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INTRODUCTION

AISHWARYA

IN THE FRIGID MICHIGAN WINTER OF 2019, HUDDLED inside a dorm room at Alma College, a fledgling idea took shape.

‘Why don’t I ever see you listening to true crime podcasts from India?’ Aryaan asked after weeks of being pestered to listen to a mind-blowing true crime podcast episode I had come across.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I don’t think there are any,’ I responded, marvelling at the oddity of the statement that had just left my mouth.

‘Maybe we could start one . . .’ Aryaan said casually, scrolling through my phone on a hunt for Indian true crime podcasts that led nowhere.

While it would be months before we could execute our idea, the underpinnings of Desi Crime were set that evening. We knew that India had no dearth of stories, yet we couldn’t find a storytelling podcast that was doing them justice. The podcasting space was booming, but it was still dominated by hosts, accents, tales and viewpoints from the West. The subcontinent was merely a consumer and a spectator of this new and exciting format. The belief that stories of crime from the subcontinent offer a unique perspective – the way we view love, family, money, women, justice, sexuality, duty and more – became the foundation of The Desi Crime Podcast.

ARYAAN

IT WASN’T ALWAYS DESI CRIME. OUR INITIAL HUNT FOR A worthy name took us from Prime Time Crime to Indian Crime Podcast. There was no podcast or a mic yet – just a vision to create something big. And to create anything, my brain needs a name. Whenever I begin a project – creative or otherwise – I always start with a name I love. I’ve already decided on my daughter’s name (a palindrome of mine), after all.

Many titles came to us, but they never brought that sparkle to our eyes. Sometimes a title is the final piece in a convoluted jigsaw and sometimes it is the gold you strike while hopelessly scratching at the ground of ideas. Desi Crime was gold. The name allowed us to cover stories beyond India, including our neighbours – addressing their problems, our similarities. It would connect us to Brown youth across the world, creating a sense of camaraderie among scattered people. Desi Crime became more than a project for us when families of victims reached out to us, thanking us for shedding light on their case. It’s devastating every time a victim’s mother thanks us, some random twenty-year-olds, instead of the police. I feel like a charlatan every time a journalist calls us ‘brave’ for the work we do. We’re just storytellers – brave are those men and women solving these cases on the ground. And I feel indebted every time someone tells us they caught a train to come see us. Why? It’s still hard to make sense of this fortune of digital love we have received.

[image: ]
From the summer of 2020, when the first episode of Desi Crime aired, to the summer of 2025, as we put our finishing touches on this book, one thing has become abundantly clear: our love for creating and building our podcast was also driven by our love for writing. Behind each weekly episode are thousands of words, written with deep adoration and respect for the very real people whose experiences we are responsible for narrating. It is in these words that the living history of our nation – its citizenry and even its dark underbelly – come to life. Somewhere between carefully identifying the cases we wanted to cover, conducting research and then turning that research into stories worth reading, we’ve begun to feel a lot like writers in addition to podcasters.

This book you hold will allow you to experience each case the way we do first – written out, with our own view of the world filling in the scene, feeling shaken or affected by its dark turns. Our journey began with childlike enthusiasm over a seemingly fleeting, though ambitious, idea: about making lesser-known stories heard. As you turn the page, we hope you’ll find it marked by the friendship that brought that idea to life and the memory of the victims whose tragedies push us to make the world a better place. Welcome to Desi Crime.




1

THE KOLKATA HOUSE OF HORRORS

ARYAAN

So many true crime stories start with families gone awry. But this is not the case of a family that did not love each other – this is the case of a family that loved each other too much. Our viewers often ask: Do we get nightmares when researching for cases? And while most of the time, the answer is ‘no’, there are a few cases that stand out. They do give me nightmares. This is one of them. This is the tragic story of the De family.

ROBINSON STREET IN POSH, DOWNTOWN KOLKATA SITS at the crossroads of the city’s two worlds. Crumbling colonial architecture makes space for the sweeping, if nondescript, facades of modernity. On the night of 10 June 2015, the city was moving at its usual pace. Officegoers returned to their homes after a long day at work; meanwhile, drivers of Kolkata’s iconic yellow Ambassador taxis cruised the streets in search of the rare Wednesday night passenger to begin their own. Suddenly, the attention of both residents and visitors in the area caught on a cloud of smoke drifting out of a small second-floor window of one of the houses. Number 3, Robinson Street. Shaking off the inertia that often grips a large crowd witnessing a disturbing event, someone called 101. Soon, the fire trucks and the police arrived, pulling up and standing in front of the towering red-brick home. A knock on the front door received no response, even as the faint sounds of music and hymns could be heard from within. The possibility of a fire blazing unchecked became too urgent, and they decided to break down the door.

The horrors inside revealed themselves only gradually. First came the chanting; it grew louder, echoing eerily through the house. It wasn’t coming from any living soul. Instead, five speakers, placed in different rooms of the house, played the same thing: a taped sermon by the controversial American TV evangelist, Joyce Meyer. Hundreds of books on spirituality were scattered on the floor, covered in a thick layer of dust. Countless handwritten notes had been tucked into corners, wedged into almirahs and hidden under pillowcases. The house did not appear to have been ransacked. Its chaos was lived-in and intentional.


ARYAAN

I know I’ve described a horrific scene for you, but what do you make of all of this?

AISHWARYA

I don’t have enough information to draw any conclusions just yet, but this does sound like an unnervingly staged house. It reminds me of one of those haunted houses you see at carnivals, perhaps . . .

ARYAAN

If you think the hidden notes and chants are weird, it gets even stranger.



Without pausing to observe and absorb the strange contents of the house, the cops rushed to the site of the fire: the bathroom. They were alarmed to find the source of the smoke. It was not a household fire as they had anticipated. Instead, they discovered a charred human corpse in the bathtub. Nearly unrecognizable, the body would be later identified as that of seventy-seven-year-old Aurobindo De. A container of gasoline and a box of matchsticks lay beside him, along with a note that read, ‘Love you beta.’

Perhaps the man had set himself on fire; a highly unusual but not unprecedented case of suicide. But before they could investigate the bewildering scene any further, a sickening stench revolted them. It was emerging from behind one of the bedroom doors. As police officers, they were not unfamiliar with the odour. It was that of decomposing flesh. However, when they pushed the door open, they could not find any corpses inside. In fact, they couldn’t see anything at first. The room was pitch black, with the curtains drawn and the windows papered over. It was only when the shades were removed that the macabre scene came into focus, and the most disturbing contents of the bedroom became all too apparent. Lying neatly in the bed was a fully dressed human skeleton surrounded by teddy bears. On either side, two smaller skeletons – non-human – were curled beside it. Likely the family’s pets. There was a lunchbox filled with rotting food. The state of decomposition left little room for doubt. The person in the bed had been dead for a very long time. Long enough for their flesh to disintegrate, leaving only bones behind. This deepened the mystery and confused the police. If Aurobindo De had just died, then who had his final, loving note been meant for?

Their question was finally answered when the only living resident of the home, Partho De, Aurobindo’s forty-four-year-old son, was discovered in a catatonic state in the living room. He was banging his head against the walls, his body caked in grime and the putrid stench clinging to him as heavily as it did to the dead bodies that surrounded him. Despite the delirium that had possessed him, Partho did not resist arrest. Speaking in a low, oddly gentle voice, Partho confirmed that the skeleton in the bedroom was his sister’s. Her name was Debjani De. He admitted that he had been sleeping beside her remains since her death in December 2014. The smaller skeletons, he explained, were their pet labradors. They had been laid to rest beside her, to keep her company. The lunchbox found near her bed? He had used it to feed her daily. When asked if he had harmed Debjani, Partho scoffed dismissively – his actions had been motivated only by his love for her. It was love, he insisted, that had driven him to seal and darken the room to preserve her scent. It was love that had compelled him to sleep beside his sister’s maggot-infested corpse, night after night, to feel close to her.


AISHWARYA

Alright, for argument’s sake, I’ll believe that Partho De didn’t kill Debjani. That still leaves the question open: How did she die?

ARYAAN

In his frazzled state, Partho refused to answer that question. But he continued to claim his innocence, to the police and the media.



It quickly became clear to the police that this was no ordinary crime, and Partho De was no black-and-white villain. Instead of homicide or manslaughter, the man was booked under IPC sections 176 (omission to give notice, or information, to a public servant by a person legally bound to give) and 269 (negligently committing an act that is likely to spread infection of a disease dangerous to life). Both carried a maximum punishment of up to six months in jail. At the urging of medical professionals, Partho was committed to the Pavlov Hospital for the Mentally Ill. During his time at Pavlov, police access to Partho was restricted, and he was placed under close psychiatric supervision after being diagnosed with severe depressive tendencies. His initial days in the facility were tumultuous. A journalist from a Bengali daily, Anandabazar Patrika, who managed to visit Partho, described him as incoherent and agitated, his body reeking with infection, likely a result of prolonged exposure to Debjani’s decomposing remains. Dr Sabyasachi Mitra, one of the attending psychiatrists, initially raised the possibility of necrophiliac tendencies – the compulsion to have sexual intercourse with corpses. At times, Partho would cry out for Jesus, and was soothed only by the assurance that Jesus and Mary would come to him, and touch him.

Once medication began to lift the fog of psychosis, Partho slowly warmed up to his doctors. He spoke at length about the still obscure events that had led him there. He described, in detail, how attentively he cared for his sister’s body, changing the bedding she lay on daily, tucking her in at night and arranging elaborate meals to eat by her side. He spent as much as 600 rupees every day to buy pizza and pastries for his deceased sister. To a senior police officer, he confided something even more unsettling – he believed Debjani came alive every night to eat the food. ‘I loved my sister and couldn’t let her go. Besides, didi visits me at night, she talks and sings to me,’ he said during the preliminary investigation. These details, while disturbing, offered rare insights into the psyche of the troubled man now in the doctor’s care.

The autopsies of Aurobindo and Debjani’s bodies revealed little additional information. They only confirmed that Aurobindo had died by suicide, and his daughter’s skeletal remains showed no signs of physical trauma. Now, the police had to rely solely on the objects they found at 3 Robinson Street and testimonies from the De family’s few acquaintances to further their investigation.

The handwritten notes found scattered throughout the house bizarrely appeared to be the primary mode of communication among its three residents. Investigators pored over them, trying to match the handwriting and piece together timelines. Some notes, dated and composed with relative clarity, were attributed to Debjani. Others, more erratic and disjointed, were believed to be Partho’s. Yet the numerous jottings offered little by way of explanation. In one note, an unidentified person asked, ‘Ei pothei ki jibon cholar chilo? (Was this the path my life was meant to take?)’ Some of the notes, penned by Aurobindo, spoke of practical matters such as his plans to divide his share of the family property between the siblings. This detail took on greater significance when his solicitor friend, Subir Majumdar, revealed that he frequently advised Aurobindo on issues of inheritance, but he never had an inkling that Debjani was already deceased. On 8 June, days before his suicide, Aurobindo asked Majumdar to serve as a trustee of his assets.

The cops must have felt defeated. They possessed an array of seemingly disparate pieces of the puzzle but struggled to put them together. That is, until they found the key.

[image: ]
When the police searched what the media had dubbed ‘Kolkata’s House of Horrors’ in 2015, they unearthed more than just skeletal remains and handwritten notes. The house had an unbelievable 20,000 books on subjects related to spirituality. Among them, investigators found stacks of cursive writing workbooks that Partho used as journals. Many were abandoned; others, half-filled. For the first time, the police could chronicle Partho’s life with a level of detail rarely possible for regular people. The tragedy at 3 Robinson Street had rendered Partho’s life extraordinary, but to understand how it had come to that, one had to start at the beginning – the profoundly ordinary origins of the De family.

In 1968, Debjani De was born to a loving couple in Bangalore. A few years later, the birth of her younger brother completed their family. From the moment she became a mother, Aarti De became fiercely protective and vehemently sheltered her children from the outside world. Debjani and Partho grew up almost entirely in each other’s company, playing indoor games like Scrabble. Unfortunately, the protective – perhaps excessively so – maternal instinct only hardened over time. Soon, Aarti’s behaviour began to seriously inhibit the siblings as they grew older. Not only were they unable to connect with others their age, their personalities and relationships veered into territory that felt deeply unconventional.

Partho’s journals paint a concerning portrait of an abusive mother who isolated her children but was unable to accept the closeness between them. Jealous and controlling, Aarti punished any attempts by Debjani to assert her independence. Meanwhile, she harassed Partho about his sexuality, fearing that a childhood spent cloistered with his sister had made her son ‘effeminate’. In one of his diaries, Partho wrote,


We went on vacation. My mother made us strip in the bathroom. My mother thinks I’m impotent. She wanted to see me develop a relationship. This is why she used to send a maidservant to my room to excite me.



Through all the emotional upheaval, Debjani remained Partho’s constant companion. But when their parents decided to separate, they chose to split custody. Partho would live with Aarti, while his sister would live with Aurobindo. The separation was difficult for the siblings, whose lives had been closely intertwined. After finishing school, they both enrolled at the University of Calcutta’s prestigious Rajabazar Science College to study BTech. Their professors would later recall in interviews that the siblings spent an unhealthy amount of time together. Among their peers, rumours floated about incest, though not too seriously.

After university, Debjani studied music at Trinity College London and returned to teach music at the prestigious Don Bosco School in the city. Colleagues described her as accomplished and cordial, though preoccupied with her family life. Meanwhile, Partho found it hard to adjust to the changing times. The young man had long relied on the twin anchors of an overbearing mother and a sister who was his only confidante and source of emotional support. Eventually, he joined the software giant, Tata Consultancy Services, and moved to the US. Little did he know that one of the two pillars of his life was about to come crashing down. At the turn of the century, Aarti De was diagnosed with breast cancer. By 2005, the matriarch of the family was dead and with her, the final strands of normalcy in the family.

Aurobindo De held unconventional ideas surrounding death. A believer of naturopathy, he did not pursue conventional methods of treatment when his wife was diagnosed with cancer. Moreover, for him, the death of one’s physical body did not mark the end of one’s spiritual existence. Debjani had inherited this belief, and when Aarti died, neither of them attended her funeral. Her body was cremated by a relative. Partho, still working in the US, was also unable to attend the final rites. The news of his mother’s death was his breaking point. Despite their troubled relationship, she had been a cornerstone of Partho’s chaotic life. He left his job and returned to 3 Robinson Street.

In the aftermath of her mother’s demise, Debjani became completely consumed by her increasingly rigid spiritual ideas. It was a preoccupation that would cost her career. She was fascinated by TV evangelists like Joyce Meyer, whose voice had welcomed the police on that fateful night. The initial search had also yielded notes where Debjani claimed to have fasted rigorously to restore the family’s spiritual balance.


ARYAAN

Now, to each their own – we’re all spiritual in our way, and who am I to judge someone’s beliefs? But Debjani followed not just one guru but twelve leaders from different religions, every single day.

AISHWARYA

I mean, we’ve seen that in the case of obsessive spirituality – like the Burari family suicides, there isn’t one particular religion whose followers are more susceptible to this behaviour. It’s more about their personality type and other factors, like isolation.



In time, verbal communication in the De family broke down completely. Their only source of income came from the tenants they rented a part of their house to. The trio isolated themselves in their apartment, and had the security guard bring them three meals a day. The house grew dark, dusty and desolate. And in August of 2014, this uneasy stasis plummeted into absolute turmoil.

Within a month of each other, the family dogs died in August and September 2014. Debjani’s spiritual notions compelled her to believe that this was due to a curse, one that could only be exorcized by fasting. She stopped eating altogether, insisting that she would only consume food if God gave her a sign. That sign never came, and on 29 December 2014, Debjani struggled to take her last breath. She became the third corpse in that accursed room.

Incredibly, since the family only communicated through handwritten notes, Aurobindo did not realize that his daughter had died until three months later. Other sources say that given the layout of the space, Partho was able to conceal the fact from his father, who lived at the farthest end of the house. By then, the person he loved most in the world was gone, and with that unimaginable loss, Partho’s grip on reality was completely shattered. Consumed by grief, he began hysterically safeguarding his sister’s corpse, unable – or unwilling – to let her go.


ARYAAN

Partho may have done things no normal person would, but that’s because his life had been absolutely out of the ordinary. He wasn’t a psychopath or a killer. He was a broken person in need of help – serious medical help.

AISHWARYA

Do you think such an extreme case of mental illness and trauma can ever be addressed in its entirety? Is there any hope at all for Partho to be reintegrated into society, maybe even live a normal life?

ARYAAN

Before I came across this case, my answer to that question might have been ‘no’. It’s difficult to imagine a situation where somebody with such profound mental health issues reintegrates into society. But this case was exceptional . . .



During his stay at the Pavlov hospital, Partho repeatedly expressed his wish to be closer to God and the church. After his release from psychiatric care, Father Rodney Borneo of the Archdiocese of Calcutta took him under his wing. The priest would later speak out against the media’s treatment of Partho’s story:


The moment we met, it was so clear that this was not a person who needed interrogating, but someone who needed understanding ... And I think from that point onwards, Partho was no longer someone who was a mystical figure surrounded in the fog of the “Horror House”, but a very real person who could be a very real friend and who had a very real story to tell.



In time, Partho was able to find a strong and supportive community, despite the media circus that haunted him. He sold the sprawling house on 3 Robinson Street and moved to an apartment in Watgunge. There, he attempted to make amends with a society that had once labelled him a cannibal, murderer and necrophile.

On 20 February 2017, Partho posted a quote on his social media: ‘It’s better to light a candle than to curse darkness.’ Tragically, the very next day, history repeated itself. Vegetable sellers were calling out their wares, yellow cabs circling the block for their next passengers, when a thick cloud of dark smoke billowed out of Partho’s flat. The police were called once again. Inside, they found a scene disturbingly akin to the one from 2015. In the bathroom was a bottle of gasoline, matchsticks and the charred remains of Partho De.




2

MURDER AT ROYAL PARK, SRI LANKA

AISHWARYA

This is a murder that took Sri Lanka by storm. Not just when it happened in 2005, but again in 2019 and 2024, years after the crime. Corruption, injustice, brute violence – this case lays bare the darkest shades of human impulse. This is the story of a young girl whose life was cruelly cut short despite her warnings that danger was close at hand. This is the story of Yvonne Jonsson.

On 30 June 2005 – a Friday night like any other – two sisters set out to enjoy a night out in Colombo, Sri Lanka’s bustling capital city. It took some persuading to get their father to lend them his blue Jeep, but after they promised to return home together, he handed the keys over. ‘You are going together and make sure you come back home together,’ he told them. They left around 8:30 p.m. and headed to Bagatelle Road to pick up their younger sister’s boyfriend. Their first destination was the popular pub White Horse. For the rest of the night, the group moved between three spots: starting at White Horse, then on to Glow, a nightclub in Galle Face and finally, Blue Elephant at the Hilton Colombo. At the Hilton, they were joined by a friend who lived in the same apartment complex as the sisters, Royal Park.

Past midnight, tensions flared. The younger sister’s boyfriend became annoyed when he noticed another boy waving at her at Blue Elephant. A heated argument ensued between the young couple, leaving the younger sister in tears. The elder sister quickly stepped in to defuse the situation. Their moods soured, and the couple decided to call it a night. They hailed a Hilton cab and headed back home. Meanwhile, the older sister and her Korean friend returned to Glow. By 2 a.m., the couple had arrived at Royal Park. Forty-five minutes later, the elder sister’s car pulled into the complex.

The next morning, only one of the two sisters would be alive.

[image: ]
Yvonne Jonsson was born on 15 August 1985 to Chamalka and Roger Jonsson, a Swedish–Sri Lankan couple living in Colombo. Her younger sister, Caroline, was her best friend and closest confidante. The Jonssons shared a happy, tight-knit home. At the time of her death, Yvonne was a nineteen-year-old fashion student in the US, back in Sri Lanka for her summer vacation.

The morning after Yvonne’s and Caroline’s eventful night out, Roger Jonsson checked on his daughters around 6 a.m. When he found Caroline’s bed empty, he assumed that she was sleeping with Yvonne in her room, which was locked. He asked his wife, and she said that they were probably asleep. As he left their twenty-third-floor apartment for work, he found a note on the front door, written in what appeared to be Caroline’s handwriting: ‘Wake me up when you come home.’ The note struck him as slightly unusual, but not enough to raise alarm. He continued with his day. Later that morning, Chamalka Jonsson went into Caroline’s room and found only her younger daughter there. When she asked about Yvonne, Caroline said she hadn’t seen her since the night before. She messaged her boyfriend, Jude Shramantha Jayamaha, to check if he knew anything. He didn’t. ‘She must be still rocking it,’ he wrote back, suggesting she might still be out with their friend and neighbour, Khone. It was a reasonable explanation, but Chamalka’s maternal instinct told her something was amiss. Yvonne, who let her mother know even if she was going for a swim, hadn’t been seen the night before. Uneasy but still hoping for the best, Chamalka left the house to drop Caroline off at a class around 9 a.m.

As Chamalka and Caroline left, Royal Park slowly came to life. Lifts filled with residents as people stepped out for work and school, lunch bags in their hands, the haze of sleep still in their eyes. Sheila Anthony, a domestic worker who was employed by a Korean family on the sixteenth floor, was asked by the lady of the house to go to the nineteenth floor to hand over a few things to someone living there. Since the elevator was taking too long, she decided to take the steps. Just as she rounded the nineteenth-floor stairwell, she saw something that would haunt her for the rest of her days. In a massive pool of blood was the brutalized body of a girl, lying as if she had been ‘bent into two’.

Shocked by the gruesome sight, Sheila stumbled down another flight of stairs. Once she recovered, she ran to the building manager’s office. Mr Chandrapala joked that she had probably seen a ghost, but the panic and terror on her face and in her voice convinced Chandrapala to accompany Sheila back to the stairwell. When they went back to the nineteenth floor, the sight was just as horrible and outlandish as before. The manager would later say that the body looked like a doll, perhaps because it had been mutilated in a way that human minds struggle to associate with a living person.

The victim’s jeans had been pulled down, but not completely taken off her legs. Caught on her ankles, the denim was wrapped around her throat, as if positioned to strangle her. Her head had been brutally smashed using a heavy object, rendering her face nearly unrecognizable. There were splatters of blood on the staircase. Nonetheless, Chandrapala was able to identify the body. It was Yvonne Jonsson.

Meanwhile, on the way to Caroline’s class, Chamalka’s sense of dread about Yvonne’s disappearance grew unbearable. Overcome by the feeling that something was wrong, she asked her driver to turn the car around. When they arrived at their apartment, the entrance was barely visible behind a large group of uniformed officers stationed outside. Mother and daughter were ushered into the apartment and asked to sit down. Then, one of the officers pulled out a picture of Yvonne. In that instant, Chamalka knew her intuition had been right all along – something unspeakable had happened to her daughter.

Around noon, Roger Jonsson received a call at work from a friend, urging him to rush home. Around 1:30 p.m., he arrived at their apartment, now swarming with police personnel. Inside Yvonne’s room, he found his wife and Caroline sobbing hysterically. The distraught father was informed that his Yvonne had been killed – and in an unimaginably brutal fashion. Overwhelmed, Chamalka found herself unable to follow as her husband and daughter went to see Yvonne’s body. Even years later, she told the media, ‘I did not go to the place where the murder took place, I have no guts and still I could not believe what had happened to my loving daughter.’ Roger would later describe the haunting sight of his daughter’s head, completely smashed in. Despite his grief and horror, he sat beside her for over an hour. Caroline reportedly did not speak for days after.

The police quickly restricted access to the building and sealed the nineteenth-floor stairwell. The crime scene allowed certain deductions: the vast trails of blood and Yvonne’s scattered jewellery on the twentieth and twenty-first floors implied she had run – or been pushed – down the stairs, at some point breaking her ankles. She was subjected to tremendous blunt force trauma, to such a degree that her skull was broken in more than sixty places, her lower jaw was shattered into two and her neck had been squeezed in a deathly grip at least twice. Her jeans had been removed, after which she was strangled with the garment.

As the authorities began their investigations, Caroline shared a crucial piece of information. After recounting the events of the previous night, she admitted that her boyfriend had not contacted her at all the entire day – a detail that struck her as simply unusual. Given how concerned she had been about Yvonne, and knowing that he typically called and texted multiple times a day, Jude’s silence stood out. Jude had also attended the prestigious Colombo International School and had once been Yvonne’s classmate. He and Caroline had known each other since she was eleven, and though he had pursued her before, they had only started dating in February of that year.

Allegedly, Yvonne had repeatedly warned her sister against dating Jude, citing his issues with drugs and alcohol. Caroline, once a bright and focused student, had seen her grades decline noticeably during her relationship with Jude, reaffirming her sister’s concerns. Jude was the scion of a powerful family that owned the iconic Coronation Bar and Restaurant in Colombo, along with several other businesses. But behind the social prestige, the police learned that the Jayamaha household was far from stable. Jude’s parents had been at odds since his early childhood and eventually separated. This domestic volatility had left its mark on his upbringing. To investigators, these revelations cast the events of 30 June 2005 in a different light. Perhaps the tangled web of relationships between the sisters and Jude was the missing piece of the puzzle and held the key to understanding what had transpired that night.

The day after Yvonne’s body was found, Jude finally broke his silence. He visited the Jonsson home to pay his respects, but the police were waiting. He was immediately taken in for questioning and given the chance to share his side of the story, which sharply contradicted Caroline’s. Jude claimed that during the previous night’s argument, Yvonne had taken his side – something which Caroline denied. He also alleged that he and Caroline had sex after they reached Royal Park at 2 a.m., while she maintained they argued again and parted ways without any intimacy. What both accounts agreed on was that Jude left the complex around 2:30 a.m. The police began reexamining Jude’s story to determine the veracity of his claims, starting with confirming the circumstances of his departure from Royal Park.

At Jude’s insistence, his friend, Shafraz Rilvan Mohamed, arrived at Royal Park around 3:30 a.m. to pick him up in a cab. Mohamed was immediately taken aback by how odd Jude looked: he was only wearing a pair of boxers and holding his jeans in his hand. However, as far as Mohamed could tell, there wasn’t any blood on his clothing. These details were later verified by the cab driver. Interestingly, the driver mentioned in his statement that at one point, Jude had shaken Mohamed’s hand and said, ‘Thank you for coming; I will never forget this favour.’

When questioned about his bizarre behaviour that night, Jude claimed that he had gone for a swim before the cab arrived. The prosecution, however, suggested that he had done this to wash off any traces of blood from his clothing. And this wasn’t all the evidence stacked against him. Forensic examiners had found a partial bloody palm print near the crime scene – later matched to Jude’s. The prosecution theorized that Yvonne’s fervent dislike and open disapproval of Jude, and his frustration over her presence disrupting his limited time with Caroline, may have played a role in triggering the murder.

Though the defence presented an alternate narrative – arguing that Jude’s shoes bore no traces of blood despite the volume of blood at the crime scene, and that the palm print was inconclusive – the judge was not convinced. Jude was sentenced to twelve years of rigorous imprisonment and fined 3 lakh Sri Lankan rupees. In 2011 and 2012, Jude filed appeals seeking a reduced sentence. But this backfired, and the attorney general of Sri Lanka responded by petitioning to escalate the charge from culpable homicide to murder. In a move that was celebrated by many, Jude Jayamaha – now twenty-six – was sentenced to be hanged. The Jonsson family, at last, felt some modicum of relief since Yvonne’s murder.

Soon, the scales of justice tilted. In 2015, Maithripala Sirisena was appointed the seventh president of Sri Lanka, a role which granted him the authority to issue presidential pardons – even to prisoners on death row. On 9 November 2019, Jude Jayamaha was granted such a pardon. The justification given was that he was just nineteen at the time of the crime and was convicted ‘over an incident of impatience’. The president also claimed that Jude’s release was supported by senior Buddhist monks and a Catholic bishop. He was released from Kuruwita Prison the very same day.

The pardon was met with widespread outrage. Caroline Jonsson published a lengthy statement in response, expressing her family’s distress.


For nearly 15 years we have fought for justice the formal and right way, and their family has consistently tried to bribe their way out of this. This has got to stop. For those who have taken their money, I want you to know that you’ve accepted blood money and how you’ve managed to live with yourself is beyond my understanding.



She rubbished the idea that the murder had been an act of momentary madness, highlighting how Jude had systematically attempted to cover his tracks.


ARYAAN

Why would a new president stick his neck out for Jude? Especially since it was such a high-profile case, it’s a risky move.

AISHWARYA

In true desi fashion, it turns out that Maithripala was related to Jude’s stepmother. In fact, President Sirisena suggested that middlemen may have accepted money from Jude’s family in exchange for lobbying for his controversial presidential pardon. It just goes to show how fragile justice can be, especially in the hands of those willing to twist it to their advantage.



Even before his release, Jude had benefited from the privileges of wealth and connections while serving his sentence. In prison, he had access to a cellphone and enjoyed an unusual degree of freedom of movement. But the presidential pardon was an even deeper blow to the Jonsson family. On 14 November 2019, days after his release, Jude published an open letter addressed to the Sri Lankan public and the Jonssons. In it, he spoke of his troubled past and outlined his educational achievements, including the PhD he had been working towards while incarcerated. All this was supposed to be evidence of him taking rehabilitation seriously. The most startling part of the letter came when, despite maintaining that he was innocent throughout the investigation and trial, Jude admitted to killing Yvonne.


Sadly, I know that nothing I can ever say or do will make this go away and make things right for you, although I so wish I could. You knew me as a child, I have been in and out of your house and you have always been so gracious and kind to me. I’m so ashamed for what has happened. I have tried many times to contact you and express my heart; but I was never successful.



On the other hand, Caroline Jonsson claims that Jude has never attempted to apologize to their family.

After his release, Jude Jayamaha fled the country before the end of 2019. This was a final act of betrayal for Yvonne’s family, who had not only lost their precious daughter and sister but now were forced to live with the fact that her killer had manipulated legal justice and had gotten away scot-free. When Jude was released, Caroline, lashed out against the verdict: ‘I will never return to this country. This country has ruined our lives. I have lost a sister and a home. I will continue to fight till my sister’s murderer gets the punishment he deserves.’ On the other hand, Roger and Chamalka admitted that they no longer had any hope of justice.

On 6 June 2024, the Supreme Court of Sri Lanka overturned the pardon. Deeming it unconstitutional, the apex body instructed the attorney general to extradite Jude. But he remains at large and is currently believed to be living in Singapore.
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