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			1

			He surfaced from beneath the sacred black waters of the Yamuna. Turning away from the glare of the early morning sun, Lalit surveyed the surroundings with an air of calm he achieved only while bathing in the holy water. The relative quiet and stillness of the river belied the reality that he was, in fact, at the centre of one of the most populous cities in the world. Despite the pleasure he derived from it his wife would protest against his morning ritual, arguing that the waters were unsafe and that the filth and rot of Delhi poured into the river in a never-ending deluge. She would insist he bathe again at the communal tap at the end of their street before she would let him enter their one-room home. All this had little effect on Lalit. He didn’t believe that the sacred water could be harmful to him or anyone else, and it was with a wilful disregard that he submerged himself into the river, fully aware it was teeming with industrial chemicals, pesticides and sewage, not to mention the human remains from the Nigambodh Ghat crematorium just a few kilometres to the north.

			Nevertheless, in a move to placate his wife, who had vowed to cease cooking his favourite dishes if he didn’t give up his daily ablution, Lalit now restricted himself to one visit to the river a week. In a way, he welcomed the change because now he really appreciated the time he spent in the water. 

			

			Upriver he could make out the Old Iron Bridge sitting just above the water. Ahead of him, Lalit could see the fields of small holdings from which farmers eked out a living. They stretched as far back as the busy Ring Road that you could follow south into the pulsating heart of the city. The sun still sat low in the sky, and it was pleasantly warm. Once he had recited his morning prayers, he breathed deeply through his nose and spat out sticky, thick phlegm into the river. He blew his nose and then waded back to the riverbank.

			As he was negotiating his way through the piles of plastic and rotting vegetables that floated on the surface of the water, something caught his eye. It was much larger than the rest of the trash that lay along the gentle slope of the riverbank. As he waded closer, he could make out amongst the colourful bottles, bags and garlands the unmistakable form of a human body, slumped awkwardly on the bank. 

			Lalit’s initial curiosity now gave way to a deep sense of dread. But unable to look away, he approached the figure. He could now see that it was a woman. Her sky-blue jeans were submerged beneath the knees, and her once-white blouse was ripped and covered in filth. Her hair was caked in mud and hid most of her face, but her eyes were still visible. As he stared back at her empty, wide-eyed glare, Lalit held a hand to his mouth and muttered a prayer. He stood transfixed for a few moments before he could eventually tear himself away, but not before noticing that the woman’s neck was a dark mottled purple and that there was bruising on her wrists and forearms that stood out starkly on her pale, pallid skin. 

			After the magnitude of what he had just discovered dawned on him, Lalit reeled around to find help. Further downriver were two men digging through the rubbish in search of plastic that could be sold and repurposed. ‘She’s dead, she’s dead!’ Lalit called out in panic.

			

			The two men looked up and gave Lalit a bemused look as if they had not heard correctly. ‘What?’ one of them asked.

			‘There’s a girl. She’s dead! Come quickly!’ Lalit yelled back, pointing in the direction of the body. 

			The two men now understood. They rushed out of the water and began to run along the riverbank to Lalit, calling out to others in the small field that ran the length of the bank. By the time Lalit had dragged the woman’s half-submerged body out of the river and laid her on a clear patch of land, a crowd had formed in the small clearing. As the men jostled with one another to get a good view, Lalit pulled down the woman’s blouse that had ridden up to expose her midriff. His eyes began to fill with tears as he reflected on the cruelty of her fate. Not even in death was this woman at peace. 

			‘What happened?’ asked one of the men who had come to take in the macabre sight.

			Lalit raised his head to look at the crowd. His eyes were red with grief. ‘I think the poor girl was murdered,’ he said. 

		

	
		
			

			2

			Jaskiran Sohal sat down on the chair beside Sabeena, the Delhi Daily’s deputy editor. ‘I want the story on the girl found in the Yamuna,’ she insisted. If Sabeena was taken aback by her colleague’s sudden appearance, she didn’t show it.

			‘Remind me again?’ she replied without taking her eyes off her screen.

			‘Anjali Mangal,’ said Jaskiran. ‘They just identified her this morning. She was found in the Yamuna four days ago. The coroner’s report confirmed that she was murdered.’

			 ‘That makes it a crime story,’ Sabeena responded. 

			‘And?’ Jaskiran replied bluntly, knowing too well the point her friend was making. 

			‘Jaskiran darling, I love you, but my hands are tied,’ said Sabeena, sighing in exasperation. ‘You know Vinod has become very particular about the news you cover. Besides, I’ve given you plenty to work on.’

			‘Yes, the really hard-hitting stories,’ Jaskiran said sarcastically. She looked around the empty newsroom. Despite the fact she came in early every morning in a bid to be assigned the best stories, a strategy that had yet to pay off, it always unnerved her how eerily quiet the place was from its usual hive of activity. The phones sat idle on the cluttered rows of desks; there was no frenetic tapping at keyboards and no continuous hum from the bank of printers along the far wall beneath the grubby windows that looked out onto the shopping promenade below.

			

			 Other than Jaskiran and Sabeena, only the assignment editor was stationed at his desk, carefully updating the news diary with the latest leads for the stories that would make tomorrow’s paper. Jaskiran looked over at the glass-panelled office of the newspaper’s managing editor, Vinod Mukherjee, and felt her frustration grow. ‘When is he going to drop this?’ she asked. ‘I’m a grown woman. He would never have done the same to a male reporter.’

			‘We’ve been over this a thousand times,’ replied Sabeena. ‘I’m on your side in this, but Vinod thinks he’s protecting you.’ 

			‘Well, I don’t need his protection,’ protested Jaskiran. ‘It was just a bunch of gundas trying to get me to drop a story. I’ve faced worse harassment on the metro.’

			They were talking about the incident three months earlier that had seen Jaskiran removed from her position as the paper’s junior crime reporter. Having been sent to cover a violent robbery in Paharganj, Jaskiran had diligently gone about her duties, talking to the victims and any witnesses she could find. But, unbeknownst to her or anyone at the paper, the robbery had been perpetrated by a local gang who wanted to keep their activities out of the media spotlight. 

			It wasn’t long before word reached them that a young, lone female reporter was sniffing around the scene. They had grabbed her as she attempted to flag down a passing autorickshaw to head back to the office. Threatening her with violence if she screamed for help, they took her bag, her notebook and, for good measure, her phone. They warned her that if she wrote anything about them, she would be abducted one day when she left the office. 

			The ordeal had left her shaken and, to her regret, she had broken down in tears when recalling the events to Vinod and Sabeena when she had returned to the office with no story. Sabeena had been supportive, 
Vinod overzealous. He had refused to cover the story, bowing to the demands of the thugs. Then, the very next day, he had called Jaskiran into his office and informed her that she would be moved back to general assignment.  

			‘Then who’s going to take the Anjali Mangal story?’ Jaskiran asked Sabeena. 

			‘Who do you think?’ 

			‘Sajid?’ Jaskiran sighed. ‘How many crimes can one man cover? Can you see him putting in the work, talking to family and friends, building a profile and then following up on all the leads? He’ll most likely take the police press releases and whatever is already on the TV bulletins. That is if he even bothers to cover it at all.’ 

			Sabeena was unmoved by Jaskiran’s protests and continued working at her computer. When it was clear that Jaskiran had finished complaining, she glanced sideways at her forlorn friend and took pity on her. ‘Don’t get yourself so worked up about one story,’ said Sabeena. ‘Why do you even want it?’

			‘Because you know how things will go now,’ Jaskiran replied. ‘It won’t be long before the TV news will run stories about her personal life and commentators will question her morals. Eventually, it will be framed as her own fault that she got murdered regardless of whether the police find the culprits.’ Jaskiran took a breath and sighed before adding, ‘I feel that it shouldn’t be relegated to a few column inches in the middle of the paper just because we couldn’t be bothered to follow up on it. A girl died, Sabeena. She deserves attention, and she deserves justice.’ 

			Sabeena now turned to face her dejected colleague. It was Jaskiran’s passion that made her stand out from the other young reporters at the paper and it was what had first caught Sabeena’s eye. ‘Look,’ began Sabeena, ‘because I don’t want you sulking all day, I’ll assign you another first merit story. And while you do that, I’ll try and speak to Vinod again, but I can’t make any promises.’ 

			

			‘Thank you,’ said Jaskiran, her eyes flashing with gratitude. ‘So, what’s the story?’ 

			‘A political rally. Ashok Chopra, the new star of the Indian Workers’ Party. He’s holding a rally this afternoon at the Ramlila Ground. Usually, Mohan would be all over it, but he has to go cover today’s session at the Lok Sabha. Does that make you feel better?’ 

			Jaskiran’s initial enthusiasm at getting a better story had been dampened. Covering a rally in the searing afternoon heat wasn’t exactly what she had envisioned. She didn’t believe the latest crop of politicians, with their stage-managed image and bombastic rhetoric, were any different from the politicians who had come before them. ‘Great, a sweaty afternoon surrounded by supporters-for-hire, sycophants and anybody with nothing better to do than watch a politician promise to fix all their problems and cure all diseases with cow dung,’ Jaskiran ranted as she made her way back to her desk at the far end of the room.

			‘Well, my dear,’ Sabeena called out teasingly, looking over the top of her Prada glasses. ‘Do you want the story or not? I can give it to someone else if it’s beneath you.’

			‘No, I’ll take it,’ Jaskiran responded with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. It might not be the crime beat, but at least it was a story. 

		

	
		
			

			3

			Rajesh gupta glanced at his watch. ‘Shit,’ he sighed. At this rate, he would be late for work again. Shielding his eyes from the early morning sun to get a better view of the sidewalk ahead, there was still no sign of Karishma. At first, his girlfriend’s insistence on seeing him every morning had been endearing, but four months on, Rajesh wasn’t so sure. Racing perilously through Delhi’s morning traffic on his scooter to pick her up for their shared daily commute to work quickly became a chore he could do without. 

			His employers were also beginning to notice. Rajesh often showed up later than many of his colleagues at the Delhi Daily. He had been reprimanded by his manager, Sabeena, who reminded him that junior reporters didn’t have the luxury of choosing their own hours. He looked at his watch again. It had once belonged to his father. The black leather strap was frayed from years of daily use and the glass face was ever so slightly cracked – but the stubborn hands still turned, telling Rajesh that it was almost half past eight. Soon, no matter how much he dodged and weaved through traffic, there was no way he could get Karishma to her design studio in Chanakyapuri and still make it to the newsroom before 9 a.m. 

			 At last Karishma turned the corner, walking rather slowly Rajesh noted with some irritation. 

			‘Sorry,’ she said before planting a kiss on his lips. ‘Big lecture from Mom.’

			

			‘About?’ 

			‘The usual. Don’t go out late at night. Be careful around boys. It’s all because of this girl whose body they found in the river. It has Mom in a state of panic.’ 

			‘Maybe she’d feel better if she met me?’ Rajesh asked casually. 

			Karishma sat behind Rajesh on the scooter. ‘We’ve had this conversation before, Rajesh,’ she said. ‘It’s not the right time to tell my parents yet. They’ll freak out.’ 

			‘Why? Your sister has a boyfriend already. Your parents don’t seem to mind him coming by the house.’ 

			‘That’s different,’ Karishma responded. 

			‘How?’ 

			There was no answer from Karishma, but Rajesh felt he knew the difference. Karishma’s sister was dating a high-flying real estate executive from a prosperous family. Karishma’s parents couldn’t wait for her sister to marry him and receive the social cachet from such a fortuitous match. 

			He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Karishma was pouting and looked disinterested in the conversation. It was a topic she didn’t want to discuss any further, and as was her way, she simply wouldn’t engage with him until the subject was changed. He sighed in resignation before firing up the scooter’s engine. 

			The journey continued in silence until they came to a stop at a red light. Rajesh, noting Karishma still looking sullen, pulled out a copy of that day’s newspaper from his bag. Unfolding it carefully, he looked down with immense pride at the front page before handing it to Karishma. 

			‘Look who made the front page,’ Rajesh said, attempting to sound nonchalant. 

			It had the desired effect. ‘You’re kidding? You?’ Karishma’s morose mood evaporated and was replaced with excitement. ‘This is amazing!’ she cried, squeezing him tightly. 

			

			‘And it’s an exclusive,’ Rajesh declared, beaming. 

			The story in question had come to Rajesh’s attention the previous day while he had been out to lunch. Standing in line for his omelette from the street vendor, Rajesh had heard of an accident and a police cordon a few streets away. With a stack of press releases on his desk to filter through, the thought of covering something live, even if it was as mundane as a car accident, was too much to ignore. Arriving at the scene, he found the usual crowd of spectators but there seemed to be no other journalists. The police, who initially believed it to be nothing more than a road accident, had woefully misjudged the situation and had been unable to cordon off the crash site effectively. Rajesh quickly realised there was more to the story than he had originally thought. 

			The crash had involved a hotel bus on its way back from Indira Gandhi International Airport, having picked up a group of foreign holidaymakers. Barely in the country an hour, the tourists were still acclimatising to the sights, smells and sounds of Delhi when their bus collided with a lorry that
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