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1o the lovers who didn’t get shot
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Prologue

The Long Shadow of an Urban Legend

Way back on 27 April 1959, a Parsi naval commander,
Kawas Nanavati, shot dead his English wife Sylvia’s Sindhi
lover, Prem Ahuja. Three bullets in less than three minutes
is all it took, but the trial which began the following
September held the nation in thrall for five years, and the
story has continued to have as obsessive an afterlife in films,
books, even PhD theses.

Its immediate allure is easy enough to explain. This was
India’s first upper-class crime of passion, and it titillated a
society still in the socialist straitjacket. Pythagoras himself
could not have come up with a more perfect right’-angled
triangle: handsome naval officer in dazzling whites, seduced
wife in repentant black and the easily demonized dead
playboy-businessman. There was the unequal pitting of
‘upright Parsi’ against ‘unscrupulous Sindhi’. The setting
infused the tale with its own legend: Bombay was an urban
grail, a glittering, cosmopolitan Camelot with streets paved

with opportunity — and stardust.
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The class, the cast, the context were such a triple whammy
that they have knocked out all else. But those three quick
shots fired by Commander Nanavati had a much wider
reverberation echoing right into the present. There are three
main narratives that deserve greater engagement.

The case: The high-octane drama from sessions to
Supreme Court apart, the case honed fine points of criminal
jurisprudence. It also foretold the way elite mafias would
manipulate the system to subvert justice. The Nanavati trial
set a pattern, but it has also remained unique. In none of its
high-profile successors which bloodied every decade were
the topmost echelons of executive and judiciary locked
in such a bristling turf war. In none of them was a prime
minister obliged to intervene.

The media: Courts are the de jure custodians of criminal
justice, but a relentless fourth estate is often the de facto
arbiter. In the hoary expression ‘Vox populi, vox de?’, the
modern media, ‘the voice of the people’, increasingly
arrogates to itself the ‘voice of God’. This too began with the
weekly Bombay newspaper Blitz’s espousal of Nanavati’s
cause. In those days of black and white, B/izz managed to
create a technicolour story. In both content and form, it
became the masterclass for the covering of crime.

'The triangle: None of the case’s prodigious spin-offs has
examined the extent to which privilege and prejudice loaded
the dice of public perception. We have been even more coy
about the complex man—-woman equation, within marriage
and outside. Geometry’s triangles are simple — not so the

ones compassed by chemistry. For too long we've believed
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in those clichés of Unalloyed Hero, Unmitigated Villain
and his Unwitting Victim. They need to be deconstructed,
if not actually dismantled.

Did something less edifying lurk beneath the fanciful
tapestry of love and honour woven by Nanavati’s lawyer,
Karl Khandalavala? How much of this upright officer’s
actions were driven by the twice-born entitlements of
Bombay—Parsi background and hothouse naval culture?

Who was the human behind the unidimensional arch
villain, Prem Ahuja?

Doesn’t Sylvia deserve today’s prism of empowerment?
She should be seen as a woman who wanted something
more than what her marriage gave her, and actively went
for it, eyes wide open, or almost.

And what of the aftermath? The Canada years have
remained unexplored — till now. We know that Kawas and
Sylvia’s reconciliation made the defence team’s job easier.
But how did they ultimately weather the storm, salvage
their marriage and script a new love story?

Despite the energy expended for over half a century on
laffaire Nanavati, it’s not an open book. Nor yet an open-

and-shut case. Not by a long shot.



Once Upon a Monday

It’s an exclusive cul-de-sac in Bombay. It’s entered from
swish Nepean Sea Road; the Arabian Sea whooshes at its
other end. It’s a sunny, humid late afternoon. In draped,
air-conditioned bedrooms, socialites bestir themselves for
the languid exertions of the evening. Kitchens are a-clink
with the readying of tea. A cake from nearby Bombelli’s
sits atop a crisp, white, cutwork tray-cloth, or perhaps
just-fried fritters. The only raucous sound is the cawing of
a crow trying to keep its claw-hold on the swaying palms
of a building whose curved facade and balconies preside
over the rolling waves. Jeevan Jyot is six storeys high but
still the tallest, and the newest, on this cosseted stretch of
old money. It was built by the Life Insurance Corporation
of India and named after its emblem, an earthen lamp with
a flame of life. There’s nothing to indicate that the flame is
about to be blown off, orbiting somnolent Setalvad Lane

into urban mythology.



In Hot Blood

It’s the same sticky afternoon of 27 April 1959. He’s
dropped off his wife, three kids and a friend of theirs to
the matinee of 7om Thumb at Bombay’s art deco Metro
cinema, and promised to pick them up at five thirty.
Nothing unusual here either; millions of dads do this the
world over. Okay, not all of them have had a pre-lunch
showdown with a wife who has confessed her infidelity.
And none that we’ve heard of has gone back to his naval
ship and requisitioned a revolver. The intended purpose of
this one act will trigger a case that will end the jury system
in India, involve the topmost echelons of power, create a
near-constitutional crisis, send Bombay’s women into a
swoon, and become part of race memory.

So here’s the story that refuses to die.



