ‘speak’ to the inspection team ‘properly’, food samples were
taken.

The aim of the team out to take samples was not to stop the sale of harmful food substances but to
strike fear into the hearts of people, to teach a lesson to those who did not cough up the monthly cut
and to line their own pockets. At the same time, they had to observe the mere formality of filing the
necessary paperwork by collecting the quota of samples fixed by the department.

All the members of the team were intent on fulfilling this duty zealously. For the shop owners who had
unknowingly had to give samples, the team members themselves suggested ways of getting out of the
situation. “Give the ‘fees’. The samples will be thrown into the drain on the way back”, one of the
shopkeepers was informed helpfully.

“First get your product tested at a private laboratory. When it is passed, bring it to us. We will switch
samples and it will get approved automatically,” was the advice given to another.

The doctor made concessions but in the manner of the Nihangs (an armed Sikh warrior order who wear
blue robes and carry traditional weapons). All the shopkeepers were asked to give five thousand
rupees. But he settled for a mere two hundred rupees, reasoning that he had gained something at least
- like getting hold of even just the loin cloth of a fleeing thief.

The deal got stuck for a longer period at the Neena Pickle factory. Neena was the name of the owner of
the factory. Her husband had worked in the papad and badi (thin cakes to be roasted or fried and sun-
dried nuggets) sector and had been quite a powerful man in the city. He had been killed in an accident
the previous year. For six months, Neena sat at home wailing and mourning. When it became difficult
to keep the home fires burning, her siblings and husband’s friends told her she would have to do
something. Neena’s sister’s husband had a pickle factory in Panchkula and he sent his expert over and
helped to set up one such factory for her. Old shopkeepers supported her by not sourcing pickles from
any other factory and selling only Neena factory products. They also advised her, “Sister, if you want to
be successful in the right sense, you should make sure to maintain the good quality of the pickles.”
Neena swore to do this always.

Neena was certain that even if the inspector took samples of every pickle in her factory, they would pass
all stringent tests. But the Inspector was not concerned with the quality of her stuff as all he wanted
was his monthly payoff. He was amazed that although the factory had been operating for six months,
he had not been aware of it.

In order to teach Neena a lesson, he took four samples. But at the same time, he felt some stirrings of
compassion in the face of her innocence. Trying to drive away her doubts, he explained, “Sister, don’t
be so proud of the quality of your products. The people who will test the samples are not like King
Harishchandra (famed in mythology as one who always told the truth). Only those samples which we
recommend will be passed; all the others will fail. Set your obstinacy aside and talk to us.”
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Neena understood. Opening the cash box and foraging in it yielded around seven or eight hundred
rupees. She gave them all to the food inspector.

“How will this suffice? Calculating at the rate of a thousand rupees per month, it comes to six thousand
as the previous dues and another three as advance for the next three months. And a price to pay for
throwing these samples away, to boot. You have to fork out at least ten thousand.” Neena pleaded
with him saying that she didn’t even earn a thousand rupees a month.

The Inspector did not budge. “I take three hundred rupees a month from the chap who sells tea from a
shack. Five hundred is what | take from the grocers in the jhuggi (slum) colonies. | want a minimum of a
thousand rupees from your factory.”

Frightened, Neena agreed. Both parties now came to an understanding. Neena would give him the
remaining amount within a week. On getting the full payment, the team would return the samples and
would not even look towards her factory in the future. On the third day, the attendant landed up at the
factory and the worried Neena gave him another thousand.

That evening she consulted her husband’s brothers. She felt that instead of shelling out so much
money, it would be better to shut down the factory itself. The brothers in law were incensed and spoke
to the Sangh who then took Neena with them to the Vigilance department.

The Vigilance unit had been in wait of just such a complaint. The food inspector was collecting his
monthly graft regularly but on some pretext or the other would not send their share over. Now they
had a wonderful opportunity to teach him a lesson. This was a fantastic chance for them to catch the
team red-handed.

“Call the team to the factory tomorrow and get them nabbed in the deed.”

However, inspite of Neena asking them to, neither the doctor nor the food inspector arrived to take the
money. The one who did come was the attendant.

Neena appealed to the Vigilance team not to arrest the attendant but to no avail. While one of the
Vigilance teams caught hold of the attendant, another raided the doctor’s house when was away in the
hospital. He promptly fled. Although the doctor did not fall into their hands, the team found a large
guantity of cash, bonds, bank statements and papers related to the registration of various properties.

The next day, a detailed description of the doctor’s background appeared in the newspapers. He was
the son of an ordinary clerk and had taken a loan to finish his degree education. Having been good at
studies, he landed a job as soon as he got out of college. All the property that had been discovered had
been acquired through shady means.

The doctor shut everyone up within three days. First he obtained anticipatory bail and then, presenting
some real and a few false papers, he got all his documents and cash returned to him.
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The food inspector was even cleverer. On the very first day, he got someone from the higher echelons
to make a phone call to the Vigilance department. Without even having to apply for anticipatory bail, he
was pronounced innocent in the very first instance.

The doctor returned to work after a week and filed an application requesting a high level enquiry.
Having established himself as innocent, he got a case registered against the attendant. The attendants’
union was angry with the officers. They had saved their own skins but got this poor man into trouble.
They were asking: “Is the attendant’s fee as high as five thousand rupees? By taking this amount from
Neena, in what way would he have helped her? Whatever was to be done would have been
accomplished only by the officers.” But no one was prepared to listen to their pleas - not even the
Vigilance Division.

The people of the Division simply sat on Neena’s sworn statement which stated that the attendant had
neither demanded a bribe nor had she given him one and that the sum had actually been demanded by
the officers. No one was ready to even read her statement.

The union now planned to hold a protest dharna against the officers. The doctor immediately reached
their superiors’ office with this information and then every officer threatened his attendant: “If you
organise a protest gathering, you will be taken out in a procession much before that!” The nervous
attendants then refused to participate in a sit-in demonstration.

The office holders of the union wanted justice and they went to the Samiti with hopes of getting it. The
Samiti had been formed with just this aim and it immediately started probing the matter.

Neena’s complaint, on the basis of which the Vigilance Division had filed its report, clearly stated that
the doctor and the food inspector had demanded bribes and she had continued to stand by her
statement. The Samiti first obtained a copy of that statement.

A file had been made listing the documents that had been found during the raid at the doctor’s house
with Neena’s signature on it. A copy of this had been presented at court along with the official report.
A copy of this was also obtained.

Then copies of the doctor’s bank account statements were acquired, followed by copies of the
registration papers of his various properties which were appraised for value. The Vigilance Division had
already carried out a background check of the doctor. Then how could it explain how he came to own
property worth crores of rupees? This question was posed to the Vigilance department by the Samiti as
it organized protest assemblies and processions in tandem with the attendants’ union.

Neena’s sworn statement was placed in court which was already annoyed by the biased nature of the
investigation thus far. On the basis of her statement, the attendant was immediately pronounced
innocent and acquitted.

At the same time, the Vigilance department was issued an order to present details of the doctor’s and
the food inspector’s property and cash within a month.
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In celebration of his acquittal, the union escorted the attendant in a procession to his office.
Throughout the route, instead of shouting slogans about their union, they chanted the praises of the
Samiti.
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The students of the law department of Patna University were conducting research on the topic ‘The
Principle of Equality in Law vis-a-vis the Lower Classes.” When they visited the jails to collect data for
their research, at the very first instance itself, the hollow implementation of this principle lay exposed.

About eighty percent of the prisoners were from the lower classes. Around three quarters of these
prisoners were those who were under-trials or lodged in jail pending investigation of their offences. The
time they had already spent in prison was, in fact, many times more than the maximum punishment
they would have been awarded if proven guilty. Even now, there was no hope of their release for a long
time in the future - the reasons being the poverty of the prisoners, the callousness of the government
and the carelessness of the courts.

As soon as this report was published in the newspapers, the Supreme Court took serious notice and the
Chief Secretary of the Bihar government was ordered to provide a clarification regarding the matter in a
month’s time. The High Court was pulled up as well and roused from its deep slumber.

The ground that shook in Bihar made its effects felt in this state as well. The Chief Minister advised his
cabinet of Ministers: “Before the storm hits us, the sensible thing to do is put our house in order.”

The Minister of Prisons issued an order to the Jail department: “The Secretary of this Department must
look into this matter himself, collect all the details and submit it to the minister within a month.”

The officers of the division in their turn warned the darogas of the jails: “There should not be even a
single such prisoner cooped up in jail. If you find one, release him immediately and send a report to the
Main Office saying that everything is OK.”

The jail administration reasoned that this was one of the prosperous states of the country and not a
state like Bihar where starvation ruled. Whatever the residents of this state may do otherwise, at times
of illness they would make arrangements for proper medicines and if they needed legal assistance,
would arrange for a lawyer. There would be hardly a prisoner who was rotting there because of lack of
resources for legal representation.

But the orders of the government had to carried out anyway and a survey was conducted to allay any
fears. As soon as the nest was stirred, the number of hornets that emerged kept increasing.

The jail was already short staffed. And to top it all, this was work of a complicated nature. Some of the
accused had dozens of cases registered against them. What was the quantum of punishment that a
certain prisoner should get and for which of the cases against him? After how much time should a
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certain other be released on bail? This knot would not be disentangled, for sure, even if they were to
spend many hours wrestling with the problem.

The complexity could only be unravelled by legal minds and the jail authorities contacted government
lawyers for the purpose. But they had no time for them either. They could not drop their cases in court
and start examining the cases of around fifteen hundred prisoners. They handed out some basic
guidelines to the officials and advised them to get the rest done by private lawyers.

The lawyers spoke to the Pradhan who agreed to send a team of new lawyers to the jail but on condition
that the youthful lawyers be paid something to encourage them in their efforts. The department budget
was already at a deficit and so they now suggested that the prisoners should get this work done
themselves, by their own lawyers.

It is said that the one who finally drowns is the one who could not breathe. Well, those who could
afford lawyers had been released from jail a long time ago and the ones who were serving a more than
necessary sentence were those who had absolutely no support of any kind. Why would they still be
here otherwise? Lawyers started demanding double their fee for coming to the jail and preparing a
case.

Then someone said, “There’s a Victim Welfare Society in Mayanagar which offers free legal support.
They might be ready to help these prisoners.”

The Chief of the Society said bluntly, “Our Society helps the victims of crimes, not the criminals
themselves. We are not in favor of the facilities offered to the criminals for no reason and we cannot go
against our principles.”

When Subhash Jain got to hear about this dilemma of the jail administration, he broke out into a roar of
laughter. “This is like having your child right next to you while you go around town searching for him!
There is a good lawyer locked up in the jail. | can help with the accounts of the factory. Get him to do
the legal aspects.”

On hearing his words, the jail superintendent was aghast at the veil that had cloaked his own mind and
prevented him from seeing something so very obvious. The Ganga had been flowing just past his house
and he had been thirsting for a drop of water! Hakam was immediately summoned from the factory. A
legal cell was formed and he was anointed its Head. A fellow prisoner, a teacher, was deputed to help
him.

The instructions to the legal cell were: “You must go from barrack to barrack and examine the case of
each prisoner. Any and every concession to be given to any of them must be recommended by you.”

“If you work whole-heartedly”, Hakam Singh was promised, “you will get a full pardon.”

Hakam had come prepared for this work. He had earlier placed his demand before the jalil
administration: “The jail manual stipulates that each prisoner should be allotted duties according to his
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abilities. 1 am a lawyer and would like to offer legal advice to poor prisoners. | should be allowed to do

”

SO.

But at that time the authorities felt that giving knowledge of the law to prisoners would be similar to
offering milk to a snake. Officers will never encourage anyone who might ultimately grab hold of them
by their beards, after all! But now, they were forced to ask him for help and as soon as he was asked to
do so, Hakam immersed himself wholeheartedly in the task.
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Hakam Singh had arrived with the resolve to help the prisoners who needed assistance when he was
sent to jail. He had also brought with him some judgments that had been pronounced in favour of
prisoners but till now, Labh Singh had not allowed him to move an inch.

In the changed situation, Hakam Singh re-examined all the laws and understood the nitty-gritty of how
to get the prisoners who had no resources, released. When he was confident of success, he approached
the jail authorities and thumped his chest, saying “All that you need to do is cooperate with me. | will
get half the prison vacated within three months.”

The jail authorities enthusiastically held out a helping hand. On his request, Tarachand, who was not
only educated but also honest and loyal, was made his assistant.

Before being thrown into jail, Tarachand had been a teacher of sociology in a government school. He
had a fondness for writing poetry sometimes and had been a zealous member of the teachers’ union. It
was this zeal that landed him in jail.

His elder brother was an assistant engineer in the Mandikaran Board (the Agricultural Marketing Board).
His sister in law, although from a wealthy family, was not educated and lacked the common courtesies.
This led to frequent fights between the couple and, fed up of the daily bickering, the sister in law one
day swallowed Sulphos pills. Her parental relatives were influential people and they twisted this case of
suicide into one that was termed a ‘sacrificial offering to the demon of dowry’.

“If the activist-leader remains outside, he will defend his brother. Let us corner him first”, was the
counsel given to the sister in law’s relatives by their advisors. And so the chaff got ground up along with
the grain.

Tarachand was also sentenced to a life term with his brother. The union could not get him acquitted
even though they made all efforts to do so. Since they visited the prison often, they were on good terms
with the prison authorities and prevailed upon them to give him easy work like accounting instead of
hard labour. Then Tarachand made his path easy himself by working sincerely and efficiently. He
established strong bonds of friendship with the warders and by writing applications and letters for the
uneducated prisoners, earned good will from them as well.
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Tarachand was an expert at drafting the prisoners’ applications and this was one of the reasons for
making him a member of the legal cell. When an educated man has a case filed against him, he loses
himself in law books seeking to build up a defense for himself. This spirit had possessed Tarachand too.
From the time of the filing of the report right up to the sentencing, he had read thousands of judgments
related to dowry and disputes associated with it. Although he could not benefit from this knowledge, he
would gather together the other inmates in jail and offer guidance.

“I know as much about law as an average lawyer” and Tarachand, under this illusion, offered his services
to the legal cell.

Before beginning the task, Hakam Singh examined each case in an objective, logical manner and then
arrived at the conclusion that initially the legal cell should work on the finer points of fundamental laws.
So that Tarachand would have an easy time of it, he explained the points to him:

“First the police have to collect evidence against the accused. Then they have to arrest him. But our
police do just the opposite. They first arrest someone and then start gathering the evidence. Often,
after digging up a mountain, they don’t find even a mouse and in their quest for the mouse, they keep
the investigation hanging for years. The under-trial rots in jail for no reason.

There is another aspect to this as well. Often, matters can be rather complicated and it takes years for
the police to collect proof. But this doesn’t mean that the man should be kept waiting indefinitely for
the charge sheet to be filed. The law has kept such people in mind and directed the police to wrap up
their investigation within a stipulated time frame and present a charge sheet in court. If they cannot do
this, the court should release the accused on bail till the time of trial.  For the gravest of offences, the
time limit for this to be done is ninety days while for others it is sixty. Many prisoners are not aware of
this law and languish in jail for years. We have to help such inmates. We will first determine on what
date s/he was apprehended by looking at the jail warrant and then what crime s/he is accused of.
Should the charge sheet have been filed in sixty days or ninety? If s/he has been here for even a day
more than required, we will immediately put in an application. Get this very clear now: once the time
limit is over, the magistrate cannot keep anyone in jail for even an hour.” Tarachand already knew
about this finer point of the law but had some doubts which he now found were being clarified.

“Now under another point of law, we have to get prisoners whose trial has been hanging fire for many
years, released. The law has set down the maximum punishment for every crime and has also stipulated
that a prisoner cannot be kept in jail for longer than the prescribed time. We need to put in some really
hard work to prepare a list of these cases. While filing a case, the police usually charge the accused with
very serious crimes and the jail warrant is issued on the day of arrest. On the warrant is a list of all the
crimes that s/he is accused of which have been noted in the report. Most of these crimes cannot be
proved after investigation and as a result, the charge sheet is filed with a mention of the lesser crimes.
Often, the court does not accept the police investigation results and reduces the seriousness of the
charges. The ideal situation is that a new warrant should be issued after the court has fixed the charges
but - who cares? No one is prepared to work so much and the old warrant keeps doing the rounds. The
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detained man is then awarded the sentence according to what has been listed in the warrant which is
usually more than what he should get. And at the end of it all, injustice is done to the prisoner.

What we have to do is to ignore the sections enumerated in the warrant and focus on what crimes the
court has accused him of. We have to calculate his maximum punishment according to what the court
has listed and if the accused has spent even one day more than the maximum, we have to get him
released.”

Hakam cited an example to make this clearer: “If a thief makes off with the luggage of a passenger at the
railway station, the section that applies to his crime is 379 for which the maximum punishment is three
years. If a thief goes into a shop or house with the intention to steal and causes injury to those inside,
the offence becomes more grave and the punishment can go up to life imprisonment. But what kind of
a thief is it who would let himself be apprehended on the spot or leave clues behind! The thief is caught
after many months and at that time only some of the stolen goods are recovered from him. Section 411
applies for keeping stolen goods in your possession and the punishment for this is three years. The thief
would not have committed the crime in front of witnesses anyway so section 452 and 459 are removed
from the charge sheet and replaced with section 411. Due to ignorance of the law, uneducated
prisoners spend up to ten years in jail. We have to untangle this mess and set the prisoners who have
served more than three years in jail, free.

“Now listen, a secret tip for those who have nobody to support them. The court is usually nervous when
releasing poor and weak persons, especially migrants, on bail. As soon as the migrant gets bail, he will
run home to his native place. Who will then nab him and bring him back? Often the plea for bail is not
granted and if by chance it is, there are hundreds of conditions laid down. For instance, the person who
posts bail should be a financially secure local resident. The migrants cannot fulfill this particular
condition and since they cannot find anyone local to post bail for them, they stay in jail. Some
supporters of such vulnerable people are to be found in the higher courts and a few compassionate
judges have given directions to the lower courts that if the accused has been in jail for a long time, he
should be released on furnishing a personal bond. Now neither are all the judges aware of this ruling
nor are many lawyers. | have ferreted this out and we should make all possible efforts to implement all
these rulings.”

On listening to Hakam’s words, Tarachand felt that his misgivings had been unnecessary. All these years
he had been misguiding prisoners like a shyster; the real secrets were these. He now believed
completely that Hakam was telling the truth. This would ensure that the badshah, panchhi barracks and
the garib barrack (of the poor and helpless) would soon be empty. Enthused, Tarachand immersed
himself in his work.

Drawing up a list of those who would be released, Tarachand hesitated. “This would mean that even
professional and dangerous criminals will be out of jail. Is it the aim of the legal cell to free such
people?” Had Hakam forgotten to give him certain directions? And off he went to Hakam for
clarification.
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“l do not agree with the laws of our country. They have not been fashioned for the good of the common
citizen. A particular class has made these laws to safeguard their own interests and keep the poor
enslaved. Under the law, the one who has the stick has the right to the cow. If a rickshaw puller
gambles for stakes of a meager five rupees, it is a crime but to gamble in lakhs in clubs is legal. It is a
crime to sell your body in a hut to fill your stomach but it is fine if it is done in a five star hotel.

Tell me, did you commit the crime for which you have been sentenced? Have | committed the crime for
which | have been punished? No one becomes a criminal of his own choice; circumstances make him
one. The first duty of the government is to prevent situations that make people unhappy and
discontented. When the government veers from its duty, it is but natural that people will take up
unlawful means to achieve their goals. | do not consider them as guilty as | do the existing laws. But |
am not asking for the laws to be changed at the moment. No, all | will do now is try to implement the
law, however good or bad it may be. These people have already served the time that their crimes
warrant and now no one has the right to keep them in jail. They should definitely get their rights.”

Having had his doubts clarified, Tarachand now happily got down to his task.
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The number of those who would be released was the highest in the garib barrack that housed the poor
and vulnerable. And so the legal cell had begun its work from that particular barrack. Six applications
had been drafted the previous week and five had been successfully approved. They would soon know
what would happen with the sixth. As they walked towards this barrack, the morale of the legal cell was
high.

Last time, the maximum number of applications had been written on behalf of Nanna. He was a knife
wielder and had been hired by the management of the Naaz cinema to teach a lesson or two to the
rogues who molested girls there. In return the management allowed him to sell cinema tickets in the
black market. If the film wasn’t very good and there were few customers, he would pick a couple of
pockets to keep his addictions and gambling going. On one occasion, as he slipped his hand into the
pocket of a youth who had come to watch a film, the boy sensed it and caught Nanna red handed.
Attempting to escape, Nanna tried to plunge his knife into the boy’s abdomen but was thwarted by the
boy holding out his hand as a shield. The police arrested Nanna on the charge of attempt to murder.

The owner of the cinema was angry with Nanna as he had brought a bad name to his hall by attacking
one of its customers. This could affect clientele. He got the attempt to murder charge deleted through
his influence but the police still charge sheeted Nanna for pick pocketing and causing injury.

This was the eighth such trial against Nanna and he had served time for four of them. He was awaiting
trial for the other four. It was as though he had no fear of the court or the law for as soon as he was
released on bail, he would commit another crime. The irritated judge declined bail in this instance and
the annoyed cinema owners refused to hire him a defense.
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For two years, the prime witness did not appear to give his statement. Then the station officer went off
abroad. Now, Nanna had been eating jail rotis for three and a half years, waiting for his trial. It did not
matter that Nanna had five cases filed against him. None of them warranted a jail time of more than
three years and it was his legal right to be released. When an application was drafted citing criminal
sections and the Supreme Court’s orders, Tarachand was certain that there was no one alive who could
reject it.

There had been an application written a month ago too, on behalf of Nanna which Tarachand had
drafted on being asked to by the Chief Warder. It had enumerated the same old, lame reasons: “I am
the sole bread winner in my family. | have aged parents. | fall quite ill often, etc. etc.” Now Tarachand
understood that this application had been written not for the benefit of Nanna but for the warder
himself. He had extracted fifty rupees out of Nanna of which he had kept forty and given ten to
Tarachand.

This was why Nanna had grown enraged the last time upon seeing Tarachand with an envelope in his
hand. “You’ve got hold of this schoolmaster once more! | do not have fifty rupees to give you now. You
are thieves, all of you! | collect fifty rupees with such difficulty, a rupee at a time and you snatch it away
from me through deception. | know | will not be released. | do not want to be released.”

Nanna’s left eye was an artificial one and so his anger had no effect upon it. The good eye flashed
embers of rage. His forehead had been cut open at some point of time in a fight and the resulting scars
of the stitches had assumed lines in the form of a permanent frown which now stood out prominently as
the blood rushed to his face. The quivering of his broken jaw made him look even more fearsome.

Tarachand’s legs began to tremble as he felt that no one could save him now. The irate assistant daroga
addressed Nanna angrily, “These are the people from the legal cell, you idiot! Where were you when |
went to all the trouble to explain yesterday?”

“Never mind, it’s not his fault. Repeated rejection of his applications has made his faith waver. | will
handle him myself.” And Hakam stopped the daroga’s stick from landing a blow on Nanna’s shoulders.
Earlier Tarachand was happy with the twenty or thirty rupees that he earned every day. But from that
day onwards he grew indifferent to income from such means.

Today, Tarachand was scared to set foot in the garib barrack. For all he knew, there might be another
confrontation with another Nanna! He had brought some money with him, just in case. If a new Nanna
challenged him, he intended to return the money he had taken earlier.

The second application was on behalf of the tea stall chap, Ramu, and Gotu, the rickshaw puller who
had come to jail caught up in a clash of the bulls.

A year ago, the para medical staff of the Ramanand Hospital had gone on strike. They asserted that
their contribution to the hospital was equal to that of the doctors and hence they should not be charged
rent for their living quarters nor have to pay light and utility bills — facilities that the doctors enjoyed.
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They demanded that health services should be provided free of cost to their families and they should
receive commissions on all medical tests conducted in the hospital just like the doctors did.

The Management wanted to show them their place: if a dog gets under a bullock cart, it does not mean
that the cart is moving because of its efforts. If patients from South Delhi were coming to that hospital
for treatment, it was not because of the efficiency of its staff but due to the medical specialists posted
there. The staff needed to take a look at the facilities provided to the staff of other private hospitals
where they were paid half the salary that these people got while the work hours were nearly double. If
a pill was needed to get rid of a headache, one had to pay the price for the pill. The staff should just stay
quiet and enjoy whatever it had.

The conflict escalated into a strike by the staff and it began to affect the income and reputation of the
hospital. There were no obviously no new patients while the older ones started contemplating a shift to
other hospitals. The Management then softened its stand a little in order to save the situation and
showed an inclination to accept their demands. The inexperienced leaders of the union could barely
contain their excitement and declared that they would call off their strike only when all their demands
were met.

The Management was more concerned about the future than with the past. They felt that this
capitulation would make the union strong and it would start issuing threats every other day. A serpent’s
fangs should be extracted as soon as it is born. And with this idea, they spoke to the police authorities:
“We treat even your dogs and cats for free. Now we need your help.”

The police got into action to pay back favours received. They formed a plan to haul up and transport to
jail all those sitting in protest but the union leaders soon got wind of this and resolved to confront the
police boldly.

The police had not expected this and only a small contingent had been sent under the command of a
deputy to arrest the union members. As the police grappled with the leaders, some workers who had
been lying in ambush mounted an attack. In the scuffle that followed, some policemen lost their
turbans while others suffered cuts and scratches. The deputy got caught in the folds of the carpet and
fell to the ground. Being a heavily built man, it took him a while to get back on his feet by which time
some journalists had photographed him lying unflatteringly supine. A nurse grabbed hold of the braids
of a lady constable and an alert photographer captured that too in his camera.

More than anything else, the police were angry that they had had to return empty handed. The higher
authorities called for another meeting and resolved that revenge for the insults should be exacted
immediately. And along with the workers who had dared to target policemen, the journalists should be
taught a lesson as well.

All the policemen in the entire district now came together and surrounded the hospital. Then an attack
was mounted as though on an enemy fort. Whoever they met on the way, whether passersby, students,
patients, rickshaw or hand cart pullers, they thrashed mercilessly. Handcarts, rickshaws, cars and
scooters were vandalized.
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Seeing the police force advancing like a swarm of locusts, there was a stampede among the workers.
Some hid under the toilet cisterns while others took refuge under the counters, fearing for their lives.
The police smashed the doors and windows and pulled them all out. Some of the workers had climbed
up to the roof to escape the beating and some others had even climbed trees. When the police started
making their way to the roof, some of them leapt off, entangling themselves in the overhead electric
wires or getting trapped in ventilators. The photographers took the initiative once more and clicked
pictures of people jumping, tangled up in wires and being beaten up by the police with their batons.

First the police thrashed all those they could get their hands on in the hospital. Then they identified the
workers who had insulted them earlier. They were then roundly abused in the police station and, with
charges like preventing the police from performing their duty and attacking government servants with
intent to kill registered against them, were arrested and sent to jail.

Some of the workers had to be admitted to the hospital as they had sustained injuries. Some went to
jail. Terrified, the rest scurried underground. The strike was unsuccessful and the temporary workers
returned to their posts.

The very next day, the joy of the Management turned into distress. The newspapers ruined their well-
crafted game as they published pictures of the police atrocities on the workers. The entire country was
in an uproar. Some pictures showed a female worker being stripped naked while in a few others they
were being stomped on. The journalists also published the names of those injured who had had nothing
to do with either the management or the workers but had been caught up in the skirmish unnecessarily.

When the Human Rights groups raised the issue, the Management, along with the police melted like
wax. On orders from the government, the district administration and eminent people of the town
intervened in the matter and a compromise was reached after two meetings were held. The workers
were happy to accept whatever was offered and returned to work.

The homecoming of all the patients who had left the hospital because of the strike was speedy but the
pace of the workers’ return to work was slow. The Management was concerned about how the hospital
would function without a full roster of working staff. Those who had gone underground were troubled
as they could not return to work while their leaders were rotting in jail. There was another meeting
between the workers and the Management and the latter promised to get the jailed leaders freed
immediately.

The anger of the police had not yet cooled down. Pictures of them being beaten up by the workers had
been blown up with huge headlines and printed in almost every newspaper. Public memory was not so
weak and they did not want to lower the morale of the force by releasing the leaders in a hurry.

The police started dilly dallying about withdrawing the cases. The piqued Management spoke to the
Chief Minister and, on orders from him, another meeting was held between the police and the
Management. The Management assured the police: “Mischievous elements are a mote in our eyes too.
We have to save the situation and as soon as things settle down, we will settle scores. Put those files in
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cold storage for a few months and then, if you wish to do so, frame charges and file them in court. The
Management, far from expressing opposition, will in fact support you.”

And finally, after a lot of thought and discussion, a way out was found. The police had mistakenly
nabbed some innocent bystanders. They would now tighten their hold on them and, so that the
workers could be set free, the statements of witnesses would be changed.

The management got in touch with the witnesses and obtained signed statements from them stating
that they were not present during the incident. They then instructed their lawyer to assist the union
lawyers and get the maximum number of workers released.

The plan started to work and the workers started coming out of jail one by one. Earlier, the union had
assured the common people that their cases would be fought free of cost but in the changed
circumstances, they forgot their promise. The rickshaw and hand cart pullers were not members of the
union and so the defense lawyers started demanding fees from them. Those who were financially stable
hired lawyers, arranged the bail amount and were released. The ones left behind were the innocents
like Gotu and Ramu. Ramu was a rickshaw puller and would wait for passengers outside the hospital.
On that ill-fated day, he had gone inside to fetch a patient’s belongings and had been picked up by the
police on his way.

Gotu ran a tea stall under a tree outside the hospital. The torrential river that the police had become
that day had swept his tea cart along. The police reduced his cart to scrap and did the same to his body.
For two days, a curfew-like situation prevailed. If someone’s turban had fallen off, it simply lay there
untouched; if a shoe had been wrenched off and left hanging, it remained suspended in that spot.
Pictures of Gotu’s broken cart and Ramu’s battered rickshaw had been published as well and they felt
assured that their property was still there, safe, in the place where they had left it.

After a few days, the corporation people arrived and hauled away all the unclaimed items. Ramu had
taken his rickshaw on hire. The owner went to the committee, paid the fine and claimed his rickshaw.
He then went to meet Ramu in jail. Ramu had deposited five hundred rupees as security with the man.
The owner now deducted that amount and extracted an additional five hundred from him. He got Ramu
to sign on the promissory note and went his way. Gotu was luckier. His cart was his own which he had
got assembled after eight difficult years of hard work. He had bought the stove, kettle and other small
items on installments. His friends went to the committee to get his cart back but found that the amount
being asked for as a fine was greater than what the scrap of the cart was worth. The other items had
disappeared. They perforce swallowed the draught of endurance and returned empty handed.

Gotu’s employer came to the court to meet him when he went for his hearing. After making some
calculations, he took another two thousand rupees from him and went away.

Ramu and Gotu’s friends were just like them as far as their financial situation was concerned. They
would collect two or three hundred rupees painstakingly, ten and twenty at a time and would then go to
court with the hope that they would get their friends freed. Touts would waylay them on the route and
soon enough all their savings would be resting comfortably - in the stomach of a munshi or perhaps a
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typist’s. The application would vanish before ever reaching a judge’s table and a year dragged past in
this game of see-saw.

The previous week, the jail authorities had announced that the government would provide free legal aid
to needy prisoners. This brought a gleam of hope to Ramu and Gotu’s eyes but as soon as they found
that the appeal which had been handed to them had a condition for approval of bail attached to it, they
lost hope. This particular order had been passed by a kindhearted judge six months earlier.

The police had arrested twenty eight people in a case and twenty six of them had managed to get
acquitted through some stratagem or the other. The magistrate took pity on the remaining two and
ordered their release on bail without an application. Their friends rushed to the court but when they
learned that for migrant prisoners it was necessary to have a local resident furnish a bail bond and that
he needed to be a propertied, wealthy man as well, they were disheartened. The reality of the
situation, as things were at that moment was that they were in a new place having left their home and
families behind and sleeping on the footpath, the handcarts or in their rickshaws. They had never even
dreamt of owning ten thousand rupees. How then could they become owners of huge estates? The
locals would not be prepared to put their property in jeopardy for their sake and even after months of
back-breaking effort, they were not able to arrange for someone to furnish bail.

Then someone came up with an idea. There were stalls in the court premises filled with people ready to
put up bail and who had the registration papers of mansions and land; a Numbardar to act as witness
and a member of the Panchayat available too. Gotu’s friends went on a survey around the stalls. Some
demanded ten thousand rupees per person, some asked for eight. On being offered a mere thousand or
fifteen hundred rupees, they would kick up their heels and run as though they had just spotted a snake.
So now the friends sat at home, having accepted defeat. For the likes of Ramu, what was needed was
someone to put up bail, not orders from somewhere above.

“We have the order. If possible, arrange for someone who will raise bail,” Ramu said, reluctant to take
the appeal handed to him.

“Don’t be dispirited. Once the magistrate reads the application, he will not insist on bail but will release
you on your personal surety”, Hakam patted his back encouragingly. And sure enough, instead of
summons to appear in court for their hearing, came an order for their release.

The third application had been written and given to Khushiye who had been accused of being a witness
to a fake sale deed. The papers had been drafted in the name of the owner, Rehman. The charge was
that he did not know the buyer, Rammurti nor had he sold his plot to him. Rammurti had got an
imposter to stand in for Rehman when the registry was done. In this conspiracy, Khushiye had played an
important role as he had attested that the imposter was Rehman.

Rammurti denied that there had been any wrongdoing and swore that the registry had been done by
the book. He alleged that Rehman had changed his mind about the sale after the rise in land prices.
Rammurti brought in many witnesses to support his stand. When he saw that the investigation officer
was in no mood to give him justice and that he would have a case filed against him, Rammurti obtained
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a stay on his arrest. The police could do nothing to him but in order to show that some action had been
taken, they arrested Khushiye. Rammurti proceeded to file a writ in the High Court blocking further
inquiry.

Now, in fear of the High Court, the police would neither complete their inquiry nor frame charges. The
judge was apprehensive too. He would not approve Khushiye’s bail but he would not reject his appeal
either.

Caught in this dilemma, Khushiye had been sitting in jail for four months. Hakam was amazed at the
foolishness of the judge and Khushiye’s lawyer. The stay had been obtained only on further
investigation but someone who had been arrested on the basis of the earlier inquiry could not be kept in
jail for more than he was supposed to be. Khushiye was assured that he would be released when the
date for his next appearance in court came up.

Jhalmal was accused of being in possession of a sack of posth and he had been languishing in jail for five
months. A case had been filed against the constable who had arrested him for being a posth dealer.
Since no challan had been issued in sixty days, he was entitled to be released. Why on earth was his
lawyer sitting quietly?

Seethe was in the same position too. He was accused of hatching a plot along with a few others to carry
out a dacoity. He had been caught during a raid while his companions had all managed to escape. Not a
single one had been nabbed inspite of the police making strenuous efforts for six months. In their
desperation to catch his accomplices, the police forgot to file a charge sheet against Seethe. He did not
have the means to hire a lawyer and so he had no idea about his rights.

The legal cell was vigilant towards its task and the results were encouraging. With the full cooperation
of the court, all the applications had been approved.

Going towards the barrack now, Tarachand was eager to know more about Shibu who had gone to
attend his hearing that day. Shibu was the oldest resident of the barracks in terms of his stay there. He
had been accused of robbing, with his accomplices, railway passengers of their suitcases. The police also
alleged that they had then distributed the contents of the stolen suitcases equally amongst themselves.
What had fallen to Shibu’s share was a pair of pajamas and five hundred rupees. Other objects and cash
were recovered from his companions.

Shibu, although he accepted that he had indeed stolen the suitcase, insisted that he had never before
even set eyes on those whom the police had named as his accomplices. They were thieves too and had
robbed many passengers earlier. The passengers had reported the thefts to the railway police but,
fearing that they would be caused a lot of hardship, had refrained from filing a case. Once they nabbed
those thieves, the police transferred all the stolen stuff to their own pockets and recorded what they
had taken from Shibu as having been recovered from them.

Those men were old to this profession and their friends and acquaintances were much greater in
number as compared to Shibu. As soon as they got the chance, they got themselves bailed out and
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vanished after attending a couple of hearings. The court kept issuing instructions to the police to halt
the trial proceedings, to bring them back and three years went by in this game of hide and seek. After
the men were declared absconders and appropriate action was taken, the same game proceeded to
repeat itself.

During this period, Shibu attempted to obtain bail numerous times but he did not have many people
known to him in Mayanagar. Only the contractor who ran a tea stall at the railway station or Lalu who
washed dishes in the neighbouring stall knew him. It was the contractor who had got Shibu arrested by
the police so it was useless to expect any sort of help from that direction. Lalu had come to the jail
twice to meet him but more than that he could do nothing.

Wasting away in jail, Shibu cursed the hour when he had decided to come to this town. Kalu, from his
village had come to Mayanagar many years ago. He had invited Shibu here but did not keep his promise
of coming to the station to pick him up. The flustered Shibu had been pounced upon by the police. He
had neither a ticket nor any local address and there was no city or colony of the name that he showed to
the police and which Kalu had told him about. Realizing that this was a simple, naive boy who had been
caught unawares by circumstances, the police plotted to frame him in some case or the other.

About fifteen or twenty trains passed through Mayanagar station every day and the station would be
crowded with passengers. As soon as the train halted, there would be a stampede and in the melee, a
couple of items of luggage would be left behind on the platform. The contractor of the tea stall had his
eye more on such pieces of left baggage than on his customers.

After staying in the station for about a year, Shibu slowly began to get smart. Instead of a vest and
knickers, he started donning trousers and T shirts purloined from suitcases. He then began frying
pakoras instead of washing dishes. The contractor rose up in life as well. Whereas earlier he would only
pick up the forgotten items of luggage, he now started stealing the bags of wealthy people and giving
Shibu a share of the spoils.

After becoming a shareholder in stolen goods, Shibu’s wings grew wider. He became friends with the
pickpockets who were active at the station during the day and started disappearing from the tea stall for
hours together without informing the contractor who now sensed that he had become dangerous.
Shibu could be nabbed by the police at any moment and this would mean that the contractor’s secrets
would be out too. He decided that he had to act fast for his own good.

Turning informer, he got Shibu arrested and helped recover some stolen goods as well. It was due to
the contractor’s blessings that he had been in jail for four years now.

One day, having gone for a hearing, Shibu met good old Kalu from his village — the same Kalu who had
inspired him to catch the train to the city. He was in handcuffs too. That day, Shibu learnt that he was
not employed in a mill as he had claimed earlier but actually followed the same profession as Shibu
himself did. A day before Shibu got off the train from his village, Kalu had been caught picking
someone’s pocket. And that had been the beginning of Shibu’s proverbial seven years of bad fortune.
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Shibu was an under-trial so he did not get the uniform that prisoners had to wear. The clothes that he
had been wearing when arrested were already frayed and it was difficult for him to cover his nakedness.
In his barrack were other naked, helpless beings just like him. There was no way of earning a few rupees
by pressing someone’s legs or doing someone else’s work for them.

Seeing how troubled he was by his poverty, Kalu gave him some money and some advice as well.

“Go to every hearing and give the judge an application each time. Make an appeal for a speedy closure
to the case.”

Shibu did not have the courage to ask someone to draft an appeal for him in prison but he was not one
to give up easily either. He would go to court and there he would sometimes plead with a munshi or an
educated prisoner to write out an appeal for him. He would always arrange to have an appeal
presented to the judge somehow or the other.

Sometimes the judge would snap, “I have four thousand cases pending before me. It’s not as though I'm
sitting here doing nothing only to entertain your appeal.”

If his mood was alright, he would offer an assurance, “Fine, we will wind it up the next time,” fobbing
him off with this excuse.

Shibu had grown tired of presenting applications and he felt that the efforts of the legal cell would have
the same result. He therefore took the application, tore it up and, flinging the bits in the air, walked
away towards his yard.

Hakam went up to Shibu and explained to him lovingly. “The punishment for your offence is three years
and you have already served a year more than that. There is no point in giving an application which
does not state the full facts and appears to have neither a head nor a tail to the matter. It is against the
law to keep you locked up in jail. Listen to me and move an application just one more time.”

“l am a poor man, no one gives me a hearing,” and wailing loudly, Shibu adamantly refused to be
persuaded.
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A veritable feast of meals would arrive in the other barracks but in the garib barrack that day, the
presence of a basket of laddoos was the first time such a delectable object had made an appearance.
This bundle of happiness had been brought by Nand Fauji who had gone to the bank to withdraw some
money.

Two thirds of the barrack had been emptied due to the perseverance and efforts of the legal cell. The
faces of those who remained were radiant. Even if they weren’t being released, they could see that at
least justice was now being meted out.
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It was this barrack’s turn to be visited by the legal cell that day. Some prisoners would weep to them
about their sorrows; some others would share their happiness. One of the latter was the Fauiji.

Fauji had been the watchman at a government rest house and was accused of having raped a young
woman who had accompanied one of the officers as his maid. At the moment, the issue at hand was
not whether the charge was true or false: he was engulfed by another, new complication. He had
retired from the army (hence the nickname of Fauji) only a couple of months before he took up the job
of watchman and his pension was regularly being deposited in the bank. He needed money for
expenses and the last time, he had given his lawyer a cheque to be cashed. The lawyer had withheld
1500 rupees saying it was his fee. He had five hundred in his pocket. His sister in law was greedier than
the lawyer and the minute she got a hint of the pension having reached his account, she would start
making the rounds of the jail. She would need money sometimes to pay his nephew’s phone bill at
other times to buy shoes for his niece. Since he was still unmarried, he was quite attached to his sister in
law and had never sent her back empty-handed but he had one grouse — if he asked for five hundred
rupees to be sent to him, she would send only a hundred.

During his term in the army, the Fauji was stationed in cold places covered with ice most of the time. He
was addicted to drinking rum and would sometimes also take opium. These things were available in jail
but at a high price. The Fauji was depressed over the lack of money and he now resolved that he would
not give even two annas to anyone henceforth. He decided that he would in future bring the entire
amount of his pension to jail and enjoy it fully. But how to arrange for the money to reach the jail was
his particular problem.

Trying to find a solution, Hakam had made the Fauiji first promise that he would send half the money to
his niece and nephew and keep the remaining half for himself. An application was drafted on behalf of
the Fauji requesting that he be granted permission to go to the bank to withdraw his pension. The
request was granted.

This was the first time that the Fauji had got the freedom to spend his money the way he wanted to and
he wished to share this happiness with Hakam and his fellow inmates.

The aroma of the laddoos lent a celebratory atmosphere to the barrack. Everyone was hopeful of having
their mouths sweetened and were drooling over the prospect. They could hardly contain their
anticipation and hovered around the packets of laddoos on one pretext or the other. But the Fauji had
given strict instructions that since he had won this battle purely due to the help of his captain, Hakam,
the celebration would begin only after Hakam had been offered the first piece of the sweetmeat.

Dukhu Bhaiyya did not have money to buy laddoos but he was happier than Fauji and wanted to express
his joy loudly. Dukhu’s appeal had been accepted and he would be released the next day. He had been
sentenced to one year in prison and a fine of five thousand rupees for being in possession of twenty
bottles of illicit liquor. Having come to the city seeking a livelihood from his village, Jaunpur in Uttar
Pradesh, Dukhu had worked on a Sardar’s farm. One day the elder Sardar invited friends over to
celebrate his grandson’s birthday and sent a car across to fetch them. One of his employees was
deputed to cook the meat while Dukhu was dispatched to a neighbouring village to arrange for the

124



125

liquor. On the way back, there was a raid and Dukhu landed up in the police station. If the police had
caught him on their own, they would have let him go after pocketing some money but the informer had
been one of the Sardars’ enemies who wished to put a damper on the celebrations.

Attempts made by the Sardar to get Dukhu freed were unsuccessful. The police swore that they would
let him go within a month and told the Sardars to let him be in jail for a while. They gave assurances
that they would get him to confess, ensure that the quantum of sentencing was the same as the time he
had already spent in prison and then send him home.

The havaldar explained to Dukhu when he was taken to the court after a month: “If the judge asks, say
that you were caught with the liquor. The public prosecutor will handle everything else.”

The prosecutor made things worse rather than better. The havaldar used to say that matters would be
settled with a bottle and a chicken but the lawyer would not be satisfied with anything less than ten
thousand rupees, saying that that he had orders from the top.

The Sardars baulked at the idea of spending so much. Even if Dukhu worked for them for a year, they
would not be able to recover that amount. And then, who knew whether he would run away home
after being released or argue with them saying that they should be the ones bearing the cost as it was
they who had ordered the liquor? When the deal could not be struck, the lawyer sulked and made his
way to the judge’s retiring room. No one knew what he whispered into his ears but the judge handed
down a sentence of a fine and imprisonment.

The Sardars tried to file an appeal but the lawyer said that they would have to pay the fine first. Feeling
that five thousand rupees would be wasted, they forgot about an appeal. And soon, forgot about Dukhu
Bhaiyya as well.

If the Sardars couldn’t fight a legal battle, how could he have done so? He gave up, tired and defeated.
He had already spent eight months in jail and had obtained a pardon for two and a half to three months.
He had started feeling that his days of misery were soon going to be over but the other day when he had
the assistant daroga do the calculations, he found that if he did not pay the fine of five thousand rupees
before being released, he would have to stay in jail for an additional six months. He had been depressed
ever since.

As soon as Hakam placed his hand on his back, his sadness vanished. Hakam considered many avenues
for his defence. In their hurry to get a confession from the accused, the police had neglected to follow
some essential legal formalities. They should have obtained a sample of the liquor that they had seized
and had it tested by experts. Only then could they have declared that the liquor that Dukhu had been
caught with was illicit.

The second point in his defense was the fact of his confession. There is always scope for mercy if an
accused confesses. But it appeared that the magistrate was an acolyte of the public prosecutor and the
judgment stank of their greed. All that was needed was to bring it to the attention of the Session Judge.
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The hearing took place on the first date set for it. The judge declared that he was being acquitted but it
also happened to be the last day of the month and he had already made all the decisions that he had to
for that month. As soon as the new month began he would open with the acquittal. Dukhu had his
belongings all packed and rolled up. It only remained to touch Hakam’s feet in gratitude and obtain his
blessings.

It was a day of rejoicing for Sham Lal as well. He was in the happy situation of being able to distribute
barfi instead of ordinary laddoos. He was so happy that he could not decide in what way to express and
celebrate his joy.

Sham Lal had been annoyed with his lawyer whose greed appeared to keep growing like Hanuman’s tail.
Initially he had, in his own words, demanded three thousand rupees as his fee for the entire case. Then
he would say that he had had to furnish the bail amount twice, the first fee amount had vanished and he
now wanted two thousand rupees more. Sham had remained patient and given him what he asked.
Now he would ask for money on the pretext of paying off the public prosecutor, the doctor or the
witnesses. At first Sham Lal had been taken in by the lawyer’s statements but that crook had been
exposed during the last hearing.

The investigating officer knew Sham Lal well as he was the one who had arrested him in this case. Since
Sham Lal had remained in police custody for three days, the officer had promised that he would stand
steadfastly by him as his witness and Sham Lal, in his turn, had also assured him that he would not fail in
giving him his due. When, at the time of the trial, the policeman reminded him of his promise, Sham
had been left astounded. The lawyer had extracted money from him a long time ago in the policeman’s
name. Sham took him to the lawyer for an explanation whereupon that worthy was rendered
embarrassed and tongue tied. He managed to extricate himself from the awkward situation nimbly
through vainglorious boasting and name dropping.

The angry policeman then took Sham Lal to the public prosecutor. The situation was exactly the same
here as well. Sham Lal was caught in a difficult position now. Was it so easy to swallow money extracted
in the names of public servants? To teach the lawyer a lesson, he threw himself into the legal aspects
and arguments of the case. Ashamed, the lawyer was now hesitant to come face to face with him and
started quietly planning to trap him somehow.

Sham Lal’s three wheeled vehicle had been sold earlier and he now had no means to pay for another
lawyer. What he wanted was that his lawyer should at least return the money that he had taken in
other people’s names. But, far from doing so, he started raising new hurdles and stopped other lawyers
from taking on the case by telling them that his own fees were still due.

Now the situation was such that he would neither come to the court himself nor let anyone else
represent Sham Lal. Witnesses would come and leave without anything being done on a number of
dates set for hearings. The judge had already warned Sham Lal: “Either convince your lawyer to present
himself or get yourself a new one. It doesn’t matter to me either way. Examine the witnesses at the
next hearing or be prepared for sentencing.”
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Before going for the hearing, he had poured out his tale of woe to Hakam.

Declaring that “the lawyer has got a license to practice law, not to cheat; there are people who can
guestion him”, Hakam wrote a letter to the judge on Sham Lal’s behalf which went as follows:

“The lawyer has taken money from me on several occasions on various pretexts and has cheated me.
He has collected money saying he was using it to bribe public officials. This is a crime. Please be so kind
as to instruct the police captain to file a criminal case against this man. He is not carrying out the duties
of a lawyer and hence it may be recommended that his license be revoked.”

As soon as the judge read the letter, he called a meeting with the lawyer as well as the chief of the
society of lawyers. Within an hour, the matter had been resolved and the fee as well as the money that
had been taken on the ploy of bribing others, was returned.

Sham Lal apologized to the fraternity and promised that at the next hearing he would get a box of
rasagollas and feed them to their hearts’ content. Listening to Dukhu’s tales, the prisoners who were
slated to go to court the next week for their hearing could barely contain their excitement in
anticipation. The legal cell members would come to the barrack specifically to examine their cases.

All the prisoners in the garib barrack were restless. They were quite simply waiting for Hakam to appear
in the barrack so that they could greet him with a welcome dance of joy.
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“The legal cell gets four or five of the male prisoners released every day”. When this news reached the
women’s prison, a demand rose: “The lawyer must be sent to us at once. We are in a worse state than
the male prisoners for we are neither supported by our ‘in laws nor by our parents.”

There was no dearth of miserable prisoners in the women’s ward and now they gradually started getting
released too.

The news then travelled to the Barostal jail. There it was the children who were in dire need of legal
assistance and who were confined in jail for the sole reason that they had no guardians. These children
started getting relief as well.

Stories of prisoners being released on the initiative of the jail authorities started appearing in the
newspapers. Just as it had happened in Bihar, the state newspapers, instead of sullying the name of the
authorities, sang their praises for a change.

Since protecting the rights of prisoners was the duty of the court, the Session Judge felt ashamed when
he saw how much praise the jail authorities were garnering. By filling the jails and keeping the prisoners
inside for more time than necessary, the court was dispensing injustice instead of doing the opposite.
The Session Judge got old files reopened in order to right this wrong and all such prisoners were
released without having to file an application.
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The Session Judge now grew conscious of his own lack of responsibility in the matter. He had been
visiting the prison every month and would return saying, “everything is fine”. He had never investigated
the facts of the prison being filled up illegally.

Before the High Court could pull him up for this lapse, he announced that he would hold a lok adalat or a
people’s court within the jail premises. All the magistrates were issued orders that trial hearings were
to be held inside the prison for the next three days and that those accused of petty crimes should be
tried and released on the spot.

Taking advantage of the prevalent atmosphere and hoping to dip their hands as well into the stream
that was flowing past them, the lawyers on their part declared that they would offer free legal advice
wherever required. Within three days, the prisons were half empty. The entire country was full of
praise for the state government and as a reward for such praise, the government held a special meeting
in which the hard-working jail employees were honoured and given a special promotion. The High Court
did not lag behind either and a letter of commendation was sent to the Session Judge for his efforts.
The reputed people of the town openly praised the lawyers.

But in all this tumult, no one spared a thought for one of the prisoners who had been the leader of this
huge wave.
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The Samiti had by now gathered solid public support. At one time or the other, it had helped every
organization — big or small — that worked in this area and it could be called upon at any time to lend
support for a big cause.

Elections were around the corner. The government had been completely discredited thanks to its
transgressions and the leaders of the party in power were finding it difficult to face the people. They
had no issues based on which they could solicit votes. The iron was hot now and this was the time when
the government could be pressurized to accede to demands.

The Sangharsh Samiti had been formed to establish the innocence of Pala and Meeta and to get the real
culprits arrested. The Samiti had identified the killers but the duo had not been released nor had the
guilty been apprehended.

The Samiti drew up a week-long programme to raise with enough fervor and intensity, the issue for
which they had come into existence. At this time, there was no dearth of leaders or of partner
associations in the Samiti. From Baba Guruditt Singh to the youthful worker Shamu, each had their own
sphere of influence. Gurmeet and Pyarelal had become great orators in addition to their excellent
lawyering skills. The Stree Sabha, the Helpline, the Fourth Class Employees Organisation and the
Palledar (Porters) Union were with them heart and soul and with whose support, an effective wave of
public opinion could be generated. The Tractor Union was not one to stay away and their vehicles,
along with drivers would be available at all times.
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Meetings were planned at the Block level for the next two days. The main speakers at these assemblies
would be Guruditt Singh, Gurmeet Singh and Pyarelal. Plays and vaare (heroic songs) were to go on
alongside. There would be a huge gathering in the town on the sixth day, and on the seventh, they
would proceed to the capital. The struggle would then be taken to every part of the state.
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The state was besieged by many problems. The Chief Minister had one foot in the state capital and
another in the capital of the country. He had no time to look after the affairs in his area and he had
delegated this task to a few of his trusted men. He would fall in with whatever advice they gave him.
For a while now, these advisors had been worried. There was only a little time left for the elections
which meant that besides huge amounts of cash, truckloads of alcohol, posth and opium were required.

The primary source of income for the government in power was the fixed amounts of money it received
from its officers every month. The liquor came from contractors while the police made arrangements
for the posth and opium. The advisors had a feeling that in this election, there would be a shortage of
cash as well as intoxicants.

It seemed obvious that the Sangharsh Samiti had been propped up by the Opposition, so much so that
the Samiti had got busy hollowing out both the party coffers and public opinion regarding the
government. Ever since the department of food grains had arrested its officials for stealing and selling
wheat from its warehouse, the funds of the ruling party had been dwindling.

Everyone knew that the department of food grains and officials of the Bhartiya Khadayan Nigam stole
grain worth crores and sold it every year. A large amount of the money made its way to the workers of
the ruling party and in return, the government placed a protective hand over the heads of the erring
officials. The area police had to mark attendance at the Chief Minister’s court as they required money
every month too.

Actually, the government would indicate to the police as to who should be fingered and who not. Even
so, if the police ever picked up such an official and let him go after satisfying their needs, it was not
considered a grave fault.

Every official in every department was under pressure for the upcoming elections and each minister was
in a hurry to amass as much money as was possible.

Since this was the chief minister’s constituency, the officials were doubly harassed for they had to meet
the advisors and the minister concerned as well. Any scheme that would generate money was
sanctioned immediately upon presentation to the minister.

The food grains department had warehouses filled with grain and just about everyone could load their
pockets by sending the grain to other states. With the intervention of the chief minister himself, this
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scheme was granted immediate approval and a line of trucks to transport the wheat and rice soon
appeared in front of the warehouses.

The police too were quite eager to earn some money along with the officials of the department. In the
first month, a stray truck with stolen materials would be seized now and then and after some give and
take, the matter would be hushed up. Ever since special trucks for transporting the grain had been
pressed into service, the police raids had increased and every truck that left the warehouses would be
chased. The department officials did not shy away from destroying the remaining grain and the police
did not back away from seizing the trucks. What exactly were the officials and police doing? As far as
this question was concerned, the Porters’ union could hardly be bothered to find an answer. Whether
the grain in the truck was off loaded at the railway station, at a hand mill or at a wheat flour factory,
they didn’t care as long as they received the sum fixed on for their labour.

On the stolen grain being seized, the porters would cooperate fully with the police and give them all the
information regarding where the truck had been loaded, who had supervised it and where it was
headed. On the basis of this information, the police would conduct raids. People would be arrested and
deals would be struck. The real culprits would go scot free. Even this did not worry the porters. As far
as they were concerned, the police could catch anyone they wanted, let anyone go if they so wished.

The porters started getting anxious around the time the police began terming them thieves and
arresting them. They were branded as such and confined in police stations and jails for months together
for no reason and had to withstand the rigours of crowded court rooms for years with the sword of
punishment hanging over them.

During the month of special trucks, every employee, high or low, connected to the food grains
department would have a Diwali (annual festival of lights and rejoicing). Conversely, porters doing back-
breaking labour all day for a few mouthfuls of food were sent to jail.

The Porters’ union tried to raise its voice against this grave injustice but as soon as they got wind of it,
the officials and the police started issuing threats. They would say: “Are you some great person in
authority, a laat sahib? If you were made to sit in the police station for a couple of days, was it that
great an insult? As though the police would have anything to say to you! We will spend money from
our pockets, hire a lawyer and compensate you for any loss. We will give you some money to spare as
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“That’s OK. The department will spend the money but why should the porters be put to trouble? Why
shouldn’t the real culprits be caught?” Seeing no support forthcoming from any direction, the Porters’
Union reached out to the Sangharsh Samiti. Members of the Tractor Union accompanied them as their
drivers too, along with the porters, were frequently hauled in by the police.

The Tractor Union had another complaint as well. The Truck Union was more powerful than them in
every way and they would allow neither their drivers to be apprehended nor their trucks to be seized.
On the other hand, the tractors and their drivers were detained all the time. Being imprisoned even for
a month meant that the poor drivers defaulted on their payment installments and the financier would
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take away their tractors. A host of other problems would then rear its head. The Tractor Union’s
demand was that they be protected against this injustice and harassment.

The furious porters gave the Samiti a list of trucks and tractors that had been seized and then released
over the past three months. They also gave them the names of the officials who had sold off truckloads
of wheat as well as details of the amount earned by the police in these scams.

The Samiti chalked out a plan to catch the culprits red handed. The porters were given instructions that
they were to inform the Samiti immediately when a truck left the warehouse. The police would nab the
truck. And the Samiti would nab the police.

On the third day, that was exactly what happened. The police stopped a truck laden with wheat and
immediately found themselves surrounded by members of the Samiti. Journalists then swarmed around
while the porters gave statements regarding where the tractors were coming from and where they were
headed. The police got more than they had bargained for and, to save their skin, an inspector and a
junior officer were placed under arrest.

The Samiti then created another problem by giving the police a list of properties owned by the officials.
It sought to know where the crores of rupees to purchase the properties had come from and demanded
a probe. The frightened inspectors blurted out the names of big officers who, in their turn pointed their
fingers still upwards. Secrets came tumbling out.

The trail led to the minister’s house and the scam started hurting the government in more ways than
one. On the one hand, there was widespread infamy while on the other, there started whispers among
the officers.

“We can’t give such huge amounts from our own pockets. It all comes out of the earnings.”
“If the government can’t protect us, why should we endure the kick of police boots?”

The middlemen soon spread the word: “All illegal work is to be stopped till the polls. No fixed monthly
amounts either.”

The advisors brought this matter to the notice of the chief minister.

“Officials of departments other than that of food grains are scared now as well. Do something to raise
their morale or be prepared for a shortfall in funds.”

But it was as though the chief minister had no worries at all and he let the advice go unheeded.

This fire had barely died down when flames leapt up from other places: the Samiti now started closing in
on the liquor contractors.

At the last auction of the excise department, the ruling party had been offered some invaluable
suggestions by the officials. “The auction of liquor vends is a big thing. Vends for even small villages go
for a high price. Give the rights to sell liquor in one village and offer rights for four other villages under
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the table and split up the proceeds amongst everyone.” This ‘benefit-for-all plan’ met with no
objections and was immediately approved. The money raised on the auction for one village was
deposited in the treasury while that from four others was distributed.

No one apart from the contractors and the excise officials knew about this arrangement. On the very
first day, yard vends had been opened in every village and there were government signboards put up
outside. Now who was to know which was a government operated one and which was not?

However, the Samiti got wind of this plan somehow and had the police conduct raids from village to
village. The police tried very hard to hush it all up but how could they alone deal with the storm that
rose from every village?

The contractors’ business went kaput and they too, like their officers, stated clearly to the advisors:
“Don’t you dare dream of getting even a single bottle from us during the next elections.”

The advisors made one more attempt to awaken the chief minister from his Kumbhakarana-like torpor
(one of Ravana’s brothers was famed for his deep slumber). He woke up for a while, bestirred himself a
little and then lapsed back into inertia.

Only when village after village started pestering the Samiti to do something; demands rose for the Chief
Minister to resign; protest processions started going up to the capital and there was the growing fear
that this wave would engulf the entire state, did the Chief Minister’s ears twitch. It was then that he
thought of consulting his advisors.
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Hakam Singh tossed and turned on his bed. He had been particularly troubled for the last few days.

He had fought legal battles and managed to get many prisoners released. He had provided relief to
many by dealing effectively with the pushing and shoving that characterized life outside.

Now there were some other prisoners who were beset by problems but this time the injustice was being
dished out by the jail officials. The prisoners hoped that this time around too, Hakam Singh would
appear as their saviour and prevent their ship from sinking.

Hakam wanted to stand with them in support but he knew very well that the jail employees and the
officers were cut of the same cloth. One would not say anything to the other. The employee concerned
might be reprimanded mildly but even that would be just eyewash. The prisoners might even get some
relief but the employee, smarting under the rebuke would make life difficult for them thereafter. And
what they could do would turn even an atheist into a devout believer!
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And then, even if Hakam were to take up their cause, to whom would he address his plea? The problem
was serious and if there was even a slight delay, it could have disastrous consequences. There was no
time left for Hakam to revolve it in his mind any further.

About a fortnight ago had come a message from Mittho’s fellow inmates that she kept mumbling to
herself all day. Earlier she would direct her abuses towards the jailer of the Ferozabad prison but now
she was constantly swearing at her elder and younger brothers in law — her husband’s brothers. She
had stopped eating or talking to other inmates. If her condition kept worsening like this, she was
headed fast to the cell for lunatics. Her fellow prisoners had pleaded with Hakam to somehow prevent
Mittho from going insane.

Mittho had been transferred from the Ferozepur jail eight months ago. According to the noting on her
history sheet, she had had links with terrorists and would allegedly pass on messages from one to the
other whenever she went to the court for her hearings. She was said to have played a significant role in
the successful execution of many terrorist acts and that she would instigate many of her fellow prisoners
to do the same. The jail authorities had punished her innumerable times but she continued her wicked
ways, refusing to reform. On the contrary, she would lord it over the prisoners as well as the women
employees of the jail by threatening to use her influence with the terrorists. The jail administration
found it difficult to carry out their duties with Mittho there, and keeping the common welfare in mind,
they had regretfully taken the decision to transfer her to a jail in a far flung region.

Mittho denied all the accusations.

She claimed that her beauty was making her pay a heavy price and that every man who learned of the
charges against her immediately assumed that she was a prostitute. Everyone - from the prisoners to
the jail guards - would crack vulgar jokes in her presence, snatch at her dupatta or give her a sly pinch as
she walked by — all as though it was their birth right to do so.

Mittho had been accused of killing the man whose bed she had willingly agreed to share. She agreed
that she had gone with the man voluntarily but denied that she had subsequently murdered him for his
money. The truth, she asserted, was something entirely different.

She was a daughter of the Bazigar community of acrobats, healthy and clear-complexioned. Used to
physical labour from a young age, her figure was slim and attractive. A primary school had opened
recently near their settlement and she had studied there up to the fifth grade. Having been educated a
little, she had learnt some manners and social etiquette as well.

Earlier, her community practised two professions. The first was to show off their acrobatic skills and the
second was theft. But over the past few years, they had gradually given up their traditional occupations.
The men had started working as manual labourers and rickshaw or cart pullers while the women had
begun to sell vegetables and neem twigs that were used to clean teeth. Their community was beginning
to gain respect in society.
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The young man, Billu to whom Mittho was married had studied till the eighth grade. After working very
hard and having received numerous lashings of the stick from his mentor, he had become such an expert
at painting houses that he had to labour less than the others doing the same job but could earn more.
The first year, Mittho gave birth to a lovely girl, radiant as the moon. The next year came a bouncy boy
after which she got a surgical procedure done to prevent more conceptions. When the sheet of
mourning, the sathhar was spread out in her home, the boy was in the fifth grade while the girl was in
the sixth.

Around Diwali, her husband had taken up a contract to paint a house and the work went on for a month.
Two months after Diwali, there was a burglary in the house and it was obvious that the thieves were
familiar with each nook and cranny of the place. They had opened and cleaned out even the lockers
which had been concealed in secret places and there was not even a ring left behind.

“Such familiarity could only come from the painters”, reasoned the police and, acting on this belief, they
promptly arrested Mittho’s husband. The owner of the house was a zoravar, an influential man. Billu
could only have yielded up the stolen goods if he had, in fact, committed the burglary. He did not give
up any secrets; the owner wouldn’t give up on his determination to have him beaten up and the police
thrashed him till not a bone was left unbroken in his body. Billu was so badly battered that it became
impossible for him to walk, talk, eat or even speak. Mittho kept pleading with the police: “I will not
pursue this matter through legal means. | will just accept it as something that fate decreed and serve
him for the rest of my life. If his luck is good, he will start moving around again. If not, | will live out my
life in the shadow of the protection of a man by my side at least.”

The police, scared now, did nothing — they did not file a case against him but they did not let him go
either. And then what had been dreaded happened at last. One morning the police informed her that
her husband had been crushed to death under a truck and that his corpse was lying on GT Road.
Mittho’s mother in law cried her eyes out to the extent of losing her vision.

Mittho mourned her husband for a year and wept every time she thought of him. When the stores of
food started getting depleted, she realized that she had certain responsibilities to fulfill. She began
sweeping and cleaning people’s houses and three years passed thus. She hoped to see her children
clear the tenth grade and this was the only thing that kept her going.

The widow was willing to live out her days of widowhood but ruffians weren’t prepared to let her do so.
If she went to the fields, the Zamindar would try to grasp her arm. If she went to get the grain pounded,
the seth would ogle her. Sometimes the younger brother in law would lurk around her trying to
persuade her to marry him while at other times the unmarried older brother in law would drool
lecherously at the sight of her.

Finally, when it became difficult for her to earn a decent living by the sweat of her brow, she gave up the
struggle and, along with her husband’s widowed sister, took up the family profession. The sister in law
duo would visit Gurudwaras on the days of the new and full moon, prostrate themselves in devotion
then pick pockets and come home with their purses full. When their faces started getting recognized at
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the festival fairs, they began to frequent the bus stand. When the local police started pursuing them,
they went to more remote areas to ply their trade.

As it gradually became difficult to pursue their activities in the entire district, they decided to change
professions and, standing all decked up at the main crossroads of the city, would request lifts from
young men cruising around in their cars. They would accompany the young men to their houses.
Alcohol and meat would be procured. The men would start drinking while the women prepared the
meat dishes. When it was cooked, they would mix a sedative in it and by the time the men thought of
taking them to bed, the drug would start taking effect and render them unconscious. The women would
quickly divest them of their rings and other valuables and disappear.

Out of shame, they men would never let even a whisper of the theft escape. Once they had a run in
with some powerful men. By the time the meat was cooked, the men were four drinks down and
making eager amorous advances to Mittho and the other woman before they had eaten. In the scuffle
that followed, Mittho played her last card: she drove her knee forcefully into the man’s private parts
whereupon he immediately collapsed in a heap. By the time the others could comprehend what was
happening, she had managed to escape and reached home with her honour intact.

When the men were charged with the murder of their companion, they had to blurt out the truth.

In search of clues, the police soon reached Mittho’s den. The men who had sobered up quickly enough,
recognized her and on the basis of this identification, Mittho was sentenced to life in prison.

Even in jail she did not give up her habit of decking up to the nines. This was profitable for her in many
ways: from the officials in jail, the judge in the court to the state prosecutor - all the men would be
enamoured of her. They would deliberately try to get close to her, laugh and chat with her and in return
would generously make many concessions.

This pattern of existence was now proving to be lethal for Mittho: the deputy superintendent of the
women’s prison had secretly informed the superintendent that Mittho was, at the moment, the prison’s
most beautiful inmate.

The jail superintendent did not woo her. These were not days of student life when one would court a
girl and try to please her. Mittho’s body was under the jurisdiction of the state and the superintendent
was the representative of the state. As such, he had complete authority over her body. He sent a direct
command asking for her to present herself at his bungalow.

Her fellow inmates congratulated her. “You are a lucky woman. The superintendent himself has
summoned you. If he is pleased, he will get you pardoned and fill your lap with gifts. Henceforth there
will be no need for you to sleep in these smelly cells or eat dry and tasteless food. Now every night for
you will be filled with colour and light.”

But Mittho found the superintendent’s appearance repulsive. He had a pot belly, thick lips and skin like
a buffalo. He would smoke cigarettes all day and munch on betel leaves, spit out the red juice and be
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drenched in sweat all the time. Mittho found this repugnant and became haughty in her refusal to go to
him.

Within one week, the superintendent vanquished her pride. He had her thrown into this jail that was
125 miles away from her hometown. He called up the deputy superintendent of the women’s jail in
Mayanagar who had been his classmate saying, “Her pride has to be broken. She needs to be taught a
lesson.”

The very first week there, Mittho found herself in deep trouble. Her village was fifteen miles away from
the Ferozepur jail where she had been earlier and the tempos that ferried back and forth from the town
passed right in front of the prison. This meant that she would have a visitor almost every day. She
would get homemade dal roti and freshly washed clothes as well as news of the wellbeing of her loved
ones. She would find great comfort in meeting her children. She would advise them: “Concentrate on
your studies wholeheartedly. I'll be with you in no time.” She would tell her younger brother in law:
“These children are yours. As soon as | am released, | will marry you. | have seen that there is no way
one can live without a man around.”

Sometimes the seth would drop in too. He would accede to her entreaties and agree to lend her some
more money. The lawyer’s clerk who had actually come to meet someone else would visit her as well
and give her news of what was happening in the High Court: “Bail is going to be granted. You are going
home.” With this, Mittho would remain happy for days on end.

This jail was more than a hundred miles away from her village. First, one had to board a tempo and
reach the city and then change to a bus. After reaching the Mayanagar bus stand, one had to climb into
a tempo again. If one left the village in the darkness before dawn, one would reach the jail only after
the day had started waning into evening. On top of that, it was difficult to adequately fill the open
mouth of the warder of the jail. This warder’s fee was three times what the previous one used to take.
Visitors weren’t allowed to meet the prisoner for more than five minutes and if they had brought
something, there was a whole lot of bickering before it was allowed to reach who it was meant for. The
jail employees kept half the stuff for themselves. Enquiries about the home and family would barely be
articulated when the bell signaling the end of the visits would jangle sharply. The roti brought from
home turned dry while the dal became rancid.

Her son was too young and the daughter was youthful. The apprehensive family did not allow them to
make the trip to Mayanagar alone. Mittho was desperate to gaze on their faces.

For a few months now, there had been a spate of bad messages. The seth had got to know that Mittho
had no chance of an early release and had refused to grant any more credit. He was demanding
payment of past dues as well as the amount posted for bail.

The brother in law had given up all hope of marrying Mittho. He was finding it difficult to bear the
expenses of the whole family and now, tiring of the burden, he had stopped sending the boy to school.
He declared, “The children of thieves do not grow up to become judges. They have to, sooner or later,
adopt the family profession.” He sent the boy to an Ustad to learn the tricks of the trade.
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The sister in law had started taking the daughter with her to the bus stand. Like Mittho, her daughter
too was an incomparable beauty and everyone was eager to sit by her side. The sister in law had no
need to pick pockets now as everyone willingly emptied their pockets for her. The girl was climbing the
heights of success and if it continued that way, they would hire a good lawyer in the High Court and get
her released. Listening to all these snippets of news, Mittho would slap her palm against her forehead
repeatedly and wail. She would send back a message: “Bring the boy back from the Ustad. Stop sending
the girl to the town.” But no one paid any heed.

Now nobody had come to see for the past two months.

According to Mittho, the root of all the problems was her body. She had now turned herself into her
own body’s enemy. She had stopped eating and drinking over the past weeks and her skin had started
to sag. Her face was showing signs of wrinkles and fatigue. She had thrown her comb away and her hair
was now a bird’s nest, infested with lice. There were dark circles under her eyes. She had stopped
bathing as well and her clothes were heavy with dirt. She had had her monthly period a few days ago
and her salwar was even now stained with the blood. She had started looking really old in just a span of
a few days.

She would write applications incessantly asking to be transferred back to Ferozepur and hand them to
the warder. Then would sit looking unblinkingly at the gate, waiting for the transfer orders.

She had been fighting with the warder for a couple of days now, suspecting that she was not sending on
her applications further and simply tearing them up. Just a day earlier, she had physically attacked the
warder and had been locked up in solitary for her pains. Lying there in a trance, she mumbled
something to herself all day long.

Hakam had taken a round of the women’s cells the previous day and felt that she was actually going to
be there only for a few days more. But what could Hakam do? Who could he reach out to so that she
could be taken back to Ferozepur?

Hakam knew very well that the jail authorities in Mayanagar would side with one of their own and not
favour a prisoner. How could a prisoner get support from one of the other inmates? This was
something beyond his ken and it was what was troubling him.
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The rascal Kalu found himself in a similar situation. He was at the moment roaming around with a
roughly-made dagger at all times, in readiness. At any point of time, one might hear that he had
plunged the dagger into the chest of the doctor or the compounder.

Hakam knew that he had been very ill for the past one month. He had no appetite and had lost five
kilos. For the last twenty days, his temperature had hovered at over a hundred degrees F. He coughed
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all day and his lungs sounded like air blown into a bamboo pipe to light a fire. Even a little effort
brought on breathlessness and the amount of blood in his sputum was increasing.

He had become afflicted by the unholy malady of TB. He required not only treatment but rest too which
he could only get if he were to be exempted from labour. And he could be exempted only if the doctor
certified that he was seriously ill.

That was what had made Kalu angry. The compounder did not acknowledge that he was ill. Saying “it’s
only a mild fever”, he did not even bother to send him to see the doctor. He would say, “The doctor
doesn’t have time for tricksters. He has to see a hundred patients every day. | can adequately see to
your treatment.”

Kalu had shown his medical papers to Doctor Jain who was incarcerated in the ‘haveli’ — the bungalow.
Having gone through them, he told Kalu: “You have tuberculosis. That is the diagnosis written in your
papers.” He examined the medicines given to Kalu by the hospital and told him, “These are not the
medicines prescribed for you. The one that has been recommended is manufactured by a reputed
company and expensive too. What you have been given is ineffectual and cheap — it sells for five paise
apiece. You are also being given dispirin. When you take this, it causes you to perspire which brings
down the fever and you think that you are getting better. Another is a tablet of vitamin B which gives
you a little strength. Your illness is not being treated correctly.”

Dr Jain gave him another useful bit of information as well: “According to prison rules, TB patients must
be given milk, eggs and bread. The next time you see him, ask the compounder where these rations
that are meant for you, actually go.”

Kalu had accordingly posed the question to the compounder which resulted in making that fellow
anxious. Scared now, he wrote out a chit for half a litre of milk and one egg and promised to keep giving
it to him in the future as well but a week later, all the assurances proved hollow.

Hakam knew that Kalu lay all night like a dead dog. He would get tired after a mere half hour of work at
the factory and sink down in a state of near collapse. The munshi wished to spare him from doing hard
labour but required the doctor’s certificate for the exemption.

The compounder had been demanding two hundred rupees for such a certificate. Kalu had explained to
him many times, “I've been in jail for three years. | have no family. | do not have so much money.” But
the compounder did not believe him.

Kalu had no idea who is parents were; whether he was an illegitimate offspring, a Hindu or a Muslim. All
that he remembered was that he came of age in a cluster of huts near the bus stand. In his hut there
was an old, blind woman whom, like everyone else, he addressed as ‘dadi’ (grandmother). There was a
stout, dark man as well whom he called ‘Bapu’ at home and ‘Ustad’ at work. Three boys and a girl
stayed with them and they were referred to as his siblings. They had flat noses and broken jaws. One of
them had a paralysed leg and another had an arm missing. His sister was blind. When they were little,
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they would beg at the bus stand. When they grew older, Ustad took them to crowded places and
trained them to pick pockets and snatch chains. If required, they could also use knives and daggers.

Kalu was the Ustad’s favourite. When he grew older, Ustad set him free voluntarily and gave him three
students as a legacy. Kalu had formed a gang of his own in a matter of a few days.

The thanedar of the police post at the bus stand had not played fair with Kalu. It wasn’t Kalu’s fault
really. He had been unable to earn anything that particular month as he had been incarcerated in the
Tihar jail. It stood to reason that when there had been no earnings, how could he give the thanedar the
monthly sum that had been agreed upon? But the thanedar remained obstinate. In order to teach Kalu
and others like him a lesson, he reopened the file of an old, forgotten case of murder.

Kalu’s Ustad had been killed six months earlier. He had been brutally stabbed with knives and there
were so many stab wounds on his body that it was practically a sieve. Up until now, neither the police
nor anyone else had the slightest clue about who the perpetrator of this ghastly deed could be.

The thanedar now aimed at two targets with a single arrow. He persuaded a sworn enemy of Kalu’s to
state that he had been an eye witness to the murder and on the basis of his statement, Kalu stood
accused of murdering his Ustad. The reason was said to be rivalry and a dispute over the distribution of
stolen goods. Kalu was particularly saddened by the fact that he had been labeled the murderer of his
own Ustad.

Along with everyone else, Kalu’s companions and disciples too believed that he had committed the
crime and even before the court could deliver its verdict, they had pronounced him guilty. Having been
abandoned by all his friends, Kalu had not seen any money in the past two years. How could he possibly
give the compounder two hundred rupees?

Kalu had another grouse as well. He was asking for the certificate on the basis of a genuine reason.
Why then should he pay a bribe? But no one was willing to listen to his pleas.

The angry and depressed Kalu abused the compounder roundly one day and was beaten up with lathis
for creating a ruckus but it also resulted in something that came as a relief. He was declared a sick man
and exempted from work as well. But along with this exemption, he needed proper treatment too for
which he had to be admitted to the hospital.

The doctor tried to sweet talk him out of it. “There are a lot of patients who are in a much worse state
than you. There are no empty beds. As soon as there is one available, you will be admitted.”

Kalu’s age was around thirty years out of which he had spent twelve years in jail. He was quite familiar
with the jail rules and regulations. He argued with the doctor, “You are lying. | know of at least two
prisoners who are not sick but are in hospital.”

Shinda, who had been in Kalu’s barrack, had been admitted to hospital three days earlier. It was going
to be his turn to prepare the food at the langar the following week. He was not accustomed to searing
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his eyes at the stove from three o’ clock in the morning till eleven o’ clock at night and had got himself
admitted to the hospital to escape this hardship.

Sheru’s Ustad’s niece was getting married next month. Sheru wanted to go out on parole to attend the
wedding and there was no better excuse than to stay in the hospital for a few days and submit an
application. The parole would be granted on the basis of his illness. Kalu knew that in order to achieve
their aims, they had paid out hefty sums. Sheru and Shinda had told him so themselves.

But the doctor remained evasive, careful not to get his feet wet. Kalu pleaded with him suggesting that
if there was no bed available in the jail hospital, he should be sent to the Civil Hospital. There was no
shortage of beds there. But the daroga raised an objection to this request claiming that the
administration needed to send along at least two guards to watch over him which meant an additional
and unnecessary expense of twenty thousand rupees. The government could not possibly spend so
much money to save the life of a murderer. On the contrary, the daroga mocked Kalu: “Your death will
mean a lesser burden on this earth. Society will be rid of a criminal and the jail authorities, of a
headache.”

Kalu minced no words in his response. “Why has Golu pehelwan (literally wrestler but also used to
mean a powerful man) been sent to the hospital three times within the space of one month? Is he ill?

Ill

Everyone knows what the illness is that has taken him to the hospita

Pehelwan’s gang had hatched a plot to kidnap the only son of a prominent businessman of Mayanagar.
According to Golu’s plan, four of his companions had already been released on bail. They would kidnap
the boy while Golu, relaxing in the hospital, would talk to the parents and settle on the ransom amount.
As soon as the plan was brought to fruition, he would come back to his cell. It hadn’t worked the first
time around. Now, it had to be done in a planned and systematic manner.

This was the only way that Golu could escape punishment: “He is confined in jail. How can he kidnap
the boy?” He had been acquitted in several other cases using this same modus operandi.

Kalu said that if nothing else could be done, he should at least be granted parole for a month on the
basis of his illness. Once outside, he would explore options and seek treatment on his own.

This request was not acceptable to the Welfare Officer. One didn’t get parole just like that! There were
certain strict conditions to be fulfilled. First the doctor would have to certify that Kalu’s illness could not
be treated in the jail hospital and he should therefore be sent to the Civil Hospital. Then the Civil
Hospital would have to furnish a similar certificate. The police station had to submit its own report
saying that peace and order in society would not be disturbed if the prisoner were to be sent out of jail.
Then the file for processing parole would go to the department of prisons. At every stage, Kalu would
need to pay off people. He had no means to do so. How then would he get parole?

Seeing the specter of death hovering around Kalu, Dr. Jain advised him again. “You must arrange to get
some medicines to tide you over till the time you are given proper treatment at least. They must be
available in the hospital.” On hearing the rate of the jail ‘tax’ levied on medicines brought in from
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outside, Kalu felt dizzy. Something that cost a hundred rupees outside would, on crossing the threshold
of the big gate of the jail, immediately be priced at three hundred rupees. If he had so much money,
why would this situation have arisen in the first place? It was like saying that someone drowned
because he couldn’t breathe!

Finding all avenues to a cure closed, Kalu devised a new track. He stole a small ladle from the langar,
broke off the stem and sharpened it. He was now carrying the makeshift weapon around asserting, “I
was framed in a false case of murder. Now | will be accused of actually committing one.”

Kalu had pleaded with Hakam a number of times: “I wish to live. Please arrange to get the right
treatment for me.”

Hakam felt that Kalu’s end was certain. If he plunged his weapon into the stomach of one of the
employees, the jail people would thrash him to death. If he did not do this, the disease that was
spreading its tentacles day by day would swallow him up gradually. Either way, he was a dead man.

How could Hakam save Kalu? It distressed him that he was unable to find a way out.
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The next day was the last date to send in the application for admission to the University. All efforts to
dispatch it in time had proved unsuccessful for Sheetal Singh and two years of hard work now
threatened to go waste. Sheetal was distraught at the prospect of a blasted future.

After having poured out his tale of woe to Hakam that evening, he had said, “If my application form is
not sent to the university tomorrow, you will see my corpse hanging from a tree the day after.” Sheetal
Singh was a determined man. He had been broken to the core of his being and Hakam was certain that
he would follow up his words with the actions he had described.

How to prevent a worthy life from just slipping away? Hakam found it difficult to answer this question.

Why was Sheetal Singh being punished in this manner? Hakam knew the reason — it was because he had
been helping out the poor prisoners.

Most of the men imprisoned in Sheetal’s barrack were illiterate migrants. Earlier, if they required
anything to be read out or written down, the service was provided by the warder, Baijnath, who would
charge a fee for the assistance. Writing a letter meant two rupees and reading one out was one rupee.
To take the letter to the post office cost a rupee more. Anyone who refused to pay would see their
letter being torn up in front of their eyes. If perchance someone received a money order, the prisoner
would get his hands on only half the money that had been sent to him. The other half would be gobbled
up by the warder and the postman.

Visitors to meet these prisoners came rarely and their only source of news and support was letters.
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Sheetal Singh came from a family of illiterate people. His father worked as an unskilled labourer, as a
tiller in the village. Many of those living in his locality were still illiterate. During his childhood, he would
read out or write letters for them, which was why he was aware of the value of a rupee and could feel
the affection and affinity expressed in the letters. The migrant prisoners had no source of income from
the outside, of course. They would save a little of their rations, perform some tasks for the other
prisoners and so manage to save up a few rupees. This the warder would extract from them on some
pretext or the other.

Sheetal Singh was an under-trial prisoner and had no work all day long. To keep himself occupied and
with the intention of helping his fellow prisoners to save money, he started reading out and writing for
them.

The very first month of this put Baijnath in a spot as it now became difficult for him to meet his
household expenses. At first he tried to explain to Sheetal in an oblique manner: “We may look like
officers but we are actually pretty hollow within. The salary is really meager and it is difficult to procure
even two full meals a day with that measly amount. We need to work hard, even do manual labour in
order to keep the home fires burning. Taking money for writing letters should not be construed as a

IM

bribe but as the price for a service. Don’t kick away my daily mea

When this had no effect on Sheetal, the warder issued a threat. “An employee is not made of dirt and
sawdust. | am a solid human of muscle and bone in a khaki uniform.” When even this tactic did not
serve to straighten out the dog’s tail, Baijnath had to take recourse to more devious means to achieve
his purpose. Sheetal Singh was proud of his educated status. Baijnath now became the rat that gnawed
away at his degrees and qualifications.

When Sheetal was arrested, he had been a final year student of the Bachelor of Science course. There
had been all of two months left for the exams.

Sheetal had tried very hard to convince Preeti: “Showing foolhardiness at this stage is to gamble with
our future.” But the demon of impractical idealism was riding her and she wanted to elope with him
and have a clandestine wedding at once.

There was no clash of beliefs where the love of Sheetal and Preeti was concerned as they belonged to
the same community. The only difference was that since Preeti’s father had been born twenty six years
before Sheetal, there had not been much delay in a cobbler’s son first becoming a Naib Tehsildar
(assistant to district revenue officer) and then an SDM (Sub-Divisional Magistrate).

Sheetal belonged to the next generation and he still had to become a ‘someone’ from merely being a
daily wager’s son. Sheetal reminded the SDM of his own background and the fact that he had obtained
his graduate degree with a third class. On the other hand, Sheetal had been getting a first division right
from his first grade and his future appeared quite bright too.

But the SDM kept singing the refrain of “I will not agree”. He would say, “These are not like the early
days any more. Who knows when you will become an officer? It is not even certain whether you will
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become one after all. There are plenty of Dalit girls and boys who are wandering around with
impressive degrees these days. In the prevailing climate, along with those degrees, they need to carry a
full briefcase too but you have not a paisa to offer to anyone. | am not ready to take this risk. Preeti will
go to a bungalow as the wife of an officer and not into some squalid neighbourhood trailing on the heels
of an unemployed man.”

Like her father, Preeti clung to her obstinacy. “I wish to set up my house with you before | am forcibly
married off to someone else. You must support me in this.”

Sheetal did not agree with Preeti. This was not like earlier times. Now, it would be difficult to live out
even a week without money or any means to earn some.

“Your father is a high ranking official. Do you think we can hide from him? The police will dig us up even
from under the ground.”

But he had to bow before Preeti’s stubbornness and his own love for her.

Having ostensibly gone to participate in a Youth Festival, the two of them boarded the Kalka Mail. The
police fanned out all over like eagles in the sky and on the third day, they were detained.

Now he had been in jail for the past year. For nine months, the case had hinged on witnesses. Preeti
was yet to give her testimony and Sheetal had received the information that the written statement in
which she had deposed against him was not actually hers but had been put down by the police
themselves who had then forced her into signing it. The SDM wanted her to repeat the same
accusations in court as well - that Sheetal had coaxed her into going away with him and then raped her.
Preeti was not willing to repeat the falsehood and the SDM was delaying the proceedings till he could
get her to agree.

On hearing of Preeti’s constancy, it was as though Sheetal sprouted wings and the prison no longer
seemed like a place of detention to him.

The first exam had been missed in the sequence of elopement, police detention and jail. The police had
beaten him to a pulp and numbed his brain.

Sheetal’s course of study was in the science stream. Before running away with Preeti, he had attended
all the lectures and completed his practical lab work. Hence, he had the right to appear for the exam as
a private student that year. He had already completed a full study of the syllabus and he could have
made it by just revising all that he had read.

In six months, he grew accustomed to the jail atmosphere and Preeti’s support boosted his morale.
There was also the hope that he would be acquitted. He now flung himself wholeheartedly into
preparing for the exams.

The warder and the daroga of the barrack were like ghee and hot khichdi (cooked rice and cereal) that
bonded well together. Along with his job in the prison, the daroga also ran a coal business. He would
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appear for his rounds around the barrack very rarely and had placed all responsibility on the warder’s
shoulders. Whatever Baijnath said would find acceptance with the daroga.

The warder now started poisoning his ears: “If this infection is not stopped now, it will assume epidemic-
like proportions.” And the daroga gave Baijnath the green signal to stop the disease in its tracks.

There was a great shortage of staff in the jail. For every five clerks required, there was barely one and
the administration always needed prisoners who were educated. As soon as one was found, they would
summon him and load him down with files.

On Baijnath’s recommendation, Sheetal was sent to the Accounts section. He kicked up a great row
insisting that he was an under-trial and could not be forced to work. “I am a student. If you cannot
make arrangements for me to continue my studies, at least let me do so on my own.”

But in this tall building with iron bars and thick walls, there is no one who has the right to protest and
even if he does, none to listen to him. Shouts and protests rebound from the walls and die away. And,
like the sighs of the other prisoners, Sheetal’s shouts also faded.

On the pretext of balancing ledgers, he was kept in the office till very late at night. After his brain had
been deadened and his eyes ached, he was allowed to go. He then had no energy to engage in more
brain activity and he would sometimes try to study for an hour or so but more often would drift off to
sleep without having studied at all.

But Baijnath could not see his own purpose being accomplished thus far and he now tightened his
stranglehold on Sheetal. He persuaded one of the prisoners who was loyal to him to steal Sheetal’s
books and throw them into the drain. He did not allow the new books to come into the jail for three
months. When the books were finally allowed in after a court order, he sat on the exam application
forms like a hooded cobra.

If Sheetal didn’t sit for his exam this time around, it would mean a great loss as he would have to repeat
that year of study. He would require new lectures and fresh lab work. The syllabus would change.
Staying in jail meant that he would not get to attend any lectures or be able to complete the syllabus.

He had exhausted all his ploys by then and Baijnath had not let a single one of them succeed. He had
sent an application to the prisoners’ welfare board and found that the board members had other things
to do. The board meetings were held a couple of times a year — when prisoners had to be pardoned or
contracts had to be awarded. The board had already held one meeting. By the time it met again, the
exams would be over.

The Session Judge sometimes came on a round of the jail and Sheetal made attempts to meet him. On
his first visit, the Judge went off to the superintendent’s house to celebrate his son’s birthday. The
second time he went to the women'’s prison. And Sheetal kept waiting.

When it appeared that the last date for filling up the form with normal fees would pass, Sheetal’s
enthusiasm for studies started waning. He thought, “To study like this is to unnecessarily trouble myself.
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No one is going to let me sit for the exam anyway.” He hadn’t been able to sleep for a week now. Even
if he drowsed off for a while, he was beset with bad dreams. Sometimes he dreamt that he was trying
to escape from the prison but was incapable of running. At other times, he saw himself in the
examination hall unable to solve a single question. He was at times arguing with Baijnath or being
rebuked by the daroga. Sometimes he saw himself being kicked out of the house by Nidhan Singh or
that Preeti, in the throes of unemployment, was cursing him.

Whenever he was awake, he would be irritable, snapping at someone or the other. Occasionally he
would feel angry with Preeti. It was only because of her obstinacy that he was now having to live
through such trying times. Every now and again he would be mad at the police. The investigating
officer, instead of trying to place the truth before everyone, had presented a bundle of lies and branded
him guilty. At times he wanted to have a slanging match with the judge who had refused to accept as
evidence, the number of letters that Preeti had written to Sheetal and who had maintained that those
letters had been written by Preeti under some compulsion. Couldn’t he at least have summoned Preeti
once to ask her what the truth was? And what were the lies? Then he could have refused him bail if he
so wished. Sheetal Singh wanted to stage a sit-in protest or go on hunger strike but there was not a
single prisoner who was willing to support him - not even those for the sake of whom he had brought
down these troubles on his head.

Tired and defeated, Sheetal Singh stopped writing letters for the others. He apologized to Baijnath but
nothing changed. He could not take on so many of them all by himself and he started feeling that his
difficulties would cease only after they had killed him.

That day, he had come to meet Hakam for the last time. Declaring “either send my form or permit me
to end my life”, he had come away. And Hakam had been disturbed since then.

By complaining about people like Baijnath, would Sheetal gain or lose? Caught in this dilemma, Hakam
felt unable to come to a satisfactory conclusion but after receiving Sheetal’s warning, he felt that he
needed to arrive at some decision by morning, come what may.

Before going to the barrack, he met the old assistant, Tarachand hoping that he might show him some
way out. Tarachand required no time to think about it and he immediately answered confidently.

“Hakam Bhai, you are a lawyer. Talk sensibly. It is not possible to live in the stream and make an enemy
of the crocodile. Prisoners are friends to nobody. As soon as their work is done, they avert their gaze.
The jail administration has looked after us as though we are honoured sons in law. Just sit back and
enjoy all the comforts.” At that time, Hakam Singh had felt irritated by Tarachand’s selfish attitude.

But after pondering deeply over the matter, he could see the underlying principle behind Tarachand’s
ideas. Hakam started thinking. Was he too, unawares, acting like Tarachand? If the difficulties of the
prisoners were not sorted out immediately, they were sure to suffer. Mittho, hankering to meet her
loved ones, would go mad; in the absence of proper medical aid, Kalu would die; not being able to
appear for his exam, Sheetal faced a gloomy future. By complaining about the employees, what worse
could happen to them?
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If Hakam complained about them, the employees would be angry with him and in their resentment,
would start troubling him. Was he perhaps reluctant to take on the employees’ ire, apprehensive about
possible harassment and so leaving his fellow prisoners’ problems suspended in midair? In the light of
this realization, Hakam looked deep into his own self. “The path that | have chosen to follow is full of
thorns. | should continue to advance towards my destination without caring about my own joys and
sorrows.” After having reached this decision, Hakam ceased to toss and turn on his mattress and slipped
into a deep slumber so that he didn’t have to wait too long for the dawn to break.
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The Chief Minister was losing sleep over the anti-government protest rallies that had been taking place
over the past week in his constituency. A small organization which had come up to defend those
accused of common crimes like murder had now started spreading its roots all over the state.

It had become difficult for the Chief Minister to even step into his constituency now — so much so that
he had to think a hundred times before planning a meeting in his district. From the members of the
Stree Sabha to the workers at the Helpline, they had all joined forces with the Samiti. Now joining in the
chorus for justice from the towns were added the voices from the villages as well. It seemed certain
that if the situation continued to deteriorate in this manner, the chief minister would not only lose his
seat but would also find it very difficult to save his entire party from being defeated. Many years had
passed since Bunty’s murder. There had been many more crimes after that and Bunty had been
forgotten but the Samiti itself had taken to placing obstacles in the course of many other court cases.

Pala and Meeta would have to be released on some pretext or the other. This would have the effect of
snatching away the ladder from under the Samiti and preventing it from climbing higher. A successful
plan would be one in which the snake would die but the stick used to beat it with would remain
unbroken. A meeting with the officers and advisors was called to hatch just such a plan.

The chief officer of the intelligence division confirmed that Harmanveer and his servants were Bunty’s
killers and explained why had there been an error in nabbing them. At that time, the chief minister had
made an announcement to the effect that the killers would be caught before the funeral feast was held.
The police could however find no clues but it was essential to safeguard the chief minister’s image and
make an arrest — any arrest. Trapped on all sides, they had had to invent a story — although no police
officer had actually had any ill intentions towards Pala and Meeta themselves.

Now there was nothing to gain from correcting the error. Arresting the real culprits would mean
exposing the actions of the police force and would also tarnish the image of the government. The
personal stock of the chief minister too would fall steeply.

The advocate-general offered a suggestion to enable them to emerge unscathed from this situation:
“The government has the authority to pardon prisoners. It should exercise this authority now and
pardon Pala and Meeta who should be released after the remainder of their sentence is revoked. The
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people will erupt with praise for the generosity exhibited by the government. When the people stop
supporting the Samiti, its importance will automatically be deflated.”

This suggestion was not acceptable to the chief minister. He had already made this offer to the Samiti
through some well-meaning people. And the Samiti had rejected it as they felt that this would mean
that Pala and Meeta’s guilt would be established and their release considered an act of mercy by the
government. The Samiti wanted the government to first declare that Pala and Meeta were innocent and
give them an honourable acquittal. It should compensate them both for what they had had to undergo
and, after arresting the killers, file a case against them too.

The advocate general was asked to recommend measures with these views of the Samiti in mind.

“Both the accused have challenged the Session court decision in the High Court. The government has
the right to withdraw its case at any point during the trial. This right can be exercised and Pala and
Meeta given an acquittal. But it would be impossible to file a case against anyone else as the court has
already judged Pala and Meeta guilty of Bunty’s murder. The court does not have the authority to
dismiss the first ruling and order a fresh trial. It would not be possible to accept both the demands of
the Samiti in conjunction with each other.”

I”

“What kind of a law is this — that cannot acquit the innocent and prosecute the guilty

“No legal expert can do anything for the nature of the law is such. It is a very old law and it needs to be
amended but...”

“But the government has no time for this. Is that what you want to say?”

The chief minister understood what the advocate general wished to imply even before he could utter
the words. And, smarting from the implied criticism directed against him from his own advisors, he cut
the advocate general short.

“No sir. This was not what | meant to say”.

“We’ll have the discussion regarding law reforms at some other time. At the moment, let us consider
the problem that we have now come together to solve.”

“The government is the government. It does not require anybody’s permission to act. Let the
government take a unilateral decision and acquit Pala and Meeta.”

“What you mean is that the government should of its own accord let the axe fall on its own feet?!
Withdrawing the case against them would amount to accepting that they are innocent. By doing this,
will we not be strengthening the hands of the Samiti? Will it not get the opportunity to intensify its
protest? They will say, ‘now arrest the real culprits’. And what’s more, you say the case cannot be tried
again. How can the government wrap a dead snake around its own neck?”

Left with no answer, the advocate general chewed on his finger and lapsed into deep thought.
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“Never mind. If there is no legal solution, it doesn’t matter. You can all go now. We will look for a
political solution.” And the chief minister dismissed the officers.

He then started consulting with his political advisors to find a political solution to this matter.
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It was strange but it appeared as though Hakam Singh had performed some sort of magic on the jail
superintendent. He kept Hakam seated next to him all day and whatever order Hakam drafted, the
superintendent would sign without reading. For the past few days, on being prodded by Hakam, a lot of
jail employees had come in for some tightening up.

The superintendent had taken particular notice of a certain prisoner, summoned the doctor to his
chamber and had Kalu examined in front of him. The doctor was compelled to give the correct report
and on being caught out, he diverted attention towards the compounder. “I have to see a number of
patients every day and the preliminary examination is conducted by the compounder. It is only if the
illness is serious that the patient is brought to me. The compounder never informed me that Kalu was
soill.”

Kalu was immediately admitted to hospital and the compounder was issued a show cause notice for his
carelessness. Both the doctor and the compounder felt aggrieved at the superintendent’s action.

The warder of the women’s jail, Mili, also experienced something similar. Mittho had handed over
dozens of applications to her which she had simply buried and forgotten about. Mili pleaded, “Mittho
has been behaving like a completely insane person for some time now and gives me multiple
applications, all on the same day. Earlier | sent a few of them to the appropriate authorities but they
were all rejected. Then when | sent the subsequent ones, the deputy reprimanded me: ‘the prisoner
may be mad but you are a sane and sensible person, aren’t you?’ On the orders of the deputy | stopped
forwarding the applications.” However Mili’s pleading had no effect upon the superintendent and she
faced the prospect of some kind of disciplinary action as well. On top of this, Mittho was being sent
back to the Ferozepur jail as her recommendation had been accepted and she could leave at any time.
Along with Mili, now the daroga of the Ferozepur jail was unhappy too.

The warder Nattha had been shifted from the visitors’ meeting room to the central tower. One of the
prisoners had complained against him: “He does not allow any meeting to take place without a bribe
and he decides the duration of the meeting according to the amount of money given to him. If the
amount is big, the meeting lasts longer. If somebody has made him very happy with a large sum, he
obliges the prisoner by calling him to the office and allowing him to sit face to face with the visitor. If
the visitor is a woman, he even arranges to give them some time alone together.” The complainant had
alleged that someone who had come to meet him had had to return twice without having done so and
he himself had not even been informed that he had had a visitor. On the third occasion, he had been
called only three minutes before the time specified for the end of the meeting hours. The prisoner had
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just started enquiring about the health of his family when the bell announced the close of the visit. The
visitor had to go back disappointed and the prisoner was extremely angry at this injustice.

Now Nattha was suspended half way up in the sky in the tower and had to strive for every paisa. The
next steely blow had fallen upon the person in charge of the farm, Surinder Kumar. The complainant
had accused him of not permitting him to rest for even a minute and of assigning the most difficult tasks
to him. If he attempted to straighten his back for a while, he was whipped whereas if someone
arranged to give Surinder some liquor, they were allowed to lie around under the tree gossiping all day
and drinking posth. Surinder was shifted from the farm to the outer wall as a guard. Now there would
be no contact with prisoners and hence no complaints either.

Baijnath was a very active member of the jail employees’ union. Instead of shifting him elsewhere, it
was Sheetal whose barrack was changed. The argument presented for this shift was that the prisoner
was of a young and impressionable age and had committed a crime of passion. Most of the prisoners in
the other barracks were professional criminals and by remaining in their midst, the possibility of the
young man also becoming corrupted was greater. He was a student and preparing for his exams. In the
other barracks there was a lot of noise and physical fights broke out all the time. The inmates there
detested those who studied, snatched away their books and threw them into the gutter. In order to
give him the chance to study and thence to reform, he was being sent to the bahadurs’ barrack.

Baijnath had no objection to Sheetal being shifted to another barrack but he began to fret when the
assistant daroga of the bahadurs’ barrack asked for Sheetal’s form and sent it to the university after
obtaining special permission. This made him feel insulted and he felt ashamed to enter his own barrack.
The inmates were making fun of him and his authority over his prisoners had diminished.

Some of the staff had already been hauled up and the others seemed to be in line for similar treatment
and were getting increasingly displeased day by day. Whenever the frightened, subdued employees got
together, the only topic of discussion was this injustice that they perceived was being directed towards
them. They were actually more resentful of their officer than of Hakam. If he did not go by what the
clerk and the warders had to say, it did not matter but he should at least have the decency to listen to
the assistant darogas and deputies. But who was he listening to? To a prisoner. Hakam might have
been a lawyer, might have read books on jail reforms but at the moment he was but a prisoner and
should be treated like one. It was not palatable to see him practically given the status of an officer
superior to the employees of the prison.

They observed, “Hakam Singh must have listened to the speeches of the political leaders following
which he has started making ridiculous demands and going after the staff. He asks for arrangements to
be made for the education and entertainment of prisoners and excellent health care to be provided to
them. He makes demands such as: each prisoner should be given one postal envelope a week to stay in
contact with their families and arrangements should be made for bidi and cigarettes while mustard oil
must be provided for massages. Soap should be given for washing clothes and the prisoners should be
given clothes and undergarments to wear. He says that according to the jail manual, the prisoners have
a right to all of this.
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Hakam Singh does not know but the jail authorities certainly do, that leaders are in the habit of making
false promises. When they start making a speech, they give all kinds of assurances without thinking it
through and people begin to expect comforts on the basis of those promises. When the jail department
asks for money to provide these creature comforts, they are shown an empty bowl and told that the
budget does not allow unnecessary expenditure”.

What objection could the jail employees have had to the distribution of clothes to the prisoners? But
these articles were not to be seen in the jail store. They had never read the jail manual but based upon
their experience of two or more decades, they could say that these items had never come into the store
- ever. It was entirely possible that they had come in on paper and the money skimmed off at the higher
levels. It was the same story with the other stuff mentioned as well. Half of it was retained by the
superiors and the ones lower down were threatened into signing the receipts. If there was a little which
did come in, it went into the houses of the lower officers. What was left for the ordinary employees
were empty sacks and, for the prisoners, hunger and misery.

The previous year the government had, after a lot of protests, approved a budget of two lakh rupees for
the repair of toilets in the prison. The jail superintendent asserted that the drawing room of his
bungalow needed refurbishment and so the money should be spent on that. The deputy insisted that
the kitchens of the officers’ houses were in bad shape and the wives should be kept happy. During
rains, the residential quarters of the employees developed leaks and they argued that their roofs should
be repaired first. One month passed in this tug-of-war and they continued to fight like cats. In the
meanwhile, the IG got the money diverted to his desk maintaining that the repair of the minister’s bath
room was of utmost importance.

Similarly, the money meant for bidi, cigarette and clothes was no doubt expended on other such good
causes perhaps but the employees were not aware of it.

Hakam was an educated man, certainly, but naive and lacking in experience. He kept demanding
facilities for the prisoners by repeatedly referring to the promises made by leaders in their speeches. He
should have known that speeches are delivered only for the applause they can garner and to be
featured as newspaper headlines - not meant to be put into practice.

The previous year the jail minister had come on a visit and had issued a number of grandiose
statements. He had announced, “From next year onwards there will be sports tournaments conducted
in the jails and the government will grant twenty lakh rupees for this purpose. Along with the sports
equipment, arrangements for sports coaches will be made and there will be a tournament every year.
The members of the victorious team will be granted pardon to the extent possible.”

Then the chief minister came and made some more announcements on Independence Day. “In order to
make the prisoners into good citizens, there will be arrangements to provide higher education in the
jails. Schools will also be opened inside the jail from the next academic year. Technical education will
be made available to prisoners to make them self-reliant and books and notebooks will be sent from this
month itself. Teachers will come and teach here during transfers”.
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The health minister who had come along to toady up to the chief minister did not want to be left behind
in making extravagant pronouncements and he declared that the jail hospital would be upgraded.
“There will be fifty beds instead of the existing twenty and three more specialists will be posted here.
The budget for medicines will be increased and new medical equipment will be purchased”.

Everybody knew that as soon as the ministers returned to the capital, they would forget their promises.
Some innocent prisoners and a few eccentric social workers would be the only ones to remember all
that had been announced. There was no way in which the prisoners could reach out to the ministers
and so morning and evening, they would simply nag the employees, repeating all the time “arrange for
sports; arrange for education; arrange for medical facilities”. It appeared that Hakam Singh was one of
those dreamers. His friend, the prison officer did not appear to be any less as he had visions of
transforming cold hearted professional criminals into soft, malleable creatures in a matter of a few days.

The fault for this lay less with the officer and more with the government. He had become an official not
by dint of strenuous struggle but through entry into the services directly as a superintendent. He
therefore lacked experience.

The jail superintendent, Ranjodh Singh was the nephew of a minister. He had actually been interested
in getting a job as a Tehsildar (tax or revenue officer) but there had been no vacancy. The minister
consulted his advisors and was told that his nephew could be appointed as jail superintendent instead.
The minister was overcome with joy at this prospect and making all possible efforts, he managed to get
Ranjodh Singh employed in that position. Ranjodh Singh was nervous about a job in the prison as he
was a soft hearted man and felt that he could not deal with thieves and criminals. However the minister
paid no heed to his protests. He had himself been sent to jail many times and had seen the absolute
power that a jail superintendent wields. He now argued and convinced his nephew to stay on.

If Ranjodh Singh had been promoted to the officer’s post after having been a clerk or a warder, he
would not have behaved with such severity. He would not have regarded five or ten rupees as a bribe.

The officer knew that a warder’s salary was 4500 rupees per month. A few years earlier he would have
been merely a fourth class employee but after the pay commission had taken pity on him, his authority
had increased. In these days of inflation, his salary would be finished on milk, groceries, fees and
electricity bills. If he did not manage some income from other means for all other expenses, would the
warder not die hungry? He was not the son of Sardars like Ranjodh Singh. If someone’s father worked
as a siri (permanent employee paid in kind and not in cash and with a share in the crop), another’s might
operate a food cart while still another’s might be a cobbler. Someone’s sister may be a widow;
someone else might have three sisters to be married off. The warders had to fulfill their family
responsibility with whatever they got from the jail. And this included taking ten or twenty rupees on the
side. Unlike the officers, they could not gulp down entire store houses.

The employees were annoyed that a commotion was being created over even the meager five or ten
rupees extra that they earned. They wanted to present their side of the case and regretted that the
officer had time to listen to the complaints of prisoners but was too busy to listen to the problems of his
subordinates. The officer also appeared to spend the entire day involved in a lot of useless work.
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Sometimes his relatives come to meet him from abroad. They would bring with them their foreign
friends and he would give them a tour of the jail as though it was a zoo. The foreigners would pose with
the prisoners and have their photographs clicked. They then returned to their countries, published the
pictures and wrote articles about the hell that is an Indian jail. The government had on many occasions
even pulled up the superintendent for this kind of activity as it brought a bad name to the country. But
after lying low for a while, he would start off doing the exact same things once more.

The prisoners in the unit which wove pashmina shawls and carpets were voicing their anger too. They
worked day and night and produced a shawl or a carpet after painstaking labour with the hope that a
connoisseur of art would visit and evaluate their artistry in the right way. During the time of the
previous superintendent they would earn well for their efforts. Now however, instead of admirers, it
was the superintendent who would land up in the unit. He would pick up an artistic creation to gift to
his friends and cronies. They workers could not bargain with the officer and the result was that they did
not get the right value for their labour.

Ranjodh Singh was very actively involved in political circles as well. Some or the other legislator or an
MP was always to be found in his house and he would organize poetry sessions or music concerts for the
entertainment of his guests. How would he find the time to interact with the jail employees?

Before the entry of Hakam into the jail, the prison management had flowed along in a relaxed manner
like the gait of an elephant. But after he had been instrumental in getting a few prisoners released, the
superintendent had started lavishing him with unnecessary importance.

They had no objection to Hakam Singh making speeches to the prisoners. But now the warders were
being forced to listen to his inflammatory speeches as well.

Hakam offered all kinds of strange advice: “The responsibility of turning the prisoners into good citizens
rests solely on the shoulders of the warders. Every criminal is not wicked - it is the circumstances which
inculcate an unscrupulous attitude in some. It is possible for most prisoners to reform and the jail
authorities have to bring out these possibilities through love and sympathy. They must understand the
physical, mental and social problems of the prisoners. You must have knowledge of psychology, biology
and stress management. | will give you the basic information about all this first and then the specific
area expert will also be invited to talk to you. You should be familiar with all the jail rules and the jail
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manua He was now eager to educate them with related information in the course of his future

speeches.

What the employees wanted to tell their officer was this: “We are neither very intelligent people nor
highly educated. We managed to pass the tenth grade with difficulty only by copying from others during
the exam. We got this job either by bribing someone or by falling at the feet of some well-placed
relative. During our training, we were taught just one thing and that was to use our stick. We were
reminded of only one duty which was to keep the prisoner under control. By being strict with the
prisoners and controlling them, we are doing our duty excellently. It is not our duty to understand the
mind of the prisoners or the law. This is the job of the officer.
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Hakam Singh is in the B class jail with all facilities. That is why he talks about reforming the prisoners.
Let him stay for some time in the dhakad (strongmen) or panchhi barrack and see the reality for himself.
He will then admit that there is no possibility of every prisoner being reformed. He will understand that
most of the prisoners are like beasts and only understand the language of the boot. Every day the
warder has to deal with scores of pickpockets and killers. If the employee starts behaving humbly and
mildly with them, they will begin to regard him as weak and cowardly. They will mock and ridicule him
and stop obeying him completely”.

The employees felt that just a couple of examples would suffice to drive home their point. A pickpocket
who had come as an under-trial picked the pocket of his own lawyer who, like Hakam, had professed to
be progressive and would represent the poor and the needy without charging them a fee.

In the beginning Nattha, one of the employees, had, out of compassion, lent money to some prisoners.
Most of them had vanished without repaying him. Another had, instead of returning his money
complained against him saying that Nattha was demanding a bribe on the pretext of repayment of debt.
The officer began proceedings to hold an enquiry but Nattha had, after shelling out more money,
managed to get the matter closed. There was no point in offering milk to snakes.

On the basis of a Supreme Court ruling, Hakam Singh would preach to them, “think of prisoners as
human beings. Behave sympathetically towards them.” Sitting in an air-conditioned room, what did the
judges know about the kind of monsters that the warders had to deal with?

It was in the implementation of one such Supreme Court decision that Baijnath had come to grief. The
order was, “prisoners should not be brought to the court bound in chains like animals. This is a tradition
coming down from the days of slavery. This offends the self-respect of the accused and instills a sense
of inferiority.” Now, who was to make the judges of the Supreme Court understand that all prisoners
were not like those who were presented in that court?

Baijnath had on one occasion gone to the Supreme Court. The judge’s chamber was decorated like the
drawing room of the Moti Mahal of the Maharaja of Patiala and the judge himself was seated on a
throne-like four foot high chair. There were lawyers there, tall and formidable like foreigners. The
prisoners in the dock were not like Mittho or Kalu. One was a millionaire, the owner of a mill who had
been accused of tax evasion. Another was a former minister who had taken crores of rupees as bribes.
There was no necessity to handcuff them anyway. Prey to innumerable diseases and with a huge
potbelly, they could not have run in any case. And where would they have gone leaving their property
worth crores behind?

Baijnath, in obedience to the order of the court, took a pickpocket to his hearing after having taken off
his handcuffs and merely holding on to his hand. The muscular, sturdy thief freed his hand with one jerk
and vanished. The old man, Baijnath could do nothing but stand and watch him run away.

Baijnath informed the police on duty at the spot and they immediately swung into action. However, the
thief managed to hoodwink every one and disappeared in a matter of moments. Baijnath was
suspended for his carelessness and a case was registered against him. The poor old man had to run
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around to re-capture the prisoner all by himself. If he went to the police station for help, the havaldar
would, on the pretext of conducting a raid, ask for a car to be arranged. The pickpocket was finally
apprehended after a month of strenuous efforts. It took Baijnath a year to be reinstated but the case
was still going on. The witnesses were government employees who had given statements against him
and he could even be punished.

Hakam said, “Implement other such Supreme Court decisions also.”
Should the warders safeguard their job or the honour and respect of the prisoners?

Being security employees, the jail employees did not have the right to form a recognized union. Inspite
of that, they had organized themselves into a sort of group to suit their purpose and called a meeting
during the afternoon lunch hour.

They decided unanimously that they would not listen to the silly arguments of Hakam nor allow their
officers to go by what he said. In any case, their jobs were in danger and they would not take on any
more risks to themselves. If their demands were not met, a notice to go on strike would be served.

Baijnath put the demand letter into his pocket with the assurance that he would give it to the officer as
soon as he got the opportunity to do so and the meeting was called to a close.
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The jail superintendent had called a meeting with his subordinates to consider two important issues.
The respect and praise that Hakam Singh was receiving from the jail administration and prisoners for the
work he was doing had influenced other B class prisoners who also wished to do some social work.

The B class barrack had been nick named the lawyers’ barrack and prisoners could be glimpsed walking
in and out of it all day clutching various papers and documents.

Hakam was busy the whole day as though he were the Chief Minister himself. He had actually forgotten
that he was undergoing a jail sentence. The poor and the helpless among the prisoners had come to
regard him as their saviour and he was saluted wherever he went. The prisoners were ready to let their
blood flow in return for the sweat of his labours.

As soon as a suitable opportunity presented itself, the jail department granted him a number of
pardons. It was possible to get two days pardon in a month for good behavior and this could be
received by every prisoner in the B class without making any effort at all. Most of the prisoners in the
lawyers’ barrack were physically weak and got others to perform a major part of their labour. They
were not really deserving of pardon but obtained it by dint of their wealth and recommendations that
they got made in their favour. The superintendent had the authority to issue a pardon of twenty days in
a year. The IG had sixty days. There was a lot of effort involved in obtaining this pardon - even going so
far as to get the minister to make a phone call. The prisoners would not have done a jot of work the
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entire year and it would be a difficult issue to resolve - how could what they had done, or in this case,
not done, be declared as excellent? Others were not granted a pardon of even one week. The
superintendent was bound to give Hakam a complete pardon and it was expected that the IG would too,
with a note of praise. The government had the authority to issue some more pardons and suitable
recommendations had been sent to the jail department for an exercise of that authority. There was no
hurdle to be foreseen as Hakam’s work was of such a standard that the jail department had established
a good reputation in the entire country.

In all, Hakam was about to receive a pardon of six months off from his one year sentence. Taking Hakam
as their ideal, many of the more fortunate prisoners had offered their services too.

After working rigorously for many days, Dr. Jain had collected some previous statistics based on which
he now presented his case. According to him, “The number of people dying due to lack of treatment is
equal to the number of prisoners falling sick. There are numerous diseases spreading in the jail and as
per government rules, the appointment of doctors ought to be proportionate to the number of patients.
But here there is only one doctor.”

Dr Jain had studied for his MD and had an experience of ten years. He had been the ‘number one’
doctor of Mayanagar with fees that were many times more than the other doctors in the city. Inspite of
what he charged, there would be a crowd of people outside his clinic all day and a patient would have to
wait for three or four hours before it was his turn to consult the good doctor.

Fame and wealth had twisted his mind. His wife appeared to him as an ordinary, obstinate and
uneducated woman and he had got enmeshed in a relationship with a nurse who worked in his clinic.
The girl had, before extending her hand to clasp his, laid down certain conditions the first of which was
that he had to divorce his wife. His wife, though not very good looking, was the daughter of educated
parents. Her father was an engineer while her mother was a professor; one brother was a lawyer at the
High Court; another was a Session Judge. Many of her relatives were placed in high positions.

The doctor was restless on being struck by Cupid’s arrow in his middle age. His beloved was in a hurry
to become the queen of the clinic and these factors clouded their better judgment. The doctor hired
some assassins to kidnap his wife when she was out with him in their car. He instructed them to ask for
a ransom and on it not being fulfilled, to kill her and throw her body in the main square. Having filed a
report of kidnapping, he then sat back comfortably.

But neither the Session Judge nor the lawyer - her brothers - could stay quiet. Through intensive efforts
day and night, they managed to uncover clues that led to the killers and then brought the police to the
doctor’s door. The result was that he was now undergoing a jail sentence.

Like Hakam, he too was ready to treat poor patients without charging them a fee. These days he had
been given the task of going over the official letters that came in the post which could as well be done
by a tenth-grade-pass prisoner.
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Following his example, the teachers also filed an application saying, “We have fifteen years of teaching
experience in a school. We are ready to teach the prisoners. At present we are working as the panja
(gang) in charge at the factory which can easily be managed by an elderly prisoner instead.”

Jarnail Singh who drove the tractor from the farm also wished to revive an old talent. He had played at
national level hockey tournaments while he was studying in college. He had formed a hockey team in
the village and every year his team would win something or the other in the village games. If given a
chance, he could set up a hockey team in the prison.

Neelam in the women’s ward was no less talented. She was a very gifted singer especially of Punjabi
folk songs, the gidda. She was ready to offer her services at the children’s ward and to her fellow
prisoners who wished to learn music. The jail department did not need to purchase any musical
instruments as her own were lying useless in her house; she could arrange to have them delivered to the
prison where they could be put to fruitful use.

These applications were not of an ordinary nature but were linked to the policies of the jail department
and that was why the superintendent did not wish to take any arbitrary or unilateral decision in this
regard. This was the first issue.

The second was that the jail employees had, in the guise of demand letters actually sent grievance
letters to him and it was necessary to have an open discussion regarding their demands. Hence the
decision to hold a meeting.

While calling for the meeting, the jail superintendent had thought that it would be a mere formality
during the course of which he would obtain the agreement of the subordinate officers regarding the
applications of the prisoners. He felt quite sure that the officers would definitely accept all the
prisoners’ requests.

The previous month, Ranjodh Singh had gone to Mumbai to participate in a conference of jalil
superintendents. The government wished to implement in toto, the decisions that had been taken on
an international level regarding prison reforms. However the weak financial condition of the
government was proving to be a major obstacle. Experts had offered their views on how to usher in
maximum reforms on a minimum budget. In one expert’s opinion, there was a lot of talent inside the
jail and the jail authorities should identify and put it to profitable use. Ranjodh Singh had already done
this earlier. After all, he had made one lawyer, a prisoner, do the work of an entire institution!

Upon reading the applications, the superintendent realized that there was indeed multifarious talent to
be tapped inside the prison. The doctor was writing letters. The TV mechanic was making rotis. The
watch maker was cleaning the dirty dishes. If these skilled people could be put to work of their
choosing, who would object to it? It seemed pretty obvious to him that everyone would immediately
approve.

Present at the meeting were the senior deputy superintendent Ranjeet Singh who looked after the jail
administration, the deputy superintendent Dharampal who was in charge of the factory, Dr Shakti
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Kumar and four assistant darogas. With the exception of the doctor, all the other officers were
subordinate to the jail superintendent and thus could not express their views openly at the meeting.

The subordinate officers first called a meeting of their own. After much discussion, they reached the
conclusion that the interference of the prisoners in the jail administration impinged on their own rights
and they should therefore steadfastly support the demands of the jail employees while at the same time
opposing the prisoners’ requests.

It fell to the doctor to bell the cat first. The rest would be handled by the others later.

The superintendent had little power over the doctor. The jail hospital was not the doctor’s favourite
place and he had been forced to work there. He had been promoted the previous year but there was no
senior medical officer’s post vacant in Mayanagar. The doctor was not in a position to leave the city and
he had come to the jail hospital out of compulsion. Here, there were no facilities such as the civil
hospital could offer. Living amongst criminals, he had become irritable. He had to argue with the
patients all day and the financial returns were but in name.

The doctor knew that Jain was more skilled and that within a few days he would establish his position as
a good medical practitioner in the hospital. After that, nobody would pay the slightest attention to Dr
Shakti Kumar. To support Jain’s request would be as good as cutting off his own legs with an axe
himself.

There was another problem as well. Shakti Kumar would have to hand out from the medical store any
medicines that Jain may prescribe. The little business that he ran by selling medicines from the store
would come to an end and the compounder’s business would be affected as well. It would become
difficult for him to bring in medicines from outside and sell them in the jail at high rates. This would also
affect his uncle — the one on the prisoner’s welfare board - who would then vent his anger on the jail
authorities. To offer concessions to Dr Jain would be like putting their hands into a wasp’s nest.

Offering these and other such arguments, Shakti Kumar sounded the first note of opposition according
to the pre-arranged plan.

He then proceeded to offer an example to prove his point. Earlier, a doctor who had also been a
prisoner had been permitted to treat the patients. He had soon started his own private practice within
the jail and began to charge fees arbitrarily to examine the prisoners. He would not allow anyone who
had not paid the fees to consult him. He then started giving out the medicines himself. He had
thankfully been released early and at that time the jail administration had sworn never to repeat the
mistake. The administration should take care not to allow this blunder to recur if they had learnt
anything from the previous experience.

The doctor offered one more argument: all the jail officers were given instructions from above. With
the interference of another doctor, his own earnings would cease and there had better not be any
expectation from him to fulfill any demands that were made.
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Ranjeet Singh objected to establishing a school for the prisoners and thus creating a new problem. He
reminded the sahib, “There is a school already running - on paper. The government gives a grant of
thirty thousand rupees to buy books, note books and other stationery. This entire amount goes into our
pockets. If a school were to be opened in reality, this income will dry up. On paper, we have given five
prisoners the concession to not perform manual labour. In return for this privilege, the administration
receives a large fee from them which will also now cease. On record, a number of educated prisoners
have been shown as illiterate and as attending classes in the jail school. They are kept from working in
the factory on this pretext and a price is extracted from them in return for this facility. Prisoners who
pass in the exams are given a special pardon. How will we make up for this loss? How many other such
related issues can | list here?”

Ranjeet Singh offered another practical argument to oppose the establishment of the school. “People
who have never even seen the gate of a prison are the ones who offer suggestions like educating the
prisoners. They should come inside the jail and see for themselves how hard and cold these prisoners’
minds have become having committed one crime after another and after being beaten up frequently by
the police. Water dripping drop by drop on a stone would make little difference. We have had one
experience of opening a school inside this jail when a man calling himself a social worker had come here
with a vision of teaching the prisoners. He got himself transferred and fled within a week! The
prisoners would mock him and ask all kinds of questions. They would attend classes not to study but to
avoid doing any work. It is better not to take on this nuisance once more.”

Dharampal’s ideas were similar to those of Ranjeet and the doctor. “Already the production in the
factory is down and it is getting difficult for me to answer to the government. If we form teams for
hockey, football and bhangra (folk dance), the prisoners will rush towards the ground all the time rather
than exert themselves to work. Please be kind enough to let the prisoners remain engaged in their tasks
and do not start pampering them.” The course of the meeting appeared to be running in absolutely the
opposite direction to what Ranjodh Singh had imagined. Instead of a cat, it was a bear which had
jumped out of the bag! He was not only being subtly prevented from carrying out jail reforms but was
also being frightened off by being informed of the dreadful consequences that would certainly ensue.
Ranjodh Singh listened to his subordinates in silence.

The assistant daroga, Naval Kishore, had a different line of reasoning altogether. “l have gathered
details from my informers among the prisoners. According to them, the B class prisoners have put in
their requests not in the interests of public welfare but to express their anger at the facilities that have
been made available to Hakam Singh. The other issues of this meeting have arisen entirely because of
Hakam Singh, the root of all troubles. “

“Presently, Hakam Singh is no longer the valuable jewel of the jail administration that he once was but
has become a problem. If we wish to emerge from this crisis we should debate frankly and objectively
about his behaviour and the concessions that are being given to him without becoming unduly
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sentimental.” Vikram nodded in agreement.

158



159

“Hakam Singh has come to believe that he is the prisoners’ saviour. He has got into the habit of giving
out information to the prisoners regarding any and every new right that may come into existence.
These days he is reading out the jail manual to them as though he is giving them a glimpse of a veritable
garden. He is promising to obtain pardon, rations and clothes for them according to the rules. The
prisoners are on the verge of rebelling against the administration.”

“Hakam Singh is now about to give us another headache. Citing an order of the Supreme Court, he is
going to demand the placement of complaint boxes at various spots in the jail. These boxes will not be
ordinary ones as they can be opened only by the District Magistrate or the Session Judge. The
resolution of the complaints and the quantum of punishment to be handed out to the guilty employees
will also be decided only by these two people. The jail authorities will have to stand like accused in the
dock to face all the charges made against them. | have procured a copy of this ruling. It has been buried
for decades in law books but he has managed to ferret it out. If it is implemented, we will become
slaves to the prisoners and will have to treat them like honoured sons in law.”

The officers were unanimously of the opinion that Hakam should be stopped in his tracks immediately.

Ranjodh Singh was not an obstinate man. He listened to the officers’ views, considered the situation
dispassionately and soon realized his mistake - he was, indeed, biased towards Hakam. The
subordinates had probably spiced up their arguments a little to have them accepted but most of it must
be true. Ranjodh Singh had read the Supreme Court ruling on the Sunil Batra v\s Delhi government case
which contained the instruction to place petition boxes inside the jails. Hakam Singh’s demand to
implement this proved his malafide intentions. This decision of the Supreme Court could only have been
dug out by a lawyer.

And then, it was not as though Ranjodh Singh was Hakam Singh’s childhood buddy. As long as he could
enhance his own reputation with Hakam’s support, he had done so. Now was the time to remove the
dead snake from around his neck. God forbid, the angry employees might go on strike and the irritated
officers might bring Hakam’s activities to the notice of the government. Where would he be then?

The entire kingdom of Lanka now appeared to have stood up in opposition to their king, Ravana.
Ranjodh Singh was not Maharaja Ravana. He could not dismiss the advice of his minister and generals
and declare that he would set out to fulfill his aim alone. Neither could he become Vibhishana (Ravana’s
brother who switched allegiance to Rama) and, rejecting his own brothers, display the courage to
support the truth. He was an ordinary man and he should think of saving the situation.

He immediately issued certain orders: “Hakam can no longer come to the office. He cannot lecture the
prisoners. His special pardon stands cancelled.” To further clarify his policy, he explained to his
subordinates, “It is enough to clip his wings to this extent at the moment. If he is handed out any other
punishment, his followers will get angry. Reminding ourselves of the proverb that whatever ripens
naturally will be sweet, we should bide our time.”

Heaving a sigh of relief, his subordinates reiterated their complete support for Ranjodh Singh.
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When processions and demonstrations appeared to have no effect on the government, the Sangharsh
Samiti decided to knock on legal doors and sent several demands to the High Court through public
interest litigations. “The law loses its lustre when it gets too old and the government does not have the
time to clear away the dust that has accumulated on it. The Court should assume its public welfare
avatar and by exercising its special rights, open up new avenues for the general good.

The law allows the acquittal of the accused by giving them the benefit of doubt. This is fine up to a
certain extent but is it right to then stop any action thereafter? After the verdict, the police do not
search for the killer nor does the law give permission to do so. Has anyone ever thought about what the
relatives of the deceased undergo? They question the law saying ‘the person who had been arrested
might be innocent but then our loved one has been killed, hasn’t he? Who then is the killer? Who will
apprehend him? Who will give us justice?’

The other side of the coin is equally hideous. Powerful people quite frequently take advantage of the
intrinsic loopholes in the law and manage to frame some who are actually innocent and get them
punished as well. If the real killers are caught later, the law prevents the innocents from being acquitted
and also from placing the real culprits in the dock. The law says, ‘whether good or bad the first verdict is
the last. The court cannot keep giving decisions repeatedly for one case.’

Will such a law be considered in the public good? The law exists to put healing salve on wounds and not
to exacerbate them further.” The Samiti raised several such issues in its petition.

The Samiti made another demand as well: “If a witness, swept away by emotion or due to some other
constraints tells a lie in the court and later, overcome by the voice of conscience wishes to make amends
for their mistake, the law should not prevent him from speaking out.”

The Samiti was of the opinion that several such problems arose because there was only one crime
investigating agency. Since the police was completely subservient to the government, the latter had the
right to exercise its power over the former and correspondingly, the police could do the same with the
public.

The Samiti questioned through its petition, “If the citizens of the country have the right to study in
schools of their choice and get medical treatment in whichever hospital they wish, why should they not
have the right to get an investigation conducted by an agency of their own choosing? The sole right of
the government in this matter should be brought to an end and private institutions should be allowed to
conduct investigations.”

The Samiti also set forth a few specific demands. It had already proved that Pala and Neeta were
innocent and it had further been proved that the real killers were Harmanbir and his servants. The court
was asked to formulate a new law to show the path forward. It should acquit the innocent and order
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the arrest of the guilty. And, for as long as the court did not give its ruling on these matters, Pala and
Meeta should be released on bail.

The proposals presented by the Samiti started a debate within the intellectual community. Reports
detailing the pros and cons of their suggestions were published in newspapers and magazines and most
law experts agreed with their ideas.

The debate and the conclusions being arrived at served to increase the weight of the bundle of worries
that the government was already labouring under. The government was not in favour of such
amendments. It had only one stick with which it could keep its enemies in check and that was the
police. If the sole power of investigation were to be snatched away from the police, it would render the
government impotent and it would no longer be able to harass its opponents by filing false cases nor
would it be possible for it to let off its supporters who committed crimes. Private investigating agencies
could bring even the Chief Minister to the dock as an accused. Forming a government meant filling up
everybody’s purses by hook or crook. If a minister were to have the sword of law hanging over his head,
what was the point of becoming a minister at all?

The ministers warned the chief minister, “You have to do something. This amendment must be
prevented at any cost from becoming reality.”

The advocate general, Gurudev Singh started making intense efforts to follow the dictates of the
government which acted according to the advice given. On a private level, he agreed with the Samiti’s
suggestions as he felt that a few such amendments would open the doors of justice to the people. By
allowing people to get investigations conducted by agencies of their choice, the other demands would
be fulfilled automatically. There would then be no need for false testimony; witnesses would no longer
have to change their statements at every step. Innocent people would not have to stand in the dock nor
would the real killers have to be caught later and face a fresh trial.

However at the moment, Gurudev Singh was a government employee. He had to repeat only that which
the government told him to and he had no right to express private views.

Gurudev Singh found it difficult to refute the Samiti’'s arguments. There were plenty of government
lawyers to support the government in his office. Who was the most skilled of them in this matter? He
surveyed each of the lawyers and their capabilities to determine the worthiest of them all. It soon
became obvious that they were all cut of the same cloth. They had not been appointed because of their
ability but were there purely for personal profit, to loot the treasury and gain some experience besides.
These white elephants would not serve the purpose. The government was already aware of the worth
of its law experts and whenever there was an issue to be resolved, it had to run to Delhi to retain a good
lawyer.

This was the most serious matter that had arisen during the term of this government. If the court
acceded to the Samiti’s request - which seemed entirely possible - the government would be rendered
as useless as a snake without venom.

161



162

The advocate general told the chief minister, “We will have to call an outside lawyer this time around as
well.”

“Do not worry about the expense. The treasury is an open chest. Protect the authority of the police by
using any and all means”, said the chief minister at once, without any sign of hesitation or doubt.

That very evening, Gurudev Singh boarded a flight to Delhi and relayed the good news to all his loyal
friends. He handed over retainer fees of thousands of rupees per hour to one and lakhs of rupees per
day to another. He did not exhibit any miserliness while spending all that money as he had to make sure
that the government was not weakly represented.

The Chief Minister also alerted the public relations department and availed of the services of journalists
well versed in law. He had long articles written in favour of the government and published in languages
from Punjabi to English in all small and big newspapers. At the same time, he also had ordinary people
write letters to the editor in his support. The letters asserted that while it was good and necessary to
have a serious debate on this issue, it must be remembered that the scales should always tilt in the
government’s favour. He made use of the radio and TV for the same purpose.

The efforts of the government started to bear fruit and within a matter of a few days, the debate
became a hot topic. Every other day new arguments for or against the proposals were printed and
crossing the borders of the state, the issue reached the national platforms. All the other state
governments now became alert as well and the slumbering central government woke up too.

There were different political parties in power in the various states. On a political level, they were
hostile to each other in a way that bricks are to dogs but on this matter they all stood united. The
opposition party vowed to support the party in power whole heartedly; all the parties got together and
approved a proposal unanimously:

“By curtailing the powers of the police, the country will be plunged into anarchy. The morale of the
police will drop drastically. What use is a cobra after its venom has been extracted? Nobody is afraid of
a snake that has no power to harm. It is important for the police to be powerful in order to suppress
rebellion and deal with criminal elements and it is the duty of all governments and political parties to
safeguard this authority.”

The law ministers of all the states reached the capital and had meetings with the central law minster.
They pleaded with him in one voice, “This cobra should be killed before it has the chance to unfurl its
hood.”

The minister assured them that this was what would be done. “Legal action will also be taken. Many
judges at the Supreme Court are friends of mine and have reached that position of eminence solely due
to my influence. | will talk to them personally and persuade them to row the government raft safely to
the shore.”

Each state government announced what contribution they would make to this enormous work
undertaken for noble ends - this great Mahayagya or ritual ceremony. They would each form five
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member committees of legal experts at their own expense. This team would make representations
against the proposed amendments in the High Court.

The central government was not to be left behind and the law minister declared, “Our legal frame work
was drafted by the British. An attempt is now being made to destroy this institution which has actually
been functioning quite well. If required, in order to save the structure at its very foundation, the central
government will invite legal experts from Britain.” The full support extended by both the central and
state governments removed the burden that had been like a huge weight on the heads of the chief
minister and the advocate general.

Now free of legal wrangles, Gurudev Singh turned his attention towards the chief minister’s personal
image.

All the state governments were expected to participate in the debate. Many institutions had come
forward to support the Samiti; their opinions were also to be presented and the arguments could go on
for months together. Gurudev Singh was worried. It was quite possible that the High Court might
approve the bail of many of the accused in the light of the deliberations carrying on indefinitely and the
matter receiving a lot of publicity.

The elections were at hand. If the accused were granted bail, how would the chief minister face the
people? On the one hand the discussion continued while on the other, the advocate general
intensified his efforts to achieve the aims of the government.

The governments spent money like water and invited the best legal minds to ponder over and present
their case. The Samiti had limited means but in the interest of the public good, many experts came
forward at their own expense to argue for the Samiti. A few institutions at the national level also came
forward to help the Samiti.

Even though the scales appeared to be tipped in the Samiti’s favour during the debate, the decision that
was arrived at finally was the one that the government wanted.

The High Court rejected the Samiti’s petition on the following grounds:

It was the government’s fundamental duty to protect the life and property of its citizens. The
government could carry out its duty effectively only if it had the sole authority over investigation. If this
authority was given into private hands, the wealthy would become dominant. The private agencies
would say only what they had been paid to say. What would impoverished people do in such a
situation?

The courts would face huge difficulties while dispensing justice. Each agency would have its own
version. Which version should the court accept?

It was the basic duty of the state government to maintain law and order but if the Samiti’s demands
were to be accepted, the authority of the government would be severely restricted. This would lead to
a weakening of the very foundations of the constitution; an amendment to the constitution would have
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to be made to implement this decision which would be passed only after the approval of the Lok Sabha
and the Vidhan Sabha. Such important decisions must not be taken hastily and there should be long
debates on such issues and any amendment to be made must come after a thorough sifting of the facts.
At the moment it was not right for the court to interfere in matters relating to the constitution.

The welfare of the entire nation was linked to this issue and so it should be raised at the Supreme Court
and not at the High Court. The Samiti was therefore advised to approach the Supreme Court.

All the other legal issues were dealt with by the High Court with the following observations:

After a verdict, it was not logical to begin an investigation once more as doing so would mean that there
would be no end to the case. Sometimes the plaintiff might submit an application saying that a new
perpetrator had been found and a fresh trial should be ordered. At other times the defendant might
send an application claiming he was innocent while naming someone else as the real criminal. The
court had to draw a line somewhere. Right or wrong, the existing rule was good enough.

The witnesses could not be allowed to change their statements repeatedly. How would the court know
whether the witness had told a lie earlier or whether he was doing so now? The witness should think
about everything carefully before appearing in the witness box.

On the basis of such arguments, the High Court concluded that the Samiti’s demands would place the
justice system in a dilemma and that instead of acting for the public welfare, it was actually anti people.

The petition of the Samiti had been a public interest litigation plea. The legal issues that had been raised
had been dealt with by the High Court. The other matters were personal and related to one particular
case. The High Court advised the Samiti at the end of its decision, “Personal matters should be resolved
through personal court cases”.
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The court decision that had been taken under pressure from the government disappointed the Samiti
but did not make it despair. Along with the failure, the Samiti had gained something from the case too.

Some institutions at the national level had picked up these issues and embraced the challenge of taking
the debate further.

The discussion in the media had made the Samiti a household name and public opinion started forming
in its favour. New institutions and more people started to come forward to associate with it.

The real intention of the Samiti was to make the people realize that the prevailing political system was
rotten and not in the public interest. Even the judiciary - which was supposed to be on the side of truth
- had not escaped the rot. It was not possible for citizens to lead a good life without asking for and
making some fundamental changes.
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After the announcement of the election, it became easy for the Samiti to make its aim known to the
people. It began to make feverish preparations to avail of this golden opportunity but its means were
limited and through much brainstorming and heated discussion, it looked for new ways to spread its
word.

Whenever a political party would hold a rally, the Samiti would land up there with all its equipment. It
had a tractor-trolley and a few wooden benches. A loud speaker and the music band of Dhaule Wale
Jagtar completed the ensemble. If required, the benches were placed on top of the trolley to form a
makeshift stage.

After the grandiose speeches of the leaders were over and the people started returning home, Jagtar
would start plucking the strings of his instruments. The high notes would attract attention and alter the
course of the people’s feet, compelling them to return to the venue.

The Samiti would not give long-winded speeches to explain its intentions. What it would do was call
people who had been harassed by the police, courts and management boards of ‘reformatories’ on
stage and allow them to narrate their sad stories in their own words.

The responsibility of conducting these activities during rallies was Samu’s, the chairman of the Risikh,
Bazigar and Sansi communities. He would sometimes invite Karimu on stage, at other times Buaji or he
might ask Nikko to come up too.

Karimu had been born into the Risikh community but he had not adopted the traditional profession of
his forefathers. His father had been against the practice of distilling liquor or stealing and Karimu had
been sent to school to make a break with this ancestral tradition. Since he stayed on the bank of a river,
he was used to swimming for hours at a time. He also developed an interest in Kabaddi and wrestling.
The latter hardened his body and made him strong like iron. By the time he reached the eighth grade,
he had become a member of the Kabaddi team at the district level. He won the national junior wrestling
championship and was also trying his hand at swimming. His PT instructor thought that he would
definitely become a national level athlete. Why, if given the right guidance, he could even be an
international sportsman.

But the past would not let go off Karimu’s father. If he stayed outside for a month, he would be in jail
for six and in his absence it was difficult to keep the home fires burning. His father would remonstrate,
“Don’t be taken in by the instructor’s words. You must learn some skill or the other to be able to earn
your bread.” It was during this tug of war between the father and son that Karimu’s uncle got a new
job. He became friends with someone who sold posth. In the darkness of the night, he would bring in
two or three sacks of it to sell kilo by kilo when day broke. In a few days, the uncle’s attire became
sharper and the situation in the house also improved.

The uncle started persuading Karimu to join him and tried motivating him to give him a hand. However,
Karimu did not want to be insulted by the police on a daily basis and he kept evading his efforts to rope
him into his newfound trade.
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One day the police came to arrest the uncle who immediately ran away, leaving the sacks behind. The
police took Karimu along with them as security. The uncle did not present himself at the station nor did
he line the policeman’s pockets. After waiting for a week, the police framed Karimu for the sacks that
had been found and declared them to be his.

Having served a sentence of three years for no reason, Karimu was a completely changed person. As
soon as he came out of prison, he formed his own gang with a dozen burly and powerful young men like
himself. He bought scooters and daggers. As soon as the gang got wind of a truck of posth entering the
area, they would mount their scooters and set off to claim their share. If the police tried to stop them
on their way, they would engage in a physical fight. It could go either way - sometimes a policeman
would be beaten up and at other times one of their gang would suffer a broken arm. They were very
rarely caught however and soon they started receiving messages inviting them to join hands with the
police. This would ensure that they would have a peaceful time and the police could share the spoils.
However Karimu was filled with hatred for the police and had no wish to team up with them.

The enraged police made plans to pulverize his gang and first arrested him through a ruse. In order to
make him ineffectual forever, they sprinkled some substance into his eyes which, within a span of ten
days, caused him to go blind. Handicapped by his lack of sight, he had been sitting at home for the past
ten years, doing nothing.

Karimu’s eyes would brim over with tears as he narrated his story. He would say with a lump in his
throat, “if the police had not framed me in a false case, if they had not blinded me, | would have been a
celebrated sportsman and my life would have been filled with happiness.” The attentive audience would
also be moved to tears.

Buaji’s story was very similar to Karimu’s. He had been born in a family of Bazigars and his parents were
in the profession of putting up street side acrobatic shows. He had been trained by his parents from a
very young age to be supple and by the time he became a young man, he could run as fast as a railway
train. He could jump to a distance of ten feet and pole vault over a twelve foot wall. He was soon
winning a number of prizes at the village games of Kilaraipur. Then these very skills became his enemy.
The scion of the Garewals grew anxious fearing that at the next tournament Buaji would snatch his
medal away and to preempt this, he informed the police that Buaji would regularly stand by the
roadside at night and loot passersby.

Instead of relying on Buaji’s present records, the police chose to consider the records of his ancestors
and on this basis, arrested him and threw him into jail. The incarceration meant that he missed out on
his practice sessions. The police did not stop at imprisoning him but broke his right leg too, to slow him
down further. He was now experiencing hell on earth after being rendered a cripple in this horrible
manner.

At the end of this narration, Buaji would heave a sigh and say, “The sports minister had appreciated my
speed and had promised to give me a job with the police. If they had not ruined my record, | would
have been a police officer today.” And as Buaji’s eyes filled with tears, so did the eyes of his listeners.
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Then Nikko and Biro would come up on stage. They would display the words ‘thief’ and ‘pickpocket’
that had been branded on their foreheads. They would then tell the audience that because of this
reputation, they had remained unmarried even though they had crossed thirty five years of age.

Seeing that the iron was now hot, Shamu would take the mike and ask the audience, “Can the police
who torture people and force them into a life of crime ever contribute to the building of a good
society?”

The people would answer in unison, “No, never!”

At the next meeting, Ashok would call onstage the witnesses in the Bunty murder case — Deshraj, Kamal
Prasad and Radhe Shyam.

Deshraj would swear that the police and the Yuva Sangh had forced him to tell a lie. “l do have a
utensils store but Pala had never sold stolen items to me nor did he ever buy anything from my shop.
Being a servant of Lalaji’s and swayed by sentiment, | uttered an untruth. The Samiti has made me
realize my mistake and there is a burden on my mind: innocents have been punished because of me. |
have come to the people’s court to cleanse my soul. People, please forgive me.”

Kamal Prasad would address them in much the same manner: “The letter pad that had been produced
during the trial was printed by me on the instructions of the police. They told me that Pala and Meeta
had killed Bunty and that they were also extremely clever and would never be caught. Hence it was
necessary to speak some lies in order to bring them to justice. | lied to satisfy the law. Now | want to go
to the court and give my statement again but the court is not prepared to give me a chance to do so. |
present myself before you to punish me for my mistake.”

Sometimes Kehar Singh and his assistant Nattha would be produced in the people’s court.

Kehar was a Zamindar and Nattha was his siri. The two of them were in the habit of quarrelling with
each other frequently. Kehar had reprimanded Nattha a number of times and Nattha had often left the
house in a sulk, coming back later on his own when he calmed down.

The last time he had gone off in a huff, he did not return for ten days. Kehar Singh grew worried and
looked for him everywhere but when he could find no clues to his disappearance, he filed a missing
person’s report.

When the police came to investigate the matter, certain people with ulterior motives told them that
Nattha was in an illicit relationship with Kehar’s wife; Kehar had seen them in an objectionable situation,
had hacked Nattha to death on the spot and flung the body into the canal. How could Nattha be found
now? Others added some more spice to the story.

Someone would aver that he had himself seen the couple in a compromising position but had not
mentioned it to Kehar out of fear. Another would claim that Kehar beat his wife frequently and that he
had been a witness to it. Someone else swore that he had seen Kehar washing his blood soaked hoe at
the water pump. Still another alleged that Kehar had thrown a blood soaked sack into the canal in front
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of him. The police recorded all their statements in writing. They then arrested Kehar on the charge of
murdering Nattha. They went to Rajasthan and brought back photographs of a decaying corpse as well
as some clothes. The witnesses identified the body and the clothes as that of Nattha’s.

The witnesses recited their memorised statements in court which accepted their stories to be true.
Kehar was sentenced to ten years of imprisonment for the murder of Nattha and destruction of
evidence.

An old sadhu - an ascetic - came frequently to a small hut in the village, may the blessings of heaven be
showered upon him! He was aware of the story of Nattha’s murder and Kehar’s sentencing. During the
Kumbh fair in Haridwar, he happened to see Nattha ploughing the field at a sadhu’s ashram. He came
quietly back to the village and informed Kehar’s relatives who then went to Haridwar and caught hold of
Nattha. When Kehar’s lawyer produced Nattha in the High Court, Kehar’s appeal was granted and he
was acquitted.

After Kehar’s tale, Nattha would take up the narration of his own story.

“After | left home, angry with Kehar Singh, | went to the village square. There were some sadhus there
who had come from Haridwar. | listened to their discourse which described this life as full of sorrows
and their advice at the end to renounce it seemed right. The sermon touched my soul and | went away
to Haridwar with them. Later, | got to know that | had been reported missing and then that Kehar had
been sentenced on the charge of having killed me. Out of fear of the police and Kehar, | continued to
stay with the sadhus. And now you can see Nattha fit and fine before you”.

Then Pyare Lal would ask the audience, “Will such a sightless law help to solve your problems?” And
they would again respond, “No, never.”

Do the “reformatories” at present actually reform the prisoners or corrupt them further? Tarsem from
the Helpline would come on stage to enlighten the people about this subject.

He would then invite Nannu who had spent two years in jail, to join him. The eight year old Nannu did
not know what his past was. It was possible that he had been born of an illicit relationship and was
thrown into a rubbish heap as soon as he emerged into this world. Perhaps a gang of beggars had
kidnapped him or his poverty stricken parents, unable to care for him, had left him to his fate at the
railway station. All that he knew was that the man he called his father begged for alms all day at the
wooden bridge and would cover himself with a blanket at night to sleep at the same spot. He would
squeeze Nannu in close to him. On an intensely cold night, his father died. Considering him to be
homeless, the cooperation people had taken the body to the cremation ground and Nannu to the police
station. From there, Nannu reached the prison.

Now the child would share his jail experiences with the audience. Basu taught him to pick pockets.
Neelu taught him to smoke cigarettes and Kalu showed him how to break into peoples’ houses. Tarsem
would stop him midway and ask the people, “Will helpless children become good citizens in this
manner?” The audience would ponder deeply over the answer.
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Then Debu, the rickshaw puller would narrate his tale of woe.

Initially, Debu had started off by selling illicit liquor. The union members encouraged him to give up a
life of crime and he started pulling a rickshaw to earn his livelihood. He could not make ends meet by
taking a rickshaw on rent as he had to give up more than half of his earnings to the owner. Sometimes
he had to get some repairs done which meant going to bed hungry. The union decided to prevent Debu
from returning to his earlier life by helping him to get a bank loan on easy installments. He could pay
back the loan every month instead of paying the rent for the rickshaw which would be his own in a year
after which he would be able to eke out a comfortable existence.

However the bank did not approve the loan saying that Debu did not have a clean record. He had been
sentenced to prison a number of times and the bank could not risk bankruptcy by approving loans to
people with a criminal background.

Debu asked the audience what he should do now. Should he go back to his earlier life of crime?

Master Om Prakash was in the grip of a similar struggle. He had been sentenced to prison in a murder
case. He would not offer any justification, protest his innocence or make any statements about whether
or not he had committed the murder. He would tell them that he had been a teacher in a government
school at the time of going to jail and had been dismissed from service after he was found guilty. During
his imprisonment, he had taught several prisoners enough to make them capable of writing letters and
had been conferred various awards by many jail officers. He had been pardoned and when he was
released, he had been given a certificate of good character.

He would say that if he had committed a crime, he had already been punished for it. After having
completed his term of punishment, he should be given the right to lead his life like any other ordinary
citizen.

During his long imprisonment, the master had heard lengthy speeches given by the jail superintendent
and others across the spectrum right up to the chief minister. They would declare that the main aim of
prisons is to reform prisoners and make them good citizens. Prisoners would become good citizens only
when they were able to stand on their own feet and, to this end, the government was giving them value
education and practical skills to make them self-sufficient.

After his release, the master had filed an application requesting his old job back so that he could be
rehabilitated. The same government lawyer opposed this request vigorously saying that people who
had undergone imprisonment had no right to government jobs.

Now the master had no means of earning a livelihood and his question was whether the government
had made any arrangement for his rehabilitation. Or had it actually snatched away his livelihood?

On hearing that old prisoners narrated their sad stories at meetings organized by the Samiti, Bibo also
came there one day to share her own.

169



170

Bibo would go to the fields of the Chahal to pick grass and flowers. The Chahal’s son had a lecherous
eye on her and would try to flatter her at every opportunity. Bibo told him very clearly that she was not
that type of a woman and that she would remain faithful to the person she was married to. However,
the boy failed to understand this and, one day, seizing his chance, he tried to molest her. The enraged
Bibo thrashed him and was sent to prison for daring to do so. She had managed to snub the boy but
how many could she fend off in a jail filled with the likes of him? Having spent five years in jail, when
she returned home, Bibo was accompanied by a two year old daughter. She asked the people what she
should do with this gift from the “reformatory”. Then she would ask the prominent members of the
Stree Sabha, “Should our reformatories be like this?”

And the people would again respond, “No, never.”

Towards the end, Pyarelal would take the stage and say, “This is what we have as our justice system. Is
this system capable of solving our problems? Did our freedom fighters dream of this kind of a Rama
Rajya?” The people would say, “No” and then counter with a question of their own, “So how can our
problems be solved?” Pyarelal would reply, “By changing the entire political structure.”

As they listened to all these stories of the Samiti, people’s faces would go red with anger. They would
raise their arms and shout slogans, demanding their right to a complete overhauling of the system.

“How can we change the old framework? What will the new one be like?” And to explain this to the
people, Baba would come before them or sometimes Gurmeet would take the mike.
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That day, it was the festival of the worship of the cow (Gau Pooja). In the chhadya barrack of the men
who had remained unmarried for some reason or the other, there was an atmosphere of mourning
however, instead of celebration. The prisoners would always wait for this day for all of eleven months
and twenty nine days.

The chief warder of this barrack, Hari Om was a cow worshipper and he would visit the cow shelter
(Gaushala) every morning. He would touch the cow’s feet and offer fodder, go to the temple and only
after that would he report for duty.

He would be full of enthusiasm a week before the festival. He would personally supervise the cleaning
of the barrack, call a barber and get the prisoners shaved. The Pandit (priest) would come in the
morning; there would a ceremony; singing of hymns; a havan, the ritual burning of offerings. Then
halwa and sweet pudding would be distributed. Everyone was exempted from labour that day. For the
prisoners, it was like a wedding celebration.

This time when there was no activity at all even till the last day, the prisoners felt that something was
seriously amiss and tried to find the reason for this strange hush. Gandhi thought that Hari Om had
been unusually silent ever since Modan had come into the barrack.
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Most of the prisoners in the chhadya barrack had committed similar crimes. Seethe had raped a four
year old child while Gandhi had done the same with a sixty five year old woman. Deese had pounced
upon a twelve year old servant in the shop and Hamir had scaled the wall of the eunuch’s complex.

While Modan’s crime was the most repugnant of the lot, it was not unfamiliar. Bestial acts with calves
of cows or sheep had been reported in the newspapers earlier as well. That Hari Om should have been
so incensed with Modan over his having committed this act with a goat didn’t seem logical. That the
owner of the goat had filed a case of bestiality and the police had believed him, conducted an
investigation and that the judge had subsequently sentenced him to a term in prison over such a minor
matter also beggared belief.

It all boiled down to one thing — Modan was a riddle and the riddle needed to be solved. They
surrounded him to find out the truth and he told them his story without apparently concealing any facts.
He was the thirty five year old son of Nikko Kaharin. The eldest in the house. His younger brother was a
teacher and his sister in law was a clerk in the BDO’s office. When he was quite young, he had been
afflicted by a fever. His mother had dipped him into the lake in the dark of night as a cure on the advice
of a village healer. By evening, the fever had worsened and his right leg was paralysed. There was a
bulge in his stomach, his back grew a hump and he appeared more an animal than a boy. Other lads
would tease him and call him a camel. Gradually, he came to be known by this name in the entire village
and people knew him less as Modan and more as the camel.

Modan’s father was the watchman of the village and would sometimes go away to work for daily wages.
When he had some free time, he would work at feeding fodder to the cattle of the Sardars. His mother
would go to the fields by day to cut grass and gather firewood and in the evenings would roast grain
over the fire. She would clean the utensils in houses whenever there was a wedding or some other
feast. Days passed by in this manner, somehow or the other .

Modan’s father, Bapu wished to educate him and he managed to pass the fifth grade by dint of
thrashings with a stick and unceasing admonishment. When he was in the sixth grade, there was a
brake in the momentum as he was unable to grasp the finer nuances of his studies. It was not his fault
as the fever had affected not only his body but his brain as well.

Bapu withdrew him from the school with a heavy heart. A fifth grade pass was not about to be offered a
job anywhere. Dragging a paralysed leg, he was not capable of daily wagering either.

Listening to the Patwari’s (record keeper of land ownership) advice, Modan was sent to train with the
tailor, Bhola. In one year, he had learnt to sew on buttons and after a lot of struggle, to stitch clothes in
a span of two years. His brain refused to help him out here as well and he stopped short of being a
skilled worker.

Modan’s younger brother had grown bigger. He was healthy and intelligent. Bapu started visualising
the fulfillment of his dreams in that boy and paid more attention to him while ignoring Modan. The
younger brother completed his JBT course and taught for a year in a private school. Then he landed a
government job and matrimonial offers for him started pouring in.
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The father and son would refuse all proposals, “We will get the elder one married first and only then
think about the younger.”

At times, if someone came to see Modan, they would reproach the matchmaker with the comment that
instead of handing over their daughter to a deformed man, one who looked like the sage Ashtavakra
(literally meaning eight bends), it would be better to push her into a well. They would then walk away.

The younger brother was getting older. “If you continue to remain obstinate like this for another couple
of years, you will remain unmarried too”, people warned him. The father hardened his heart and finally
got the younger one married off before the elder. Modan was sad at remaining unmarried but was
consoled to some extent by the thought that there was at least a young woman in the house now. The
elders would say that even if one male got married in the house, the new bride would serve the needs of
everyone.

Listening to the folk tales of the village and on being egged on by his friends, Modan tried his best to
flatter and please his sister in law. But, far from getting closer to him, she was not prepared to even
raise the veil from her face in his presence.

One day, summoning up all his courage, Modan pinched her furtively on her back. She turned on him
like a hungry tigress. He fell at her feet, touched his ears in supplication and somehow managed to
extricate himself from the situation. This had not been the only time that he had had to face the
prospect of a thrashing from a woman.

The first time, he had been daring enough to squeeze the breast of a customer, Gelo on the pretext of
measuring her for a kurti to be stitched. Modan had heard that she was ‘one of those types’ and was
conducting affairs with several men, all at the same time. She had been talking and laughing with
Modan as well. He had hardly begun to feel the pleasure of the softness of her breast when his cheek
stung with a resounding slap.

“Kanjara (bastard)! Have you even looked at your Narada-like monkey face (according to one legend) in
the mirror? Is this a face to indulge in amorous play?” And Gelo had stalked away, leaving him shaken
to the core.

Many years later, he had gathered up his courage once more to approach a woman. Opposite Modan’s
house was the residence of an army man who was posted out and was therefore absent for eleven
months in a year. When it was time for him to be at home on leave, his wife would appear docile and
demure like a drenched cat. When he was away, she would open the back door of her house to many
men. She knew that Modan was aware of everything that went on. He would sometimes joke with her
emboldened by his belief that she was a woman of bad character and she would respond by laughing at
his teasing.

One night, sensing an opportunity, he entered her house. Without a moment’s hesitation and uncaring
of the consequences, she had picked up her shoe to beat him with and uttered all the cruel words that
Gelo had hurled at him earlier.
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After the incident with his sister in law, Modan could never muster the courage to even glance at
another woman who was not related to him. Now that one of his own had insulted him so profoundly,
what could be expected from a stranger? He started believing strongly that he was not destined to feel
a woman’s touch and lived out his days downing the bitter draught of resignation.

His brother and sister in law would leave for work and Modan would be left sitting at home, stitching
garments. On that fateful day like any other day, he had been seated in the verandah, sewing. At the
door of the large room, a male and female sparrow attracted his attention. They were both engaged in
love play and the male had mounted the female several times. The female would flutter her wings and
call out to the male repeatedly with the characteristic ‘chida, chida’ cry. After resting for a few
moments, the male would mount her again. Modan’s grip on the handle of the sewing machine
loosened and his entire body quickened. The blood seemed to flow faster in his veins and his mind was
filled with lust. He wanted to transform himself into a male sparrow and mount the female. He had felt
this kind of sensation many times earlier as well. He would have to run home on seeing mating dogs in
the lane or newly lactating cows or buffalos in the veterinary hospital. Sometimes he would go to the
bathroom or hold on to a she-dog or a goat to pleasure himself. Many times, he had been butted by a
calf or bitten by the she-dog but the mental and physical satisfaction that the act gave him made the
injuries inconsequential.

Earlier there had been a cow at home but that had gone after his mother died.

Modan went out and ran his eye down the lane. A goat was rubbing its back on the neighbour’s wall.
Modan caressed it and coaxed it to come inside. He seemed to hear footsteps in the lane and a rustling
sound like whispers outside his house. He had difficulty controlling the goat and did not have the time
to investigate what was happening outside. All he could think of was the act he was engaged in with a
mind clouded with lust. The seriousness of Modan’s situation was brought home to him when the
neighbours burst into his yard. Modan did not get the chance to even slip on his underpants. He was
first beaten up with shoes in his yard and then dragged before the Panchayat and humiliated dreadfully.
This was followed by a police thrashing.

Two days later, the anger of the villagers began to abate and having made him rub his nose on the
ground to indicate his penitence, the neighbours forgave him. The Panchayat imposed a fine of five
hundred rupees and gave him another chance to mend his ways. What fine should the police impose?
They were still considering this matter when the incident was reported in the newspapers. On reading
the news, an animal-loving association started exerting pressure for punitive action. They came to the
village and held demonstrations outside Modan’s house. They took out a procession through the town
and submitted a demand letter to the police captain. A case was filed and a trial held after which he
was sentenced. The prisoners listening to his story were also lonely bachelors and more experienced
than he in such matters. They felt that the story did not add up and that Modan was concealing
something. And they thought right.

Modan had committed the act not with a goat but with the calf of a cow. The Shiva Sena had taken up
arms in the holy war and the judge had sentenced him so that the religious sentiments of the public
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would not be hurt. Modan had not told his lie voluntarily but had been instructed by the old warder at
the entrance and the munshi at the chakkar to alter certain details in his story.

“You will be sent to the chhadya barrack. The chief warder of that barrack, Hari Om, is a good man but a
cow worshipper and he might treat you with great harshness. Even if he abuses you, you must keep
quiet. If he hits you, endure it. His anger will gradually cool down”. But the Shiva Sena people seemed
intent on hounding Modan to death. Due to Hari Om’s love for cows, they were in touch with him and
they advised him: “The law has not dealt strictly with Modan and has in fact been very lenient. Is a
sentence of three years any punishment at all? Such sinners should be hanged to death. You have to
see to it that his life in prison is so hellish so that no one ever dare do such a thing ever again.”

Hari Om made up his mind to follow these instructions to the letter. Modan was to be sent to the
chhadya barrack in any case but to make sure that he didn’t get himself allotted to a different one out of
fear of the warder, Hari Om went to the chakkar to see to it personally. Before meeting Modan, Hari
Om’s temper was at a fever pitch. He had imagined Modan to be a strong, well-built, dark man and had
oiled his stick in readiness to ‘welcome’ him in the morning. He had planned to strip the sinner in the
chakkar, break his bones and drag him screaming to the barrack. If asked, he would tell everyone about
Modan’s crime.

However, the sight of the twisted dried up body of this step child of destiny made half his anger vanish.
But in spite of his afflictions, Modan’s sin was not one that could be forgiven.

Bringing him out of the chakkar, Hari Om stripped Modan naked and examined his body closely. He
could not find a single spot where he could land his stick.

Irritated, Hari Om landed four or five hard slaps on his face and trampled his fallen turban under his feet
on the ground. He had thought that Modan would have long hair under the turban and he would drag
him to the barrack by his hair. But there was only a head of cropped hair that he could see. Hari Om
pulled his hair and beard and kicked him. He did not have any black colour handy or he would certainly
have blackened his face. Modan submitted quietly to the beating. He himself considered the cow a
mother. Who knows what demon had possessed him that day! He had committed a sin and whatever
punishment was meted out to him would not be enough.

Seeing Modan being beaten up, the chakkar munshi and the warder came running up to them. Hari Om
was not prone to anger. They could not understand what Modan had done to provoke him to that
extent.

“This bastard has raped our cow mother. | will kill him”, said Hari Om, panting and explaining the reason
for his behavior. The munshi ran off and fetched some water for him to drink. It was only then that Hari
Om'’s breathing began to steady itself.

“You have to protect my reputation. The wickedness of this sinner cannot be disclosed to anyone else.
All that should be revealed is that he had committed the bestial act with a goat.” The chakkar
employees enjoined upon Modan to remain silent as well. He was already quite terrified. The Shiva
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Sena members had ensured that he had been sent to jail. If there was someone like them within the jail,
he was sure to be dispatched to hell. He swore to stay silent. Modan edited certain facts in his story
and kept his promise when he narrated it to his fellow prisoners. With the presence of a sinner of such
magnitude as Modan in the barrack, it was not possible to hold the Gau Pooja. And that was why Hari
Om had decided not to conduct the ceremony that year.

So that the prisoners were left in no doubt, the munshi had declared the previous night, “Tomorrow all
jail activities will go on as usual, as on any ordinary day.” As soon as this announcement was made, the
faces of the prisoners fell. They felt anxious and sensed that the celebration had not been cancelled
without a reason but that some catastrophe was going to ensue. They whispered among themselves all
night and as soon as dawn broke, sat around with beating hearts.

Every year, Hari Om used to come to the barrack on the day of the Puja at dawn. There would be a large
tilak (auspicious mark) on his forehead and his countenance would be bathed in a pious glow. That day
however, he appeared only around the noon closing of the barrack. His face was suffused with anger
and his eyes were red.

He went straight to the barrack and swooped down like an eagle on Modan who was resting. He lifted
him by his hair, dragged him to the yard, ripped his kurta open with one jerk and removed his knickers.
The naked Modan started trembling. He did not have the courage to even ask what his fault was. The
other frightened and subdued prisoners cowered, trying to stay out of sight. “Come out, all of you!
Listen to what crime he has committed. And then see the punishment for his sin.” The prisoners were
forced to come out, bound as they were by orders and stood around with palms pressed together in
supplication. “This villain, this bastard has dishonoured my beloved cow mother. He deserves to be in
hell. Imprisonment is not the right punishment for this crime. The punishment for his sin is this!”

And Hari Om pushed Modan to the ground and flipped him over. He then shoved his stick with both
hands and with great force into Modan’s rectum. Modan gasped and flapped around like a fish. The air
was rent with screams but no one came forward to help him and he slowly subsided into silence. The
ground was covered with blood. The redness in Hari Om’s eyes started receding and his heartbeat
returned to normal. His mind was now calm and he looked around at the other prisoners like a victor.
Everyone was standing with head bowed. Hari Om felt even more relieved.

Hari Om had been angry with Modan from the very first day and had wanted to strangle him. He wished
to rip his body open right down the middle. He wanted to cut off the male organ of one who had dared
to dishonour the cow. Today, his wish to punish him had been fulfilled. Having done what he wanted,
he removed the stick from Modan’s anus, cleaned it with a kerchief and walked out of the barrack
dusting his clothes.
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The entire jail had been buzzing with just one bit of news for a week: “the most beautiful prisoner in the
women’s ward, Hema, is pregnant.” Who was the father of the unborn child? It wasn’t difficult to guess
the answer. The assistant daroga, Santokh Singh had been nicknamed the government’s stud bull. It
was strictly prohibited for men to enter the female ward and, if any male did need to go there under
special circumstances, dozens of permissions had to be applied for and signatures required on heaps of
papers.

However, as far as Santokh Singh was concerned, it was as though he had acquired a free pass into that
ward and could go there whinnying away, at any time of the day or night. Santokh Singh would declare
every fortnight that he had seduced such and such a prisoner and that it was so and so’s turn next.

After a couple of months, he would again announce, “l have impregnated a Jatni”. Sometimes he would
name a Baniain, at other times, a Khatrani (women belonging to various upper castes). If even ten per
cent of his boasts were to be believed, he had fathered hundreds of children.

The prisoners were indifferent to whether he was telling the truth or just fibbing. All that they were
interested in were his juicy descriptions about activities which they sorely felt were lacking in prison.
Santokh Singh was a tall man, with a strong body. On the basis of these physical attributes, he had been
appointed as a warder in the jail as soon as he passed the tenth grade.

He had been interested in studies right from his childhood and so, while holding down a job, he had
continued to pursue his education. As soon as he obtained his Bachelor’s degree, he became the chief
warder. It was an essential requirement to have a BA degree to become an assistant daroga and there
were many posts that had been reserved for Dalits lying vacant due to this stipulation. Santokh Singh
was the first Dalit warder who could fulfill all the conditions. He became assistant daroga after three
years and would very soon be elevated to the post of deputy. People thought that he would definitely
become a superintendent by the time he retired. Santokh Singh had made unparalleled progress in
every field. His fine sartorial style and speech would never suggest that he had, at one time,
accompanied his mother as a boy to the fields to collect grass.

Santokh Singh had put his past behind but there was one thing that dogged him yet. In her youth, his
mother had been regularly exploited sexually in the havelis and later, his sister had suffered the same
fate in the fields. When he grew older, he realised that Dalit women were objects to be used for the
pleasure of the seths and zamindars and they could enjoy them whenever they wished.

The fire of revenge burnt continually in Santokh’s heart. He would go to the women’s ward not to
satisfy his lust but to quench that fire. He felt that by defiling the women of the upper castes, he was
bringing peace to the souls of his ancestors. Hema’s name was recorded as Hema Malini in the history
sheet. She was otherwise known as Hema Sharma. Santokh had by now shattered the arrogance of
every other caste and it was only the pandit’s honour that was still left to be sullied. A panditain like
Hema had come within reach of his grasp with some difficulty and he was impatient to net this fish.
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Hema Sharma had been sentenced to five years for the offence of running a brothel in Mayanagar. Her
appeal had been hanging fire in the High Court for one and a half years. As soon as the hearing was
held, she was sure to be acquitted. Hema had not allowed even a single witness to give their testimony
against her in the lower court. She had had everyone retract their initial statements but the person
occupying the judge’s chair imagined that he was the son of the god of dharma (righteousness) and
would preach to Hema at every hearing. Hema would listen to his sermon with one ear and let it flow
out of the other. Hema could also have given a long speech regarding her own compulsions but she
thought it better to remain silent. What was the use of playing the pipes before a buffalo! The judge
was irked when he perceived that his preaching had no effect on Hema. If, going by the legal criteria,
she could not be pronounced guilty, that was fine. But the judge’s eyes and ears were wide open. The
whole of Mayanagar knew that she would lure young girls and tempt them into unethical activities. She
deserved punishment according to the code of ethics and having gathered information from various
sources, he sentenced her to five years in prison. She would have a hard time of it trying to get
acquitted. This punishment was enough.

And Hema sure had had a hard time of it. Her entire business had collapsed. Others had enticed her
girls away and put them to work for their own gains. If Hema had to stay for even one more year in
prison, she would have to, when she was finally released, sit outside a temple or a mosque with a
begging bowl. Her fellow prisoners explained to her that Santokh Singh was an influential man. His
paternal aunt’s son was a lawyer in the High Court who came to the jail every week to take on new
cases. Santokh helped his cousin and whoever hired him as their lawyer found that he could paddle
them to shore safely.

Hema had crossed forty years of age and her skin had started to sag. Some hints of silver gleamed in her
hair. But Hema knew how to adorn herself, had acquired the arts of concealing her age and she now
took full advantage of this skill. Attracting the daroga to her was child’s play. The ghee came running to
meet the fire!

On the pretext of consultation with the lawyer, the assistant daroga would call Hema to his office every
week and take her to his quarters.

Hema was experienced at her profession and had not allowed even one of her girls to become pregnant.

God only knows how she fell into that trap herself. She didn’t let anyone get even a hint of it for four
months. She was in a dilemma over what her course of action should be, feeling at times that she
should give birth to the baby. She had not let herself become pregnant for over a decade earlier as it
would have affected her business. Then Nature was displeased with her and she could not get pregnant
for the next ten years in spite of trying to. Now, if the Almighty had been kind to her, she should receive
it with joy.

This was the best time to give birth as the baby would be born during her period of incarceration. No
one outside would ever get to know and by the time she was released, Hema would be like a lightly
flitting butterfly once more.
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Hema was not her real name but the alias that she used for her business. She had a number of assumed
names which she used to deceive people. She would be Sadhana, Hema or Bobby. Her real name was
Ram Dulari. According to the jail records, the baby would be born to Hema Malini. No one would ever
come to know which Hema Malini had given birth to the child.

There was just one fear — what if the baby in her womb was a girl? She did not want to induct her into
the profession. But then she would not be able to eke out a living without diving into the business. Like
the proverb which says that ishqg and mushqg cannot stay hidden — love and perfume will invariably
reveal themselves — news of Hema’s pregnancy spread through the ward and she started receiving
congratulations from all sides.

On receiving the greetings, she was at first ashamed — what had she done! Then she was filled with a
sense of contentment and the intoxication of impending motherhood. Her fickle mind steadied and she
made up her mind that no matter what people said, she would accept the gift of this Krishna-like baby
who would be born in prison like the god himself had been born in a prison in Mathura.

When Santokh heard the news, he rushed to the women’s ward where Hema confirmed its veracity.
For many days after that, Santokh strutted around the entire jail like an elephant in heat narrating to the
prisoners how he had made a pandit woman pregnant.

But suddenly the intoxication changed to melancholy. The rumour was that there had been a complaint
made against Santokh and the main office had appointed an officer to investigate. The enquiry could
begin any day and a DNA test might be conducted on Hema’s baby to determine paternity.

Santokh rushed to Hema once more and started issuing orders: “The child should be aborted before the
officer arrives to conduct the enquiry.” Hema was miserable. She would talk to the baby all day, weave
dreams for the future. She could not abort the child now.

She declared, “I will give a statement to the investigating officer saying that | was not seduced by
anyone nor was | forced into a relationship. | am giving birth to this baby of my own free will. | will not
tell anyone that this baby is yours.”

Santokh had not expected this of Hema and he tried to persuade her. “The officer is bound to ask who
had intercourse with a woman who is locked up in jail. People will immediately name me and | will be
the one trapped in the net.” But Hema wouldn’t budge an inch.

Santokh approached the doctor, brought him to the women’s ward and had Hema medically examined.
The doctor said that the pregnancy had advanced to six months and there was danger to both mother
and child if an abortion was attempted now.

Santokh pleaded with him, stuffed his pocket with wads of cash and appealed to him in the name of
their friendship. “We have had abortions done earlier too and everyone is fine and healthy. It doesn’t
matter if Hema dies — it would actually be an advantage as all evidence of the pregnancy would be
obliterated.”
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But the doctor was not prepared to risk his own job in order to save Santokh’s and told him that the spy
who had given the information about Santokh could as well report him too.

“Take Hema to the civil hospital. There are all kinds of medical specialists there who will have a panacea
for your ills.”

The doctor helped Santokh in another way by pronouncing Hema to be suffering from typhoid and
recommending that she be taken to the civil hospital for treatment.

Hema protested. “l am fine. Why am | being taken to the civil hospital?”

The doctors in the civil hospital offered the same advice as Shakti Kumar had. “The baby cannot be
aborted without the consent of the patient. Hema opposes it. If we force her into it, she will drag us
into the mess with you. The signs of abortion do not fade quickly.”

They had one suggestion: “Let us wait for another month and deliver the baby in the seventh month.
Hema can be saved and the baby dispatched to its final destination.”

Santokh liked the suggestion. He spoke to the people in the Main Office and had the enquiry postponed
for a couple of months. Now the buzz in the prison was, “Hema will be forcibly taken to the hospital
next month. The baby will be delivered at seven months and killed. Then they will shield Santokh.”
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Hakam was prohibited from meeting the prisoners of other barracks without a valid reason. He was not
permitted to write applications for them any more or side with them in any way.

Inspite of this, he had all the news about everything — good or bad - that happened within the jail.

Hakam knew that reports of the incident concerning Modan had spread through the prison like wild fire.
Everyone from the warder to the superintendent had rushed to the hospital to help Hari Om. There was
only one refrain on everybody’s lips:

“Hari Om cannot crush even an ant. If Modan had committed a crime overcome by lust, Hari Om too
was swept away by his religious sentiments and made a mistake. He deserves to be pardoned.” Dr
Shakti Kumar’s sister-in-law was getting married and he was on leave for three days. The doctor who
was on duty in his stead was a nervous man and he was not prepared to meddle with the records. The
superintendent wished him to state that Modan had fallen on rods by accident but the doctor would not
agree. The patient was in a serious condition and anything could happen to him. The doctor was not
willing to take a risk of any kind.

He prepared a report of Modan’s injuries and sent it to the police station for ‘necessary action’. The
patient was not expected to regain consciousness for at least two days and by the time he did so, Dr
Shakti would be back. Then it would be up to Shakti and Modan.
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The doctor removed the snake from his neck and transferred it to the neck of the police.

The thanedar was brought around to their view by the jail employees. Randhir Singh got in touch with
the police captain to convince him that a member of the jail staff should not come to harm on account
of a prisoner. At the same time, the superintendent assured the captain: “As soon as the prisoner
regains consciousness, | will have the matter hushed up.”

The relationship between the police and the jail employees is like khichdi and ghee. They need to
interact with each other on a daily basis and so the police put the issue on the back burner till Modan
came back to the land of the living.

The doctor gave Modan expensive and fast-acting medicines to make him fit again. He was given a
month’s ‘rest’ and exempted from work. Hari Om offered a formal apology and Modan’s anger
subsided.

Then the police arrived to record his statement. He stated immediately, “I had gone to collect the fire
wood for the langar. | slipped and fell on an upright stick that penetrated me.”

The doctor corroborated Modan’s statement. “The injury was due to the penetration of a piece of wood
which happened all of a sudden.”

The matter was buried. The jail returned to its usual routine. Confined to his barrack, Hakam was
anguished at the injustice that Modan had been subjected to. “All animals are equal in the eyes of law
and there is no difference between a goat and a calf. He was already undergoing punishment for the
crime that he had committed. Hari Om had no right to administer additional punishment. Hari Om has
committed an offence and he should be punished for it.”

Hakam wanted to raise the issue with the higher officials. In previous circumstances, he would have
done so himself. In the present situation, the witness could not be proactive when the plaintiff was
quiet, as the proverb goes. He could only grind his teeth in frustration and he did this all day.

Then he got a hint about the Hema case. On the one hand he felt happy that Santokh, who had set out
to reverse history and who considered women to be playthings, had finally been confronted with the
harsh reality. But he was sad too. If only Hema could contact him, he would save both the mother and
the baby.

Like Hakam, Hema too was helpless, confined within the four walls of the prison. And like Hema, Hakam
could do nothing more than heave sighs of sadness.
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The Chief Minister was extremely worried. The matter was getting more and more complicated by the
day and the intelligence agencies had started saying clearly: “Rein in the Samiti in whatever way you
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can. If it doesn’t stop its activities altogether, they should at least slow it down. If not, it would be
impossible for the Chief Minister and the ruling party to win the elections.”

These elections seemed to be landing a double blow to the Chief Minister. Bunty’s murder had taken
place about eight or nine years earlier and Lalaji’s supporters had forgotten Bunty. Lalaji himself was an
invalid now, confined to his bed. The Yuva Sangh had ceased to be really active. Ever since the Samiti
had revealed the names of the killers and exposed the investigation for what it had been, the remaining
workers of the Yuva Sangh had stopped supporting the Chief Minister. In the last elections, the issue of
arresting Bunty’s killers quickly and having them punished was one which had worked wonders for him.
At that time, the Samiti had not been very strong and the people did not believe that Pala and Meeta
were innocent.

This time, the very same issue was proving to be a bone stuck in the craw of the ruling party.

The Samiti was enjoying the election rallies. They would bring up different types of people on stage to
expose the false claims of the government and the members of the ruling party were having a hard time
facing the people. If the situation continued like that till the elections, the result would be exactly as the
intelligence agencies predicted.

The Chief Minister consulted his political advisors.

“We must recognize the mood of the people. Earlier they had demanded the arrest and execution of
Bunty’s killers. We achieved this and won by a huge margin. Now, if the people want them to be
released, then do it. Win the election once more by winning over the hearts of the people. The
supporters of Bunty’s killers are as few as grains of salt mixed in dough. We have everything to gain by
making this deal”.

On the advice of his counselors, the Chief Minister got in touch with the Samiti and outlined his plan.
“All your demands are justified. As soon as we are back in power, the first Bill to be passed in the
Assembly will be related to the amendment of the laws. Pala and Meeta will be declared innocent and
strict action will be taken against the police officers who made out a false case against them. A hefty
compensation will be paid to them for having been defamed and they will be assured of government
jobs. The Samiti should move an application for bail at once. The government will instruct the public

I”

prosecutor not to oppose it but rather help the accused to obtain bai

The Samiti was familiar with cunning jackal-like tactics like these. As soon as their purpose was
accomplished, these people would turn away and not even deign to recognize them any more.

The struggle of the Samiti was not directed against anyone in particular. They were aware that changing
the officials who occupied certain positions would not bring about any fundamental transformation in
the entire system from the grassroots. Their struggle would continue right till the last objective was
achieved.

The Samiti made a counter move. “If the Chief Minister is sympathetic towards the Samiti’'s demands,
then release Pala and Meeta immediately. Arrest the real killers before the elections.”

181



182

But the Chief Minister was not prepared to change horses in the midst of the battle. On seeing this
conflict between the Chief Minister and the Samiti, the opposition got in touch with the latter. “Your
struggle is already making things go in our favour. But if you declare your support for us openly, we will
be home safe and free.”

There was also the offer of returning the favour by appointing Samiti members to the amendment
committees. Theirs would be the dominant voice in the Jail Welfare Board. As soon as the government
took the oath, Pala and Meeta would be released. The Samiti clarified to the opposition that it was not
taking part in the elections and that they should fight their own battles.

The aims of the Samiti started being achieved during the run-up to the elections as the topic of a change
in the laws in tune with the changing times and the need to make them more people-friendly soon
gained momentum. Every political party took up this issue.

At every rally by every political party, there were promises made to amend the laws. In the election
manifestos, this started featuring as the main issue. On the last day of canvassing, the opposition party
declared, “As soon as we come to power, the first thing we will do is release Pala and Meeta. We will
present the Bill for amending the laws in the very first session of the Assembly.”

The Samiti continued to remain involved in its own efforts without being influenced by such seductive
and deceptive promises.
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The Chief Minister lost badly in the elections as did his party. Some organizations associated with the
Samiti were close to the political party currently in power. During the elections, some leaders of the
Stree Sabha and the Helpline had suggested that the Samiti should support the opposition. If they came
to power, they would accept the Samiti’s demands. The Samiti had convinced them against acting upon
this and prevented them from supporting any of the parties.

The jatthebandi, even though they had not supported the new chief minister openly, were with him in
their hearts. They had been hopeful that he would come to power and fulfill his promises. These
supporters watched the oath-taking ceremony with bated breath and believed that as soon as he took
oath, he would announce the release of Pala and Meeta.

When this did not happen, they began to despair. Baba Gurditta Singh explained to them:

“O good people! During the elections, the chief minister had campaigned in more than a hundred
constituencies. Each area has its own problems and in every place he had said the same thing: as soon
as | take oath, | will fulfill your demands. To swear that demands will be fulfilled as soon as the oath-
taking is over is a pet phrase used by all politicians. Be patient. The Chief Minister has to fulfill
hundreds of promises. As and when he remembers the promises, he will keep fulfilling them.”
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Then the news started appearing in the papers — “the members of the legislative assembly are angry
with the chief minister. Those clamouring for ministerial berths are many times more than the number
of posts available. How can the chief minister distribute one fruit amongst a hundred?”

It took the chief minister one month to sort out this problem. As soon as the cabinet of ministers was
formed, the uproar increased. Every minister wanted a department which had the potential to bring in
money for them. Dealing with this issue took another month.

Now his supporters started watching the news on TV closely and reading each word in the newspapers.
They believed that all the problems of the chief minister had now been settled effectively and he could,
at any moment announce the release of Pala and Meeta and declare major reforms in the laws.

The naive Panchayat members did not know that the previous government had focused not on enriching
the government treasury but their own pockets. The new government had been left with the legacy of
losses worth crores of rupees as well as massive debts. The first challenge that the government faced
was to fill up the government coffers. Something could be done only if money came in; development
plans would come after that.

The chief minister got busy inviting suggestions: “What are the new taxes that can be imposed on the
people?” He had no time at the moment to think about lesser matters like prisoners and the law.

The chief minister had not forgotten his promises. He did want to fulfill them too but everything has its
time. Public memory is short. If he were to fulfill his promises now, people would forget all that he had
done by the time the next elections came around. However, if the government made a mistake now,
that would certainly be remembered even later. He would fulfill his promises when the elections drew
nigh, bask in the praises of the public and rake in the prize of that approval. In any case, anything
achieved after having toiled and struggled for is more valued.

When the chief minister’s supporters saw nothing happening, they gave up in despair. The Samiti
accelerated its activities. It printed the promises made by the Chief Minister on large posters and in an
attempt to refresh public memory, pasted them all over in all the villages and cities.

The chief minister had enough personal experience of being lodged in jail and had also written a book
based on his observations which had detailed descriptions of the pathetic conditions of prisoners. The
Samiti started writing articles in the newspapers and asking questions of the chief minister by quoting
examples from his book. Why did life in jail now no longer seem to him to be an unhappy one? Why
was nothing being done to carry out reforms in jail administration?

The chief minister was not unaware of the Samiti’s activities. On seeing them accelerating their
campaign and taking note of the public enthusiasm for their cause, he formulated a plan. The ruling
party organized a huge rally in the city where the Samiti was based. There were enormous
advertisements in the newspapers proclaiming that major announcements would be made by the chief
minister at the rally. The representatives of the chief minister met the Samiti members and tried to
persuade them. The Chief Minister was going to frame new policies for amendment of the laws. What
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did the Samiti want? They should put their demands down in writing. Committees would be formed to
draft the amendments and the Samiti should give a list of their representatives who would serve on the
committees.

The Samiti understood the clever tactics of the chief minister. The government wished to form
committees to draw out matters indefinitely and just pass the time. They suggested: “What is the
necessity to form new committees? Many committees were constituted earlier as well. All you need to
do is dust off their reports. Do not waste any more time and ensure that whatever needs to be done is
acted upon immediately.”

This suggestion was not acceptable to the chief minister. Why should he recognize the work done by
previous governments? He wished to crown himself with the credit for his own work.

“If the Samiti does not wish to cooperate, so be it. | have made promises to the people, not to the
Samiti leaders.” And the chief minister proceeded to ignore the Samiti.

A massive rally was organized in the city according to the plan and the law minister gave a long speech
regarding the necessity of amending the laws. Amid applause, the chief minister made an
announcement and explained to the people: “It is not so easy to make amendments in the laws. When
the British formulated the laws for Indians, they took twenty years to deliberate upon and discuss what
should be done and how. Many of the laws have been made by the Centre and any amendments to
them will have to be done by the government at the Centre. Before making any changes, it is essential
to seek the advice of legal experts.” According importance to this essentiality, the government
announced the formation of a new Law Commission. A retired judge of the High Court was appointed
Chairman of the Commission and he was given the rank of a cabinet minister.

The other members of the commission were also nominated and announced and the commission was
warned that it would have to present its report within a year and that no delay would be tolerated.

An advisory committee was formed to counsel the government and, in addition to government officers,
representatives of political and social organisations were also nominated to the Committee. In order to
show how important these members were, it was declared that they would be given all the facilities that
were enjoyed by government officers.

A cabinet committee was set up to consider the suggestions offered by the commission and the advisory
committee. It was announced that all the laws would be amended within a period of three years.

The Chief Minister apologized for not releasing Pala and Meeta immediately and enumerated the
compulsions which prevented him from doing so: the Sessions Court had pronounced them guilty; the
case was pending with the High Court and the government had no authority to interfere in matters of
the judiciary. However, a special team had been formed under the charge of the IG (crime) to
investigate the Bunty murder case afresh, with instructions to examine all the facts related to the case
within three months.
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The Samiti was ordered to produce evidence which could prove that Pala and Meeta were innocent and
that Harmanveer and others were guilty of the crime. The Chief Minister reiterated his statement:
“Whatever the team suggests will be implemented at once. The matter will not remain indefinitely
suspended as it had been under the previous Chief Minister.”
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Gurnam’s men had spread their net wide inside the jail. There were a lot of people working in the langar
and along with the kettles of tea, they were also given packets of intoxicants which were then handed
over to the warder. The warder entrusted the packets to the head of the barrack who had been
personally chosen by Gurnam. This man, the Mukhiya, would make sure that the packets reached the
prisoners. By the time the tea was distributed, the laangari and the warder would have calculated the
amount of money involved in these transactions. The warder would then hand over the previous day's
earnings to the laangari. The laangari would go to the langar and give the money to the munshi who
would, in turn, after subtracting the jail employees’ share, take the rest to the owner. Business was
carried out honestly and the accounts were maintained scrupulously.

The jail rules stipulated that the barracks should be searched every month as this served to make the
antisocial elements think twice before trying any kind of devilry.

It was dangerous to carry out a search of the barracks of the addicts for it would unearth a large
quantity of posth, opium, and box upon box of tablets and injections. This would bring not only the
prisoners but also the officers into disrepute.

In order to save both sides from disgrace, Gurnam and the authorities came to an agreement. The
administration would give advance notice to Gurnam about the search whereupon Gurnam would alert
his men. The men would protect the drug addicts. In spite of all these precautions, if something was
recovered from a particular prisoner, he would be the one held solely responsible.

That day, the packets of drugs had not come with the tea kettles. The indication was clear - the barracks
might be searched at any time. Taking the hint, the addicts made themselves busy trying to stay safe.

Sadhu Singh usually kept a lot of the substance with him. He had no idea how to maintain a daily
account. His wife came to meet him every week and, along with some minor stuff, she would hand over
a 500 rupee note. He would buy posth in bulk and hoard it, consuming it slowly. It was only yesterday
that he had bought some posth and so there was plenty of it lying with him. He was now worried about
how to keep it safe. If he gave it to his companions, they would not give him any money in return. If he
gave it to the warder, he would never get it back. If he threw it into the gutter, it would go waste. He
sought out a few addicts like Nandu and sold it for whatever price he could get.

Nandu indulged excessively in drugs and would consume as much as he could lay his hands on. Fed up,
his family had fixed a quota and now he would get his packet every morning according to the fixed
amount. By evening, the packet would be finished and it would be difficult for him to get through the
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night. The day of a search was always painful for him. Not having taken the drug with his tea made him
anxious and brought on stomach cramps. He could do no work all day and would be thrashed for not
having done so. There would be the danger of being confined to his cell and he would have to face
innumerable difficulties. As soon as he heard the news of the impending search, he started looking for a
way out. He pleaded with his fellow prisoners: “Give me enough drugs to do my day’s work. Charge me
double, triple or whatever price you want.” Sadhu solved his problem and Nandu gulped half the stuff
down. The other half he put into his pocket. He planned to swallow the remainder as soon as he heard
the officials walking into the area. This ruse would not only help him to escape the search, but also to
avoid the withdrawal pangs.

Darawad's gang was in cahoots with the warder.  They put their tablets and injections into a bag,
wrote their names on top of it and entrusted it to him. As soon as the danger had passed, they would
get their stuff back.

All those who could neither sell nor hide their drugs consumed them quickly. The drug when taken in
small quantities did not give them a high but today they would be intoxicated all day and be as one with
the Supreme Being! Within an hour, the entire barracks had been cleaned out.

Everyone in the jail knew that Basant did not do drugs. But his was the heart that beat the fastest. He
felt as though the search was being conducted solely to trap him.

Basant had been sentenced to ten years on the charge of transporting posth in his truck. He had already
spent seven years in jail and had obtained a pardon for the remaining three on account of his good
conduct and calm demeanour. He could be released any day; only the orders from above were awaited.

But instead of the release order, instructions from officers in the main office started arriving: “Tell
Basant to make some ‘arrangements’.” The officers were of the opinion that such a day arrived for the
prisoner only after a million prayers. They wanted to be a part of his happiness on such an occasion and
hence he should send them 5000 rupees to sweeten their mouths in celebration.

The deputy superintendent would sometimes convey this message to Basant and at other times would
simply keep quiet. Ranjit Singh was aware of Basant's background. He had no one to call his own. No
one had even come to meet him in the last three years. He would not be able collect such a large
amount of money.

Basant was not unaware of the customs of the jail and was mindful of the necessity of money during the
last days that one spent here. It was to meet this inevitability that he had been saving up for the past
many years. But this was prison. Here money got spent - not saved.

Basant had one minor skill - in his days of youth, he had learnt to give massages. It was with this ability
that he had pleased his Ustad and had learnt in three years what would otherwise have been learnt in
ten. He had also pleased the jail officials by giving them massages and they would sometimes be kind
enough to allow him to wander around the B class barracks where he would earn 5 or 10 rupees of
which he would spend some and save the rest.
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Exercising great stinginess, he had managed to save 1800 rupees by pinching and scraping at every step.
He had placed the entire amount in front of the deputy but the authorities who mattered wouldn’t even
sniff at this meagre amount.

According to the prison rules, the order for release must be issued within one month of the missal (file)
reaching the main office. The officers examined the missal with a magnifying glass. Basant’s record was
clear as glass with not a single red mark on his history sheet. In spite of their strenuous efforts, the
missal overcame all hurdles and finally reached the IG’s desk.

The Sahib did not need to play any games. All he had to do was sign and send the missal back. This way,
the prisoner would be released without having to do anything. But the IG did not sign the file. He was
not bothered about the past but was certainly worried about the future. If releases like these continued,
he would never get any offerings from anybody and in these days of inflation, he was sure to die hungry.

They now proposed amongst themselves: “In order to protect our daily revenue, we need to place some
obstacle or the other in the path of his release.”

They contacted the deputy superintendent once more to give Basant one last chance. In all other cases
like this, what would happen was that the message would reach later while the kin of the prisoner
would be there with the money first. In most instances, the give and take was conducted through the
deputy. He would accept the money and bring it to them himself but this time he was silent.

The deputy was on the prisoner's side. Whatever Basant did have had already been sent. “Even a witch
takes pity and spares the houses of those closest to her own. Have some compassion for this poor man.
Another prisoner is to be released at the end of next month. | will make up for this loss then,” he
pleaded. The officers were made of another metal however, and refused to budge.

The deputy now gave up in the belief that it was a matter to be resolved between the officers and the
prisoner.

Ranjit Singh sincerely wished for Basant to be free. He was the one who had arranged for his pardon a
number of times and had recommended his early release. He fervently hoped that this would not be
prevented from happening - not on account of lack of money, at least.

Ranjit Singh found himself unable to sit quietly without trying to do something. He would call Basant to
his room morning and evening and explain to him that the community of officers was one of rascals and
that they might place hurdles on the path of his release.

Basant agreed with him. He earnestly wished to offer some money but where could he get his hands on
any? Once he had asked Singh with eyes filled with tears, “Can | sell my eyes or my kidney?” Unable to
answer him, the deputy felt a lump in his own throat too. From that day onwards, the two of them had
placed the threads of their destiny in the hands of the Almighty.

When Ranjit Singh too appeared to have become passive, the officers held another meeting.
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The Managing officer was elderly and the most experienced of the lot. After considerable thought, he
offered the following suggestion: “There is only one way to make Basant serve out his entire sentence
and that is to involve him in another case. Since he is not the quarrelsome type, it would be difficult to
get a loyal prisoner to fight with him and create a scene in the barracks. Drugs are commonly sold in the
prison. Let us arrange to place some opium in his pocket. This will ensure that one arrow will find two
targets - bringing drugs inside the jail is a crime. Accordingly, the facilities granted to a prisoner can be
withdrawn. Keeping an intoxicating substance in one’s possession is a separate offence and punishable
according to law”.

Ranjit Singh was chosen once more to bring this plan to fruition.

He was a fearless officer. It was only after many years that a prisoner like Basant had evoked pity in him.
He usually harassed the inmates and complaints about him routinely kept arriving at the main office.
The officers reasoned, “If we had not been benevolent towards him, he would be sitting at home at the
moment with his job in jeopardy. He has to be reminded to repay us for our thoughtfulness.”

Ranjit Singh demurred at first. But when the officials stood their ground, he had to yield. He reflected,
“They are actually right in what they say. It is because of their kindness that | have been posted so long
in a prison where | have been able to make so much money. After all, how long can the mother of the
goat to be slaughtered sit tranquilly? These officials have made up their mind that Basant is to be
slaughtered. If not I, someone else will do the job for them. | have no option but to swallow this bitter
draught.”

A plan was drawn up to conduct a search of the druggies barrack for their plot to succeed. Basant could
do nothing more than sit quiescent like a dove with eyes closed waiting for the cat to pounce.

During the afternoon recess, what had been received as whiffs of information earlier suddenly started
actually happening. Striding fast and making a lot of noise, four or five warders, two assistant darogas
and the deputy arrived in the barrack and immediately issued a command: “stay where you are with
hands raised.” The prisoners stood up. The warders entered the barracks and ransacked all the trunks,
tin boxes and bags. They found nothing.

In the bag of one prisoner, they found a round mirror with the picture of the actress, Nutan on it. The
Chief Warder confiscated it saying that the glass could be broken and used to attack other prisoners.
One prisoner’s turban had a baj — an implement to tidy his hair. Saying that the baj could be used to cut
open someone’s stomach, the other warder confiscated that as well. The search continued for over an
hour. Not finding anything objectionable, it seemed as if the mission was bound to fail.

Filled with anger at his subordinates, the deputy started abusing them. He then began to conduct the
search personally and hit the target, his prey, on the very first attempt. Basant had concealed a long
plastic tube within the groove of the drawstring of his pajamas. The tube was examined and the
substance hidden in it found to be opium. “There! The informer was not lying! Hasn’t the opium been
found?!” And Ranjeet caught Basant by the neck and brought him to the courtyard.
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“l'am innocent. You know that | do not take drugs. And this is so expensive that it is beyond my reach.”
Basant’s plea was not heard by anyone nor was there anyone willing to listen. “Every criminal says
exactly this on being caught,” asserted the deputy and summoned the police to the jail. Before
accompanying the police out of the barrack, Basant fell at the deputy’s feet and begged once more.
“You know why | am being framed like this. Please take pity on me.”

“I know, but what can | do? | am bound by orders.” With a lump in his throat, the deputy could say no
more. To make sure that the other employees wouldn’t witness his moment of weakness, he covered
his face with a kerchief and pretended that he was overcome with a fit of coughing.

Languishing at the police station, Basant was overcome with sorrow all night. He kept asking himself,
“After all, what did you gain by being a good and honest man?”

Basant had been born on the bank of a river. After great toil and trouble, his father had managed to
make four acres of land fit for agriculture. If the water deity was kind, they would get four maunds
(about 150 kg) of grain home. If the deity grew angry, the entire harvest would be washed away.
Distressed by this deadly game of hide and seek, the Rai Sikhs were gradually changing over to other
professions. Basant became friendly with some drivers and whenever there was no work at home, he
would go out with them.

He served his Ustad sincerely and to the best of his ability. Pleased, the Ustad promoted him from
cleaner to driver within three years, got him a proper license and then arranged a job for him.

Basant’s vessel of prosperity filled up drop by drop and one fine day he parked his own truck in the dera
(house). With the vehicle came matrimonial offers and within a year, he had become a father. Like all
the other drivers, he too got into the habit of imbibing opium and posth.

His driver-companions instructed him: “You are the owner of a truck now. And owners do not buy drugs
at four times their value. Whenever you travel outside the state, bring back a sacksful in your truck.”
They also helpfully told him about all the locations where he could access the drugs.

The owner of a Punjabi roadside eatery —a dhaba — offered more advice: “Whenever you travel towards
Rajasthan, pick up a couple of extra sacks and drop it off at my dhaba. We'll fix the deal at five hundred
per sack.”

Basant was caught during his fourth sortie. In jail, he became aware of how strict the laws were with
regard to smuggling drugs. For a year, Basant rotted in jail and so did the truck in the police station.
There was absolutely no possibility of him being released on bail. There were also many hurdles to
handing over the truck. The law wanted all anti-social elements who encouraged drug addiction to die
in jail and the vehicles ferrying the intoxicants to rust outside the police stations.

Basant was as worried about the truck that had been bought with hard earned money as he was about
the grasping hands of others and his waiting wife. Along with the law, his kith and kin started settling
scores with him. First, his elder brother came visiting and got him to sign a power of attorney for the
truck saying ‘I have spoken to the police and the judge. We'll get the truck released by paying some
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bribes. A vehicle that is driven regularly stays in good condition and it will also ensure that your wife
gets some money in her hands.” Next, the younger brother made him sign a power of attorney for his
land saying, “there’s always a shortage of funds which is why bail could not be arranged for you. A
lawyer in the High Court has been spoken to and he will not only get you bail but also arrange to get you
acquitted as well. Matters can be sorted out only if there is some cash in hand.”

Six months later, the attitude of the brothers began to change. His wife would be distrait when she
came to meet him:

“The elder doesn’t give me even two annas from what he earns with the truck. If | ask for money, he
puts me off by saying that that the police had removed a number of the truck parts and the money
spent on repairs has not been recovered yet. Sometimes he says that he had to spend a lot of money to
take possession of the truck and that he is unable to pay off even the interest on the amount that he
had borrowed from the moneylender.”

When Basant remonstrated with his brother, he got angry and finally stopped coming to meet him
altogether. He had the truck registered in his name and emblazoned on the vehicle in large letters.

The younger one took away the money and jewellery first. Sometimes he would say, “The lawyer’s fees
have to be paid.” At other times, “the witnesses have to be turned.” Then he would say that no one
was willing to lend any more money against the jewellery and that the rate of interest had increased.
Without asking for Basant’s permission, he got Basant’s land registered in his own name.

If by chance someone came to meet him, the visit always resulted in unhappiness instead of joy.
Someone would tell him that his wife’s life had become hell and that she made ends meet by cleaning
utensils in people’s houses. Another would tell him that it appeared as though she had lost patience
and was now to be seen frequently going into town perched pillion on the bicycle of her younger
brother in law — Basant’s brother. Basant would quarrel with his wife followed by her retaliating in good
measure. Then, she too stopped visiting him.

For the past three years, not a single one of them had shown him their face. This was the reward that
Basant had got for being a good man.

Basant thought of Bholu Pehelwan who had recently been released. He would think, “I too should have,
like Bholu Pehelwan, done everything brazenly. Instead of getting only a couple of sacksful, | should
have brought entire trucks full of the stuff and far from hiding it from the police, should have shared it
with them and reaped the benefits.” Then he too would have, like Bholu, been the owner of twenty
trucks, a mansion, a car and farms. His children too would have gone to an English medium school and
his wife, instead of running away with his younger brother, would have donned dark glasses and
frequented a swanky club. The inspector who came for his cut would have been standing meekly at his
door. No policeman would have had the temerity to lodge a case against him and no judge would have
handed down punishment.
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What value had the jailers placed on his goodness? The pardon that had been granted was of no use
either. If he also had, like some others indulged in rowdyism and sold drugs in jail, he would have had a
fine time of it. Instead of remaining quietly like a fool, he should have become the disciple of a goon
and then, in turn become a guru to someone. First he should have become a member of a big gang and
then its chief. He would not have had to endure poverty and hunger. His disciples would have arranged
for bail on his behalf on their own and then got him acquitted as well. The work that had come to a stop
with his being in jail would have been re started by them after a while.

Basant felt that his release being prevented had actually been a good thing. On returning to his village,
all that awaited him was taunts and he would have been mocked mercilessly. There was now no land,
no house and no wife.

“Enough! Enough with decency!” After having mulled over the pros and cons all night, Basant now
reached a conclusion: “I have to go back to jail over this new case. This time it will be a new Basant who
goes to jail. Basant’s changed persona will now come to the fore.”

Like a snake sloughing off its old skin, Basant started planning how the new Basant would appear before
the magistrate.

This time, while pleading in front of the magistrate, Basant neither bowed his head nor placed his palms
together deferentially. He stood with chest out and spoke in a voice like thunder, “Sir, | wish to make a
request.”

“Go ahead,’ said the magistrate immediately, quite surprised that a prisoner had been caught with
opium inside the jail.

“Sir, | have been confined in jail for the past seven years. It has been four years since my case has been
decided. Since that day, | have not come out of jail for even a single day. Nobody has come to meet me
for three years now. Then, in this maximum security jail, how and from where did the opium come into
my possession?”

“You tell me” said the magistrate, in search of an answer to this question himself.
Without any fear, Basant boldly recited the dark deeds that went on inside the jail.
“I have one more request.”

“Speak.”

“l want a high level inquiry into the large scale sale of drugs inside the prison. | should be made a part of

|/I

the inquiry as wel

The magistrate also wanted exactly this.
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He immediately recorded Basant’s statement, made him sign it and jotted down his own noting on the
file: “This is an extremely serious issue and there should be a high level inquiry. The matter is forwarded
to the Session Judge for right action.”

Along with the matter of Modan and Hema, the entire jail was soon abuzz with this news as well. The
matter was now going to be investigated at a high level by the Session Judge.
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This was the third letter addressed to Hridaypal, the Session Judge within the space of one week. In the
first two letters, the prisoners had listed their grievances. In the third, they had flung dirt all over
Hridaypal as well.

This was not the prisoners’ fault. The Session Judge had been negligent in carrying out his duty because
of the loyalty that his friendship with the superintendent engendered. It was an ordinary matter to have
intoxicants or weapons being recovered from inside the jail. Cases would be registered and hushed up
routinely.

This was the first time that a prisoner was insistent upon the entire matter being investigated. He would
claim, “Every foot of the jail has security guards. Without the jail administration’s permission, not even
a sparrow can flutter its wings inside the prison. Then, if opium has found its way inside, how exactly
did that happen?”

When Hridaypal had taken up the enquiry as the Session Judge of Mayanagar, his primary aim was to
protect his friend, the jail superintendent, from any impending crisis. He and Ranjodh Singh were
childhood buddies. They were both fond of shikaar and would go on long hunting expeditions together.
They had established a family friendship as well and would get together at least once every month for a
meal together sometimes at his house, sometimes in the other’s.

Hridaypal knew that the jail superintendent had no role to play in this instance. Yet he had to ensure
that there would be no stain on his administrative capabilities due to the foolishness of his subordinates.

It seemed obvious that Basant was insisting on an investigation at someone else’s urging. The Session
Judge would have to conduct an inquiry and if it was conducted properly, it would be difficult for the
officials to emerge from it unscathed. Hridaypal had cautioned the jail administration right at the outset
that it was a serious matter and needed to be settled sensibly.

The jail superintendent had asked for a week’s time to sort out the issue and had assured him that he
would arrange for Basant’s release within a week and convince him to withdraw his complaint. In order
to give him a week’s time, the Session Judge sent a show cause notice and gave the administration ten
days to draft an explanation.
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Hridaypal had thought that by doing so he had absolved himself of his legal and moral duties. However,
the very next day, he was confronted by another complication. Outside the Session Judge’s court, there
was a complaint in the box that was kept there for that purpose.

“The assistant daroga of the chhadya barrack has committed a grave crime. Instead of punishing the
guilty, the jail superintendent, the doctor and the police compelled Modan to write a statement in their
favour. On the basis of that forced statement, the case has been hushed up. The Session Judge must
intervene. A case should be filed against Hari Om and he should be punished”.

The judge innocently told his friend about this complaint as well and advised him, “An informer is bent
on destroying you like Vibhishana did with Ravana. You must identify this Vibhishana as quickly as you
can otherwise the destruction of Lanka and its ruler is certain”.

Ranjeet Singh did not pay any attention to this complaint. Modan had resigned himself to what would
happen a long time ago. He had never complained about Hari Om. The complaint had been made by a
mischief maker or someone who was jealous of Hari Om.

He told the judge, “You can investigate this complaint whenever you like. When you dig up the hill, you
won’t find even a tiny mouse.”

The judge thought, “next week, | will go on a tour of the jail and having completed the formalities of an
investigation, | will dismiss the petitions. | will escape the rigours of the courtroom for a while and have
a pleasant time during the tour of the prison.” This had been his experience earlier when he had been
feted and entertained lavishly.

Even before the date for the tour of the jail could be finalized however, the postman brought in a
registered letter. He saw that it was a request from Hema, a prisoner in the jail for women.

“The assistant daroga, Santokh Singh seduced me on the promise of getting me released. When |
became pregnant, he went around sullying my reputation in the entire prison. | desired to give birth to
the child but he urged me to abort it. | made a plea to the District Magistrate by sending him an
application but as soon as he got wind of the complaint, Santokh Singh, in cahoots with the doctor in the
city hospital, induced the birth of the baby at seven months and had it killed. After getting me
discharged from the hospital within three days of the birth, he had me locked up in a dark cell. My
wounds are still fresh and even now bleeding profusely. Flies, mosquitoes and bedbugs do not let me
rest peacefully and | am not being given proper medical treatment either. First the proof of my
pregnancy was erased and now attempts are being made to eliminate me from the scene too. The
daroga says, ‘there will be no Hema and no evidence.’ | beg that my life be saved”.

On reading the petition, Hridaypal came to a quick decision. It would not be right to inform the jail
authorities about this nor would it be correct to keep the investigation pending indefinitely. While he
was ruminating about what action should be taken immediately, another snake popped out of the
complaint box - it was an anonymous letter sent by some prisoners.

The letter was a long one and ran as follows:
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“Criminals are sent to prison as punishment for their offence but, more importantly, to give them a
chance to reform. The imprisonment should not be taken to mean that the prisoner becomes a slave to
the government. Only a few of his fundamental rights are taken away from him during the period of his
imprisonment. His bonds with society and his family are broken and he does not have the right to do
the work he wants. However the rights to educate himself, to articulate his thoughts and give expression
to his talent, to make himself skilled in the fine arts, follow his religion and the rituals associated with it
are kept secure. It is the duty of the government to protect these rights. If, unfortunately, the
representatives of the government - the jail authorities - themselves trample on these rights, the court
should not be a mute spectator but should intervene with the administration. The policy of allowing
the jail authorities to treat the prisoners as they wish and restrict any outside intervention has now
become obsolete. The courts have the authority to pull up errant officers. The government which is in
deep slumber like Kumbhakarana has no time to care about prisoners and make changes in the law.
However, the courts should recognise their duties and, moving with the times, re-interpret old rules and
play a role in shaping a new society. Jails are silent places enclosed by high walls and iron bars. No one
from outside can peep into them nor can the inmates make their screams heard. Most of the prisoners
are uneducated farmers — poverty-stricken and victims of circumstances. The pleas of these mute and
deaf orphans should be heard by the courts. If you do not wish to turn these criminals into human
beings, then don't. But at least do not transform them into demons.

We hope that you have an in-depth knowledge of international laws, proposals passed by international
conventions regarding the rights of prisoners and principles postulated by social reformers and criminal
psychologists. If you cannot implement these reforms, don't, but at least take the trouble to read the
laws and the jail manual that was created at least a hundred years ago by the British administration to
keep their slaves under control and protect their own rights. An inspection of the jail by the Session
Judge is not supposed to be a mere formality or a pleasure trip. The Session Judge has to inspect the
barracks of the prisoners, the food, clothes and their workplace. He has to pay attention to their mental
and physical needs. He must get rid of the injustice and biases that they suffer from.

In all the inspections that you have conducted so far, you have not fulfilled even one of these duties.
The jail authorities know about your visit in advance and a week before you are due to arrive, the jail
begins to get decorated like a wedding venue. Water is sprinkled on the dry ground, pot holes are filled
up, toilets are cleaned, insect repellents are sprayed and tents put up in the courtyard. You finally put in
an appearance and are seated in a high chair like a Maharaja. The officers hover around you like
courtiers. If a prisoner wishes to make an appeal to you, how is s/he to do that? You are allowed to
meet only those prisoners whom the officers wish you to meet. You are taken only to those barracks
which they want you to see. Only those prisoners to whom they wish to give additional facilities are
presented before you. Whatever suggestions they make, you acquiesce immediately.

During your first inspection, you were seated in the dining hall and fed on a variety of delicacies. The
tasty food made you so happy with the cooks in the kitchen that you approved their release on bail. The
food that was served to you was not a sample of what is served to the prisoners. Half the food had
come from a hotel and the other half was from the jail superintendent’s bungalow. The cooks
presented before you were not those who slog away day and night in the scorching furnace of the jail
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kitchens. One of them was a travel agent who had swindled dozens of youths and rendered them
penniless by promising to send them abroad. The other was a pimp who had lured many girls with false
promises of giving them roles in the movies and sent them to brothels instead. On account of these
criminals’ background and activities, the Supreme Court had denied them bail. The jail authorities had,
in lieu of getting them out on bail, extracted a huge amount of money from them. How much of it came
to you as your share is something that only you would know.

If you wish to see the reality, then do go into the jail kitchen this time around. Meet the cooks who have
been slaving over those searing ovens for years. Note their skin that has blackened with the heat and
look into their eyes that have dimmed with the smoke. Take a sample of the flour and taste the dal that
is distributed all the year round. And if you wish to look at some more hard truths, go into the grain
store. Rotting grain is picked up at throwaway prices from government godowns. Potatoes are cooked
and served seven days a week. Take a look at them too. They are as small as peas and rotted black.
Inspect the spices. Take a look at the stinking meat and ask whether it is that of an adult animal or a
calf.

Next, tally the food that is given to the prisoners with what is laid down in the jail manual regarding
rations that should be served to them. The cat will leap out of the bag at you.

On your second visit, you had been shown the showroom of the factory. Two workers had been
presented before you and praises sung about the shawls, carpets and furniture that they had crafted.
The artisans had left you amazed and happy. All the products that you liked were immediately packed
up to be sent home to you. You probably do not know that those artisans had never seen the face of a
saw or a loom. In the afterglow of your happiness, you accepted their appeals and pardoned the
remaining part of their sentences. One of them was Dipa, the head of a gang that specialized in illegally
occupying land. The other was Nandlal who had printed fake government lottery tickets and defrauded
the government of crores of rupees. The shawls and carpets had been procured from outside. The bill
had been paid by Dipa and Nandlal. As soon as they got out, they spread their nets wide again and have
already trapped new prey.

On your last visit, you had expressed the wish to take a round of the female ward. You might have
imagined that there would jeans and skirt-clad call girls locked up there who would welcome you with
beaming smiles. You assumed you would be the Krishna amongst the gopis playing his flute. Divining
your intent and the dreams that played around in your mind, the jail superintendent became worried.
Amongst the hundred-odd female prisoners, he was able to lay his hands on only a couple of them who
were good looking - like Hema. They were specially instructed to deck themselves up, given a bath early
that morning in clean water, had their hair combed neatly and faces layered with thick makeup. You
were deliberately not taken into the barrack where you would have seen the others and instead, the
chosen ones were brought out to the office to meet you.

The layers of powder and cream on their faces could not conceal their hidden anxieties. You
immediately became a follower of Rama (the ideal one), got up and left within five minutes.
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Go there now; look at the other female prisoners at least once. If one is a hunchback, another will
appear before you with a protruding stomach. Some of them will have blemishes and spots on their
faces or dark circles under their eyes. Several will have a bad odour emanating from their mouths and
yellowed teeth. A few will have itching bodies and others will be nursing lice in their hair. There will be
those afflicted by TB or asthma. You will find some of the inmates wailing and shrieking like they are
crazy and there will be women mouthing foul abuses. One of them might start lamenting the killing of a
grown son or narrate the sad tale of a daughter having run away from home.

Don't just look in from outside - do go inside the barrack. Give the female prisoners who are lying there
like corpses, a shake. Peep into the cells and into their minds.

One other entreaty - please go to the cells meant for solitary confinement that are at the very edge of
the prison and meet the prisoners in handcuffs and chains fettering their legs. Examine the history
tickets of these prisoners. Make a note of the offences that have brought them to the jail. Ask what
crime has made it necessary for them to be in chains.

Let me introduce you to some of these prisoners for your information. Amarnath has been confined in
solitary in cell no. 1 as punishment for fifteen days. He was accused of having got loans approved from
banks on fake documents and of embezzling funds. His wife is also a prisoner and is in the female ward.
Before he retired, Amarnath had been a primary school teacher. He had been unable to construct even
a small shanty for himself inspite of having slogged all his life and it was difficult for him to manage even
his daily meal of simple dal and roti. Finally, fed up with the harshness and constraints of his job, he
decided to set up his son in some business or the other. He did not have much capital to invest as
whatever pension and gratuity he had received had been spent on his son’s wedding. On the advice of
friends and lured by advertisements that promised loans at cheap rates, he got a loan approved by a
bank.

He set up a soap making factory for his son but due to lack of experience and capital, the factory shut
down even before it started production. The bank installments remained unpaid. Fed up of creditors
knocking on the door every day, the son threw himself under a truck. Once the bank realised that the
principal amount would remain unpaid, they filed a case against Amarnath and his wife on charges of
cheating. Now the couple is in jail. They are already suffering from many diseases and on top of that is
the burden of their harmed reputation, the death of a grown son and the hard life of prison. They are
deprived of the opportunity to share their sorrows and happiness with each other at this stage in life
and both of them are pretty much gradually going insane. Amarnath put in a request to the jail
authorities asking to be shifted next to the women’s ward and that husband and wife should be allowed
to meet each other for one hour every day. Other couples have been given this facility earlier. The
assistant daroga set out a list of demands to give them this basic comfort. If they had had the money,
why would they have been forced to see such a day anyway!

The bank had affixed its padlock on their house. While the daughter and son in law helped with their
defense for a while, their own financial condition was practically like that of Amarnath’s - they were his
daughter and son in law, after all!l In any case, Amarnath was old fashioned and not prepared to take
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money from his daughter. Exhausted, he finally submitted an application to the judge during his last
hearing which was accepted and the couple was allowed to meet each other every day. This disturbed
the assistant daroga greatly — as though a serpent were crawling on his chest! If meetings began to be
allowed through orders from the court, who would show him any respect? He immediately started
making plans to make an example of Amarnath and, on the fourth day, accused him of conveying
clandestine messages from the male prisoners to the female inmates through his wife. Evidence was
offered in support of the charges and many witnesses came forward with statements against him. First
the meetings were stopped but when he objected to the accusations framed against him, he was
handed down the punishment of solitary confinement on charges of having manhandled the staff and
inciting the other prisoners to violence. Two days later, strange noises were heard from Amarnath’s cell.
Earlier, he would remember his dead son and wail loudly but now he shouts abuses directed against his
own self: ‘I am guilty of harbouring the dream of making my son a rich man; | am responsible for his
death’. Sometimes he abuses the assistant daroga and every now and then calls out to his wife. He
abuses her too, saying that she does not listen to him.

He has been brought to this state in just three days. What will come out of the cell after fifteen? The
Session Judge is free to make a guess.

Mitthu has been sent into solitary confinement for ten days on the charge of making preparations to
break out of jail - a serious crime. A week earlier, during a search by the chief warder, a screwdriver and
an iron-cutting blade had been found in his tin box.

Everybody knew what his real offence was. He had been made to lift weights beyond his capacity as a
result of which his joints and shoulders had become weak with loss of cartilage. The capsules prescribed
by the doctor were very expensive - each capsule cost seventeen rupees and he was supposed to take
three of them every day. Although he was able to earn enough money for his other medicines, buying
these capsules proved difficult. He would say: ‘it is the responsibility of the government to provide
treatment to the prisoners. | should be given capsules from the hospital. If they need to source it from
outside, they should be provided to me at the right price’. During the last visit of the Session Judge, he
had written out an application demanding justice. When this reached the compounder’s ears, he
immediately contacted Dr Shakti Kumar, advising him to get the complaint blocked. At the same time,
he made a phone call to his uncle, Sardari Lal saying that he should take advantage of being a member
of the prisoners’ welfare board and instruct the deputy not to allow Mitthu to leave the barrack.

Sardari Lal sprang into action at once and warned the jail authorities that if his business was harmed in
any way, he was not about to allow them to fill up their pockets either. The jail authorities got into the
action too. A message was sent to Mitthu’s barrack saying that the Sahib would listen to the requests of
the prisoners in the first three barracks in the morning and it would be the turn of Mitthu’s barrack later
in the afternoon. In the afternoon came the announcement that Sahib had had to leave on urgent work
and he would complete his rounds the following week. Mitthu created a scene, shouting that he had
been deliberately prevented from meeting the judge and threatened to file a complaint anyway. The
deputy calmed Sardari Lal down with the assurance that Mitthu’s anger would cool down on its own in a
couple of days. But Sardari Lal remained anxious and sleepless. He wished to crush the seed of rebellion
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before it could sprout and he now coerced the jail authorities into teaching Mitthu a lesson. He
reminded them that the punishment should be so harsh that others would be warned as well.

A plan was drawn up to placate the Board Member and during a search, the implements to break out of
jail were recovered from Mitthu’s canister.

There are no noises emanating from Mitthu’s cell like they do from Amarnath’s. But it is easy to guess
what lies behind this calm before the storm.

Banta Singh is accused of murder and statements of witnesses are scheduled to be recorded fifteen days
from now. His lawyer had to come to the jail for consultations and wished to meet him alone. This was
Banta’s legal right. Anything overheard by other persons could be damaging to his case but the warder
in charge of the meeting room would not agree. On the contrary, he would draw up a chair and sit right
behind him and try to listen closely to what was being said. Banta offered him a good amount of money
to leave them alone but when it had absolutely no effect Banta became suspicious, wondering if the
warder had joined forces with his opposing party. Even otherwise, he had noted that the warder was
extremely and unnecessarily strict with him. If the lawyer had so wished, he could have obtained a court
order granting him permission to meet Banta alone but he did not want to cause trouble for his client.
The angry warder would only have harassed Banta even further.

The lawyer thought discretion was the better part of valour, remained patient and would return after
each visit with nothing to show for his efforts. He hoped that the warder on duty would change after a
few days and got busy with preparations for the hearing. However, when the warder was not changed
even as the date of the hearing drew close, the angry lawyer had to take recourse to legal action. The
lawyer’s problem was solved through court intervention but it had the effect of enraging the jail
authorities. The warder poured poison into the assistant daroga’s ears who in turn, did the same with
the deputy. The deputy informed the superintendent that Banta did not plan to return to the jail after
the hearing, that he was planning to flee from the Bagshi Khana (judicial custody) and that his lawyer
was an active accomplice striving to make the plan a success. The deputy then suggested a solution to
this problem: ‘issue an order to put Banta in handcuffs and chains’. Bound up in chains now, Banta is in
a truly pathetic state.

How many tales of suffering can be narrated here? It is quite possible that a description of all this misery
may have no effect upon you. Your inclination is more obviously towards helping your friend out rather
than the performance of your duty as a Session Judge. You have sent to him the list of petitions that had
come to you and he has tightened the reins on the prisoners. The jail authorities have become vigilant
now. Hari Om has had Modan’s statement on oath certified and stashed it away safely in his pocket. The
hospital records have been altered. Hema is on the verge of death. What will you accomplish by coming
to the jail after her demise? Basant is being lured with tempting offers into changing his stand. Are you
waiting for him to retract his statement? For Heaven’s sake, recognize your duty and alleviate the
sorrows of the prisoners who are suffering in silence”.

Hridaypal read this letter over and over a number of times. It had neither the name nor address of the
person who had written it.
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For a while it seemed to him that some prisoner had written this in order to make him angry and
provoke him to act against the jail authorities. Surely the prisoners could not be so unjustly treated!
Then he changed his mind. The letter contained complete details of prisoners — their names, crimes and
punishment. Even the comments made regarding his visits were absolutely right. Hridaypal could
investigate the facts before taking any action and he had actually been invited to do just this. He
understood that the writers of the letter had deliberately remained anonymous as they did not wish to
invite trouble by revealing their names.

Another thing that he sensed from the tone and tenor of the letter was that whoever the writer/writers
of the letter was, it was certainly someone who was deeply interested in the welfare of the common
people.

Reading the letter made Hridaypal feel ashamed of himself. He had become a Session Judge and visited
the jail numerous times. And he did not even know what the aim of these visits was! Leave alone making
a serious study of the difficulties faced by the prisoners and other finer points of prison management, he
had not even perused the jail manual. He now realised that he lacked knowledge about the lives of
ordinary people.

He had been born into a wealthy family. As soon as he was old enough, he was sent off to study in a
prestigious boarding school at Sanawar. Higher education followed in Delhi; then the study of law in
Chandigarh. His maternal uncle was a judge in the High Court and he had presented his nephew with a
judge’s post on a platter. He had been till today surrounded by chubby boys and beautiful women and
was like someone who, as the proverb goes, had been rendered unseeing by the rains and could see
only greenery everywhere. He had never faced any difficulty in life and so had no idea of the problems
or struggles of others. He had never lived in a village nor seen a farmer or a labourer gradually mingle
with the dust in which they toiled.

It was perhaps this very ignorance that the jail authorities had taken advantage of and done whatever
they wished by keeping him in the dark. Hridaypal came to a decision: he would visit the jail now not as
the Session Judge of earlier days but in a new avatar.

Then Hridaypal gave the superintendent certain instructions: “Go to the library at once and send me the
jail manual as well as all the books related to jail reforms. | need them for my studies”.

He then called up his friend, the jail superintendent and invited him: “Tomorrow is a Sunday. Keep the
whole day free for me. We'll have breakfast together and then we’ll set out on a mission”. He then
busied himself preparing for the work to be accomplished the following day.
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It had been an hour now since the jail superintendent had arrived at the Session House. Breakfast was
over. During this time Hridaypal had cloaked himself in silence. Not once had he laughed uproariously
like he used to earlier and Ranjodh Singh’s restlessness grew. What was the matter, after all?
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He had tried different tactics to find out what was going to follow but had been unable to get even a
hint of it. It did not appear as though they were going to sit quietly at home. But the vehicle fitted with
the red light on top was not out of the garage nor was there a driver in sight. Having reached the limits
of his patience, Ranjodh Singh finally asked outright, attempting a lighthearted tone, “So which fort are
we going to lay siege to this fine morning?”

“Today we will make an informal visit to your jail. | want to know what happens inside and you have to
help me in my quest. Promise me that you will not inform any employee about this visit, will not make
any preparations either and will give me truthful answers to whatever | ask.”

Hridaypal finally revealed the secret on being compelled to by his friend.
“Is there a new crisis in the offing now?” Ranjodh Singh sought clarification to banish his anxiety.

“No, it’s nothing of that sort. | chanced to come upon a book on prison life yesterday. There is a detailed
description of the ugly truth of what goes on inside the jail in that book but | cannot believe that it could
be true and | only wish to examine some facts. At the same time, | would like to resolve certain issues
regarding which | have received complaints”.

Left with no choice, Ranjit Singh was obliged to give his word and shake his hand on it.

They entered the jail like ordinary citizens at a time when the prisoners were being served their morning
meal. Cycle carts were being used to transport the food from the kitchen to the barracks. On being
asked to by the Session Judge, the jail superintendent stopped one of the carts. There were huge drums
in the cart like those used to deliver milk. These drums however contained dal. There were also a couple
of iron buckets with ladles. On reaching the barracks, the dal would first be emptied into the buckets
and then ladled out amongst the prisoners. Another cart held baskets as well as chhikku (container for
rotis).

On his earlier visits, the inspection of the food that was being distributed had been conducted in an
entirely different manner.

A table would be laid out in the sprawling premises of the jail with two large steel lunch boxes
containing dal and vegetables. There would also be rotis wrapped in a clean cloth and weighing scales
lying nearby. On one side of the scales was a weight and this was a hint to the inspecting officer that he
could weigh the rotis if he had any doubts. Each prisoner received four rotis and each roti weighed 100
grams.

On his previous visit, the superintendent had personally served dal and vegetables to him in a bowl. He
had eaten a piece of roti and offered the second to the Session Judge. The colour of the dal and
vegetables, the ghee floating on top and the delectable smell of the spices was enough to determine the
quality and the taste. The rotis were well roasted and of the right weight as well. Hridaypal had wished
to approve the food without tasting it but there is a myth prevalent among the people that one should
eat jail roti whenever there is an opportunity as it is believed that this reduces the number of jail rotis
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that might be written in their Kismet. When Ranjodh Singh saw him breaking off another piece of roti,
he had stopped him, saying “Let it be. We have arranged a separate lunch for you”.
This time the situation was different. The dal and roti described in the letter swam around in his mind.

The rotis that were now in front of Hridaypal were covered with an old, dirty cloth spattered with dal
stains. Scores of flies buzzed on the cloth, ready to attack the food within. Hridaypal removed the cloth
to unveil the truth, picked up a roti and turned it over in his hands. Some rotis were uncooked; some
were burnt; some weighed only half of what they should have; some weighed three fourths. Many rotis
had hard edges as if they were old and stale.

“Let me have a glimpse of the dal.”
The prisoner opened the cover of the drum hesitantly. Halfway down, it contained a watery dal.
“Take some out”.

The prisoner fished for the grains of dal in the water right down to the bottom of the drum and could
bring up hardly a ladleful.

“What is in the other drum?”

“That contains dal as well.”

“Are there no vegetables?”

“No sir, only dal is cooked usually.”

“Right”, said the Session Judge, directing the prisoner to proceed with the cart.

“There were absolutely no granules of dal in that drum. Is only dal cooked all year round? Are there are
no green vegetables cooked at all? The jail manual orders a green vegetable to be served every day.”

“This is the practice that has been followed from the very beginning.”
“Where do the vegetables grown on the jail farm go?”

“I have sworn to tell the truth and so will not lie to you. Half the vegetables go to the homes of the

I”

employees and the other half is taken to the market. The profits are shared by al

“Wonderful!” The irritated Hridaypal commented on the superintendent’s efficient arrangement in a
tone loaded with sarcasm.

It is possible to know from just one grain of rice what the entire pulao would taste like. Hridaypal could
sense what was being cooked in the kitchen but he still wanted to see everything with his own eyes.

“Shall we go towards the langar first?”
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Ranjodh Singh was filled with shame at this inauspicious beginning to the visit and he knew what was
going to transpire next. He wished to flee from the jail on some pretext or the other but that was no
longer possible. He trailed behind the judge to the langar reluctantly.

In a huge verandah covered with tin sheets hung a board painted with the word ‘kitchen’ that had
turned yellow due to the smoke. The Session Judge could read the words concealed under the soot only
with some effort.

There were four foot high latticed walls surrounding the verandah with a low wall separating it into two
halves. On the left was a broken cemented floor with four tubs. Each tub contained around half a quintal
of kneaded dough while some more was being kneaded in a fifth. A few prisoners were inside the tub
kneading the dough with their feet as though churning slurry or mud (gaara). They were clad in dirty
briefs while sweat-soaked khadi vests hung around their neck. The heat from the stoves combined with
their exertions made rivulets of perspiration run down from their foreheads to their waist and drops of
it regularly dripped into the dough. There was a bucket of water brought from a tank at the corner of
the langar to add to the flour for kneading the dough. Hridaypal ran his eye over the tank. The sides had
turned black with the touch of innumerable dirty hands and it looked like it had never ever been
cleaned. This was borne out by the green moss that coated it at various spots. Two sparrows sat on the
parapet quenching their thirst. A squirrel had just finished bathing in it.

Flour was heaped up in a sixth tub and Hridaypal went forward, picked up a fistful of it and spread it out
on his palm. A slight movement in the flour went up his wrist and proceeded towards his elbow. When
he turned the flour over he could see pieces of dung with a foul smell rising from it besides. What was
that smell? He brought it closer to his nose and detected two sources of the odour. One was that the
wheat was rotten and the other was pesticides. The wheat had not been cleaned or washed before
being ground into flour.

Having inspected the left side of the kitchen, he advanced towards the right. Soot and dal that crusted
the sides of the utensils made it difficult to determine whether they were made of iron or brass. It
appeared as though they had been lying on the stove ever since they had been manufactured. The other
two stoves were topped with two large griddles on which rotis were being roasted. There were four
people to toss the rotis on the griddle while was there was only one to turn them over. In order to keep
up with the others, he would hastily pick up half cooked rotis and fling them into the tub. Sometimes he
could not pay attention quickly enough and the roti would be burnt. It was clear that the prisoner was
not bothered about whether the roti remained uncooked or got burned. His only worry was to fill up the
tub fast with the rotis.

Hridaypal then examined the faces of the cooks. They were truly like what had been described in the
letter.

The store for the grain was adjacent to the langar and Hridaypal thought that he should peep into that
as well. As soon as the door to the store was opened, scores of rats welcomed him. There were rats
merrily chewing away at the sacks while some others feasted on the wheat that lay on the ground. The
condition of the dal in the store was exactly like the letter had claimed.
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“Just show me the spices that go into the dal.”

After having read the letter, Hridaypal knew that only salt, turmeric and chilli powder were used for
seasoning in the name of spices. There was no sign of coriander or cumin.

“Sir, the store of spices was exhausted only today,” whined the munshi of the store in a well-rehearsed
explanation.

“Where is the jaggery and roasted gram?”

“I have never seen that in the store.” The munshi had been on duty here for a year now. He had been
serving his sentence in the jail for three years and this was the first time that he had heard that
prisoners should be given jaggery and gram.

“What is he saying,” said the surprised Hridaypal to the superintendent.

“He says right. Gram sells at the rate of almonds these days. | don't even know when it stopped coming
into the jail. All I know is that during my tenure, it has not come even once to the store.”

“Jaggery and gram give energy and also help to alleviate hunger. Has some other arrangement been
made?”

“Not that | know of.”

“Fine.” And Hridaypal went back to the langar. “How long have you been here,” he asked the young
prisoner who was kneading the dough.

“One year.”
“What time do you report for duty?”

“I'm here at four in the morning and leave at eleven at night. The langar functions for the whole day,

I”

doesn’t it
“How far have you studied?”
“l am a graduate.”

“Why don't you get him to do something else? Why have you put a graduate to work in this furnace?”
For the first time, Hridaypal felt annoyed and, unable to contain his feelings, he spoke in an exasperated
tone. He remembered the sad story of the boy described in the letter who, after spending eight months
in the kitchen furnace, requested a change of duty. His request was interpreted as impudence and he
was bound up in chains. That boy had a master’s degree and was not used to performing hard labour.

"I will change his duty now.” Left with no proper answer, a meek laying down of arms seemed to
Ranjodh Singh the only way to be rid of this problem.

“Why do you buy rotten grain? Where does the grain grown on our farm go?”
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“It goes to the house of ministers and high ranking officers,” the vexed Ranjit Singh began to blurt out
the truth.

“If you can give them nothing else, at least provide them with clean and good grain”, the disappointed
judge remarked, expressing his displeasure over the way the langar was being managed.

“My hands are tied. | can only use that which | receive,” said Singh in his defence as they exited the
langar.
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“Now take me to another barrack.”
“Tell me which one you wish to go to.”
“Let us go to the chhadya barrack. We will also put Modan’s statement down in writing there.”
“Whatever you say.”

The barrack was about half a kilometre from the langar. The jail superintendent wished to proceed in
the jeep while Hridaypal wanted to walk. He felt that getting into the jeep would mean noise being
made about his visit. Additionally, there were many things to be learnt and understood along the route
by walking across.

Ranjodh Singh was quite nervous. It was a holiday - a Sunday. It was daytime and the prisoners would be
relaxing and enjoying themselves in the courtyard. He wished that he could break his promise and
sound the bell that indicated an official visit. This would alert the warders and the munshi who would
have the barracks swiftly cleaned up.

But he immediately changed his mind. What did he have to fear? Every jail in the state was in a similar
condition and he could not be held personally responsible for any laxity. If a Session Judge wished to
know the truth, it should come out into the open as this was in everybody’s interest.

Ranjodh Singh had completed twelve years on the job but he had never studied prison life in-depth.
Whenever he set out on an inspection, he would always have the bell rung. Whatever he saw was what
had been whitewashed by his subordinates. He had many years to go still and he should also know what
the truth was.

Having reached this conclusion, the superintendent now advanced enthusiastically onwards, matching
pace with the judge.

Upon reaching the main gate of the courtyard, the Session Judge gave instructions that the gate should
not be opened right away and that some time should be spent hidden behind the entrance to watch the
activities of the prisoners inside.
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The jail superintendent agreed. The meal was over and there was still some time before the barrack
would be closed for the afternoon. This period for the prisoners was one of jokes and laughter and this
was precisely what they were engaged in. There was a cheery atmosphere in the courtyard and the
prisoners were scattered in groups busy with their tasks.

The Nindey Numbardar group was playing cards and gambling as well. The pile of notes lying in the
centre could be seen clearly even from a distance. Some notes were pressed under the players’ feet and
knees. The supporters crowded around them were silent as everybody’s attention was focused on the
next round of the game.

“According to the jail manual, cash cannot be brought inside the jail. Apparently, there is no lack of it
here. How did the cash come in?” The judge posed his first question.

“Many rules of the government are illogical, and this is one of them. How does it matter whether it is
cash that comes in or coupons?” The judge had no answer.

The chief of another group was Sadhu, the panja in charge. A large bowl filled with boiled posth had
been placed in the centre. Bara Singh was singing mirza (a Punjabi folk song) at a high pitch with his left
hand cupped around his ear. The others were seen enjoying the song and the posth in equal measure.

A little ahead, Chacha Raunaki had, in accordance with his name, spread an atmosphere of raunak
(cheer). He would swallow a ball of opium with his morning tea and as its effect grew, so would the
number of his anecdotes. Listening to the funny stories he narrated made his group laugh so much that
their stomach ached.

Shera Pehalwan was lying on a mat near the water tank having himself massaged by his followers. Near
him sat a prisoner with a transistor held to his ear, listening to songs or perhaps a commentary of some
game or the other. His face glowed with happiness.

Chhajju’s group was busy chopping onions and tomatoes. That day they had bought some meat from
the B class chaps. Arrangements had already been made to procure a bottle and the munshi and warder
were already drooling, trying to flatter the lot of them in order to get a share of the feast.

The next sight which met his eyes left the judge extremely disturbed. A burly prisoner was holding a
delicate looking boy in a tight embrace. The boy thrashed against his grip like a mouse caught in a trap
as the ruffian grew more unruly and began performing obscene acts on the boy.

Hridaypal was amazed to see that no one took serious note of this. The warder raised his eyes once and
then lowered them again.

“What is happening here? Why is a young boy locked up with professional criminals? Why don’t you
separate the prisoners according to categories?” Hridaypal was beginning to get worked up with this
evidence of the jail administration’s negligence.
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“It is not our fault. The jail is crammed to double its capacity with prisoners; the additional ones are
brought into these barracks. Adolescent prisoners are fewer in number but they have to be placed in
some barrack or the other, after all. The hawks will swoop down on the sparrows in every barrack.”

“This matter can be resolved easily. Confine young boys and the old men together in one barrack. They
will be of help to each other and the young ones will also escape sexual exploitation.”

“You are right. | will this put suggestion into effect at once.”
Ranjodh Singh was amazed at the idea. It seemed to him that the judge had become wise overnight.

The lion attempted to drag the lamb trapped in its jaws towards its den. Two officers in authority
present there could not be witness to the goat being torn apart for their particular advantage and so,
before the boy was pulled into the barrack, the superintendent relayed the information of the official
visit and ordered the sentry to open the main gate.

It was as though falcons had suddenly swooped down on the prisoners and they ran helter skelter into
the barrack, leaving everything behind.

What was left was the bowl of posth, tobacco, small packets of opium, knives, playing cards and the
addicts passed out behind the neem tree. The warder gathered up all the small stuff and placed them on
a table. On the orders of the Session Judge, a search was conducted of the barracks and within minutes,
a huge quantity of intoxicants was discovered.

“How does prohibited stuff enter the prison in such quantities?” This was Hridaypal’s second question.

“Don't even ask. Smugglers have very long arms, with contacts even up to the chief minister. Any officer
who tries to stop this evil will soon find their hands closing around his neck. We have to close our eyes
just like a pigeon does when confronted by a cat.” A tearful Ranjit Singh felt ashamed while offering
explanations.

“Then why has poor Basant been framed in a false case? | have completed the initial investigation and
find that his weeping and wailing have basis in truth and that he is innocent.”

“l have already admitted to the mistake - my staff acted stupidly and | have recommended his release.
The guilty employees will also be punished.”

“Call Basant here. | will inform him about the result of my investigation and also that | am
recommending that the cases filed against him be dismissed.”

“l hope that our boys will not be dragged into this.”

“No, | have already thought of a solution. | will form a committee of three members to investigate this
matter. One member will be a magistrate; one will be nominated by the District Commissioner; you will
be the third. Finish the investigation within one week and write a report saying that an under-trial
prisoner had brought the opium from outside. He was jealous of Basant and in order to prevent his

206



207

release, had concealed the opium amongst Basant’s belongings. He then went off and informed the jail
staff himself. Having made this professional criminal your scapegoat, you will decide that Basant is
innocent. | will agree with the conclusions of your report and recommend to the police captain that the
charge should be dismissed. This way, everyone will be safe.”

Until this moment, Ranjodh Singh had felt that Hridaypal was dealing rather strictly with him. Now, for
the first time, he felt that he was on his side.

“Punish that beast severely for attempting to rape the boy and send me a report of the action taken.”

“I will send the swine into solitary confinement at once. His lust will evaporate within a week and he will
be in no state to even look at women all his life, leave alone boys.”

On hearing the words ‘solitary confinement’ Hridaypal remembered the letter.
“How many prisoners have been punished to remain in solitary at the moment?”
“There must be four or five perhaps, all rascals like this one.”

“Do you know that the Supreme Court has declared this punishment illegal? And yet you continue with
it?” Hridaypal had read this decision the previous night and he wanted everyone to know about it.

“I was not aware of it. | will read the judgement and then act accordingly.”

“Release the prisoners who are in solitary confinement immediately and send me the report.”
“Fine.”

“Now bring Modan here and get his statement written down.”

Modan came and recited his memorized statement. While leaving the chhadya barrack, Ranjodh Singh
felt lighter and he started defending his department.

“Certain social-work organisations and the courts pamper prisoners unnecessarily. | agree that some
prisoners have the potential to reform but most of them are professional criminals. They go berserk at
the sight of women; get into physical fights with the employees over trivial issues. They even walk out
of solitary full of bravado. If there is even one such prisoner in a barrack, the employees are always in
fear of their life and in a state of rage all day. What can the employees do? Protect themselves or
alleviate the prisoners’ woes? The government should classify the prisoners appropriately and the
professional criminals should be kept separate from the common ones. Then perhaps there is some
scope for improvement.”

“Are you going to just keep talking? Or offer tea and refreshments too?” Hridaypal was not happy with
the superintendent taking his officers’ side without reason and he changed the subject so that he didn’t
feel offended once more. In any case, the afternoon was declining and he had not been fortunate
enough to have had even a drink of water.
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Both of them were at fault here as Hridaypal had been in a hurry to finish his work too. Now that he had
been successful in his mission to some extent, he saw no harm in slackening off a little.

Initially, Ranjodh Singh had felt quite stressed. He had been anxious because grave charges had been
leveled against the jail administration. The Session Judge was conducting a secret investigation and
would not divulge any details inspite of repeated attempts to make him reveal something. He had been
gnawed by worries about problems that might rear their heads anytime, anywhere. Now he was
convinced that the Session Judge was genuinely trying to increase his knowledge and also that at heart,
he was on their side. Free of worries, Ranjodh Singh now remembered his duties as a host. “Come, let’s
go to the house,” he invited. “Let’s have a beer. The Chairman remembers you often. Let’s sit with him
and have a nice chat.”

These days, the Chairman and Chatta were closeted in the bungalow. The Chatta group had had a
monopoly over the alcohol trade in Mayanagar for the past decade. This year, during the auction, a new
group which enjoyed the patronage of the minister for food and supplies had appeared and it had
grabbed half the contracts. Chatta was close to the chief minister and both groups indulged in
skirmishes from time to time. Sometimes this erupted into full blown fights. Last month, the other
group had attacked Chatta’s followers and they had to, unwillingly, fire upon them. Two men of the
opposing group were killed. Chatta was not present at the scene but his name figured in the charge
sheet. He did not apply for anticipatory bail and had, in order to boost the morale of his followers,
chosen to go to jail. Chatta was sitting in jail voluntarily as otherwise obtaining bail was child’s play for
him.

During his tenure, Nirmal Singh had, in cahoots with the contractor, got many valuable trees cut down
and had swallowed up crores of rupees. The new government had gathered all the evidence through
the vigilance department and now there was a case against him of embezzling government property.
Prisoners in the bungalow might change frequently but the culture there remained the same. On that
day as usual, the fridge was filled with beer and soda. Murgmusallam (whole stuffed chicken) was being
cooked in the kitchen as earlier and guests were received with the same warmth as they had always
been welcomed. During his last visit, the Session Judge had eaten his lunch in this very same bungalow
and the party had continued till evening. He had greatly enjoyed the hospitality then and the jail
superintendent wished to re-create that conviviality in the bungalow once more. However, whether or
not the superintendent learnt any lessons from history, the Session Judge surely had.

He had realised his earlier error and had decided that from now on, jail visits would not be a means to
entertainment but the fulfillment of duty.

“No. A cup of tea and some biscuits would suffice.”

After tea, the Session Judge began his enquiries of the prisoners in the female ward - not the beautiful
ones but those bound up in chains and handcuffs. He also asked what crimes they had committed. Who
had recommended their punishment? Had the prisoner been given a chance to present her version or
not? After getting all the facts, he asked, amazed, “When the jail is stronger than a fort; the walls are
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high and the doors are made of heavy iron and there is heavily armed security at every corner - who can
overcome all this and escape? What is the necessity of placing them in handcuffs and chaining them?”

“Try sitting in our chair some time. We have to face the most insolent and impudent of prisoners all
day, every day. We need to do this in order to teach them a lesson and warn the others.”

“Do one thing. Send me a list of those prisoners as well. | will meet them on my next visit. Let us now
make our way to the female ward.”

With renewed energy, Hridaypal was now eager to proceed to the next stop on his tour.
“What is in there?”
“Hemaisiill.”

Ranjodh Singh was tired with all the walking around combined with the stress he had been experiencing.
He wanted to avoid any further conflict and now tried to fob him off with an excuse.

“It is with regard to her health that we need to go there.” Without waiting for an answer, the Session
Judge came out to stand on the road that led to the women’s ward.

“Oh, so he needs to know about Hema’s health? This means he already knows that she is ill - and also
why she is ailing.” As these thoughts ran through his mind, Ranjodh Singh felt restless once more.

“It’s been a tiring day. Let’s go in the vehicle now. Ask for the Gypsy to be brought around.” Hridaypal
knew the women’s ward was some distance away from where they stood. It would take them a while to
walk there and he did not want to waste any time now.

“The #*@& is playing games with me. Why doesn't he say directly that the women's ward has to be
raided? There’s sure to be a disaster today.” And the unhappy Ranjodh Singh climbed into the driver’s
seat.

“l have heard that there was a lawyer here at one time and | believe he had got many prisoners
released. Where is he now?”

After reading the letter, the Session Judge had guessed that it had been written be someone well versed
with the law and that he also knew about everything happening inside the prison. He felt instinctively
that the letter had been written by the very same lawyer about whose activities he had heard earlier
and he wished to confirm his hunch.

“Damn it! Now he will say, ‘call him here’; that fellow will present himself and raise some new issue
and expose all the misdeeds of the jail authorities.” And Ranjodh Singh’s heart beat faster at this
thought.

“He is out on parole.” Ranjodh Singh thought it wiser to tell a lie rather than have another nuisance rear
its head. It was not as though the judge was telling all the truth anyway!
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If truth be told, Hridaypal actually felt relieved on hearing that Hakam was not in the jail.

After the investigation was over, he was planning to write a report in favour of his friend and to do this,
he would need to fall back on falsehoods. He was apprehensive that Hakam would allege that he was
biased and would complain against him as well. Now, feeling assured on this score, he started his
inspection of the women’s’ ward.

He was welcomed by the stench of garbage that overflowed a drum kept in the corner. Dry leaves and
bits of paper fluttered around his feet as though to welcome him. A few crows were busy digging for
morsels in the garbage drum. Like the female prisoners, the crows too had to make great efforts to
satisfy their hunger. The birds were pulling out rags sodden with urine and faeces and encrusted with
blood from the pile of rubbish and scattering them around.

There was dal spilt on the ground near the drum around which flies buzzed. Some sparrows were
struggling with scraps of dry rotis. A little further, around fifteen or twenty female prisoners stood
around a tap clutching dirty dishes and bundles of dirty clothes. Water dripped from the tap slowly, drop
by drop. Hridaypal wondered how one measly fruit could satisfy the needs of so many.

Now, whenever a male officer was to enter a female ward, a bell was supposed to be rung ten minutes
earlier to warn of his arrival. But this was a high ranking officer who had entered the barrack abruptly.
How could any subordinate officer tell him to follow the rules?

The women had been moving around freely. Clad only in a petticoat or a salwar with unbuttoned
blouses and hair hanging loose, they did not get the chance to adjust their attire or tidy up their
appearance.

The Session Judge looked at their bodies closely - not out of lust but only to confirm what had been
alleged in the letter. The shapes that appeared before him were not worthy of being called women.
Although overcome with aversion, he was determined to continue his inspection. There were only a few
prisoners out in the yard as most of them were shut up inside the barrack. He wished to enter the
barrack but Ranjodh Singh stopped him at once.

“Sir, don’t try to be so principled. Most of the prisoners are afflicted with infectious diseases; a number
of them have venereal disease and a couple of them may have AIDS as well. If you were to contract
some disease or the other, how will you deal with it? Many of them are mad and abusive and may even
grab hold of you by your neck. Think of the injury to your dignity. Some of them have been administered
an injection to sedate them and have gone to sleep after a lot of trouble. If they wake up now, they will
create a commotion all night. If you wish to see anything, you can do so through the windows which are
deliberately large enough for this purpose.”

The Session Judge paused, a little afraid after the superintendent’s warning, then peeped into the
interior of the barrack through the wire mesh. He felt as though he was standing in hell and not in a
prison. There was a foul smell all around and sounds of weeping and wailing. There were hushed sobs,
signs of disease and starvation too.
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“Why don't you get them properly treated?”

“There is just one doctor here, with patients numbering 1500. Even if he were to work for twelve hours
straight, he would have to see two patients per minute. The budget allocated for medicines is
laughable, in name only. Each patient would get one rupee worth of medicine each month. How can
they get proper treatment?” This was an excellent opportunity for the jail superintendent to list his
woes and he took full advantage of it.

“The entire barrack is filthy. At the very least, it can be cleaned up and maintained well, can’t it?”

“The cleaning people are government employees. They have Saturdays and Sundays off and they do not
allow us to get the prisoners do the cleaning, complaining that it deprives them of employment
opportunities. The government too prohibits us from giving such work to prisoners and we do not have
the money to pay for work done overtime.”

“The clothes of half of the women are soaked in blood. Do you not provide them with cotton during
their monthly periods?”

“It is the same problem again! Where is the money?!”

“If nothing else, at least make arrangements to provide them with some old, torn clothes. The rag
picker would give you a pile of such clothes for a hundred rupees.”

“The jail superintendent does not have the authority to spend even one rupee of his own will. There are
an infinite number of such things that are required and which can be obtained for a hundred rupees.
Where do | get the pile of clothes from?”

“Why don’t you persuade a social work organisation to make these arrangements?”

“Nobody bothers about the prisoners as they are considered to be a blot on society. However, this is a
good suggestion and | will try to do something on those lines.”

“These prisoners are all piled one on top of the other. Can’t we at least let the women be in an open
area?”

“Come to my office and | will show you the files. | write to the government every month and make
suggestions during meetings. If they cannot construct new jails, they should at the very least, build
some new barracks here. The government trots out its old excuse of not having an adequate budget. In
any case, the responsibility for this lies with the courts also - along with the government.” Ranjodh
Singh had got fed up of listening to the judge’s comments and as soon as he got the chance, he let loose
a defensive salvo.

“Cases hang on for years and years and the accused stay in the jails like flocks of sheep. The cells keep
getting more and more filled up. The law which deals with narcotics has increased the seriousness of
this problem. No one nabs the trucks which bring in loads of posth and the police only pick up the
addicts. Someone possessing a kilo of posth never gets bail, nor does one found in possession of a
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hundred grams of opium. Every month a minimum of a couple of addicts die as they do not get their
daily fix and we are accountable for that as well. We manage to extricate ourselves from that situation
after employing many stratagems. In order not to be accused of murder, we often have to actually
arrange to have drugs brought to them.”

“The fault lies not with us but in the legal framework. Following the rules sometimes leads to delays.”

“These are exactly the same sorts of compulsions that we function under. The fault is neither ours nor
yours. We all know who the culprit is.”

“We'll talk about all this some other time. Now tell me, in which cell is Hema lodged?”
The sun had begun to set and Hridaypal wanted to wind up the work quickly.

“You know all about where she is and what has happened to her. You must protect my subordinate
officers. Tell me what your orders for me are.”

“You do know what an enormous crime has been committed by the daroga who is your subordinate?
Seducing prisoners who are in custody and getting them pregnant is a serious offence. Inducing the
delivery in the seventh month and then killing the infant is murder. Not providing medical treatment to
someone who is seriously ill and leaving them to die is again a case of murder. You are as equally
involved as anyone else in the last mentioned two offences. What is the punishment for these crimes?
You know that fully well too.”

Ranjodh Singh stood with head bowed like a criminal.

“I had warned you earlier that someone is out to get you and is keeping an eye on every wrong move of
yours. First identify this bad element and get rid of him as otherwise nothing can be done even with my
support. On the contrary, | will get mired in this sorry mess as well.”

“l remember your advice very well. The pouch of venom has been found and arrangements are being
made to destroy it.”

“I think that you trust your subordinates more than is wise and follow their counsel unthinkingly. Before
initiating any measures, investigate the matter yourself.” The judge patted his distraught friend on the
back and offered advice in an attempt to encourage him a little.

“There are 1500 prisoners here. Each one is a problem and it is not possible to conduct a full
investigation for every single one. | have to believe what my subordinates tell me. The jail employees
deal with dangerous situations and every moment they hold their life within their palms. There is no
knowing when and who will plunge a knife into their back or when a prisoner will escape and a case will
be filed against us. | am compelled to agree with whatever they say — good or bad —in order to keep up
their morale and ensure that their control and authority over the prisoners stays intact. However, | will
make a note of what you say.”
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“All right, then. Now get the ambulance here and have Hema admitted to the civil hospital. Tell the
doctor to ensure that she is given the right treatment and let me meet her too. | will explain a few
things to her here and some more once she is in the hospital. Then | will get her to make a statement in
your favour and will rid you of this bother.”

Pleased with the Session Judge’s plan, the jail superintendent got busy making arrangements to shift
Hema to hospital while the Session Judge occupied himself with listening to Hema talk about her ordeal.

Both friends were happy and felt that they were being mutually supportive.
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An emergency meeting of the subordinate staff, convened to discuss specific issues, began with a vote
of thanks to the judge. Everyone knew that if the judge had not been the superintendent’s friend and
had not, risking his honour and reputation, supported him wholeheartedly, an entire mountain of
disasters would have come crashing down on all the jail employees by now.

First, he formed a committee to look into Basant’s hearing and nominated his own men to the panel.
He told them how to deal with the matter, expressed his agreement with what the report said and
having recommended that the case against Basant be dismissed, spoke to the police captain and got it
done. So that the jail department would not try to trip them up as earlier, he wrote a letter to the
Inspector General and advised him to grant immediate release to Basant. The scared clerks moved the
missal from one table to the other within a day, without the benefit of silver wheels. Before going
home, Basant went to the superintendent’s house, fell at his feet and begged forgiveness. All his
complaints and accusations were wiped away now.

Hema was admitted to hospital and the civil surgeon was given strict orders to send a report regarding
the patient’s condition every day. The judge went to the hospital twice to meet her and spent a few
hours chatting with her. During the course of their conversations, he advised her: “Whatever the
Almighty does is for the good. By going to jail, the defect in your uterus has been remedied and you
have the ability to bear children now. Why give birth to an illegitimate offspring? Get married and
experience the blessings of the Almighty.”

Hema found the judge’s words worthy of consideration, and in her state of happiness, forgave
everybody their crimes. Pre-empting any chance of the prisoners inciting her again, the judge wrote a
letter to the High Court saying, “Hema is seriously ill and she wishes to go to the hospital for her
treatment. The prisoner should be given this concession and be released on bail till her hearing.”

The judge’s recommendation was approved and Hema left the prison with visions of leading a happy life
thereafter.

The complaint related to Modan was found to be illogical and incorrect and the doctor had already
rectified the internal lapses in the records. So that no one should - even by chance - raise an issue and
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to ensure that no errors would be spotted in the records, he sighed on the new registers that had been
created and affixed his seal on them. On the advice of the Session Judge, the handcuffed and fettered
prisoners wrote asking for pardon and the superintendent removed their chains after issuing a warning.
The prisoners in solitary had the remainder of their sentences pardoned and they were sent back to the
barracks.

In this way, by ridding the jail administration of all its problems, the Session Judge had fulfilled his duties
as a friend and was the special focus of their gratitude. It was now the turn of the administration to
reward him for his advice which they did by expressing their heartfelt appreciation. The complaint had
been made by Hakam and this secret was not concealed from anyone. To keep the future free of
difficulty, it was essential to get rid of this rotten apple. How could this be done? This was one of the
issues to be considered at the meeting.

This time there was no difference of opinion between the superintendent and his subordinates. The
officers put their heads together and quickly offered their views.

In this chain of events, the man who had been most defamed was Santokh Singh. Someone had
poisoned his wife’s ears against him and she had been sulking from that day on. She would sleep with
her back towards him and would look for excuses to pick up a fight all the time. It was Santokh’s good
fortune that his ‘in laws were good people or she would have gone back to her parental house long ago.

He was eager to destroy the poisonous plant at its root. His advice was, “Why not deal with him as was
done with Nimmey?’

A few years ago, Nimmey had also been afflicted with the disease that possessed Hakam and he had
been overcome by the desire to be the prisoners’ Don. He would beat up the weaker prisoners for no
reason and would misbehave with the warder as well. To consolidate his position as the Sardar — the
leader — he one day caught hold of a deputy by his collar. At that time, Santokh was the chief warder.
He could not tolerate this insult of his sahib and he made arrangements overnight to avenge this affront.

The next morning, Nimmey’s corpse was found hanging from the neem tree outside the langar.
Everyone knew why Nimmey had committed suicide. But no one had the courage to open their mouth.

For a month after this, Nimmey’s relatives made a noise about it and had an investigating officer
appointed. The officer went around the jail for a few days and when he could get his hands on nothing,
he submitted his report: “Nimmey has committed suicide. No one else is involved.”

Then peace reigned in the prison for a number of years. To re-establish peace once more, Santokh was
ready to take up the challenge again.

“l have made the preparations. The Neeta group of the bahadur barrack will do this job. As soon as
they get the chance, they will surround Hakam, pick up a fight for no reason and then hack his head to
bits. All | need is a hint from the officers to go ahead with it.” Santokh presented his plan, flashing
angry colours of red and yellow as the locals say.
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Ranjodh Singh was not in favour of taking such drastic steps. Hakam Singh had now been staying for
many years like other ordinary prisoners and the new ones did not even know his name. Even the older
ones had forgotten him. So there was no danger of voices being raised in support of Hakam within the
jail.

But earlier Hakam had helped many prisoners to overcome their difficulties and be released and some
of them visited him occasionally. They had complete knowledge of all the conditions inside and if
Hakam was harmed in a major way, they would definitely protest against it. Ranjodh Singh was not
ready to be rescued out of a well only to fall into a chasm. His advice was, “He is an educated prisoner.
You must try to upset his mental balance and follow the formula which says preserve the body, crush
the mind. Gradually he will be pushed to the margins.”

He also advised them on how to achieve this goal. “Hakam Singh is in the habit of citing the jail manual
at all times. We will cite the same manual to limit his visitors. The people who come to meet him are
not friends or relatives but thieves and unsocial elements. Ex-prisoners will not be permitted to meet
him on the pretext that they have dangerous intentions and are planning to help prisoners escape.
After making some efforts for a while, the visitors will stop coming and he will feel lonely. The demon of
public welfare that is now riding his head will get off on its own.

The newly released prisoners write a lot of letters to him and worship him as though he is their Almighty
and he is inspired to take up new fights after reading what they think of him. Now we will censor his
correspondence and allow only one or two to reach him every month. This way he will be even more
isolated and his morale will sink to the depths. Instruct the B class prisoners to act sullen with him on
some excuse or the other now and then. They should stop speaking to him, eating with him and
accompanying him on his walks. He will be reduced to talking to the walls and will go mad.”

The subordinates were on the same wave length as their officer and promised to put this into effect
immediately.

“Withdraw the B class status from him on some pretext. At the moment he is enjoying himself and also
exercising authority.” Inspite of all that was being planned, the deputy superintendent had objections
to his remaining a B class prisoner.

“It is even more important to evict him from the office room. He barely writes four alphabets the entire
day, has no work at all and is actually there only to keep an eye on our activities. He is always on the
look out for an opportunity to set a spark flying.” The assistant daroga had an objection to his coming to
the office.

“Send him with me to the factory for a few days. See if | do not straighten him out like an arrow! He
will forget all his mischief.” The factory incharge, Dharampal was eager to teach him a lesson.

“This is not a difficult task. First we will charge him with a grievous offence. Then we will conduct an
investigation and find him guilty. We can kill two birds with one stone”, said the jail superintendent
encouragingly.
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What could Hakam be charged with? The discussion now centered on this topic. Many suggestions
were offered but the one that was accepted was the plan that the assistant daroga put forward.

His advice was that the missal of those prisoners who had not been able to offer a bribe for
recommendation of their release and whose discharge was therefore not desired by the authorities
should be packed into a bundle and thrown into a corner. When the prisoners created a commotion
over the delay, a report would be filed at the police station saying that the missals had been stolen.
After a few days, they would be recovered from the dustbin of the B class cell and Hakam would be
accused of the theft. He would also be accused of having demanded money from a prisoner to prepare
his missal. Another would say that he had seen Hakam throwing the bundle into the dustbin.

As soon as this plan was approved, the officers offered their individual services to make it successful.
Kishore Kumar would record the missals against Hakam’s name in the register and then make them
disappear. Santokh would arrange to have them thrown into the dustbin and later recover them in the
presence of Ranjit Singh. The jail superintendent would form a committee headed by Ranjit Singh to
investigate the matter. Kishore Kumar would take care of the witness statements and within a week the
report would be presented to the superintendent. He would approve the report and issue an order to
have Hakam removed from the office and sent to the factory for manual labour.

It would only be then that the process to teach Hakam a lesson would begin.
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Clad in a light blue uniform, Hakam came to the factory to work and was greeted by Dharampal with
great enthusiasm.

There was a table in front of the deputy’s chair and Hakam stood facing him across it. There was no
chair, nor even a stool for him to sit on.

Dharampal opened the drawer, took out a copy of the jail manual and placed it on the table. Then he
said to Hakam, “You will say, citing this manual, ‘a prisoner should be given work according to his
qualifications and physical strength. | am a B class prisoner and | should be given light work’. The jail
administration followed these rules for seven years and placed you in an office as a clerk. Your every
wish was fulfilled but you were not loyal. On the contrary, what you did was attempt to reach out and
grasp our very beards.”

Then Dharampal opened the manual and pushed it towards Hakam, pointing to a particular page. “This
manual was written by the British and there are many provisions in this to deal with rebels like you.
Here, read the ifs and buts of this particular rule. If a prisoner like you goes crazy, his B class status can
be withdrawn. See? It is written here. At the moment your B class has not been revoked but you have
been sent to the factory to give you a taste of labour. In a couple of days you will come crashing down
to earth.
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You are physically healthy and strong and capable of doing any kind of work. According to the rules, you
have been sent to work at the saw mill. There are ten to twelve prisoners there and they will help you
to form a union.”

Hakam listened to Dharampal’s taunts in silence.
Dharampal rang the bell and asked the sevadar to summon the panja incharge of the saw mill.

“This is lawyer Sahib. At one time he was very famous in the jail but at the moment his star is on the
descendent. We must put him to work lovingly.” This was a hint that the new prisoner should be dealt
with strictly and Dharampal handed Hakam over to the frail, elderly looking incharge.

The factory was not unfamiliar to Hakam as he had had occasion to come here many times earlier. At
that time there were only a few Punjabi prisoners in the saw mill and the others were mostly migrants
from other states. The money that they earned through their work would be snatched away either by
the police at the time of their arrest or by the lawyers and munshi during their trial. These prisoners
who had come to the jail with nothing but the vest and briefs that they were wearing had nothing to
offer to the jail employees. The prison staff would send them to the saw mill. They had their own
compulsions too. Furniture was produced in the jail and the wood required for it was cut in the saw
mill. If there was a saw mill, then a technician and a labourer were also necessary and this requirement
was filled up by the migrant prisoners. To them it did not matter where they were put to work as they
were accustomed to hard physical labour. Even when they were outside, they would climb up to four
storeys with a load of twenty five bricks on their heads.

“l have never performed rigorous labour. How am | going to carry heavy logs,” Hakam worried as he
proceeded towards the saw mill. He cursed the Session Judge, Hridaypal for his misfortune.

Justice Krishna lyer of the Supreme Court was a judge who, concerned about public welfare, kept issuing
guidance and instructions to the lower court through his decisions. According to him, the government
had no interest in amending the laws but the judiciary should be aware of its duties. The courts should
fulfill the hopes of the citizens and the judges should fling open the doors of the prisons and allow the
fresh breeze of justice to flow through them. The prisoners should be prevented from having a mental
break down. When the fundamental rights of the prisoners were threatened, the court should
intervene in the management of prisons and reprimand the guilty jail officials.

Hakam had thought that the Session Judge of Mayanagar would have read these decisions. He believed
that Hridaypal’s heart would weep in the manner in which Krishna lyer had been disturbed on reading
the letter of two prisoners lodged in Tihar Jail, and he would immediately tighten the reins on the jail
administration. But what had happened was the reverse.

What the Session Judge should have done was to keep the name of the letter writer secret. He should
have guessed that the person writing the letter was completely under the control of the jail authorities
and if he revealed his name in public, they could harm him in many ways. What he should have done
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was to investigate the facts listed in the letter; met the prisoners crying out for justice and alleviated
their sorrows. He should have brought the guilty employees to stand in the dock.

Instead of siding with the prisoners, he had chosen to favour the jail authorities. Instead of keeping the
letter confidential he had handed over copies and helped them to identify the author of the letter. He
had given relief to Hema and Basant not because of any sympathy for the prisoners but to save the hide
of the jail officials. Imprisoned in the jail, Modan could only have given the statement which they
wanted him to. How could he have given a declaration of his own will in the presence of the officials?
Wasn't it the duty of the Session Judge to conduct a secret investigation? He should have taken each
prisoner aside and asked them to talk to him frankly about the reality of prison life. But he would only
have done all this if he had been sympathetic to the prisoners.

He neither met the prisoners fettered in handcuffs and chains nor did he go alone into the cells. Like the
life-giving water itself devouring the field, if the protector himself were to turn destroyer, who would
look after the weak and needy prisoners?

As he walked towards the saw mill, Hakam was beset with another worry. Hridaypal joining forces with
Ranjodh Singh was not a very regrettable issue. Thieves will stick together after all. Hakam was not in
the fight for personal gains as he had been given all kinds of facilities anyway. He had been fighting for
others. But during the investigation, a couple of prisoners had given statements against him. Hakam
had obliged Mussadilal, the munshi of the office in many ways. First he had taken him out of the fabric-
dying furnace and brought him into the office. Then he had encouraged him to study.

He had helped him to pass the eleventh and then the twelfth grade. Now he was preparing him for a
B.A course. At the daroga’s instigation, Mussadi had first made false entries recording some missals
against Hakam’s name and then hoodwinked him into signing the register. Then he made those missals
disappear and framed Hakam for the deed. He had assisted in getting Hakam punished.

Hema and Basant had behaved rather unkindly too. They relaxed at home after being released and did
not come to meet him even once. They did not even write to him.

Then it occurred to him that they might have come to visit him and been turned away at the entrance.
They might have sent letters which were torn up. Hakam had received some information indicating that
these days this was what was happening.

After a while, Hakam’s attitude towards people like Mussadi softened a little. They were helpless, poor
creatures and puppets in the hands of the jail officials. They only did what they were asked to do.

Having forgiven the prisoners, Hakam started cursing the officers.

“How have | harmed the officers in any way? | only asked for facilities according to the law and that too
not for myself but those who dare not open their mouth in fear. It was for those who do not have any
knowledge about their rights. The officers regard my work as a crime and are bent upon teaching me a
lesson. The law says that prison authorities should be soft hearted, interested in doing good for the
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people and help the prisoners by understanding their physical, mental and social problems. On the
contrary, these officers are actually aggravating the problems of the prisoners.”

Dharampal had hinted to Meeta regarding how Hakam should be dealt with. Hakam had also
understood what he meant.

Hakam understood everything. The officers were furious and now all kinds of cruelty - both physical and
mental - would be imposed upon him. What he could not work out was who would stand by him in this
hour of crisis.

Hakam was also angry with his fellow prisoners in B class. It was obvious that they had guessed what
the future would be from the calm before the storm and, on some excuse or the other, they had started
avoiding him.

The professor had been his meal companion for three years but during the last three days he had taken
to eating alone. The doctor was very fond of moong halwa and it was sent for him from his house for a
couple of days every week. Earlier he would first offer it to Hakam before having it himself. The last
time he had been sent the halwa, he had hidden it from Hakam and consumed it all by himself. The SDO
and the Bank Manager did not enjoy their walks unless Hakam accompanied them but the previous day
they too had slipped away when he was not looking. Every night, Mehta and his friends would have a
session of cards. Last night Mehta had not invited him to be his partner and did not seat Hakam next to
him for advice and discussion as usual. It was as though a messenger had gone around the entire
barrack telling all his fellow prisoners to boycott Hakam. He was tired of sitting alone and had lost
interest in reading as well. Lying there in isolation, all kinds of negative thoughts would enter his mind
and in order to occupy himself he had gone to sit — uninvited - with the card players. They had
grimaced, stopped playing and gone off to their respective places to lie down.

Hakam was not so thick skinned either and he started avoiding them too.

This morning before leaving for work, nobody had greeted him like they used to earlier and Hakam had
walked towards the factory with a downcast countenance. However, the panja incharge walking in front
of him was very happy as he had got the opportunity to offer his services to Hakam.

It was clear that Hakam had not recognized Meeta but Meeta had certainly recognized him. They had
both been sentenced on the same day and had come to jail together.

Meeta had not had occasion till now to have any direct dealings with Hakam but he had heard that
Hakam was a good hearted man like Gurmeet and that he had helped numerous poor and helpless
people like Meeta.

“In his hour of difficulty, | will represent the poor and the weak. | will take any risk and help this man,”
resolved Meeta as he led Hakam to the saw mill.

“This is lawyer sahib,” said Meeta, introducing Hakam to the four or five prisoners standing there with
their nose and mouth covered with a piece of cloth. Then he looked around cautiously. When he was
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assured that there was nobody else there, he said softly, “He is a very useful man. We should help him
and give him some light work to do.”

“Yes sahib,” and the prisoners bowed their heads in obedience to his order.

“Do one thing. Continue carrying the logs yourself and put him to work carrying the chopped wood but
only in small quantities. Do remember that the minute you spot the sahib coming, place him among the
logs. In any case | am here all the time and will keep an eye on things.”

“Alright sahib,” said the migrants again, indicating their obedience to Meeta’s instructions.

The respect that he received from the prisoners had the effect of removing the burden that had
weighed down Hakam'’s spirits. He was happy that there was at least one person here who appreciated
the work he had done. Even this little was enough to fill him afresh with enthusiasm and he felt ready to
clash against even the highest of mountains.

As soon as the button was pressed on the electric motor, the sawing began. Two mistries went down to
handle the work of cutting. About three feet away were the pile of logs which were supposed to be
sawed that day. Four prisoners went towards the logs and according to the practice, two of them placed
one log each on their shoulders and brought it to the machine. Two prisoners placed themselves on the
other side of the machine. After it was cut, one of them was to take the useful wood to the store while
the other had to collect the remaining wood which would be of no use out of the saw mill and place it in
the waiting handcart. He then had to pull the handcart to the langar, unload the wood for use as fuel
and return.

Dharampal’s orders were that Hakam had to work with the logs.

Meeta, in contravention of the order and exercising his authority, put Hakam to work carrying the pieces
of wood that remained after it was sorted. This was light work and he had another prisoner to help him
as well. After doing four rounds, Hakam started feeling tired. The pointed ends of the wood had
lacerated his palms and fingers. He had removed some splinters from under his nails but some were still
embedded in his flesh and were causing him a lot of pain.

The prisoner who was working with Hakam was roundly abused by the munshi at the langar. The fuel
was reaching there late and the fire in the stove was getting lower and lower. The prisoner was
instructed to bring the cart around faster.

Hakam could understand the prisoner’s helplessness and realised that it was because of his own
weakness that his companion was being reprimanded. He guessed that he would also be abused soon
enough.

To save himself from being shouted at, Hakam increased his pace. Instead of carrying a small quantity of
wood, he tried taking a bigger heap but after seven or eight rounds of this, his arms started screaming in
pain. Although he was wearing a full sleeved shirt, splinters still kept piercing his skin. His joints refused
to support him any further and his arms drooped with the weight.
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The prisoners who were dragging the logs understood what he was going through. They started
bringing the logs in faster and within half an hour they had piled up a number of them in front of the
machine. In as much time as the logs were cut, they would wrap up Hakam’s part of the work.

On the pretext of oiling the machine, the mistry stopped the saw and the prisoners got some more time
to help Hakam.

“No, | will do my work myself’- Hakam stopped the migrants from coming to his aid. These
underprivileged people did not know that getting another prisoner to do one’s share of work or
someone doing another’s work were both crimes. These days the jail authorities were bent upon
making Hakam read the jail manual. They would immediately take out the manual and make life
miserable for Hakam as well as the migrants.

Hakam compelled himself to keep working till the bell rang for the time of rest.

After resting for fifteen minutes, his body felt heavier rather than lighter. His arms swelled up, his
fingers stiffened and his back ached. His body protested, “Now | cannot work anymore”. But it was
necessary to go on. If there was any show of carelessness, his parole would be cancelled and he would
be put to work to finish the task - as though he was going to be able to even then! His pardon would be
canceled as punishment and his food rations would be reduced.

At the moment Hakam could not take this risk and he had to continue working at any cost.

Hakam carried the wood and freely cursed the blood-sucking law that was so out of sync with the times.
What kind of law was this which allowed the officers to turn human beings into animals whenever they
wished? But then, he thought, “the law is the law.” The fault lay with the people who implemented it
and those who did not amend it from time to time.

Hakam thought about the political leaders who - from Jawaharlal Nehru to Surjeet Singh Barnala - had
all had a taste of prison life. They had exposed the management of prisons and jail laws in heavy books
that they had written but as soon they occupied the chair of high office, they forgot all about it. Far
from passing laws for the public good, they had not even had the time till now to abolish the law made
by the British which prohibited prisoners from wearing the Gandhi cap. These people were the
inheritors of the British rulers and were treading the same path. That the law had been made to keep
people in slavery was what they wanted to convey. They were not crazy - why rewrite the laws? Why
give relief to the common people?

In the afternoon, the migrants placed a utensil of water on the stove and dropped in a fistful of posth.
When the water had boiled for a while they added jaggery and some tea leaves. Then they waited for it
to cool down.

Hakam had till that day spoken extensively against the use of intoxicants and had motivated prisoners to
stop indulging in such practices. But today he felt the need himself for a drug which would help him to
complete his work.
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Lying down on the logs, resting, Hakam waited for the migrants to invite him to drink the tea. Meeta
was a few steps ahead of Hakam and he served ‘Kali Mai’ (opium) along with the tea.

At first Hakam was hesitant to accept the glass of tea. Both the intoxicants were expensive and the
migrants must have bought it with the money they had earned by their sweat and blood. He did not
wish to rob them of their hard earned income.

There was another reason for his hesitation to indulge in any form of drugs. From now on he would
have to do hard labour every day and he did not want to get into the habit of indulging in any of this. By
the time his sentence was over, he might become a hard core addict.

But the present could not be ruined by thoughts of the future. Right then Hakam was confronted with
the difficulty of getting through the day in adequate shape.

Having considered all aspects of the situation, Hakam decided to down the bitter draught. By the time
he started working again, he could feel energy returning to his body and his pain disappeared.

After an hour his body started drooping once more and the speed of his work slackened.

“You have not put him to work at the logs, you bastard?” The deputy who had suddenly come on an
inspection, roared at Meeta. Now Hakam felt ashamed for being a sluggard. It hurt him that some poor
fellow was being abused on his account.

“Come on brother, go up,” the shamefaced Meeta said to him on having being caught out and
prompting him towards the logs.

Hakam ran towards the pile of logs obediently. Gathering up all his strength, he picked up a log and
placed one end of it on his shoulder while the other end was balanced by one of the migrant prisoners.
Carrying the log on his shoulder, the thirty foot gap between the saw and the logs seemed like thirty
miles to Hakam. He prayed a hundred times that he would be able to reach the saw and as he lowered
it to the ground he felt as though his shoulder had become numb.

Hakam looked stealthily around him. Dharampal was standing behind a pillar watching him massaging
his shoulder. He was smiling. Hakam understood perfectly what the smile meant.

After carrying three logs, Hakam’s back started aching as did his shoulders. His knees creaked and his
feet seemed to weigh a hundred tons. It seemed impossible to take one step after another.

As soon as he placed the fourth log on his shoulder, stars seemed to swim before his eyes. His legs
faltered and he stumbled, on the point of complete collapse. Almost unconscious, he felt he was falling
to the ground; that the log was toppling on him; that his bones were breaking and that Dharampal was
standing at a distance, laughing uproariously.
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“Sardariji, you are fine now and will be discharged today.”

Ever since Hakam had heard the assistant compounder Shyam Lal say these words, he had become
increasingly restless.

In ordinary hospitals the news of patients being discharged would only materialise after many prayers
but in the jail hospital it was the complete reverse. As soon as the news of the imminent release from
hospital came, the prisoner’s face would go pale and he would start praying to stay there for a few more
days at the very least.

Hakam wish to stay admitted in the hospital did not arise from rebelliousness or obstinacy. Far from
being ‘fine’, his condition was in fact getting worse day by day. His wounds were still fresh and he had
difficulty walking and moving about. To send him back to work in that state was gross injustice.

“The jail management is hell bent on killing me.” Hakam’s suspicion crystallized into certainty on getting
this news.

He had been lying like an orphan for the past four days in the hospital. No one had examined his injuries
even once and the doctor had deliberately stopped coming to the hospital. From the very first day,
Hakam had been pleading, “The pain in my foot is increasing and | think a bone is broken. Please get an
X-ray taken and put my foot in a plaster cast.” But the compounder would not hear of it. He would
dismiss him casually, “I have examined you and the wound is not serious, there is only a muscle
rupture.” To alleviate Hakam’s doubts, the compounder called for Miyan from the bahadurs’ barrack. It
was a common recurrence for arms and legs to break - how could each prisoner be taken to hospital?
Miyan was a home-grown expert who would set the broken bones together within the prison itself. He
now agreed with the compounder’s diagnosis, unwound the bandage, tied it up again tightly and went
on his way.

Hakam’s other wounds were in a similarly bad state. The ointment to be applied and the bandage to be
wound around his injuries on the first day had been done. After that the wounds were not cleaned, nor
was the bandage changed. Whenever Hakam requested a change of bandages, all he would hear was, “I
am coming in a minute.” And the matter would end there.

Hakam’s wounds had been throbbing since the previous day; he thought they had become infected and
were probably oozing pus. It was essential to allow the wounds to dry up with medicines taken
internally and proper ointments and bandages applied externally. He was being given pain killers
instead of antibiotics. How on earth would the wounds heal?

Hakam'’s right eye, elbow, left leg and foot were badly wounded. His knees, shoulders - even his neck -
as well as his entire body bore abrasion marks.

Unhappy as he was with his injuries, he was also troubled by the atmosphere in the ward on the ground
floor. There were fifteen cots crammed into a room meant to hold ten beds. Instead of fifteen patients,
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there were thirty five of them admitted there. One had jaundice, another had asthma and still another
was suffering from tuberculosis. There were the sounds of somebody groaning outside, coughing or
retching and vomiting. There were even those smoking a bidi or chewing tobacco. The stink and
humidity had the effect of further increasing Hakam’s pain and discomfort.

He was a B class prisoner and he should have been accommodated on the first floor. Each time he
asked, the compounder would put him off with the excuse that it was only the doctor who had the
authority to change his ward. If he was required to plead with the doctor, how on earth could he? That
good man had not shown his face here even once during the last four days.

The first day, the doctor had to attend a hearing as a witness and was away all day. The next day he had
a meeting with the top officials of his department and by the time he came back home, it was late
evening. Then he had to attend the wedding of a friend’s sister and he took leave. One day he simply
bunked and did not report for duty.

Hakam could understand quite well what mischief both the doctor and compounder were up to. They
were taking revenge and keeping a count of all that they wanted to get back at him for. Hakam had on
many occasions earlier pointed an accusing finger at their mode of functioning. These people were not
noble enough to offer water to an injured foe. Hakam had fallen into their hands after great trouble and
now they wanted to show their enemy the worst that could possibly happen to him.

His head was heavy for having spent three sleepless nights; his eyes flamed red and were burning. He
had no appetite and his restlessness was increasing every second. He would lie down on the mattress,
sit up, walk around a little and then sit down on his cot again. He would suddenly fall silent while
speaking, turn his face to the wall and lie down.

After hearing to Shyam Lal’s news of his impending discharge, Hakam could see death hovering at the
head of his bed.

“1 will not be the first martyr to be punished with death for having raised the flag of rebellion against the
jail management. It is common treatment in the prison.” And with this thought came memories of the
earlier martyrs. A couple of days earlier, Hariya who had been on the adjacent bed, had been taken to
the civil hospital. His left arm had been broken in a fight with his fellow prisoners. The ends of the
broken bone had not been properly set together by the jail doctor and it had to be broken once more
and reset but even this did not work and the entire arm got infected. The bone specialist advised that
the patient’s arm must be amputated in order to save his life. What would a desperate man not do?
Crying and wailing, Hariya had to give his consent for the surgery.

Hariya’s arm had not cracked by accident but had been deliberately done so on instructions. Who had
broken it and why? This tale had been narrated by Hariya himself.

Hariya had been ill for two weeks and his entire body itched. Not only did the medicines from the jail
hospital have no effect, his illness was actually getting worse as small blisters gradually covered his
entire body. Hariya wished to be treated at the civil hospital but the doctor was not willing to send him
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there. He would say that any prisoner who suffered from even a mere headache was eager to be
admitted to the civil hospital. What he really wanted was to enjoy a fun trip outside the prison. He
would tell Hariya, “You are getting better but it will take a few days to be completely fit - whether you
stay here or in the outside hospital.” Hariya was not convinced by the doctor’s words. He had stopped
sleeping and felt as though he was going insane. He appealed to the jail superintendent but his plea was
rejected. His history ticket showed that he had once earlier gone to the civil hospital on some pretext
and had vanished. It was suspected that on this occasion too he was but laying the groundwork for
escape from jail.

Because of his illness and the fact that his appeal had been rejected, the unhappy Hariya got into a
quarrel with the warder. Mad with rage, Hariya attacked the warder, stabbing his chest with spoons
that had been sharpened and kept ready for some such occasion. The wounds that the warder suffered
were not very deep but the administration viewed this attack with seriousness. “Today a pickpocket has
attacked the warder; tomorrow someone else will try to do the same with the deputy. It is better to
crush the snake before it can raise its head.” The administration decided to teach Hariya a lesson.

During the morning counting the next day, Hariya had his offence read out to him and then the
punishment was pronounced. He was stripped naked and administered twenty lashes. The deputy also
declared, “Any hand that is lifted against the jail employees will be chopped off.” Hariya had his back
flayed according to his punishment by the same warder whom he had attacked. That night some loyal
prisoners were told to break his arm and then the doctor contributed his own fuel to the sacrificial fire.
The result was now there for all to see: the arm that had been raised against the warder was now
completely severed at its root.

“Hariya had, in his unhappiness and in a fit of anger, attacked the warder and he was given such a
horrific punishment for an ordinary offence. | have taken up issues with people in the prison ranging
from the warder to the jail superintendent and the compounder to the doctor. | am sure to get the
death sentence in return.” Hakam would sometimes come to this conclusion as he compared Hariya’s
story with his own. At other times he would reflect, “I am not Hariya. | never asked for anything for
myself and have always waged struggles for the sake of the other prisoners. | have never been violent.
They cannot do the same to me.” Hakam would, like a lawyer, try to console himself by advancing
arguments in his own favour. Then he would be reminded of some other incidents and be beset by
doubt once more.

Ninder Pehalwan had gone joyfully to his work one morning. He had no clue what went into his
stomach along with the evening tea. First he vomited out the tea and then some blood. By the time he
was taken to the hospital, he had fallen unconscious and by evening, he was dead. No one knew what
sickness had devoured Ninder. Some would say it was cholera, others that there was an ulcer in his
stomach which had burst. Some were of the opinion that a poisonous insect had fallen into his tea,
while others asserted that he had committed suicide by deliberately ingesting a harmful substance. The
last guess regarding the cause of death seemed to Hakam to be the right one. The only difference was
that Ninder had not taken the poisonous substance himself — it had been administered to him without
his knowledge.
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A few days before he had been sent to the saw mill, Hakam had heard a few rumours to the effect that
the superintendent had become angry about something during his weekly inspection and had hit
Ninder. Ninder himself was fiercely dangerous and he could not tolerate the insult in front of his
followers. He had already committed three murders - all to safeguard his ‘honour’. He had grasped the
stick in the superintendent’s hand and blocked the blow. This sign of disobedience had angered the
superintendent so much that he had cut short the inspection to return to his office in a rage. He had
had a secret meeting with his advisors that lasted an hour. Within a week, the unthinkable had
happened. After Ninder it was now Hakam’s turn.

Hakam now regretted his previous actions. “l should have behaved in a sensible manner. | should have
known what harm the jail management could do to me. The jail authorities treated me without
harshness and | became more and more rebellious. But what is the use now of regret when the birds
have swept the field clean of its grain? A mistake has been made and | should now be prepared for the
consequences.” Hakam felt that his head would explode with all the thoughts that came flowing in.

He realised that worry and sleeplessness could harm him in many ways, leading even to him losing his
mental balance. There was only one solution to this serious problem and that was to get some sleep
somehow or the other for a few hours. This could be achieved by taking a medicine which would help
him to sleep and which was available only with the compounder who was not willing to assist him in any
way. He would sometimes claim that the stock of that particular medicine was exhausted, at other
times that it could only be administered after the doctor prescribed it. Hakam could not ask the
compounder to get the medicine from outside - nor would the compounder have obeyed him if he had
done so. He did not wish to have his feelings further hurt by subjecting himself to a sure snub. The
wealthy prisoners walked around with their pockets full of medicines and would consume them like
snacks. Inspite of his dire need, Hakam did not have the good fortune to get even one tablet. His blood
boiled at the unwarranted injustice of it all.

In an attempt to quell his rising anger, Hakam lay down on his bed with his eyes closed and tried to
sleep.

Nandu, suffering from jaundice, had had his eye on Hakam since morning. He had the feeling — but was
not sure - that the Sardar lying on bed no. 8 was the same lawyer, Hakam Singh who had arranged for
brilliant counsel for Nandu at government expense some time earlier. On the High Court’s intervention,
there had been a stay on Nandu’s verdict and his release had been postponed. But he still believed
wholeheartedly that the lawyer’s efforts would one day or the other certainly lead to his acquittal.

There were many reasons for Nandu’s doubts regarding the identity of the patient that he was looking
at. The first was that Hakam Singh was a young man. This Sardar had a beard which was more than half
silver; Hakam was thin but not skeletal like this man; Hakam would on his own search out prisoners, seat
them next to him and talk to them. He would solve their problems. This Sardar, on the other hand,
stayed silent and appeared to be surrounded by difficulties himself.

Nandu and the other prisoners had been told that Hakam had been released after a year and had gone
home. Every prisoner forgets his friends in the jail when he goes home. Nandu was not unfamiliar with
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this world and, when many months passed without even a glimpse of Hakam, the prisoners forgot him
too.

Nandu also knew that Hakam was not a professional criminal and that there was no possibility of his
being sent back to jail for another offence.

Nandu had been trying since morning to find out the prisoner’'s name and other details. The other
patients knew only his prisoner number. The Sardar had not told anyone about himself and no one had
asked him either.

Nandu was amazed at the foolishness of his fellow prisoners - each prisoner was beset by some problem
or the other. The river was flowing right past their door and they were standing thirsty on the
threshold!

Pahadia, who was suffering on account of an intestinal disease, was not as gloomy regarding his own
condition as he was about not being able to fulfill his dying wife’s last wish. His wife had been fighting
cancer for the last six months. The doctors had thrown up their hands in defeat and advised the
relatives to take her home and make her as comfortable as possible. In a state of semi consciousness,
she would murmur all day, “Bring my husband to me. My last breath will be taken resting in his lap.”
Pahadia had requested parole a number of times and had attached the doctor’s certificate to
substantiate his appeal but the deputy continued to sit on his application like a hooded cobra. He would
say, “The disease is nonexistent and the certificate is fake. Your behavior is all a sham. You actually
wish only to go home and produce a baby.”

Nandu would console Pahadia saying, “If prisoner number 808 is actually Hakam, then you can be
certain that your request will be granted. You can retain any lawyer you like. Hakam will rest only after
he has got your parole approved.”

Bengali, suffering from asthma, was not well educated. He had managed to obtain a number of pardons
by working very hard and being quiet and submissive. His village was very far away and from the time
he had been sentenced till the present, he had not gone on parole even once. According to what
Bengali had calculated, his release should have taken place two months ago. He had attempted on
numerous occasions to get this properly calculated by the assistant daroga and had requested him to do
so time and again. The daroga demanded five hundred rupees from him for this work. Since he did not
have this amount, his release was being delayed.

Nandu encouraged him as well. “This lawyer has the right medicine for this disease. He will
immediately make the calculations and get you released.”

Bholu was a TB patient and his illness had progressed to a severe stage. It was an infectious disease
which carried the risk of spreading to others. The doctor had told him a number of times, “You have to
be sent to the TB hospital for proper treatment.” But all action ended there. Bholu pleaded with the
doctor morning and evening only to be evaded with the phrase, “We will do it, we will do it.”
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Nandu could not sit at ease till he had found out the name of prisoner number 808 - a feat he
accomplished by being obsequious to the compounder. He then took Pahadia, Bengali and Bholu with
him joyfully to meet Hakam.

When Nandu gently shook Hakam thinking he was asleep, Hakam was actually, at that minute thinking
about the prisoner Ruldu.

No one had any idea who Ruldu was or where he was from. All that they knew was that he was serving
a sentence in a murder case. How much punishment had he already served and how much remained?
No one knew. Every prisoner there would say, “Ruldu was already here when | arrived in this prison.”

Since he had a serene demeanour, people called him a darvesh (ascetic). The jail administration had
been kind enough to exempt him from hard labour and there was no restriction on his movements. He
could go wherever he wished to.

He spent most of his time in the hospital; sometimes silent, sometimes talking to the prisoners. He
would occasionally abuse lawyers and the judge as well. The invectives would also be at times directed
towards court witnesses and his children. People said that his children had not made arrangements for
his defense and had never come to meet him. Ruldu considered the jail as his home.

Whether people called him a darvesh or devotee, Hakam believed that he was mad, someone who had
lost his mental health due to stress. He needed sedatives to help him sleep. If the pills were given to
him when he begged, he slept; otherwise he would remain awake for many nights at a time. When the
illness grew severe, the doctors would put him to sleep by administering a sedating injection.

The previous evening, Shyam Lal had told Hakam that it was getting difficult for the doctor to give him
free injections. Hence he was very soon going to be declared insane and confined in chains.

To confine Ruldu would be the same as handing him a death sentence. No one would give him any
medical treatment there nor would anyone ever get him released. Hakam felt that he too was going to
suffer the same fate in a few days. He might also be put to sleep by being given an injection for
insomnia.

Someone was shaking him, calling him “Lawyer sahib.”

He had heard the word ‘lawyer’ after many years and at first thought he was hallucinating. Then he
stood up, agitated. He assumed that he was also being taken along with Ruldu to be locked up in chains.

“Yes?” was all that the startled Hakam could utter.

“l am Nandu. You had been of great help to me many years ago. | am about to be released. This is my
friend and he requires your help.”

Nandu quickly placed the three problems before Hakam. This was the first time that Hakam was
irritated by the fact of his being a lawyer. It was this intoxication for the law that had brought him to
this dire state.
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“These people will get their work done and then turn their faces away. After this, | will be the one left
picking off the thorns,” he brooded. Hakam felt that it would be better for him to refrain from thrusting
his hands into the fire.

“What can | do? Go and kick the daroga in his stomach yourself.”
Nandu and his companions went away with downcast faces.

Lying back with his eyes shut, Hakam assessed his own behavior. For the first time he felt that he had
made the right decision. When the prisoners did not support him in times of need, why should he lay
down his life for them?

After a while, his thoughts started to change their course and he began to regret his behaviour.

“How could | have uttered such bitter words?” And as he lay there introspecting, he searched for the
seeds of the bitterness that had taken birth within him.

“The papers for your discharge have been prepared. The doctor has arrived and gone upstairs; he will
sign the papers as soon as he comes down.”

Shyam Lal broke into Hakam’s chain of thought. “A discharge without getting well?” He was irritated at
the doctor’s conduct.

For a minute he felt that he should go upstairs and speak to the doctor. Then he changed his mind and
thought it would be better to meet him downstairs. He stayed where he was with his eyes fixed on the
staircase, waiting for the doctor to descend.

After a while, the doctor came down chatting with the compounder. Instead of making a round of the
ward and inquiring about the patients’ condition, he went straight to his office. Hakam followed close
behind.

“You are fine, aren’t you Hakam?” The doctor asked, pulling towards him a few papers that were lying
on his table.

“How can anyone be fine without treatment? Nobody has even changed my bandages. My wounds
have become infected and are oozing pus. Here, see for yourself.” And Hakam started unwinding the
bandages and flinging them on the floor.

The sight of the unclean bandages in the room annoyed the doctor and he muttered to himself a local
proverb, “The rope has been burnt but still keeps it twist.”

“You are merely confused. According to the compounder’s report, you are perfectly fine and | am
discharging you.”

“There is no question of giving me a discharge. On the contrary, how many days of rest are you going to
recommend?”
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“Warriors like you are not afraid of little injuries but stay on the field with courage. You must not shirk
in the performance of your labour.”

“I know my duty very well. It is people like you who are not fulfilling theirs. | am being deliberately
harassed.” Hakam’s tone was getting acrimonious.

“You have hung us out on a cross too. Now when it is your turn to face trouble, why are you so
frightened?” The doctor’s tone and attitude took on the colour of Hakam’s manner.

“What have | done?” Like someone who has been caught stealing red handed, Hakam sputtered
shamefacedly.

“What you have done and what you have not is something that you know only too well and so do we.
Let us not get into this debate. Take your packet of medicines and sign here. That is all.” And the doctor
slid a register towards Hakam.

“Why should | sign this when | am not well yet? You can do whatever you want to, by force.” The
enraged Hakam pushed the register back towards the doctor. In the game of lobbing back and forth, the
register hit the ink pot and both fell to the ground. The sound of shattering glass could be heard far
away.

“Are you blind? You have caused a loss of at least a hundred rupees.” The compounder caught hold of
Hakam violently by his arm, thus venting his own ire.

“l can see everything. It is you who has gone blind.” Hakam’s voice rose many decibels.

Having his arm grabbed like that offended him and he freed himself with a jerk from the compounder’s
hold.

Caught off balance by the suddenness of Hakam’s movement, the compounder almost fell. The
commotion and sounds of a quarrel in the doctor’s room attracted the other patients who gathered
outside.

“Bring the injection.” The doctor gestured to the compounder on seeing Hakam’s enraged state.
“l am not insane. | am perfectly fine and do not require an injection.”

“You have become excited, lawyer sahib and you need to rest.” And the doctor started rolling up
Hakam’s sleeve.

“I will not have the injection,” said Hakam in protest and freed his arm.
The syringe dropped from the compounder’s hand, the glass vial fell to the ground and shattered.

“He will not take the injection like this. You must first restrain this mad man,” the doctor instructed the
patients who had crowded into the room. But even the prisoners seemed unable to bring him under
control and, taking note of his resistance, the doctor sounded the hooter for the alarm.
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The patrolling guards on duty entered the hospital immediately. They overpowered Hakam,
administered the injection by the use of force and, in a few moments he became lethargic and sagged
down. Having sent Hakam to his bed, the doctor went back to his chair. He started preparing a case
against Hakam for manhandling a jail officer and recommended strict punishment for this offence.
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Under the influence of the sedative, Hakam lapsed into a deep sleep for a few hours. This gave him
some relief.

As soon as he opened his eyes, he was handed the letter that detailed his punishment. The
superintendent had stayed in the doctor’s office till late at night conducting an inquiry. Every patient
admitted to the ward had corroborated the doctor’s statement; some of them had even spiced up their
account of the incident:

“Hakam would always tell us that the doctor would not offer proper treatment to the patients on
purpose and would keep the medicines himself. He would exhort us to complain against the doctor, go
on strike or sit on dharna. If nobody listened to us even after all this, his advice was that we should have
a physical confrontation. This time, he put his hands around the doctor’s neck first and then attempted
to strangle him.”

On the basis of the statement of the witnesses, the superintendent concluded: “Hakam is of a rebellious
nature and is wont to spew fire against the government and its employees. He incites the prisoners to
riots; makes anonymous complaints. He has been warned a number of times earlier but to no effect.
Today’s shameful behavior is proof of that. It is important to punish him strictly so that he walks the
straight and narrow path.” Having considered all aspects of the matter, the superintendent ordered,
“Prisoner number 808 should be confined to solitary for ten days.” Hakam’s anxiety escalated on
reading this decree.

This order was illegal in every respect. The prisoner had not been given the opportunity to present his
side of the case. Furthermore, it was essential to obtain permission from the District Magistrate or the
session judge before implementing it but this had not been done.

The order could be challenged but there was nothing to gain by doing so. The superintendent was
neither going to suspend the decision nor cancel it. The appeal made to the District Magistrate would
have to go through the superintendent who would deliberately delay sending it on for a few days. And
then it was not as though the District Magistrate was sitting around with no work. By the time there
was a hearing, his punishment would have been long since over. He felt that it was better to stay silent.

Psychologists have been asserting for years now, “Nature has caused human beings to develop into
social creatures. Solitude destroys a person’s body, mind and brain and to keep a prisoner in solitary is
both unnatural and inhumane. This cruel practice should be brought to an end.”
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The higher courts were in agreement with this idea. They do permit this punishment but only in the
most compelling of circumstances. They also lay down a number of restrictions: “Impose only as much
punishment as required. Even if you do not allow the prisoner to speak to the others, keep him where
you can see him. Get the physical and mental condition of the prisoner examined by a doctor from time
to time. If his condition seems to be deteriorating, pardon him or suspend the sentence. The aim of
punishment is to reform the prisoner, not turn him insane.”

Hakam knew that these were only bookish theories and that not a single directive was followed. He also
knew that the injustice and the death-like silence all around made the prisoner crack from the very first
day itself. Remaining for ten days in solitary renders most prisoners insane. If any survive, they are
crippled for life.

Hakam came to a decision: “I will face this crisis with courage.” He was aware of a few strategies
through which it was possible to come out of the fire alive like Prahlad had done (a devotee whose faith
was tested in fire).

He now started repeating those guidelines to himself. “I will read prodigiously and write a lot as well.
The days will pass thus and all the anguish in my mind will find an outlet when | put it all down in
writing. | will think of the brave deeds of warriors and courageous men. | will perform physical
exercises and exhaust my body completely. Then | will sleep to my heart’s content. By doing all this, |
will ensure that the wicked intentions of the jail authorities are not realized.” With a wildly beating
heart, Hakam advanced towards his ‘grave’. There were eight cells in that barrack. As soon as he set
foot inside, he was welcomed by the screams of a mad man. Why was the mad prisoner locked up in
the first cell? Hakam understood immediately.

“l am not one to be scared of these cunning-jackal strategies,” mused Hakam to himself as he proceeded
to walk past cell number one. He knew that there were three prisoners locked up in solitary who had
been handed down a long sentence on a false accusation. Having given up all hopes of release, they
were awaiting death.

One of them was a high ranking officer with the Pakistan Army. He had come to this country to establish
contact with his sources of information and had been arrested. He had remained in the army torture
chambers here for a number of years. Later, when all the information had been extracted from him and
he was completely wasted away, he was thrown into this jail. The government here wanted to drop him
off at the border but the other government refused to recognize him as its citizen. Twenty years had
passed in this tug of war. Angry with the conduct of his government, the officer had lost his mental
composure. Whenever he had a fit of madness, he abused his government.

Who was this particular prisoner abusing? Hakam made an attempt to guess the words from the
garbled sounds that came to him so that he could identify him. This man was a veritable heap of bones.
His head was sure to be infested with lice and that must be why his beard and hair were closely
cropped. He probably would tear off his clothes in rage and hence was naked. His face was cadaverous,
with sunken eyes. His voice had grown hoarse with shouting and his cell was like a garbage dump.
There were scraps of roti lying scattered around. “He cannot be a soldier. Warriors do not lose courage
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in this manner and in fact can even fight back death itself”, thought Hakam. This then must be Nand
Singh.

Nand and his son were accused of three murders. Nand had owned a lot of land and buildings and had
an ongoing property dispute with some relatives. He had only one son, wanted to stay away from fights
and disputes and so went to court to fight a battle for his rights. But the other party did not like the fact
that he was so peace loving and when they did not get any relief right up to the Supreme Court and
were constrained to give up the land that they had encroached upon, they resorted to vile tactics. One
day, three of them surrounded his son in the field, taking him to be alone. If Nand had not picked up his
gun and mowed them down, they would have extinguished the life of his loved one before his very eyes.

The murders had been committed by Nand Singh but on the advice of their lawyer, the encroachers
gave the story a different twist altogether. Those who had died were gone; now their only aim was to
have Nand’s son hanged to death and the father’s life reduced to one of torment. All the three murders
were blamed on his son. Nand lost courage on the very first day itself while the opposition kept its
morale high and kept up unrelenting pressure till the sentence of death was pronounced as punishment
to the ‘evil criminal’ for the three murders. As soon as his son was hanged, Nand lost his mental balance
and would sit in his cell all day shouting out to his dead son or abusing the blind laws.

Hakam did not need to understand who exactly this prisoner was abusing. He realized “this is going to

|II

happen to me as wel

Hakam had been allotted cell no. 4 and his belongings had reached there even before he did. There
were some old things lying there - a mat, blanket and utensils. A pot to hold water and a ceramic
commode fitted on a table to relieve himself when the need arose were some new items.

Hakam turned the objects over and examined them. He could find neither books nor a writing pad. The
lack of these dear friends caused a current of despair to run through his mind.

“After handing out a harsh punishment, will they then offer comforts to make the punishment
comfortable? Certainly the jail people can’t be so foolish?!” And Hakam moved around a little,
inspecting his new home.

A dilapidated room, about eight feet long and six feet wide. There was a small barred window at the
back fitted with a solid iron grille coated with a thick layer of dust. These windows must have been
constructed according to the jail construction rules and international standards which stipulated that
there should be air and light inside the cell. The clever jail authorities had found a way to keep these
comforts away from the prisoners as the layer of dust allowed neither air nor light to enter.

There was about three feet of empty space behind the window and a very high wall in front of it,
reaching up to the sky. Opposite the window was a big gate with iron bars and a four foot verandah
ahead of it. The roof of the verandah was crisscrossed with strong iron rods and one could glimpse the
sky through the bars. At some point, the walls of the cell must have been plastered but now they had
crumbled down probably due to mad prisoners kicking at them.
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On the walls were dirty signs left behind by the previous occupants - dal, tea and assorted handprints.
There were a number of scratches, pictures and weird markings. The floor was made of raw brick and
broken in many places. Ants had built their nests in various spots and insects, flies and mosquitoes had
complete liberty to move around. If the prisoner wished, he could vent his anger on them.

Hakam would get half an hour every morning to stroll around, finish his ablutions and breathe some
fresh air. He had to make do with the commode at all other times. “How will the remaining days pass?”
Hakam asked himself as he grasped the bars on the gate and looked towards the sky.

In his childhood, Hakam had loved the sky. He would climb on to the horse of his imagination and be
lost in the constellations. This was a gift that he had received from Bapu, his father. Bapu who would
be seated at the sewing machine would, whenever he grew tired, take Hakam with him upstairs to the
open terrace. Sometimes he would point out the Pole Star, at other times the Great Bear. At times he
would show him stars that appeared to form the shape of a pair of scales, reminiscent of the one in
which Shravan Kumar, the paragon of filial virtue was said to have carried his old parents on their
pilgrimage.

These days, stuck inside the jail, Hakam would look at the sky whenever he grew depressed. He would
imagine the clouds as the Almighty; play hide and seek with the stars. He would talk to Jupiter, Saturn
and Mars. His worries would be left behind and he would sleep serenely.

That day even the sky was sorrowful. A parched blue expanse with nothing in it - no cloud, no moon, no
stars. He had to pass the time by looking at the walls and that is what he now started doing. He began
trying to decipher the past from the incomplete pictures that were scratched all around him. The
prisoners must have drawn these pictures to escape their loneliness and anxiety. Their thoughts must
have been scattered and the pictures remained incomplete.

“Is this what is going to happen to me? Is my mental health going to be destroyed also?” Hakam felt
frightened as he addressed the walls. “No. | must not allow my mental strength to be shattered.”

In order to maintain his equilibrium, he would think about Bhagat Singh - the martyr who had gone to
the hangman’s noose cheerfully. Sometimes he would think about Guru Gobind Singh who had
sacrificed his entire family in his fight against the oppressors. He would at times also think about King
Bruce who had confronted failure repeatedly and finally achieved success. He would repeat this lesson
to himself.

His legs grew stiff with sitting and he stood up with the thought that he should walk a little. The cell was
eight feet long and he found it difficult to put one step after another.

When he attempted to exercise, his injuries started throbbing. He then remembered that his entire
body was covered with wounds and that he was in no condition to exercise. This meant that he did not
even have the option of tiring himself out and then resting for a while. How would these days
eventually pass? Hakam felt a terrible depression settle down upon him.
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Why didn’t governments take notice of their brave soldiers? Hakam now started thinking about the
army officer who had become insane. Why didn’t the law deliver justice? And then Hakam thought
about Nand Singh who had been driven to madness by injustice.

Hakam’s wife had committed suicide but Hakam had had no role to play in it. However the law had
determined that he was to blame. There had been absolutely no talk of dowry yet Hakam was
considered guilty of having harassed his wife for not bringing in enough of it. When a lawyer could not
obtain justice for himself, what would be the fate of ordinary people? As he considered this, he felt his
brain heating up with anger.

However it was not as though injustice had been done to Hakam only. He had been unjust to others as
well and memories of those days now came back to him.

On the second day of his solitary confinement, memories of his wife Ravindra started troubling him as a
pair of dreamy eyes and a smiling face seemed to appear before him. He had till then considered
Ravindra to blame for all the misfortunes as she had had very big dreams and had suffered as a result.

Today, Hakam felt that Ravindra had been right. What was the harm if she had been fond of watching
films, wandering around in big cities, eating idli and dosa and harboured a wish to take up a job? He had
always taken his parents’ side. He would never sit with his wife or enquire about her wellbeing; never
tried to solve any problems or address the complaints she may have had. What else could she have
done but die?

Hakam wished fervently that he could seek his wife’s forgiveness, plead humbly before her but the
bones and ashes that float away in the Ganga never return. Now all that he could do was endure the
punishment for what he had done.

Then he began to feel that he had failed as a son as well. By ignoring his wife and taking his parents’
side, he had imagined that he had become Shravan Kumar — the epitome of filial devotion in Indian
mythology. When Ravindra died and he found himself behind bars, his attitude began to change and he
started holding his parents responsible for the entire mess. They should have learnt how to get along
with an educated girl born to wealthy parents from a metropolis. Till the time of his sentencing, Hakam
sulked and glowered at his parents, barely talking to them when they visited him in jail or when they
came to his hearings.

Today Hakam thought that his parents were in fact, not to blame. His father had had dreams of seeing
his son become an important man and had become a machine himself — practically merging with his
sewing machine, trying to earn enough for his son’s education. His mother had sacrificed no less. She
would sit beside his father all day, sewing buttons and hemming garments. She would get up frequently
at night to give Hakam a cup of tea or some milk when he was studying. If they did not know how to
deal with the daughter of a rich family, how was it their fault? Hakam should have become the bridge
between the two instead of remaining a deaf and mute spectator.
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Now, if in their old age the father still had to work at his machine and his mother had to stitch buttons
once more, who was to blame? Was it the fault of the parents who had wished to see their son get
ahead in life or was it the inadequacy of the unworthy son who had not been able to comprehend the
situation?

Hakam felt as though his parents were standing at the head of his bed with tearful eyes asking what
their mistake had been.

Hakam wished intensely to break down all the walls and doors and fall at his parents’ feet in contrition;
to embrace them and wail loudly. As soon as he felt the desire to weep, he steadied himself, stopping
to consider whether this was a sign that his brain was getting affected and his mental balance being
impaired. In an attempt to remain levelheaded, he changed the tenor of his reverie.

Three fourths of his sentence had been completed and there was only a little remaining. He would
begin a new life after his release, turn his parents’ dreams into reality and be the apple of their eye.

When Hakam was in a cheerful mood, he would fall asleep but if he was gripped by a feeling of despair,
he would sleep fitfully. Sometimes when he opened his eyes, it would be day but at times it would still
be dark.

On the third day, Hakam started thinking about his father in law. The mere thought of him filled him
with rage. Major Singh had taken undue advantage of the situation and tried out all his lawyerly tactics
on Hakam, getting him punished by telling one lie after another. He felt like confronting Major Singh
now; wished to contact some ruffian after being released from jail and give him the contract to kill
Major. That would teach him a lesson for telling lies.

But at the moment he was locked up in the cell and could not get in touch with even a sparrow outside.
The main concern at this moment was to leave the cell in good condition and with this idea he started
being more attentive to his own wellbeing.

As soon as he had entered the cell, it was as though Hakam’s mind had died. He did not have any
appetite at all or the desire to eat even a tiny morsel of food and the dal roti would lie there untouched,
just as it had come in.

He had been listless since morning and felt that his temperature had shot up to a fever of 105 degrees.
Then he would change his mind and think that he was mistaken and was actually as strong as a horse.
He had not even got up that day for his morning ablutions and wished to simply lie there, inert.

Hakam was irritated at the very thought of the doctor. In the last three days he had not come on a visit
to the cells even once. This was against jail rules and the doctor was a partner in the crime of this
punishment. However, the practice of rules was mandatory for prisoners but not for the officers!

He then began to believe that it was not just the doctor but all the jail employees who deserved to be
punished. They had all chosen to go down only one route which was to harass the already troubled
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prisoners further and then to loot them. They were all corrupt and cruel; all deserving of strict
punishment. But who would punish them? He would then answer his own question, “None but I.”

“The superintendent should be grabbed by his neck and strangled when he comes on his weekly rounds.
Scalding hot tea should be thrown in the deputy’s face and the assistant daroga should be kicked in his
groin,” Hakam would mutter as strange ideas swirled around his mind and he would flail his fists in the
air. He would wake up from his sleep and become aware that he had been mumbling and wonder if it
was a sign of insanity. What did it mean? Such fears would make his heart race faster.

Hakam recalled spending four days and four nights in the cell clearly but from the fifth day onwards his
memory grew disoriented. He would think that seven days had passed and there were three left of his
punishment. At other times he felt that only three days had passed and seven were still remaining.

For his satisfaction, he drew lines on the wall to mark the days by dipping his finger in the dal. Then he
stopped having faith in the lines as well - he would draw a new line or erase an existing one at random.

He would sometimes feel as though he were drunk - as though he had finished off an entire bottle. The
earth seemed to move around him in circles and he felt unsteady or as if he was hanging suspended in
mid-air. He would be overcome by the desire to laugh, cry and sing in the manner of drunkards.

Sometimes he was under the delusion that his cell was filled with smoke and that he was suffocating.
He would be overcome with nausea in a state of panic. At one time he mused, “Why should | endure
this hell? | should beg forgiveness for my offences and get the remaining punishment pardoned. |
should keep quiet, return home to look after my parents and start life anew. When the government
does not care about the people, the politicians don’t bother about the common man, how can | be the
only one to make their lives better? | cannot become Bhagat Singh. He had other people with him —
committed companions like Raj Guru and Sukh Dev. | cannot become Ramchandra and destroy Lanka.
He had a loyal monkey army. The monkeys that | am fighting for have leapt across and joined the king of
Lanka. There is quite a bit of my sentence still remaining and if the officers stay mad at me like this, only
my corpse will leave this prison.”

When his mind became calmer, his thoughts would change direction once more. “Why should | ask to
be forgiven? | have not committed any offence. Everyone has to die someday. The death that comes in
the struggle for one’s rights is the really meaningful one. | will die the death of warriors.” Morning and
evening, the cook would come to distribute the langar. He would quietly pick up the dirty dishes and
replace them with fresh ones. Earlier whenever there was a sound, Hakam would sit up to peer into the
face of the prisoner who had brought the dal roti. There would be no conversation yet his mind would
find some comfort. That day he heard neither the gate opening nor the footsteps of the laangari.

“Lawyer sahib, there are three days left. Keep your courage up. | am being released today and | will go
directly to the Samiti. | will arrange for your release.”

Hakam thought vaguely that the prisoner was speaking to him. But what was he saying? He could not
make out whether he was actually speaking or if it was but a delusion. But he tried to lift up his hand in
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an indication of acknowledgement and gratitude. He did not know whether or not his hand actually
rose as intended.
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When Hakam was sentenced to solitary confinement, there was one week left for Musaddi’s release.

Musaddi knew that the prisoner selected to carry the food to those in solitary was chosen after much
deliberation: it had to be someone who was resolute and with plenty of self-control. He must not have
eye contact with the prisoner. The administration always feared that even a few minutes of
conversation would provide relief to a prisoner afflicted by loneliness and would defeat the purpose of
the punishment. This special responsibility was given to a prisoner whose loyalty towards the
administration had been tried and tested.

But a criminal was a criminal after all. He could betray the administration at any time and join forces
with a member of his brotherhood and so, in order to keep the selected prisoner on tenterhooks always,
there would be a sword dangling over his head. Care would be taken to select a prisoner whose release
was due in a few days’ time. He would be clearly told, “If there is any carelessness with regard to your
work, the pardons granted earlier will be cancelled and your release will be postponed.” A prisoner can
endure anything but not the prospect of his release being delayed. Suitably warned, he would follow all
the instructions rigorously.

Musaddi fulfilled both the conditions — of loyalty and imminent release. He had been the jail
authorities’ favourite since the very first day but ever since he had borne witness against Hakam, he had
risen even higher in their eyes. Musaddi’s instinct told him that he would be chosen to take the food to
Hakam’s cell not because of his loyalty but to teach him, Musaddi, a lesson. Everyone knew that he was
an admirer of Hakam and a follower. The Guru had been chastised and now it was the disciple’s turn.

It was true that Hakam and Musaddi had shared a deep bond at one time. The letters that Hakam
would write against the administration were typed out by Musaddi who would then hand it over to a
prisoner going out for his hearing and get it posted.

Musaddi had been compelled to betray Hakam and give false statements against him and he was
worried about how he would face him after all that.

As soon as he thought of Hakam, the first day of his jail sojourn - that terrible sight - swam before his
eyes. He had been sentenced for the crime of having split open his Ustad’s head. It was a bitter draught
that he had been forced to swallow. Musaddi had always been good at studies and had passed his tenth
grade with a first division. Since he had no means to continue his studies further and following the
advice of his teacher, he had made up his mind to become a motor mechanic. He had a strong grasp of
machinery and during the training course, the Mahindra Tractor people selected him for a job.

238



239

Even if nature had not given Musaddi much, it had lavished him with good looks but his beauty proved
to be his own enemy when he entered the workshop and the Ustad started harassing and following him
around. Musaddi just wanted to do his job. He was already a victim of Destiny — ten years ago, his
father had deserted his wife and son and run away to Kolkata with another woman. The abandoned
mother-son duo struggled to make ends meet and had to toil for each meal. He did not now wish to see
his mother’s dreams being shattered.

The enraged Musaddi brought an iron rod down on the Ustad’s skull. The result — five years of rigorous
imprisonment.

The minute Musaddi set foot in the jail, the word spread: “An effeminate boy has just come in. Anyone
who wishes to enjoy him should have him placed in their barrack.” All the lechers panting after women
rushed to the dyodhi immediately upon hearing the news and Musaddi’s body was appraised like that of
cattle at an auction. He was patted on his cheeks, groped across his chest and fondled around his
thighs. As his eyes brimmed over with tears, Musaddi was aghast at the behavior of the jail employees —
instead of bringing this spree of molestation to an end, they joined the prisoners in grinning and
smirking at the whole scene.

The bidding for him began. Everyone wanted to take him away to their cells. Musaddi closed his eyes
tight in prayer — and his plea was immediately answered. Lord Krishna came to him in the form of
Hakam and Musaddi was saved from a horrendous fate.

Hakam had Musaddi taken out of the factory, got him posted in the office and then sent him to study.
But, as the saying goes, how long can the mother of the goat to be slaughtered remain relaxed? Two
days before Musaddi’s release came the message, “You have to deliver the food to the solitary cell from
tomorrow.” Yesterday was the first time that he had come there and, all the way to the cell, he had
been thinking of arguments to present his case.

“Hakam is not an infant. He knows that a prisoner cannot do what he wishes to in the jail. He must
surely be aware of my compulsions and must have forgiven me already.”

As he approached the barrack gate, his heart pounded madly. He felt as though someone was chasing
him.

“The jail authorities know that at the sight of Hakam’s suffering, | will not be able to control myself and
will be bound to enquire about him. The spies will catch me red handed and | will be thrown into the
adjacent cell. But | will not allow the wicked intentions of the management to be realised.” And with
these silly thoughts running through his mind, Musaddi did exactly what he had decided - he placed the
food in front of the cell and made a hurried retreat.

This cowardly escape made him run through it again and again all night. He ruminated, “Why did | get
so frightened? If | had been caught talking, all that would have happened was that | would have been
punished. My sentence would have been increased by a couple of months but my sins would have been
cleansed. It is not as though there is a wife waiting for me at home. There is only my old mother and
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she would have got through another four months or so weeping and wailing in the same way as she has
done these last four years. | should not have shown my back to my Ustad.”

By morning he had strengthened his resolve and decided to help Hakam.

“l am to be released today but | cannot help him in any way after | go out. In order to get Hakam out of
solitary | will have to hire a lawyer who in turn, will require fees. Where will the money come from?” At
the time of the morning count, Musaddi looked for Pala and Meeta. He spoke to them and noted down
the name and address of some Samiti members and put it away safely in his pocket. Then having
strengthened his resolve even further, he once again proceeded towards the cell in solitary. That day he
did not experience the illusion of the previous day as of a spy following him; did not look back. Having
approached the barrack, he coughed and cleared his throat and increased his pace as he neared the cell.
He assumed that Hakam would be alerted immediately on hearing the sounds and would sit up. There
would then be an opportunity to have a long conversation.

But these were only imaginary castles in the air. Hakam was lying there half dead with his mouth slightly
open. There were flies buzzing around him and it appeared as though he had no strength to even chase
them away. There was a foul smell emanating from his body and he was lying in his own filth.

“l wonder what has happened to the lawyer’s intellect. What is the point of staging a hunger strike in
the solitary cell?” Musaddi thought to himself as he surveyed the situation.

He touched Hakam’s body and found that it was burning like a furnace. Hakam tried to recognize
Musaddi but was unable to even comprehend what was going on around him. Musaddi’s eyes filled
with tears and he wished to weep and scream at the top of his voice. He wanted to sit next to Hakam
and serve him devotedly; to talk to him. But the presence of the sentry looming above him did not allow
him to do what he wished.

First Musaddi informed the chief warder of the barrack that Hakam was in a miserable state but he paid
no heed. For him a prisoner dying or going mad was not uncommon.

Musaddi then went to the chakkar and remonstrated with the assistant daroga who celebrated the
news: “This is exactly what we want.” And he turned his face away.

He next went to the dyodhi and made an appeal to the deputy. The deputy reprimanded Musaddi, “You
are breaking the rules by speaking out. If you had not been faithful to us and this had not been the day
of your release, | would have given you some harsh punishment.” And fearing that Musaddi would
disclose the details of Hakam’s condition to someone else, the jail superintendent prepared the warrant
of his release four hours in advance and sent him out of the prison.

As soon as he exited from the big gate, Musaddi sprouted new wings. Now he could say what he
wished, fly wherever his heart desired. He went quickly to the bus stand and climbed into a bus going to
the town where the Samiti had its headquarters.
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On hearing the description of Hakam Singh’s condition, Guruditta Singh’s eyes clouded with tears.

“He is lying there in solitary without any reason whatsoever. He needs to be looked after.” Baba called
for a meeting of the legal cell to take proper action. The members of the legal cell were filled with
amazement on hearing all that Hakam had accomplished. They used to go occasionally to the central jail
to meet Pala and Meeta and had also heard about the mission initiated by the jail management to get
poor prisoners released. They had thought that this work was being done by the state government
acting in fear of the Supreme Court. If they had known that this work had been started on Hakam’s
initiative, the Samiti would have immediately contacted him and taken the mission forward.

After what had happened to Hakam by staying in solitary for seven days, it was not possible to say that
circumstances had not deteriorated even further. A lot of damage had already been done but whatever
remained had to be saved. For the moment, Gurmit Singh had a suggestion regarding how Hakam could
be rescued from his distress:

“It is not possible to get immediate help through legal action. The local courts do not have the authority
to intervene in the functioning of the jail administration. We will have to submit a writ in the High Court
and will require a variety of documents to support it. Most of the documents are with the jail
administration and will not be accessed easily. We will have to come up against many functionaries to
obtain copies. Even the law is not on the side of the prisoners and once the punishment has been
pronounced, the court has no authority over the prisoner. The government can deal with the prisoner
in any manner it wishes. It is not certain that even the High Court will grant some relief. Therefore we
will knock on the doors of the court only after thinking deeply about the ramifications and are fully
prepared.

We will use iron to combat iron and begin a battle instead of taking recourse to legal action. In order to
make the jail administration realize that the Sangharsh Samiti has taken up Hakam’s case, a team of
three lawyers will go to the prison to meet him. Even this little action will serve to make the jail
management sit up and take notice.”

Pyare Lal became very excited and suggested: “A two member team should be formed to meet the
Session Judge. We should obtain copies of all the complaints that Hakam had made to the judge against
the administration and also get copies of all the reports.”

Musaddi had given the Samiti another piece of information. He had told them, “Hakam has lodged only
a few anonymous complaints but the documents that contain his views regarding jail reforms are much
greater in number. He had sent those suggestions to the High Court and the Human Rights Commission
as well. At times the government would send those documents to the jail administration asking for their
comments. Later, these records would disappear, no one knows where. None of the suggestions were
ever put into practice.”
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Baba sent a message to their High Court unit, “Procure the documents from the High Court and the
Human Rights Commission.”

A three member delegation of lawyers was formed with Gurmeet Singh as its chief. “As soon as the
office opens tomorrow, there will be an attack mounted on the jail administration,” Baba issued a
command to the delegation.
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Immediately upon hearing that the Samiti’'s lawyers had come to meet Hakam, the jail authorities
seemed paralyzed. They then quickly put their heads together to find a way out. How the delegation
could be sent back empty handed was what formed the crux of their discussion.

“Hakam’s appeal has been rejected all the way up to the Supreme Court. There is no matter under
review in any of the courts, whether lower or upper. Therefore Hakam does not require any sort of legal
advice.” And, on the basis of this argument, the first request was denied.

But the lawyers were lawyers after all. They had not been play acting all these years and they sent in a
second request: “We are Hakam’s friends and wish to meet him in that capacity.”

The jail authorities were in a fix once more. “Now how do we get rid of this fresh nuisance?” The
solution to this was suggested by one of the lower employees: “Today is a Thursday and no visits are
allowed.”

The lawyers were not ready to lay down their weapons so easily and approached the District Magistrate.

By the time the Samiti members returned to the prison, Hakam had been taken out of solitary, given a
bath, and dressed in clean clothes. The doctor had been summoned from his house and Hakam had
been admitted to the hospital. Empty spaces are always left in the registers to accommodate any
emergency situation and those columns were now filled up. The reason for Hakam’s admission into
hospital was recorded as him having been overcome by a spell of dizziness, falling down and having
been injured in the process.

Hakam had been starving for eight days and it would be dangerous to feed him solid food through his
mouth immediately. A drip of nutritious fluids was inserted to give him energy.

The Samiti lawyers were kept waiting for a while in the office by which time the prison authorities had
regained some control over the situation.

“Hakam had become extremely agitated today and has been administered an injection to help him
sleep. It would not be wise to wake him but we will do whatever you wish.” The doctor explained as he
accompanied the delegation to the hospital.

242



243

The lawyers understood the administration’s cunning only too well. They also now resorted to the same
tactics. They knew that Hakam’s mental balance was already disturbed and his condition was not
expected to improve in a couple of hours. They could also see that he had become thin and weak. It
was not possible for his collapsed veins to start pumping blood after just two days of good food. At the
same time, he was a prisoner and not about to be released any time soon. There was no point in
confronting the administration to no avail.

The objective of the Samiti had been accomplished anyway. As fast as he had been pushed towards the
jaws of death, the same speed was now being adopted to save him. This was enough for the moment.

The Samiti members felt that it would be in everyone’s best interest to remain patient and go back
quietly.
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The High Court decisions that Hakam had mentioned in his documents had been pronounced by Justice
Sinha who was presently the Chief Justice of the High Court. The Samiti made great efforts and were
finally able to have their writ placed in his court. The desired results soon started to show.

Reading the documents that had been attached to the writ made everybody’s hair stand on end in
horror.

Hakam did indeed speak the truth. Sometimes the courts are swayed by sentiments, make grandiose
promises to safeguard the rights of prisoners and their revolutionary decisions are featured for a while
in the newspapers. The judges swell with pride on reading their own praises and start imagining that
they have opened up new roads to social justice, and that Ram Rajya (the ideal state) will inevitably be
established. They tend to forget that after a few days of moonlight, there will be a dark moonless night
coming around once more.

If even ten percent of what Hakam had described in his documents regarding the terrible conditions of
the prisoners was taken to be true, the conclusion that one would reach was that all the government’s
decisions and the related instructions for jail reform had been torn up and thrown on the garbage heap.
The conditions inside the jails had actually been deteriorating instead of getting better with time.

The Chief had, in his decisions to overcome these problems, condemned the government for its
negligence in the matter. Now he started feeling ashamed of the indifference with which the judiciary
had treated the issue of implementation of the rulings.

“Are even people who occupy important posts like that of Session Judge also so neglectful of their duty?
Do the officers regard even the prisons to be a place where they can enjoy pleasure trips?” The Chief
could hardly believe it.
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But then his thoughts changed course immediately. He was like one of the Session Judges too. He had
on many occasions issued instructions regarding the need for the government to safeguard the
prisoners’ rights and for rules to be formulated. He had never followed up or made any attempt to see
whether or not the government had followed the instructions. He had never gone to inspect a prison.

Hakam did indeed speak the truth. These decisions only adorned law books or offered material to
researchers for their study but were of no use to those for whom they had been written. The jail
administration did not obey the decisions and the lower courts did not make any attempt to implement
them either. Those for whose benefit they had been written did not get even a hint of it. What was the
use then of even having such rulings?

“Hakam is right in what he says. Everyone, including the judiciary is cut of the same cloth.” These
thoughts made Justice Sinha feel a mounting anger against his subordinate staff.

Hakam had been writing letters to the High Court for so many years and there were a large number of
important facts and suggestions contained in them. It was obvious that the registrar had never read
them closely, and regarding them as ordinary complaints, had been routinely sending them to the jail
administration asking for comments. Did the jail administration ever send a response? If yes, what did
they say? No attempt had ever been made to see what they had remarked in their replies. A prisoner
kept writing to the High Court but this had never been brought to the notice of the Chief!

But as the saying goes, whatever time one wakes up is to be regarded as morning having dawned just
then! The Chief made up his mind to right all the past wrongs and started issuing orders to this purpose.
The cleansing must begin from his doorstep.

The Session Judge of Mayanagar was instructed to make a tour of the jail at once, accompanied by the
District Magistrate and immediately upon reaching there, seal all the jail records. He should get the
grain lying in the godowns inspected by experts. The patients admitted to the hospital should be
examined and a detailed report prepared regarding the diseases they were suffering from. Each point
mentioned in Hakam’s documents should be commented upon. The Session Judge was given one
additional instruction which was that he should remain present in the jail for as long as the investigation
continued. It was also made clear that in future no negligence would be tolerated.

The civil surgeon of Mayanagar was then given separate instructions. He should take with him a team of
three specialists and examine Hakam’s physical and mental condition. The investigation should be
based on modern techniques and along with the doctors’ reports, the High Court should be sent all his
laboratory test reports as well.

The Chief Secretary of the state was also instructed to go on a tour of all the prisons along with the
Home Secretary. They should make a study of the misdeeds that had been exposed by Hakam and
present themselves in court with a detailed report after fifteen days.

The Chief Justice could, at any time, make an inspection of any of the jails and the jail department
should remain in readiness.
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The next day all the newspapers had printed in bold headlines, the news of the Chief Justice having
castigated the government in no uncertain terms.

The media splashed this news around with glee and a debate was initiated by inviting former prisoners
and experts of jail management and prison reforms to offer their views.

The day after, sensational stories about atrocities and various scams that went on in the jails began to
be printed in the newspapers. A few days after that, people started coming out into the streets in
anger. Protest demonstrations and rallies were organised. The demand for the implementation of
prison reforms and strict punishment to the guilty jail employees started picking up momentum.

The government was now worried. The Samiti had not been under their control in any case and now it
had got free rein to trample the turban (a symbol of honour) of the government into the dust. The Jail
Minister and the Chief Minister started pulling up their officers.

“Bring the situation under control at once! Whatever announcements the government is required to
make, go ahead and make them. The elections are at hand and the government cannot afford to take
risks of any kind.”

The Home Secretary and Chief Secretary were being injured by their own side. During the investigation,
they had found nothing except deficiencies at every step and there was not a single good thing
happening in the jails which they could swear to.

The Chief Secretary called up the District Magistrate a number of times and requested him to come to
the help of the government. However, the District Magistrate, even while wishing to help the
government, could do nothing.

The Home secretary reached out to the Session Judge who was a distant relative. The judge was already
overcome with regret for having helped out earlier. The Chief Justice was known far and wide for his
integrity and he had shown the door to a number of corrupt judges. It would be all he could do to save
his own neck under the circumstances and he expressed his helplessness as well.

The Civil Surgeon had the same story to tell. A pinch of salt is added to the flour to make some dough
but one does not mix a pinch of flour in a heap of salt!

There had been a lot of monkeying around with the accounts. On records, there was a school being run
inside the jail and fifty thousand rupees per year was shown as being spent on it. There was not even a
duster or chalk inside the jail. It was the same with regard to sports.

The difficulty confronting them all — from the Home Secretary right up to the Chief Minister was how to
tame the fury of the Chief Justice. After many days of intense deliberations, they could come up with
only one solution and that was to quietly lay down their weapons. And how they would go about it was:
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A few jail reforms would be brought into effect before the next hearing and an assurance given that the
remaining would be provided for in the budget. Instead of trying to protect the guilty officers, they
would be made the sacrificial goats.

Action started being taken according to these directions soon after.

On the first day, the Jail Minister called a press conference and admitted: “There has been a lapse in the
performance of his duty by the jail superintendent of Mayanagar. He has turned a blind eye to atrocities
on the prisoners and by juggling with the purchase of food and beverages, built palaces for himself. The
deputy superintendent is his partner in crime. The assistant daroga is guilty of having raped several
female prisoners. Similarly the Chief Warder, Hari Om also used to treat the prisoners in an inhumane
manner. All these officers are now being suspended. A case will be registered against the
superintendent for having embezzled government money and against the assistant daroga for rape. At
the same time, the police captain has been instructed to arrest the guilty immediately and throw them
behind bars. The deputy has been sent on compulsory retirement. After completing legal action against
them, the remaining will also be dismissed from service.”

The day after that, the Chief Minister made an announcement: “The number of beds in the jail hospital
has been doubled. Instead of one there are now three doctors there and the budget for medicines has
also been increased. The school that had remained shut has been opened and teachers have been sent
to manage it. The old grain has been destroyed and grain of excellent quality has been sent to the
langar.

The previous Prisoners’ Welfare Board has been dissolved and a new one will be formed soon. The
board will have representatives from the Samiti and in future, the prisoners will be made participants in
jail management.”

The Chief Minister expressed his regret at the injustice that a worthy prisoner like Hakam had been
forced to face and announced special concessions as compensation for the mistakes that had been
committed. Family members and close friends were allowed to meet him to restore his mental health.
He was also given the liberty of choosing the hospital where he wished to be treated. An assurance was
made that he would be given six months parole and that the cost of his treatment would be borne
entirely by the government.

All these pronouncements had the effect of reducing the people’s ire.

Now it was time to pacify the Chief Justice. Both the Secretaries bowed before the High Court in
complete submission. After begging forgiveness, they assured the court, “A cabinet committee has
been constituted to implement jail reforms immediately. The documents that Hakam had prepared have
been sent to the committee and the government will consider it with great seriousness. Hakam’s
qualifications and his experience will be utilized and he will be called to present himself before the
committee from time to time.”
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Hakam was released on parole. Action was taken against the guilty officers. After the demands
enumerated in the writ had been accepted, the writ should actually have been dismissed according to
the usual procedures. But the Chief Justice knew that promises of forming committees and making
provisions for funds in the budget had been made thousands of times earlier. The judiciary could not be
made a fool of again by such tactics intended to keep the issue suspended indefinitely.

Instead of dismissing the writ, the Chief affixed a date of six months on it and warned the government:
“Get the cabinet committee meetings to take place in quick succession and send the report of the action
taken during every meeting to the High Court. Present the final report at the next hearing.”

This decision made all the parties happy. The Samiti was happy because the tyrannizing officers had
been punished. If only for a little while, the prisoners would get relief from persecution.

The government was happy at having got rid of the irritant so easily. In six months’ time, who knew who
would be the king and who the subjects!
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Musaddi’s courage had the result of bringing two worthy sons into the Samiti’s lap. The first was Hakam
while the other was Harish.

Harish Rai had set up an organization called the Victims’ Welfare Society in Mayanagar to help the
aggrieved. The main objective of this association was to oppose the comforts and facilities given to
criminals, under-trials and prisoners unnecessarily. By standing in solidarity with the victims, the society
was attempting to teach the criminals a lesson.

On reading the news about the writ in Hakam’s favour that had been presented by the Samiti, Hakam’s
father in law contacted the Society. He had not been at peace even after having got his son in law
sentenced for ten years. His only wish was that Hakam’s body should be carried out of the prison like
his daughter’s body had been carried out of Hakam’s house. This was an issue to be settled between a
prisoner and the jail administration. As the petitioner, Major Singh had no further right to interfere in
the case. After having given considerable thought to it, he finally got in touch with the Society. The
Society was also, like the Samiti, an association which worked for the public good. Major Singh felt that
it should become a party to the writ and represent the entire section of all victims.

Gurmeet got to know from the High Court that the Society was planning to take up the opposing
position with regard to the writ and became alert at once. If this happened, two public welfare
associations would be placed in a position of direct confrontation and there would be hurdles on the
route to Hakam being provided relief. He immediately boarded a bus to Mayanagar with the intention
of resolving this matter.
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Most of the activities of the Victims’ Welfare Society were restricted to Mayanagar. Earlier, the
newspapers would occasionally carry news about what the Society was doing. During the previous year
however, this association had been making quite a few headlines.

There had been a property dispute between the families of two brothers in Mayanagar. One side hired
some scoundrels and had them attack the house of the other. On reaching the house, they became
extremely violent and one of the youths raped a young girl of the family. Her brother Kamal lost his life
trying to protect her. The head of the family, Ved and his wife Neelam were grievously injured. The
attack had been orchestrated by Ved’s nephews, Pankaj and Neeraj and the conspiracy came to light
during the investigation. The police arrested them initially but both the brothers were among the top
industrialists of Mayanagar with relatives in high places who now came to their aid. First they helped
them obtain bail on the strength of their wealth and influence. Then they had their names deleted from
the list of accused. Incensed at this injustice done to the victims, the Society took the case into its own
hands and both the accused brothers had to come back and stand in the dock once more. But this
round too was won by the industrialists who thumbed their nose at the Society and were honourably
acquitted. But the Society did not lose courage and had gone knocking at the doors of the High Court to
get Pankaj and Neeraj punished.

The proceedings of the trial appeared regularly in the newspapers and Gurmeet had been keeping an
eye on the progress of the case. He therefore knew a lot about Harish Rai and his Society. He had even
earlier wished to meet Harish, sit with him for a while and clarify a number of issues but he had not had
the opportunity to do so. Now, as soon as he got the chance, they came together for a meeting.

Harish was also aware of the activities of the Samiti but he was not in agreement with the Samiti’s aims.
Without concealing his feelings, Harish expressed his views frankly regarding the objectives of the
Samiti:

“The government does not let go of any opportunity to offer facilities and pamper the accused and the
prisoners limitlessly. It piles up comfort after comfort for them. If the accused says that he does not
have the means to pay the lawyer’s fee, the government makes arrangements to provide him with a top
notch lawyer and bears all the expenses. On the other hand, if the petitioner empties out his pocket
and hires counsel, the law does not allow that lawyer to even open his mouth in court. The victim’s side
has to present itself in the dock to offer its statement as witness. The lawyer of the accused conducts
the cross examination. The law proceeds on the assumption that the accused is innocent and searches
for an excuse to acquit him. If in a chain of a hundred loops, even one circlet is weak, the entire matter
is given the benefit of doubt and the handcuffs of the guilty are removed. If by mistake, an accused
does get punished, the government begins to treat him like an honored son in law and by giving one
facility after another, does not allow the punishment to feel like one. For six months or three months at
a time, the prisoner is sent home to produce children, dance the bhangra at weddings, sow the crop in
the fields and then harvest it. It grants pardons one after the other and halves the original sentence.
This is not all. Sometimes on the pretext of old age or illness it even grants an advance release. It does
not allow the criminal to even feel that he has been punished.
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Both the government and the law forget all about the victim. They are those whom these criminals have
widowed or orphaned. Nobody thinks about those whose bodies have been defiled or whose houses
have been looted. If the government is sprinkling a good amount of salt on the wounds of the victims,
you are making up for all that is left undone. You go around with a banner to get criminals released and
provide them with five star comforts in the jails. The criminal section of society is not an object of
compassion. If you wish to see a happy society, you must deal with them strictly.”

Gurmeet understood the objectives of the Society when he heard Harish speak about what they wished
to do and realised that both the associations had the same aim — it was only their paths that were
different. Gurmeet began to try to wipe away this difference.

“The Samiti is in complete agreement with the ideas of the Society but we also believe that only those
prisoners who are actually guilty should be dealt with strictly. If the police, in trying to save their own
skin turn a poor man into an accused, is it an offence to raise your voice in support of that helpless man?
He too is a victim of the system. Should we allow the vulnerable to be punished who is inspite of being
innocent will endure punishment purely because they do not have the means to hire the topmost
lawyers or pay off witnesses? Should they continue to be preyed upon by the jail authorities and
subjected to their excesses? If someone commits a crime out of some compulsion, should he not be
given the chance to reform? Is it a crime to demand that he should be provided with vocational training
so that he can stand on his own feet? The Samiti does not take up cudgels on behalf of some unsocial
element or a bribe-taker. We are fighting for Pala and Meeta because they are innocent. The amount
of energy that we are pouring in to get them acquitted is equal to what we are putting in to get this
town’s rich boy Harmanveer arrested.”

Gurmeet spoke and Harish listened. There were no ifs and buts raised from either side.

“What | feel is that the members of your Society do not have any personal experience of life inside the
jails. Try to investigate the facts sometime. You will then see who actually enjoys the comforts of
obtaining pardons, paroles, advance release and being assigned to the B class category. We do not ask
for facilities for the likes of Pankaj or Harmanveer. Our struggle is for those prisoners who do not even
know on what grounds they have been arrested. We are fighting and raising our voice for the rights of
those women who are not secure even within the jail. Is your association opposed to providing facilities
to such victims?”

All that Gurmeet said was true. It was not in Harish’s nature to oppose something without reason and
he continued to listen to Gurmeet silently.

“Do you know that Hakam had been flung into a cell in solitary? He is a lawyer just like us. He has a
conscience and understands the real intention of the law. When selfish people twist and turn the law to
suit their own ends, he, like us cannot tolerate it. He sacrificed his own happiness and comfort to speak
for those prisoners who were languishing in prison like animals. If he had so wished, he could have
flattered the jail authorities like the other B class prisoners and continued to enjoy all the comforts it
entailed. However, he invited the ire of the officers only for the sake of others. He has already
completed ten years of his sentence. So many of his companions have been released and have gone
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home long since. He, on the other hand, has been receiving punishment instead of pardons. He might
have to serve out a sentence of twenty years. Is it a crime to save an activist like him from going mad or
dying? How will the Society fulfill its aim by throwing Hakam to the vultures to be torn to pieces?
Explain this to me.

If we consider it carefully, our objectives are the same. We too are fighting for the victims. The only
difference is that you consider that people whose enemies cannot be touched by the hand of law are
true victims. We consider those who have been persecuted by a bad system also to be victims. Will the
solution be found by bringing Pankaj and Neeraj to stand in the dock? Do you think that if Pala and
Meeta are acquitted no injustice will ever be done to anyone else? Everything will continue just as it did
earlier. We know that nothing can be improved by fighting for one person alone. It is only by changing
the entire system that people can get relief and these small battles are steps which will lead us to that
goal. Come, let us walk together. We shall advance towards achieving a shared objective by joining
forces. The Samiti will help you to get Neeraj and Pankaj punished and you can join us in getting Pala
and Meeta acquitted. We should also get Hakam released and make him our comrade in arms.” Having
finished his argument, Gurmeet extended the hand of friendship towards Harish.

Harish was an intellectual; he understood politics. Gurmeet’s speech had clarified his own grasp of the
issues involved and he clasped Gurmeet’s hand with both of his own and embraced him fervently.
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It took Hakam one month to regain his physical health but the Samiti had to struggle for many more to
make him mentally well again.

Gurmeet and Pyare Lal would converse with him about the significance of the management of justice
and attempt to analyse whose rights it favoured. At night, Baba Guruditta Singh would have him sleep
next to him and narrate stories of various struggles that had been waged over the years. He would
explain to him that generic struggles were the only way in which it was possible to change the entire
structure. Shamu and Ashok would discuss with him the subject of how one could start and deal with
battles initiated in public interest.

When Hakam was locked up in solitary, he would feel that he had been trapped in the chakravyuha —
labyrinth — on the battlefield like Abhimanyu (a youthful hero in the Mahabharata epic) and that he
would become a martyr like him without unlocking the secrets of the chakravyuha. But now he began
to realise that he was not alone in his struggle and that there would be a wise Krishna - the great, wise
charioteer - and Arjuna and Bhima, the mighty warriors, who would guide him outside the prison.

There would be a huge Pandava army under their command, prepared to fight for a selfless cause.
Abhimanyu would not be defeated this time, would not die but would emerge as a victor.

Hakam was now eager to return to the jail. He wished to begin anew, the struggle for those who had no
support at all — not merely for one or two but for all. He wished to stand up in opposition to not just a
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warder or a deputy but the entire system. He told the Samiti members repeatedly: “Get my parole
cancelled. Give me leave to go back to jail and then you will see my warrior-like qualities. Earlier,
prisoners would leave the jail as criminals but now they will come out as freedom fighters.”

Hakam was in a hurry to go back for another reason also. He wanted his sentence to be served out as
quickly as possible so that he could openly participate in all the struggles that the Samiti had initiated.

The Samiti was delighted with his enthusiasm but they were not prepared to let him return to jail so
soon. The psychologist was still not in favour of sending him back to prison as well.

The High Court had begun to hear cases that were eight years old and Pala and Meeta’s appeal could
come up any time. “You have to participate in the arguments of the appeal and show the High Court
how worthy you are.” And on this pretext, the Samiti kept him from going back to jail.
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When Harish Rai and his association joined forces with the Samiti, the strength and morale of the Samiti
grew by leaps and bounds.

The Samiti knew that governments came and went and that all Chief Ministers were made of the same
metal. One could not expect any of them to harbour feelings of public welfare. On the suggestion of
Harish Rai, the Samiti started working to improve matters on its own.

Negotiation committees were formed at the Gramin level in the villages and Ward level in the towns.
The minute there was even a whisper of a contentious issue arising, these units would take the initiative
in getting the parties involved in the dispute to talk to each other. They would motivate them to sit
together at home and resolve the dispute by making them aware of the consequences of approaching
the police station or the court. Their influence increased day by day and people stopped going to the
police and the court, reposing more faith in the units instead.

A flying squad was organized at the Block level which would reach the crime scene even before the
police arrived. It would stand there with the police and compel them to come to a decision regarding
the truth and the falsehood involved in the case. If the police tried to have it their own way, the squad
would begin investigations by its own methods. It would place all the evidence it had gathered in front
of journalists who would then present the truth to the people through their newspaper. In this way, the
flying squad would separate the milk from the water, in a manner of speaking. It would not allow any
injustice to be done to either of the two sides — whether petitioner or accused. It would stay with the
petitioner right up to the time the report was filed so that the police would not be able to favour the
accused. The squad would also curtail the possibility of the petitioner’s side twisting the facts to suit
their own interests, thus avoiding the prejudicing of the case against the accused.

The willfulness of the police began to gradually decrease due to the intervention of the flying squad and
the people started contacting the squad first and the police later.
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Vigilance committees were formed at the district level which would visit not only the office of the
district administration but also the district court and the jail. It would bring together the people who
had come for their hearing and encourage them to reach a compromise. A Lok Adalat or People’s Court
was formed with the help of lawyers. This court would do away with the problems of bringing witnesses
and gathering evidence and have the two parties sit down face to face, getting up only after they had
come to a compromise or an understanding.

The vigilance committee also coordinated between the Session Judge and the District Magistrate. It
would compel the officers to make an inspection of the jail every month. It would not allow the visit to
lapse into a mere formality and ensured this by sending one of their representatives to accompany the
officers. They would examine the rotis made in the langar and the dal stored in the godown. The
members of the Prisoners Welfare Board were changed and instead of contractors, chemists and wives
of ministers, they nominated psychologists, lawyers and social workers. The interest of the new
members lay not in acquiring concessions for their favourite prisoners, sell their products in the jail or
watch dances of gidda and bhangra but to identify and resolve the problems of the inmates.

The members of the vigilance committee stayed in touch with the prisoners on a personal level, listened
to their difficulties and tried to alleviate them.

A coordination committee was formed at the state level and this committee began to be heard at the
national level through the cooperation of the media and other associations with similar interests. With
the help of legal experts, it would first put together a framework of public welfare laws and then take it
to the people through the distribution of small pamphlets and the medium of newspapers. It would
make the people understand the objectives of the law by organizing rallies and seminars.

The activities of the Samiti had the result of making not only the officers but also the politicians very
anxious. They were in a condition similar to that of a snake that was being choked by a huge rat trapped
in its gullet. If, to please his supporters, an officer tried to ignore the law, the people would vent their
anger against him. If the government acted in fear of the ire of the people, the supporters would sulk.
Both supporters and money were equally necessary to keep their people’s base intact and to prepare for
the forthcoming elections. The Samiti had carved out a huge lack in both these resources.

How could the rebels be brought under control? The government could find no solution to this difficulty
even after attempting innumerable times and at the moment it seemed best to remain silent.
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Apart from the Samiti, no one else was interested in the Pala-Meeta case. The Chief Minister who had
trapped them in this case had been forced to retire from politics and was spending his time as an
ambassador in a foreign country.
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The new Chief Minister was now becoming the old Chief Minister. Bunty’s grandfather had gone to
heaven and all the organisations that he had set up were split amongst themselves. Having been cut up
into various sections, they were now rotting away.

Bunty’s mother probably would not even know whether the guilty were in jail or outside and it was
apparent that even the High Court had not taken any interest in the case. During the past ten years, the
Samiti had approached the High Court a number of times, presented a whole lot of evidence and proved
that both of them were innocent. They had also demanded that “The hearing for the appeal should be
held speedily. If they are acquitted after having served out their entire sentence, what use would it be?”

Each time the High Court would respond with an enumeration of its own compulsions: “We have lakhs
of cases pending with us for hearing. Thousands of appeals are even older. In the eyes of the court, all
the accused are equal and the hearing for this particular appeal will be held only when it is their turn.”

The Samiti would make another request, “Release them on bail till the verdict.”

The High Court would again raise its hands in helplessness. “This case is related to terrorist activities and
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terrorists are not granted bai

In the changed circumstances, the Samiti started reiterating its first demand. “Terrorism has declined;
the real terrorists have been acquitted in scores of cases and gone home. Show some compassion for
these two boys.” But the High Court would again shake its head like an obstinate buffalo.

Then, when the appeal finally came up, it was the same story all over again.

On the day first set for the hearing, a judge of the Supreme Court died and a holiday was declared in the
High Court. The second time, one of the judges had to attend a wedding and the hearing was
postponed once more. After a lot of running around to various lawyers for help, the case was put up for
a third hearing. This time the judge who was supposed to hear the case got involved in some other
important matter.

A new association had been formed for the protection of the rights of wild life and they had presented a
petition in the High Court to fulfill their objective. This association sympathized with lions being
whipped in the circus, parrots locked up in cages, and bears that were forced to dance to the will of their
keepers. Their demand was that these animals should be liberated from their daily torture.

The media took an enormous amount of interest in this issue and from the day the writ had been filed
till the present, all the activity that happened in the High Court - whether significant or otherwise - in
connection with this matter was printed on the front page of the newspapers.

The executive bearers of the organization and the judge had become the animals’ saviour and they
accompanied the forest officers freeing the parrots from their cages, the monkeys from their owners
and the snakes from the snake charmers. The pious work that was being done was photographed and
featured prominently in the newspapers.
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The Samiti members understood that the judges were interested only in those cases which were
discussed in the media and on the basis of which they were regarded as the progressive guardians of
public welfare.

The Samiti was not antagonistic to wild life but it did object to animals being given priority over human
beings. In order to teach the judges a lesson, the Samiti started highlighting the other side to this story.

They set up meetings with the monkey keepers, snake charmers and parrot catchers who had been
rendered unemployed. These animals had not only been the means of their livelihood but were also like
loved members of their family. On the one hand, their children were sad as their childhood companions
had been snatched away and, on the other, for the same reason, the animals were on a hunger strike in
the zoo. The Samiti clicked pictures of their sad faces and also collected statistics regarding the number
of hens and goats that were killed every day in slaughter houses. They then posed a number of
guestions to the High Court. What was the difference between hens, goats and parrots, bears? Why
were there no restrictions placed on the brazen killing of hens and goats? Having deprived them of their
livelihood, who would make arrangements to give these families alternative employment?

These arguments of the Samiti alarmed the judges and, sacrificing their eagerness to feature in the
headlines of the newspapers, they commenced paying attention to ordinary cases once more.

One day was kept aside to hear the appeal of Pala and Meeta. Many members of the Samiti had turned
up during the previous three dates to witness the proceedings but because the hearing was delayed
repeatedly, their enthusiasm had waned. This time they had been told to stay at home and wait for the
verdict and Baba had come to the court alone accompanied by the lawyers.

Hakam had also donned a black coat like Gurmeet, Pyare Lal and Harish and the Samiti lawyers could
barely contain their impatience for the proceedings to begin. A panel of two judges was to hear the
appeal.

Before the hearing began, the first judge examined the missal. Their hearts began to beat faster on
reading it: the Samiti people were right in making their plea as the judges could find nothing in the
missal which could prove that the accused were guilty.

The recommendation of the jail authorities was also attached with the missal. During the period of their
imprisonment, their conduct had been excellent and they had been granted a number of pardons on
account of their good behavior.

Details of the quantum of punishment they had received and what they had already undergone were
also attached. They had been sentenced for life which meant fourteen years of imprisonment. The
pardons they had been granted would have to be subtracted from the fourteen years and after
calculation, it was found that they had four months left for release.

The judges understood immediately: the struggle of the Samiti was worthy of consideration. What it
wanted to do was to erase the calumny that had been branded on the foreheads of the duo by getting
them acquitted. The judges now started to think about how the countenance of law would be

254



255

blackened by the fact of two innocent men being declared not guilty after having already undergone
punishment for murder.

For a minute, the judges toyed with the idea of writing a detailed and powerful decision. Both the law
and the government were equally responsible for the appeal being suspended for so many years. The
government’s laxity should be condemned in full measure and the following instructions be issued: the
number of courts should be immediately increased and the lower courts should be ordered to wind up
their cases within six months. The law as it was practised now appeared not in favour of justice but in
favour of rules and therefore recommendations for amendments should also be made. Pala and Meeta
should be compensated in full measure for the loss that they had had to endure.

Then the judges remembered that there was one aspect which one could perhaps term a ‘weakness’ in
the law: every decision of the High Court serves to guide the lower courts. The lower courts might start
misusing this particular decision and begin to acquit the guilty with great alacrity and start imposing a
fine on the government for each case.

“We should remain within our limits when pronouncing our decision,” the judges reasoned and
delivered their verdict as they would in normal circumstances.

First of all they expressed regret for the loss suffered by the accused on account of the excessive
workload in the courts and the fact of the hearing being delayed for so many years. Then, to
demonstrate that they were completely blameless, they pronounced their acquittal without listening to
any arguments.

It is a centuries-old tradition for the lawyers to bow their head in gratitude to the judge if the verdict
was in their favour. The Samiti judge exited the court room without following this custom.
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The news of Pala and Meeta being acquitted and reaching the town by evening spread amongst the
supporters of the Samiti like wild fire. People began to proceed to Baba Guruditta Singh’s house in large
numbers, eager to celebrate their victory. It was not possible to welcome them all into the small house
and so Baba, accompanied by the other functionaries of the Samiti, went to the Dassera ground. Baba
was no longer as brisk and energetic as he had been earlier now that he was old and he had asked for
his easy chair to be placed in the ground. Seated there, he accepted the congratulations of the people
and kept up a steady flow of instructions to the members who were busy arranging for a rally that was
to begin in the afternoon.

Gurmeet had gone to Mayanagar to bring them home and by the time they reached the city, the rally
would be at its peak. The plan was to take them out in a procession through the city after the rally.
There were to be speeches at street corners to thank the people for their cooperation and to inform
them about the forthcoming programmes of the Samiti.
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Pala and Meeta were old clients of Mohanji and before they had been arrested in the Bunty murder
case, he used to fight their cases for them. When the Samiti had built up a team of lawyers to defend
them, Mohanji had also been a member of the team. Like the Samiti and its other members, he too had
staked his entire life and effort in getting them acquitted.

Although he had not become an active member of the Samiti like Gurmeet or Pyare Lal, he would
sometimes at their request offer free legal assistance to people. He therefore considered himself to be
associated with the Samiti. He was very happy that his old clients had been acquitted and had gone to
the Dassera ground to share the joy and congratulate his fellow members of the legal cell.

All the leaders of the Samiti were extremely happy and were doing their utmost to ensure that the rally
was a success. Mohanji was in a dilemma. He could not understand what was so pleasing about being
acquitted ten years after serving time in prison for a crime they had not committed. Even if the High
Court had not given a decision in their favour, they would still have been released after a couple of
months in any case. Any loss due to long imprisonment had been incurred anyway and the High Court
had not offered any compensation to make up for this loss.

Pala’s home had been wrecked. The Samiti had managed to keep Banto from going back to her house
only for two years. When the appeal hung fire and everybody was convinced that Pala’s early release
was not possible, it became difficult for Banto to live through the dark nights alone. She began spending
more time in her parental house and on her request, her family started coercing the members of Pala’s
family to free her of her marital bonds. They said that the girl was young and could still set up a new
home with someone else; she could not live out her life alone waiting for Pala and they should settle the
matter as soon as possible. But Pala’s family kept delaying the issue till Banto’s parents stated bluntly
“The girl’s conduct is dubious and she might bring disrepute to both the families.” Pala’s family had no
option but to surrender in the face of this new threat. Banto dropped her daughter into Pala’s mother’s
lap and went off to begin a new life with another companion. This was the beginning of the end of Pala’s
family. Pala’s mother would weep all day and her eyesight gradually grew dimmer and dimmer. The
parents having been left alone to fend for themselves, Pala’s father had to work day and night to
arrange for their daily meals. Working in the dust for twenty four hours a day soon resulted in him
developing asthma. Pala’s daughter also caught a fever and became paralysed due to lack of proper
care. She could now only go about her life by using her hands to propel her movements.

With the Samiti’s encouragement, Pala had learnt stitching in jail and by working hard at it for four
years, he had become a skilled tailor. However, the constant mental tension, rigorous physical labour
and the lack of nutritional food had all combined to weaken his eyesight. Now, even after donning
spectacles, he was unable to thread a needle. His hands had started trembling and at present he could
neither stitch very well nor do any embroidery.

Meeta had always been capricious and preferred to earn money through crime rather than through hard
work. After hearing that he had been sentenced to life, he had given in to despair. Living with the
Singhs in their barrack had influenced him to grow his hair and beard and the Samiti had had to work
very hard to dispel their sway over his mind. Meeta had learnt carpentry to be able to stand on his own
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feet but he could not earn much making doors or similar objects. He then learnt how to make furniture
and for many years now his work had been fetching a good price.

Over the past two years he had become a victim of tuberculosis. The sawdust gave him allergies and
even a little bit of physical exertion brought on a fever. His hands and feet would ache. When the fever
descended on him, it would not leave him for months on end and whatever he had been working on
would have to be left incomplete. On coming out of the prison he needed to find something else to do.

The appearance of the two had changed drastically. They were no longer energetic youths of thirty or
thirty five and looked like they were sixty to sixty five years old. Half their teeth had fallen out; their
beard and moustache were white; they had sunken eyes and their jaws stood out prominently.

Mohanji thought that when the people glimpsed the faces of the two men, all their happiness would be
transformed into sorrow. Meeta’s past and future revolved slowly in his mind while in front of his eyes
was the busy Hakam and the present.

Hakam was a young man with a law degree. But his walk did not have the briskness which it should
have - for a youthful person. His face was filmed over with sadness and the reason for this was not
hidden from Mohanji. Hakam’s parole was coming to an end and he was about to receive a message
from hell. He must surely be troubled by the thought and fear of the servitude that would then ensue.

There could be another reason for his melancholy perhaps. His appeal had been rejected by the
Supreme Court and he had no options left but to serve out his sentence. The jail authorities had
cancelled the pardons that he had obtained earlier by terming him rebellious and quarrelsome. At the
same time they had also awarded more punishment for these offences. Inspite of being innocent, he
could be forced to stay in prison for a minimum of four years more.

Mohanji could not keep his thoughts to himself and as soon as he saw an empty chair on Baba’s right, he
immediately seated himself and asked “Babaji, have we actually been victorious? Have Pala and Meeta
really been honorably acquitted? There are a number of Palas and Meetas locked up in jails. One need
not go very far - just looking at Hakam is enough. Under such circumstances, is it right to celebrate?”
Baba knew that such questions were probably arising in many other minds as well and it was to dispel
such doubts that the rally had been organized.

“We have won a number of things by beginning this struggle. We have erased the stain that Pala and
Meeta had been smeared with - of being child killers - so that when they come out of jail they need not
lead a life which is full of dishonor. Is this achievement a small one? If we had not embarked upon this
struggle, the real killers of Bunty would not have been exposed. We will rest only after we have had
Harmanveer arrested. If we had not waged the good fight, a worthy young man like Hakam would have
died a long time ago in solitary. This is also a triumph.

Son, listen: A struggle is initiated not for personal gain but for the fulfillment of shared objectives. This
battle began with a spark ignited in one man’s mind. Now see how high the flames have leapt! Scores
of jatthebandi and lakhs of people have joined the caravan. We have, till now saved hundreds of people
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from police excesses and large numbers of them from being sent to jail. People have started reposing
their faith in us and we are becoming stronger day by day. We are very close to our goal. So tell me, is
this not a day that is filled with happiness? Is it wrong of us to celebrate?”

Mohanji’s doubts began to recede and his mind gradually filled with joy.
Seeing Baba and Mohaniji in conversation, Hakam came over and seated himself beside them.

“Babaji, | am fully healed now. Pala and Meeta’s appeal has also been decided. Now | wish to go back
to jail and finish the work that | had left incomplete.”

“You have to go back to jail anyway, then why this hurry, son?”

“You are all here to provide relief to people outside but there is no one to hear the doleful sighs of those
inside. In all these days | have leant so much from you and | will now begin my work with a fresh
perspective and in a methodical manner. You will see what excellent results will follow. On this
auspicious occasion, allow me to say farewell amidst this joyous throng.”

“Do not say this son, you are greatly needed even outside. However, your decision is absolutely right.
We must start the countdown to the end of bad days right from today. The earlier you return to jail, the
faster you will come back to us. We will await your arrival.”

Baba stood up, patted Hakam’s back and embraced him with fervour.

Mohanji regretted the thoughts that had run through his mind regarding Hakam when he saw his
enthusiasm. He mentally corrected his lapse in judgement and bowed his head before him.

The programme that had been chalked out earlier was changed to accommodate Hakam’s decision to
return to jail at once. Now, when the procession was at its peak, the announcement of Hakam going
back to jail would be made. Then Hakam would deliver a speech. After this, under Baba’s leadership, a
group of a hundred selected workers of the Samiti would assume the shape of a procession and they
would, with total reverence, escort Hakam to the jail. The same group would welcome Pala and Meeta
at the main gate of the prison and lead them into the city with great pomp and grandeur.

And then began the preparations to send Abhimanyu into the battle field to destroy the deadly
chakravyuha that Dronacharya (the guru of the princes) had created.
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THE END
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