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Prologue
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He didn’t remember the last time he’d woken up before nine in the morning. Maybe when he was in school? So, it was fitting that today he’d woken up way before dawn, before everyone else was up. Or it could be because he hadn’t slept at all. 

He remembered dozing off a few times at the party last night, and he had been shocked when Shabbir laughed loudly, near his ears, actually. 

‘You’ve grown old, fucker!’ He slapped him on the back, and Shashank had to fight the urge not to hit him back hard. 

‘Old, my ass,’ Shashank retorted, but he still took the joint from the other man. The air in the room already had the sweetish smell of weed, but it mingled with the many other scents in the room. 

For instance, Amayra’s extremely sneeze-inducing perfume that she seemed to have showered in, before showing up for the party, dressed in that extremely slutty white saree. 

Right now, though, the air smelled fresh. Squeaky clean, actually. He wasn’t used to waking up to this much sunshine and clean air. No honking of cars, no dust and pollution in the air, and nobody to bother him. 

He paused at the threshold of the entrance to the pool area and stared outside without really seeing anything. 

He had no one. And at 30, he’d never been as lonely as he was at this moment. 

Taking a deep breath, he stepped outside. It was this fucking reunion that was messing with his head. He never gave a thought to the past, otherwise. And he was sure that once he returned to Mumbai, he would forget about all of this. 

He was excellent at forgetting and moving on, after all. 

He paused when he saw someone near the pool, and he blinked. Wait a minute. Was that...

‘What are you doing here?’ His voice sounded rusty and unused, and he cleared his throat. 

The figure rushed at him, wielding something large in their hand. 

‘W-wait...’ he sputtered, but it was too late. The blow, when it came, shocked him with its intensity. His brain felt like it had been jostled inside as he collapsed on the hard concrete skirting around the pool. He groaned as he tried to pick himself off the ground, but he blacked out for a moment or two.

When he came to, he felt a kick to his ribs, and he winced, his mouth filling with blood.

‘Wha...’ he slurred as he found himself being pushed towards the pool. He tried to hold on to the concrete, but his fingernails cracked and his head spun.  

He fell with hardly a splash inside the pool. He flailed his arms and legs, trying to reach the edge because he couldn’t swim. 

But then a hand reached out to him, and he was filled with relief. But instead of pulling him out, the hand pushed his head below the water. Red stained the water around him, growing in ripples. He struggled to push away the hand, and then his lungs burned as he finally breathed water. 

It was all over in seconds. 
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The night before

‘I don’t think this was the best idea you’ve had, Iqra,’ Areesha said, making a face. 

‘Well, did you have any better ideas?’ Iqra shot back, her hands at her hips. 

‘Guys, stop fighting. This is fine. We’ll manage,’ Nazish said in a placating manner. 

‘But we could have gone anywhere else, no? You knew how much I hate places that give me motion sickness!’ Areesha said, lifting her phone and squinting at it. The cell reception was also a bit wonky, but Iqra refrained from pointing that out.  

‘I thought we were coming here for a complete detox,’ she reminded her cousin instead. 

‘Let’s see how you manage without social media,’ Areesha snapped.

‘I’m on a digital detox!’ Iqra announced. ‘You already know that.’

‘Yeah, let’s see how long it lasts.’

Nazish held her temples lightly and walked away to the sofa at the lounge, where she sat down. Her phone rang, and the other two stopped bickering. It was her husband, Yasir, who wanted to know if they’d reached safely. 

‘We did reach safely. But you know Areesha and Iqra and how they end up fighting,’ she told him, glaring at the two girls who were looking at her mutinously. 

‘That’s because my stomach is still protesting about those awful hairpin turns we had to take,’ Areesha said. ‘And I miss Hareem. And I...’ Her mouth quivered slightly. Iqra and Nazish shared a quick look. 

‘I’ll talk to you later,’ she told Yasir, who was saying something, but she didn’t hear it as she quickly ended the call and turned to her best friend turned sister-in-law. 

‘Hey! You wanted this, remember? A couple of days without family and relatives and all that?’ Nazish reminded Areesha, who slumped down beside her. 

‘That was before we came to this place,’ Areesha sighed. 

‘It’s not that bad,’ Nazish said. 

‘Not that bad?’ Iqra asked, a look of mild outrage on her face. ‘This is a five-star hotel. It’s excellent. What are you guys even saying?’

‘Did you see them?’ Areesha pointed at a group of people hovering near the reception. They were loud and noisy and had arrived just a few moments before Iqra and the others. 

‘What about them?’ Iqra asked. 

‘I overheard someone from that group saying that it was a school reunion,’ Areesha said.

‘So? We’re here to have our own fun. Why should someone else’s reunion bother us?’ Iqra persisted. 

‘It’s going to be noisy, and how are we going to even relax?’ Areesha countered. ‘Just look at them!’

‘They’re just a small group of old people trying to relive their youth,’ Iqra said. Areesha frowned when she looked over at the people, and Iqra thought that maybe she had been too hasty in proclaiming they were old. The group consisted of men and women who seemed to be around their age, or maybe just a little older. 

There was a stunning, busty woman in the group, and all the men seemed to be taking turns to stare at her while she clung to a man’s arm, as if he were keeping her afloat. The man seemed chagrined, and he was probably the husband. There were quite a few of them, and they were really loud, already.

Komal, the newest member of their group, who had gone to the restroom while their rooms were getting ready, returned with her face flushed. ‘What happened? What did I miss?’ she asked breathlessly. 

‘Nothing. Just a group of randos are having their school reunion, and Areesha is worried that they will be reliving their jawani and spoiling our weekend,’ Iqra stated. Komal glanced at the group, looked back at Iqra and shrugged.

‘I said no such thing!’ Areesha muttered. 

Iqra shrugged. ‘Okay fine. The four of us are here for a girls’ weekend, right? What better way than to enjoy it while we make up stories about the people at this sad reunion?’ she said. 

‘You know, that actually sounds like fun,’ Nazish said with a smile. 

‘I agree,’ Komal said with a bright smile of her own. 

Iqra hugged her. ‘Thank you for joining us! We’re already down two people.’

‘Three. Don’t forget Bee,’ Nazish reminded her. Iqra nodded. 

‘Yes, yes. Bee, of course. Is she going to be okay?’

Komal nodded. ‘She’s fine. Her mother is taking care of her. It’s just normal diarrhoea.’

‘As opposed to abnormal diarrhoea?’ Iqra asked. 

Komal chuckled and shook her head, and Iqra knew she must have discomfited the other girl, but she was too polite to say anything. 

‘I’m glad to spend the weekend with you all,’ she said warmly. ‘I think our rooms are ready now. Shall we check in and freshen up before dinner?’

Areesha breathed out. ‘Fine. Okay. I hope you’re right, though, and this reunion shit doesn’t ruin our weekend.’

‘It will get ruined only if we let it get ruined, Areesha,’ Iqra said. 

‘Fine, oh wise one. Let’s get changed into something comfortable.’ 

The hotel was on a large, sprawling property, but there was just one floor where their rooms were located, and there was no lift. 

‘I’ll take the bags, madam,’ a young boy said as he leapt forward and took their luggage. They followed him and another boy who was also carrying their luggage, and they walked up to the first floor, where they all had rooms adjacent to each other. Once the luggage was deposited in the right rooms and everyone went inside their respective rooms, Iqra took a deep breath. 

She hadn’t spent much time apart from Saad, especially after Mysore. He was her comfort zone, her safe place. And even though this girls’ weekend away had been her idea, she missed him with an ache that seemed almost physical.

She called him, and he answered right away. 

‘Hey! Missing me already?’ 

‘Terribly!’ she wailed. ‘Areesha hates this place; Nazish looks like she’s just tolerating it so that I don’t feel bad, and Komal is too kind to say anything.’

‘And despite all that, you’re missing me?’ he asked warmly. 

‘Yes, because you’re the only one who makes me feel better when I’m feeling like shit,’ Iqra said honestly. 

There was a moment’s silence, and then he spoke. ‘Tell me what you want me to do,’ he asked quietly. 

Come here. 

But that was silly. She didn’t want him to come here just because she was emotionally overwhelmed at the thought of not having him around. 

‘Nothing. I’ll be fine,’ she said instead.  

Saad said something in response, but his voice came out garbled, and the call dropped. Sighing, she dropped the phone on the bed and went to take a shower. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2

[image: image]


Saad looked at his phone, and then, shaking his head, he dropped it into the pocket of his jacket. 

‘All good?’ Ahad asked.

‘Yep.’

‘They don’t suspect anything yet?’

‘That we’re tagging along to Ooty after them tomorrow morning? No,’ Saad said with a chuckle. ‘We’re totally hopeless, aren’t we?’

Yasir looked up. ‘Yeah, but do you think they really wanted to be away from us?’

Ahad narrowed his eyes. ‘I felt like Areesha wanted to get away from Hareem and me for a bit.’

Saad shook his head. ‘No, this was Iqra’s idea. She was the one going on about this hotel in Ooty and how she was going to rope them in as possible clients for her social media business.’

‘Who cares whose idea it was? All I know is that my wife called me the minute they reached to tell me that she was missing me,’ Yasir said with a sigh. 

‘Also, if I remember correctly, Iqra told me that Areesha gets car sick, especially in hilly areas. So how could this have been her idea?’ Saad asked. 

Ahad grinned. ‘Oh yeah. I troubled her so much when we went to Ooty with the family back when we were kids. She kept puking, and I made sure everyone started calling her Ulti Rani.’

Saad stared at Ahad. ‘And still she married you. You guys are so weird.’

‘Why did we let them go alone? We could have tagged along with them, right?’ Yasir asked, running his hand over his trimmed beard. 

No one responded to that. Maybe crashing the girls’ weekend was a bad idea, but no one said anything. No one wanted to be the sensible person to point out that they should let the girls have their fun. 

The three of them were sitting in Ahad’s apartment in Starville Towers. Hareem was a little more than a year old, and she was sitting on her own on the carpet, babbling to Kutty, Areesha’s cat. Kutty had a long-suffering look on her face that was perfectly meme worthy. Saad thought they made a really cute picture. 

Ahad took a photo of them. ‘Sending it to Areesha?’ Yasir asked. 

‘No, not right now. I spoke to her when she reached Ooty, and she sounded a bit sad. I don’t want her to feel too bad about leaving Hareem.’

Hareem turned her head when she heard her name, and she gave them a gummy smile. 

‘She’s going to be okay?’ Saad asked, nodding in the direction of the baby. 

Yasir looked at him disbelievingly. ‘With two sets of grandparents to spoil her? Of course, she’s going to be okay. She’s going to have the time of her life. The only one missing her who also wanted to get away from her for a bit is Areesha.’

Saad’s stomach pitched a little. He wanted this for them too. He and Iqra were planning on having a baby soon, and he had no idea how much more hectic his life was going to be then. But he loved the idea of it already. He already loved the family that he had with Iqra and her cousins and all the chaos that was a part of who she was. 

‘Let me hand over Hareem to my mom, and then we can crash for a bit. We have to leave at...’

‘Four a.m. Yes we know that. You’ve only said it like fifty times already,’ Saad remarked. 

‘Shut up.’

‘Shhhhtup!’ Hareem squealed. 

‘Look what you did!’ Ahad glared at Saad as he bent to pick up his daughter.

‘Me? You were the one who said it!’ 

‘You both are idiots!’ Yasir said, taking Hareem from Ahad. 

‘Ittts!’ Hareem said, clapping her hands. ‘Ittts!’

‘She picks up all the words really soon,’ Ahad groaned. ‘Areesha and I spell out words sometimes.’

‘I can see how that must be going,’ Saad said with a straight face. ‘Like if you bang your toe somewhere, I’m sure you must be shouting out Oh S-H-I-T!’

Ahad rolled his eyes and then took his daughter back from Yasir. ‘You guys will know all this soon enough.’

Yasir and Saad shared a look but didn’t say anything. 

‘Anyhow, Kamran and Jawad are going to be in the same boat very soon. At least I’ll have some company when it comes to talking about diapers and shit.’

‘SHIT!’ Hareem screamed with delight, waving her hands in the air. 
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The restaurant where the four girls convened to have dinner was on the ground floor, and when they first entered it, they all winced. The music was playing above normal decibel levels. At one end of the room, there was a big table, and it was occupied by the same group of people they’d seen earlier at the reception. 

‘The reunion group,’ Iqra said.

‘What?’

‘The reunion group!’ she shouted over the music to Areesha, who made a face but nodded to indicate that she understood. 

As they walked to their table, Iqra turned to take in the group. There were far too many of them, but a few people stood out. The beautiful woman from earlier. And then there was one guy who was dressed like a movie star. He was wearing a white formal suit and dark shades. Indoors. To his credit, he had movie star hair too, and he kept fiddling with it. Iqra noticed some of the people on his table staring at him, and that seemed to egg him on further. Like he was putting on a show for them. 

Bemused, she turned back to face her friends. The girls placed the order for dinner.

‘We should have ordered room service,’ Nazish said. Iqra could barely understand what she said, but she nodded, and then she shook her head. 

‘Why? We’re here for fun too!’ Iqra protested.

‘But this doesn’t look like fun. I’m getting a headache!’ Nazish said, pointing to her temples. 

Iqra looked around and beckoned one of the harassed looking waiters. ‘Can you turn down the music?’ she asked him. He couldn’t understand, so he bent closer, and she shouted the words again. 

He nodded, but then he looked at the reunion party. ‘They want music,’ he said. 

‘But this restaurant is for everyone. Not just them!’ Areesha shouted back. 

The waiter nodded nervously. He looked like he wanted to explain something further, but the music deterred him. The reunion crowd protested when the music volume was lowered, but a few among them looked relieved too. 

‘This party can’t stop just yet!’ one of the men called out. He was sitting next to the man in the white suit, and he waved around expansively. The waiter bent close to him to say something. The man beamed and nodded. 

‘There’s a ballroom adjoining this. We can use that after dinner. Who’s with me?’ he asked loudly. Some of the men cheered. The man in the white suit smiled. The beautiful woman was wearing a saree whose pallu kept slipping from her shoulder. Her skin was luminous and even Iqra stared at her for a few seconds longer. 

Then she noticed a couple of the men leering at the woman, more specifically at her breasts. So obnoxious, she thought. 

Once they’d finished dinner, the reunion people left, and almost instantly, the restaurant quieted down. Everyone heaved a sigh of relief. 

‘So much better,’ Areesha said, shaking her head. 

Komal blinked a couple of times, and nodded. She was Bee’s cousin, and she was helping out in Nazish’s cloud kitchen that had taken off a couple of years ago. Komal was shy, but when she was with them, she let loose. Bee was supposed to be a part of the group, but she’d got diarrhoea and had to cancel at the last minute, so Iqra had convinced Komal to take her place. 

To be fair, she hadn’t wanted to join because they weren’t very close friends, but Iqra thought it would be a nice way to finally get to know her. And here they were. 

‘So? What plans after dinner?’ Iqra asked, rubbing her palms together. 

‘Plans? We have to sleep,’ Areesha said. ‘Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve slept without a baby waking me up?’

Nazish lifted her eyebrows. ‘I’m pretty sure you weren’t doing much sleeping when Hareem wasn’t in the picture,’ she said with a grin. 

Areesha nudged her. ‘Shut up. Speak for yourself. Or actually don’t!’ Her eyes widened. ‘I don’t want to hear sex stories about you and my brother.’

‘As if I’d tell you all that,’ Nazish said with a secret smile, and Areesha sat back, relieved. ‘But you never know. I just might if you piss me off too much.’ 

Areesha looked dismayed. 

‘You guys are all so cute,’ Komal said with a smile as her eyes went over them all. Iqra grinned in response, and then she remembered something. 

‘We missed making up stories about the reunion people! We were going to guess who was going to hook up with whom and all, right? And if someone is secretly a mafia don. And if they were all going to have affairs with each other.’

Areesha chuckled, but she shook her head. 

‘It’s not like we could even hear each other over the music when they were here,’ she reminded her.

Iqra nodded. ‘True. What’s life like for the singles these days?’ she asked, turning her attention to Komal. 

‘These days?’ Areesha asked with a giggle as the waiter brought a platter of starters to their table. ‘You’ve been married for a year.’

‘Yes, but it feels like forever now,’ Iqra sighed. ‘Anyway, the question was directed to Komal and not you.’

Komal tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. ‘It sucks, to be honest.’

‘Really? Even for hotties like you?’ Iqra asked. 

Komal was taking a sip of water, and she choked a little, nearly spraying some of it but stopping in time. She quickly righted herself. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she said, dabbing at her dress with some napkins. ‘Hottie? And me? Does she need glasses?’ She addressed the other girls.

‘Why? What’s wrong?’ Nazish asked. ‘You’re very attractive.’

‘I’m at least twenty kilos overweight,’ Komal huffed. 

‘I probably am too,’ Nazish said with a shrug. ‘Who cares about that?’

Komal looked a little distressed and annoyed. ‘Well, not every guy is like Yasir,’ she countered. 

‘You mean to say there’s something wrong with my brother because he thinks Nazish is attractive?’ Areesha asked, eyebrows raised. There was nothing confrontational in her tone, but that was because Iqra knew her. Komal didn’t, and she didn’t want to scare the poor girl away.

Iqra realised that the situation was getting out of hand and not in the direction she’d been hoping for, so she quickly dove in because Komal didn’t seem to know how to answer her. 

‘Actually, what I meant to ask was, what are men like? In the dating pool. I don’t know. I’ve never dated. I just got married to Saad. Tell us all about it. You’ve done it all. Right?’

‘I...’ Komal looked at them and noted that even Areesha and Nazish were looking at her with a lot of interest. 

‘Tell us everything!’ Areesha said, already forgetting her question from before. ‘I didn’t do any of this either. Was in love with stupid Ahad for all my life.’

Komal’s mouth dropped into an O, but she shook her head. ‘Wow, okay. What do you want to know?’

‘First tell me which direction one has to swipe on Tinder if one likes a guy,’ Iqra said, with a clap.

At this, Komal started giggling. ‘That’s basic shit. You swipe right.’

‘What if I’m a leftie and my impulse is to swipe left when I mean right?’

Komal started laughing at that. ‘That’s unlikely to happen.’

‘Okay, tell us about some horrible dates you’ve been on,’ Iqra persisted. 

Nazish speared a chicken tikka on her fork and took a bite. 

‘Yes, tell tell!’

‘Fine,’ Komal said with a laugh. 
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Iqra woke up with a start. She looked around the unfamiliar bedroom, and her heart raced. Where was she? 

Then it came back to her in a rush. She was in Ooty with the girls. They had gone to their bedrooms to sleep only after midnight because, after dinner, they had converged in Areesha’s bedroom to talk some more. 

Areesha had fumed at not being allowed to go to sleep at a normal hour, but she had put up with it, and they’d even done a video call with Ayman and Tazeen Apa, both of whom were due to deliver in a month.  

Iqra picked up her phone from her bedside table and checked the time. It was 3 a.m. She shivered. The room was freezing. She fumbled around for the remote but couldn’t find it, so she went to the wall unit and tried to make changes that were more suitable. 

Unfortunately, she did something wrong, and the AC shut off completely. 

‘Aargh,’ she muttered under her breath. But the room was fairly cool, and she didn’t really need the air conditioning in Ooty, even though they were here in the summer. 

She randomly wondered what Saad was up to, and she was tempted to call him just to startle him but decided not to. She would talk to him in the morning.

She missed him a lot. When she’d returned to her bedroom, she wondered why she’d come up with the hare-brained idea of going on a girls’ weekend when they could have come here with their respective husbands and left them to their devices while they had their girl-bonding time. And then they could have each gone to their rooms, where their husbands would be waiting for them, ready to cosy up. 

As if. 

She snorted when she thought of Saad waiting for her in the room like a dutiful bride, waiting for the husband to turn up on the suhaag raat. Unable to stop herself, she picked up her phone, and her fingers flew over the screen. 

How do you feel about wearing a red bridal dupatta to bed?

She stared at the screen for a few seconds, hoping he’d wake up and give her a sardonic response, but the ticks didn’t turn blue. He was probably fast asleep. She sighed. Two whole nights without him. 

She’d always scoffed at people who said they couldn’t live without their significant others, but she realised now that what they meant was that they would live, of course, but it would be just that. Living a life bleached of all colour. Surviving. Not really living. 

She walked up to the curtain and pushed it open. Her therapist had told her to sit down with the gloomy thoughts and not cast them aside, but she wasn’t here now, watching over her, was she? 

For weeks and even months after what had happened in Mysore, Iqra had been unable to sleep. She kept remembering those dark moments in Rashmi Iyer’s basement when her former friend tried to strangle her. Each time, she’d woken up trembling, and Saad had wrapped his arms around her and embraced her, murmuring words of love into her ears, soothing her, and reminding her that she was okay. 

But he wasn’t here now, and the gloomy thoughts had taken residence in her head, and no amount of shaking them off was dislodging them. It was definitely Saad’s fault. She was missing him too much, like a silly woman who was head over heels in love with her husband. 

Outside the window, the night was dark. Her room offered her a view of the pool below. She watched the dark water ripple in the night air and wondered if she should walk down and just spend a little time outside, but she stopped herself. 

It would be really cold, and all said and done, wandering around in a hotel all alone wasn’t a good idea. 

Someone else thought it was a good idea, though. She frowned when she saw a dark shadow walk past the loungers. Who was it? She craned her neck a little more but still couldn’t see any better. 

It was probably one of those reunion people. She and the girls had heard them partying in the adjacent ballroom, and it looked like no one planned to sleep. 

‘I thought old people got tired more easily,’ Iqra mumbled to the girls as they walked out of the restaurant. There was a whoop from the ballroom, loud enough to make all four of them wince.

‘Old?’ Areesha frowned. 

‘Ya. People in their thirties,’ Iqra explained. 

‘We’re almost thirty,’ Areesha countered.

‘Almost. There’s a difference.’

‘How do you know they’re in their thirties?’ Nazish asked, puzzled. 

‘Do you really think anyone in their twenties parties like that? Or actually deigns to come for a reunion?’ 

Komal chuckled. ‘You’re right. But they didn’t look too old to me.’

‘That’s the thing, Komal. The real olds aren’t looking too old these days thanks to Botox and whatever. And those of us in our twenties are looking haggard because of work pressure and all the crazy stuff happening in our lives,’ Iqra said seriously. 

‘You talk like you know everything,’ Areesha said, making a face. ‘And people in their thirties aren’t old by the way. That would be people in their seventies.’

Iqra rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything, and they’d gone to Areesha’s room to gossip, and left a little before midnight.

Her gaze fell on the person near the pool. What were they doing out here at this time of  night? Maybe they couldn’t sleep either. 

The pool area was dark, and then the person walked over to sit on one of the loungers. Almost like they were waiting for someone to show up. 

Despite her curious nature, Iqra stepped back and pulled the curtain shut. She was certain it was one of the reunion folks. Maybe someone had decided to hook up with someone they weren’t supposed to. And she was no pervert to stand around and watch all that unfold. 

She checked her phone and sighed. No reply from Saad. Pah. 
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This party was dead in the water. 

When Shashank received the invitation for the reunion, he hadn’t given it a second thought. In fact, he had almost forgotten about it, but Sharon and Richa, two girls, well, women now, who used to be pros at organising everything, had decided to organise a reunion for their class 12 classmates, like they did every few years. They had apparently done a poll, and for some reason, Ooty had been chosen. Ooty, instead of Goa or anywhere else where normal people had their reunions. And Sharon and Richa had kept bombarding him with emails, asking to confirm, until he finally capitulated. 

Mistake no. 1. 

Mistake no. 2 was not checking to see who else would be coming, but he’d been so busy with work and the relentless parties that he attended compulsively, that he hadn’t checked until he got into his flight to Coimbatore. He had not expected Ranjit and Rani to attend. In fact, he had been sure that something like a reunion would be way below their standards, and they held on to their standards very strongly. He would know. He only hoped he didn’t end up alone with them because he was in no mood for their recriminations. 

Mistake no. 3 was not anticipating Amayra being here with George, looking like a walking sex dream. And no, he wasn’t going to do anything about that. Not with George still glowering at anyone who looked at her, a little too long.

But he was here now. And that was that. When he’d RSVP’d, he’d thought about the impression he would be able to make on everyone. In school, they’d thought he was a loser, or rather, they hadn’t thought much about him at all. He was determined that this would change now. He’d packed his flashiest watches, and his sleek, tailored clothes, and he wished he could have driven to Ooty in his Lamby instead of getting onto a flight to Coimbatore and then getting on the road in a hired car. The most expensive one there, but still, it was a hired car. 

Fuck it. 

He was going to own this party. But some of his enthusiasm had wavered when he saw that Ranjit had been seated near him. He’d tried to move away, but it hadn’t worked. Shabbir was on his other side and he was talking his ear off about a new Rolex that he’d just acquired and how much Shashank would love it. He had been glad the party had moved to the ballroom, where it was dark and at least Ranjit wouldn’t corner him again.

The ballroom was smoky, and the music played at a lower decibel, much to Shabbir’s disappointment. Shashank was secretly glad. He didn’t want to sound like a sissy by complaining about the loud music, but it had been giving him a headache, back in the restaurant. Being seated next to Ranjit had put a damper on his enthusiasm for showing off, but he still did it discreetly, noting how Amayra kept glancing at him. 

Her pallu slipped off her shoulders every time she looked at him, as if it had a mind of its own. If that wasn’t an invitation, he didn’t know what was. But his eyes strayed to George, who had a possessive arm around her shoulder, pulling her close to him, all through dinner. It was a bit hideous actually. He was behaving like a caveman, protecting his cavewoman from predators. He was just shy of snarling at anyone who even smiled at Amayra, let alone make any sort of overture towards her. 

Shashank couldn’t decipher Amayra’s expression, though. But when they moved to the ballroom, he straightened up when he saw her glide up to him. To his surprise, she glided up to him, and he held his breath, hoping he wouldn’t sneeze all over her. Her perfume was that strong. She sat down on the sofa and moved up close to him, almost as if she were trying to get on his lap. He looked around for George uncertainly. 

‘You kind of look the same as you did back then,’ she said in a husky voice, sitting so close that his arm was somehow trapped between her boobs now. He’d never gotten this close to her back in school. Not even in his dreams. 

‘I don’t think that’s too much of a compliment,’ he replied, an uneasy smile on his face, as he tried to extricate his arm before George removed it. He’d filled out appreciably since school, he liked to think. His eyebrow lifted, and her seductive scent filled his nostrils. She was so close, he could see the sheen on her lips. 

‘Come on. It’s a compliment. You know that,’ she insisted, putting a hand on his thigh. If she’d done that when they were in school, he might have come, just from that. But now, even as his body enjoyed her proximity, his mind was telling him to stay away from her. Getting into a brawl with George was not his idea of making an impression at this reunion.

Her hair shone like it did in shampoo commercials, and he had no idea how she looked even better than she did back in school. Despite his irrational worry over George, he was pleased that she found something about him appealing as well. She wouldn’t have come to him otherwise.

‘Well, you look even better,’ he said. 

‘Thanks. And George isn’t here. So you can stop looking for him,’ Amayra purred, her fingers walking up his thigh. He put a hand over hers and stopped, shaking his head slightly. Amayra was gorgeous and fucking sexy, but he liked having a functional dick, thank you very much. Her voluptuousness was too out there, and it was making him uncomfortable instead of arousing him. 

‘That’s okay. I think it’s time I crashed,’ he retorted, trying to get up from there when Amayra leaned close and kissed him, silencing him. 

He froze. Her scent of peaches was lush and invaded his senses, but he didn’t kiss her back, and he actually pushed her away. 

She stared back at him in shock. This had probably never happened to her. 

‘Impotent much?’ she complained as she settled into the sofa, while looking around to see if anyone had seen them. He didn’t look around. His gaze was fixed on the way the pallu of her saree had slipped, and he could see her heaving breasts covered by the thin halter neck blouse she was wearing. She was temptation personified, and if he’d been in a better mood, he may have risked a fight with George and taken up on her offer. But he remembered the impression he’d wanted to make on everyone, and this was not it. His jaw tightened, and he shook his head.

‘Hardly,’ he said. ‘You’re married. I’m not. It would be a mistake to get involved.’

She looked at him for a few seconds and then started laughing. ‘Involved?’ she said between bursts of laughter. ‘I was just looking for a quick something on the side, you know. Something dirty. Fun. My husband is all about checking my ovulation calendar and making sure my legs stay up after we have sex to increase the chances of conception.’ She made air quotes as she spoke, and her upper body wove a little hypnotically. Shashank almost couldn’t remember her words until he snapped straight.  

‘That’s TMI,’ he said, trying to get up from there, but she beat him to it. 

‘Fine. I get it. I’ll find someone else,’ she mumbled. He noticed several men staring at her. 

‘You should probably head back to your room,’ he said, wondering when he’d become this lame. This was Amayra Patel of all people! She was coming on to him, and he should have grabbed the chance instead of being all honourable. 

She snorted. ‘Don’t tell me what to do. I get to listen to it enough back home.’

She walked towards the door and paused near Prateek. 

Don’t do it, dude.

But before Prateek could get up and follow her, Amayra had already sashayed out of the ballroom. And then his thoughts were corralled from the luscious Amayra to Ranjit, who huffed down and sat next to him. 

‘So about that investment advice you gave us,’ Ranjit started, slapping Shashank’s thigh hard. Shashank winced. What was it with his former classmates who were getting all touchy-feely with him? 

Ugh. 

‘I can explain,’ he started. He should have known Ranjit would corner him. He really should have checked the list to see who was coming for the reunion. 

‘You’d better,’ Rani said, sitting down on the other side. She stared at him grimly, her mouth pursed in a line. 

Shashank felt a bead of sweat trickle down his spine. Maybe he should have left with Amayra after all. 
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The morning of

‘I didn’t think you’d be up so early,’ Iqra remarked. She and Areesha were walking down the corridor to see if the others were awake. 

‘I honestly thought I’d be sleeping in till 11 at least,’ Areesha admitted. 

‘Then?’

‘I don’t know. My body clock has changed since Hareem was born.’

‘Did you do a video call with them?’ Iqra asked. She was still waiting to hear from Saad but he hadn’t responded to her message last night. Iqra debated deleting it but then stopped herself. It was Saad. She could be silly with him. 

Areesha shook her head. ‘I figured last night was too late and right now it’s too early. I’ll call them in a bit.’

They stood outside Nazish’s door and were about to knock when she opened the door.

‘Hey!’

‘You’re also awake?’

‘For some reason, I couldn’t sleep,’ Nazish remarked with a sigh. 

‘Maybe if the men were here, we might have been convinced to stay back in bed a little longer,’ Areesha said with a grin that dissolved the moment she realised what she’d said, especially after seeing the wistful look on Nazish’s face, who was probably thinking of Yasir. 

‘Shall we go for a swim?’ Iqra interjected. 

Nazish and Areesha looked at her like she was demented. 

‘It’s freezing cold,’ Nazish reminded her. 

‘Which means no one else will be around,’ Iqra retorted. ‘You’re the one who’s conscious of swimming when people are there.’

‘True. But I can do without swimming, thank you very much,’ Nazish said primly. 

Iqra rolled her eyes. ‘At least let’s step out of the hotel building and explore a bit.’

Nazish nodded. ‘What about Komal?’

‘Should we wake her up so early?’ Iqra asked. 

Nazish shrugged. ‘Let’s see if she’s game for a bit of exploration.’

They knocked on the adjacent door, and at first, there was no response. 

‘She’s probably asleep,’ Areesha whispered. ‘Come on, you guys. Let’s go.’

Iqra knew Komal would feel bad if she knew they’d gone without her but if she was asleep, why wake her up? They were nearly at the staircase when the door opened and Komal came outside, squinting a little. 

‘Guys?’

‘Hey! We were just headed for an early morning walk. Want to join us?’ Iqra asked her brightly. 

Komal squinted harder when she saw what Iqra was wearing. She blinked. Iqra looked down at her egg-yolk yellow tee shirt and leggings. Areesha and Nazish were so used to her that they hadn’t batted their eyelids at all when they’d seen her. But poor Komal wasn’t yet accustomed to her.

‘You guys head down? I’ll be there in five minutes,’ Komal said. 

The three girls walked downstairs, shivering a little. 

‘I can’t believe you suggested swimming in this weather,’ Areesha said. ‘It’s so cold.’

‘Fine, fine. Let it go,’ Iqra responded, a little annoyed. Downstairs, the lobby was still dark, and there was a heaviness in the atmosphere. Komal joined them in a few minutes, and they all stepped outside. 

‘So where are we going instead of staying nice and warm inside our bedrooms?’ Komal asked, shivering a little. She’d at least had the foresight to wear a pullover. 

‘Just exploring a bit before the rest of the hotel wakes up and it gets warm,’ Areesha said. 

‘You guys have strange ideas.’

‘You don’t know the half of it,’ Iqra admitted. She glanced at Nazish, who was peering into her phone. ‘What is it? What happened?’

‘Nothing. Just wondering why Yasir hasn’t sent me any messages since last night.’

Iqra would have rolled her eyes if she wasn’t in the same boat, so she bit down on her response. 

‘Same with Ahad. If I didn’t know any better, I think these guys decided to get together and have fun since we’re not there,’ Areesha complained. 

Komal looked bemused, but she didn’t say anything. Iqra reminded herself to tell Areesha and Nazish to cut down on the lovesick ranting, at least for the weekend. Poor Komal would swear off them forever. 
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The night before

‘What are you doing here?’ 

‘I could ask you the same question,’ Monisha replied, blowing out a perfectly executed smoke ring. She was sitting on a chair in the lounge. It was past midnight. Most of the drunken revelries had wound up at midnight, almost as if everyone was a middle-aged Cinderella. He had seen Sharon corral a couple of women upstairs, muttering to herself that she was never going to listen to Richa again and do this. 

The two of them had been organising school reunions every few years since school got over. Shashank hadn’t bothered to attend those because he was still clawing his way up, and he wasn’t going to meet his old classmates, unless he had something to show off. 

‘I was bored,’ Shashank said. Monisha looked at him steadily, bringing the cigarette to her lips once more. 

He glanced past her, seeing a couple go upstairs. Thankfully, it wasn’t Rani and Ranjit. He had managed to evade them earlier, but it had not been easy. His fintech startup was successful, and he was raking in the money, but there were times when he felt like an imposter all over again. 

That was what got him into trouble in the first place. He had mouthed off about a new investment opportunity to Ranjit when he had met him and Rani at a party in Mumbai. They had been surprised to see him there, the genuine shock on their faces when he strode inside, looking like a million bucks. But he had faltered in the face of their disbelief, and he worked extra hard to overcome it and he may have oversold the investment plan to them. How was he to know that they would put so much of their money into it? Or that it would tank? 

It wasn’t his fault, right?

For some reason, Shabbir had spotted that he was in trouble, and he had bailed him out by giving some sort of implausible excuse. And Shashank stumbled out, glad of the excuse, even though he knew that he owed Shabbir one. Maybe he would check out the watch that he had slipped into his shirt pocket and see if it was an original. 

He could afford it. He was rich and successful now, and people radiated towards him, drawn to his success and his good looks. His posh Juhu flat and his precious Lamborghini went a long way to hiding his middle class roots, with parents who still lived in a small apartment in Pune who were befuddled by his success and his flamboyance. Irritably, he recalled the expression on his father’s face when he accidentally let it slip what his latest watch had cost. He wondered what his father would say if he saw his entire watch collection, which lay lovingly nestled in a bed of velvet in his walk-in wardrobe in his flat.

Monisha exhaled, and he glanced at her. What was she doing here at the reunion? She had been a bit of a mystery in school, and she had no friends. Here, the rich and successful like Rani and Ranjit had their own clique, with people hovering around to listen to whatever pearls of wisdom they spouted. While the good-looking ones like Amayra and George had wary admirers who still managed to keep a distance. 

Earlier, as they’d entered the ballroom for the after dinner party, he’d overheard Richa tell Sharon that Amayra’s flawless skin couldn’t possibly be natural. It had to be Botox or something. 

Some things never really changed, he thought. Even Monisha had shown up, partnerless, and now sat here in the lounge, friendless.

He settled beside her and watched the grey smoke rings dissipate in the air as she turned to him. 

‘Why do people have reunion events?’ she asked, her voice husky. She was quite attractive, Shashank realised, but there were deep grooves around her mouth, and that detracted from her overall charm. He found himself staring at the grooves, wondering how she got them, and he looked away when he realised his staring was evident.

‘I don’t know. To show off, I guess?’

‘Which is what you were doing?’ she asked him with a grin. 

‘You think I was showing off?’ 

‘The shades indoors, the white suit...all a bit much, no?’

Shashank felt flustered. He thought he was being swanky. Had it been so obvious?

‘A bit much? Why?’

She shrugged. She was dressed in a strappy grey silk camisole top paired with white pants, and the overall look made her intimidating but glamourous. But Shashank thought he was no longer the type to get intimidated by confident women. Wasn’t he?

‘It felt like you were trying too hard,’ she explained, giving him a once-over. He didn’t find anything disdainful in her glance though, and it seemed like there was some interest there? He found himself reassessing her scrutiny of him. Was Monisha attracted to him? Why wouldn’t she be?  

But he recalled her words, and his face flushed a little, with anger. He was not a try-hard. Not like Shabbir. Please. 

Neither of them spoke, and they sat in companionable silence until she stood up and stretched, offering him an unimpeded view of her long, lean body, even though it was covered in grey silk. She was nothing like Amayra. No curves spilling out of her blouse, no flouncy hair, no insane perfume, but there was something here, something that intrigued him about the lean lines of her body. His dick twitched, more than it had with the forced kiss with Amayra. 

Something had to be wrong with his dick.

‘I’m off to bed,’ Monisha said, her voice husky and confident. 

Shashank wondered if it was an invitation for him to join her. Everyone’s hormones seemed to be on overdrive tonight, and he wondered what would happen if he just stood up and kissed her.   

‘I’ll see you tomorrow at breakfast,’ he said, instead. 

She frowned and then walked away without a reply. 

Shashank stared into space. Should he follow her? Or should he go to his room? He thought back to Amayra and the incredibly foolish thing he’d done by refusing her. He probably would have had her in his bed if he hadn’t said no. But the thought of a naked Amayra in his bed did nothing to his libido, strangely. 

Why had she come on to him? Her overtures had made him uncomfortable, not just because she was married, or that he was worried about George, but because of the transient way she seemed to treat them all. 

Of course, he was being hypocritical. The women he slept with all knew the score, that this was temporary and nothing would come of it. So why had it irked him when a woman treated him as a passing fancy?

He sighed. How was it that life was still a lot like high school? Only, the stakes were much higher now. 

His phone pinged. He squinted as he tapped it open. 

A photo had gone out to the reunion group on Whatsapp. In it, someone had posted a photo of Amayra kissing Shashank. 
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The morning of

‘Iqra, you didn’t sleep last night, no?’ Areesha asked as soon as they were outside the hotel. 

‘So? Big deal,’ Iqra said. She wasn’t going to get hooked to sleeping pills. She was young. She would get over it. The trauma of being nearly strangled by her friend, well...former friend, would disappear soon enough. And when she was with Saad, her insomnia made for some recreational activities. 

‘Listen, journalling will help,’ Areesha explained softly. 

Komal looked at them, confused. ‘Why? What happened?’

Komal hadn’t been around when all that stuff in Mysore had happened, and she didn’t think Bee would have told her cousin about something that happened to her boss’s friend. Or maybe she might have, but Komal may not have made the connection. 

‘It’s silly.’

‘It’s not!’ Nazish protested hotly. ‘How can two attempts on your life be considered silly?’

Iqra’s shoulders deflated, and Komal’s mouth dropped open. ‘Attempt on your life?’

‘Attempts,’ Areesha corrected her. ‘Two.’

‘They’re making it sound more dangerous than it was,’ Iqra said. 

‘Whoa. What happened? Tell me all about it,’ Komal asked, intrigued. 

Iqra groaned. ‘Guys, we’re on a holiday. A girls’ weekend out. We’re going to just chill, and enjoy food, and laze around, and not waste time talking about all the old stuff.’

‘Yes, we can do all that and still talk about the important stuff,’ Areesha said. 

Iqra strode off angrily in the direction of some trees. She knew the others were right behind her but she was filled with righteous indignation. It was well and good for Areesha to tell her to journal and express herself about what happened, but hadn’t she done the work already? She’d dealt with the trauma by talking to a therapist. She just wanted things to get back to normal now. That was why she’d come up with the girls’ weekend out plan. She was tired of all the talk about how there was trouble wherever she went, and she wanted life to go back to normal. She wanted everyone to stop walking around her on eggshells. 

Behind her, she heard rustling, and the girls emerged. Areesha was giving a wide-eyed Komal a recap of all that had happened with Saad’s cousin and the woman in Mysore. Great. Now Komal was going to treat her differently. Just what she needed. 

But they all stopped talking when they reached her. Nazish surprised her by hugging her all of a sudden.

‘Hey, we just worry about you, okay? You’re our Iqra. Our fumbling and sweet Aunty Millennial. We want that spark back. You keep telling us that everything is fine, but we can see that it isn’t.’

Iqra didn’t want to feel overwhelmed, but she did a little at that moment. Nodding, she hugged Nazish back. 

‘Fine. But can we not talk about all that now? Please?’ she asked, her voice a husky whisper. 

When Rashmi Iyer had been murdered, Iqra had been eager to find out who had killed the crotchety old lady, going so far as to come up with a list of suspects and even trying to help the police. But the way things had ended had changed her mind about getting involved in such things. 

‘Sure. We just thought that since Saad isn’t around, and neither are Ahad nor Yasir, we could talk about the stuff that’s worrying you and keeping you up at night. Talking helps,’ Nazish said kindly. 

Iqra sniffled and turned away. ‘Fine. But not now, okay? Let’s enjoy this weather, and then we can walk back to the hotel, and I really hope their buffet breakfast is good because I’m famished.’

Nazish checked her wristwatch. ‘From what I know, most hotels won’t start breakfast until seven. We’re still too early for that.’

Iqra groaned. ‘Later on, let’s head into town and get some snacks, okay? I’m just really hungry.’

Areesha heard the last bit as she and Komal walked up to them. ‘I was this way just before I found out that I was pregnant.’ 

Iqra’s eyes widened. ‘What?’

Areesha nodded. ‘I was constantly famished. Maybe when we head into town, we should go to a chemist and get a pregnancy test as well.’

Iqra felt her feet totter a little. ‘Whoa. You’re going too fast. Wait a minute. Let me calculate and see if it’s even possible, and...’ She broke off. ‘I think it’s possible.’ She looked mildly horrified. 

Nazish smiled. ‘You don’t want to have a baby yet?’

‘I do. We do. But not when I’m going through all this crap already. I need to be...’

‘Listen, life doesn’t wait to happen when everything is perfect, okay? We just adapt and move along with it,’ Areesha said. 

Iqra discovered that Areesha was right, and it pained her to admit that to her cousin. ‘Okay, but I’m not getting the test done now.’

‘Why?’

‘I’m going to do it when I’m with Saad.’

Areesha grinned and nodded. ‘Fine. Shall we head back inside? I’m cold.’

The four of them started walking back towards the hotel. ‘Imagine what it would have been like if we’d gone for a swim?’ Nazish said. 

‘A swim? In this weather?’ Komal asked, shuddering. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Exactly what we told Iqra. But look, someone’s in the pool and they’ve decided to swim,’ Areesha said, squinting in the direction of the pool. 

Iqra narrowed her eyes, and her steps quickened as she approached the pool faster. 

‘Guys, they’re not swimming. I think they fell inside!’ she said in a hushed voice and hurried towards the swimming pool. She stopped short. 

The artificially coloured blue water rippled before her. The person in the pool wasn’t struggling. Her breath caught in her throat. She sensed the other three gathering behind her. Shock radiated from all of them, but Iqra felt like something was directed at her. Only her. 

The person in the pool was floating face down in the water. There was an uneven circle of crimson around their head. 

‘It’s the man from last night. The obnoxious reunion group. The man in white.’ Iqra couldn’t look away. Red stained the top of the man’s jacket as well. 

‘He’s dead?’ Nazish whispered. 

‘He’s dead,’ Iqra whispered back. 
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It was Saad’s turn to drive. He knew Ahad and Yasir had worked it out so that he was the one who got to drive during the hairpin bends, but he didn’t mind. He knew it was just their way of messing with him and trying to see if he was up for a bit of their teasing, given that he was the last one to join their family. 

It was a beautiful Saturday morning. He was glad that all three of them had the same idea of heading to Ooty, even though it made them look like lame guys who didn’t want to be without their wives for even a weekend. 

We’ll give them time to themselves, they all agreed. But we’ll be around, just in case they need us. 

Yeah, they were all lame. 

Saad smiled as he thought of Iqra’s reaction on seeing him. He had woken up to a very puzzling text from her. He had no idea what she meant, but knowing his wife, she must have had an entire conversation with him in her head and put this out there, expecting him to understand and pick up from there.

When they all woke up to leave, he turned to Ahad and asked if Areesha had a red dupatta by any chance because there was no time for him to go back home and hunt through Iqra’s wardrobe and find one. 

‘Whatever for?’ Ahad muttered, but he had one for him.

‘I don’t know, but I think Iqra wants to see me in it,’ Saad said thoughtfully, wondering why she would find him attractive if he wore a red dupatta (to bed, especially as she’d asked). 

‘I get it. Areesha also wanted to see me wearing a nightie once,’ Ahad said with a perfectly straight face. 

‘Are you trying to make me sick first thing in the morning?’ Yasir snarled, as he stalked away while Ahad and Saad burst into laughter. 

The drive had been mostly uneventful, with them stopping just a couple of times for refuelling the car and breakfast. 

‘Any messages from the girls yet?’ Saad asked. He hadn’t checked his phone for an hour now. He wanted to surprise Iqra so he hadn’t responded to her dupatta message. Instead, he had wrapped it around his neck like a scarf. 

Both Yasir and Ahad laughed when they saw him, and then Yasir pulled out a photo on his phone, of Jackie Shroff in an old movie called Tridev. 

‘Even better,’ Saad said. ‘I’m sure Iqra loves that movie.’

‘You haven’t seen it?’ Ahad asked. 

Saad shook his head. His family had never been much into movies, but he’d spied Iqra and Dadi chortling at something on TV once, and he’d wondered if Iqra’s innate drama queen was somehow a result of all the stuff she liked to watch. Although, to be fair, Iqra and Dadi had been watching Outlander then, and Iqra had a death grip on the remote, so she could quickly fast forward the nude scenes. Dadi had seemed pissed at this apparent protection of her sensibilities but hadn’t said anything and sulked for a long time. 

‘No messages so far,’ Ahad said, and then sat up straight when his phone pinged just then. ‘Shit.’

‘What?’ Saad asked, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. 

‘Oh shit,’ Yasir said, looking at his phone as well because it pinged. He was sitting in the passenger seat beside him. 

‘Guys? What’s going on?’ he asked. He had to negotiate yet another turn, and he concentrated on it for a moment before he asked them again. 

‘Will someone tell me what’s going on?’

Ahad cleared his throat. ‘Um, apparently, the girls found a dead body.’

‘WHAT?’

‘Yeah,’ Yasir added. ‘This man was floating face down in the hotel swimming pool.’

‘What the hell?’ 

He didn’t dare look in the rearview mirror right now, but his heart was pounding hard. Iqra had recovered from the Mysore incident, but he knew that things weren’t completely fine with her just yet. She still woke up at night, or maybe she hadn’t fallen asleep at all, because he found her staring at the ceiling sometimes when he woke up beside her. 

She convinced him she was fine and that the work with the therapist had helped her, but he worried about her constantly. He’d been happy when she suggested this girls’ weekend trip with her friends because that meant she was willing to step out of that cocoon, but this was not what he’d expected to happen. 

A dead body. 

This was the last thing she needed to see. Especially now. 

‘Did you tell them we’re on our way?’ Saad asked. 

‘No, not yet. Should I?’ Ahad asked. 

Saad shook his head. ‘No, they’re already worried about this. Let’s just show up and offer our support and comfort.’

The other two men agreed. 

Areesha and Nazish had texted their husbands. He glanced at his phone on the dashboard. 

It stayed resolutely silent.
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Komal screamed first. Nazish covered her mouth and tried to stifle a scream, but she also managed to let out a shriek. Areesha yelled out hoarsely. Iqra, however, found herself having an out of body experience. 

That’s blood in the water. 

Had he hurt his head somehow?

Had he drowned as a result?

The scene looked deceptively calm, but the screaming alerted the hotel employees, who came running. One of the bell boys started shouting and started removing his jacket to jump into the pool. Iqra knew she should stop him, but she couldn’t move. She had just frozen on the spot. 

She watched him tug off his shoes, jump into the water, and then turn the man over. The moment they all saw his face, the shouting and screaming died down, and Iqra felt a modicum of control return to herself. 

‘We need to call the police,’ she told the boy, clearing her throat and trying to speak louder. But dammit her voice felt like it was stuck inside her throat. 

‘Oh my god!’

She turned around to see the manager come outside, clutching his head in horror.

‘We need to call the police,’ she told him, this with a firmer voice. She glanced at her friends and saw that they were all pale and shaken. Oddly, she felt in better control of herself. 

‘Police? Why?’ the manager asked belligerently as he approached the pool. The bellboy had dragged the man to the edge of the pool and was trying to push him outside. 

‘Stop! Stop doing that!’ Iqra called out. The bellboy ignored her. 

‘He’s dead. We can all see that he’s dead. Don’t move the body more than necessary.’

The manager dropped his hands and turned to her, colour returning to his face. ‘Madam, I think you and your friends should go inside. We’ll take care of this.’

Whatever did he mean by that?

She shook her head, finding more strength returning to her limbs, and especially her voice. 

‘I’m sorry but you really shouldn’t be moving that body. We’re calling the police if you’re not,’ she said. The manager turned to her, dazed and more than a little annoyed. 

‘Madam, that man was drunk last night and he must have slipped and hurt his head and fallen into the pool and drowned. Why we need to call the police?’ he snapped. 

‘The police have to be called for accidental deaths too. I’m sure you know that.’ 

Of course he knew it. He was just trying to get rid of them because of the unsavoury publicity that the hotel would receive once guests learned about the death. Either way, the police had to come. She knew that for sure. 

Areesha tugged at her elbow. ‘Iqra, come, let’s go from here,’ she whispered harshly. 

‘What? No. We can’t. We found the body!’

Areesha looked exasperated but also anxious. ‘You know how things get out of control when all this stuff happens. We don’t want to get caught in this crap. Come on!’ she said, tugging her elbow again. Iqra pulled away. 

She was looking at the face of the dead man. There was a huge gash on his temple, and even from this distance, Iqra could see that if he’d slipped and hurt himself and then somehow fallen into the pool and drowned, he couldn’t have gotten that sort of a gash. That side of his head looked like it had been beaten. 

Her blood chilled as realisation crept through her veins. But she licked her dry lips and turned to her friends, her heartbeat uneven. 

‘Call the police. Tell them what happened,’ she said, biting down on her lip. 

‘Why are you getting involved in this?’ Areesha hissed. Nazish looked confused, and Komal looked distressed enough to faint. But Iqra stood her ground. 

‘Because I really don’t think that man died by accident,’ Iqra whispered to her harshly. At this, all three girls paled. Nazish weaved a little back and forth and Areesha steadied her. 

‘What are you saying?’

‘I don’t know for sure, and that’s why we need to call the police, but that man did not die accidentally. He was murdered,’ Iqra said. 

‘How? How can you tell?’ Nazish asked, her voice hoarse and faint. 

Iqra didn’t know how she could explain it to them. They would think she was cuckoo if she told them that it was a feeling she had. Especially after looking at the dead man’s eyes. They were open and unseeing, but it felt like he was looking at her. Like he was telling her something. 

Of course, dead bodies didn’t talk, so he couldn’t be telling her anything. But despite the uneasy churning in her stomach and the anxiety leaking into her blood stream, Iqra knew that she was going to find out. 
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Someone had called the police. Soon, the hotel was swarming with guests who were trying to go to the swimming pool area to find out what happened and were being held back unsuccessfully by the manager and a few of the bell boys. 

‘We can see the pool from my balcony. Let’s go!’ a woman said, pulling a man with her, presumably her husband. 

‘Madam...’ the manager was exasperated, but he mopped his forehead with a folded handkerchief. The woman had already left.

Iqra and her friends were in the lobby, waiting because the police wanted to talk to them. The others were fidgety and nervous, and Nazish still looked like she wanted to throw up. Komal looked pale, and Areesha was frowning as she was typing something on her phone. Iqra was the picture of calm, even though her mind was jumping up and about, throwing statements and questions at her. 

She had to find out what happened to him. 

Why? This was not her problem. 

But they had stumbled upon his body for a reason!

No reason. Just pure bad luck. 

But the way he looked...

Dead?

He needed help.

Yes, in not being dead, ideally.

‘Iqra?’ Areesha shook her wrist, and Iqra snapped out of the mental monologue. 

‘Yeah?’

‘I don’t like this. I don’t think we should be here. We should leave. Go back to Bangalore.’

Iqra stared at her. ‘Why?’

‘I mean, how can we have a holiday now?’ Areesha looked distressed. She hissed, ‘with the police and everything?’ 

‘It’s no longer about the holiday now.’

‘Exactly. We should leave.’

Iqra took a deep breath. ‘I don’t want to.’

‘What?’ Areesha looked at her confused. ‘What do you mean?’

Iqra took in her cousin’s face properly. She was worried and concerned for her. But everyone’s overprotectiveness was beginning to suffocate her. 

‘I’m fine. More than fine, actually.’

‘Okay...’ Areesha said, cautiously. 

‘I want to find out who killed him.’ The moment the words slipped out of her mouth, she knew it had been a mistake. 

Areesha stared at her for a few seconds. ‘I think you’re in shock.’

Exasperated, Iqra shook her head. ‘No, I’m not in shock. I’m perfectly fine. I’ve done this before. Figured out who the killer was.’ But it sounded more like she was convincing herself, rather than Areesha. She breathed in deeply. She was fine. She was going to figure this out.

‘No you haven’t,’ Areesha said, firmly bringing her back to the real world. ‘Armaan nearly threw you off the balcony, and that woman was halfway through strangling you. You got the killer wrong both times and almost died because of that.’

Iqra was angry enough to shove Areesha away because her words stung, but instead, she held on to her temper. ‘Well, I’ve learned from those two times.’

Areesha shook her head. ‘If there’s anything you’ve learned, it should be that you should stay away from this stuff. Why do you want to get involved in this?’ 

‘Because I think that man deserves justice.’ No, that was not why she was doing this. She knew the reason why. She just couldn’t come right out and say it because it didn’t make any sense to her either.

Areesha closed her eyes in exasperation. ‘Oh god. Stop spouting all this nonsense! You’re not a detective. You can’t get him justice. You’re just a...a kid. A social media whiz. And we were in the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s it.’

Iqra’s nostrils flared. 

‘I’m not a kid. I’m just a couple of years younger than you. And I know what I’m doing.’

But she faltered as she said those words. She didn’t actually know what she was doing. And maybe Areesha was right. She was taking this whole thing the wrong way. Something bad happened to that man, and it was not her responsibility. They just had to tell the police what they saw and then they could leave. She could be back with Saad, and once he held her in his warm embrace, everything would be fine. 

She wished she could shake off the uneasy feeling though that she was here because she was meant to find out what happened to that man. And not just because she’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Someone let out a screech from above, and the woman who had gone to the balcony came down with the man, looking pale. Iqra remembered her from the previous night. The woman had been wearing a white saree in some sort of slinky material that draped over her curves, and she’d put those curves on display with the low petticoat and the barely there blouse. Now, however, the woman was wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

Soon, other people joined them and it was the remaining folks from the reunion party. They were whispering among themselves, looking horrified. 

‘What is all this?’ 

A policeman entered the lobby and looked at everyone. 

‘What’s going on?’ he barked.

The reunion people crowded him, asking questions about the dead man, and Iqra heard the name Shashank pop up now and then. She assumed that was his name. A couple more policemen entered the lobby and dispersed everyone by leading them to the ballroom to ask them questions. Areesha looked at Iqra pointedly as they also followed the rest. 

‘Okay fine. I don’t know what came over me,’ Iqra mumbled. 

‘Whew. Anyway, we don’t know anything. We’ll just give our statement and leave, okay?’ Areesha said. Nazish nodded vigorously. 

‘Yes, yes of course,’ Komal added. 

But then, she heard a voice she didn’t think she’d hear here, in Ooty. 

‘Iqra?’

Iqra turned around, shocked to see Saad enter the hotel lobby, followed by Ahad and Yasir. Her heart soared immediately, and she ran towards him and flung herself into his arms. He held her tightly, and instantly, she could breathe better. 

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, framing his face in her hands. He looked tired, and there were shadows under his eyes. And what was the red scarf around his neck? It was so incongruous with the Saad she knew, that for a moment, she wondered if she’d hallucinated him. 

He looked a little embarrassed as he looked down at her. 

‘I couldn’t stay away.’

She went up on tiptoe and kissed him lightly, just then remembering that she was with her friends, and oh...Areesha and Ahad were making out like two horny teenagers already. Probably because they were alone without Hareem. And she couldn’t even see where Nazish had disappeared with Yasir. Poor Komal was looking at them all, confused and a little bereft. She seemed really shaken up by the ordeal of finding the body. She felt bad for her, but then Saad pulled her close, and she looked back at him. 

‘So all three of you came to Ooty?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah. I hope you don’t mind, and then I heard about...’

She paled. Areesha and Nazish must have informed their husbands. But their appearance here was as much a surprise to them as it was to her. 

She nodded. ‘Let’s go inside. We’re supposed to give a statement to the police.’

‘And then?’ 

‘Let’s figure out what we need to do after that,’ she said. 

He nodded, and then, squeezing her hand, he lifted it and kissed her knuckles. She was just so glad he was here. It was better than anything she could have prayed for.  
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Saad noted how pale Iqra looked, which brought into relief the shadows under her eyes. She hadn’t slept well last night either. If he had been with her, he would have comforted her, and he knew that even if she couldn’t fall asleep, he would have held her, and she would have eventually fallen asleep that way, her head resting on his chest. 

That’s it. They were never doing this again. The part of him that had been aching and void for the length of a day that she had gone was better now, but he’d be able to breathe freely only when they were on their way back to Bangalore. 

He squeezed her hand as they walked inside the double doors that led to the room, where a number of confused people were seated at round tables. The room was huge and somewhat filthy. It looked like it hadn’t been cleaned after a party. A man he presumed was the manager was instructing a couple of maids to clean up, and his face looked red with exertion, and he kept mopping up his forehead. 

The maids swept the floor, but they kept pausing to turn around and look at the police, their eyes wide. Another worker picked up the dirty plates from the tables, and the manager could be heard muttering something under his breath about a disaster. 

The police were already inside and they had set up a sort of interrogation corner to one side of the room, where two of them seated themselves behind one of the round tables that they’d cleared of all the dishes and even the tablecloth. There was a single chair before the table where they asked questions. No one was being interrogated yet, as they talked among themselves first. 

Iqra moved in that general direction, and he tried to tug her back. She looked at him, confused. 

‘Let’s sit here with the others,’ he nodded to where Areesha and Nazish were sitting with their husbands. Areesha’s face looked grim, while Nazish looked worried. For a second, Iqra seemed to have forgotten that she was here with the rest of them, and then, exhaling loudly, she nodded, and walked towards her friends. They had left two empty chairs for them, and he and Iqra sat down there. 

He didn’t let go of her hand at all. They needed to get out of here as soon as possible. This was the last thing Iqra needed, after everything she’d been through. Komal, the other girl who had gone with them, was a stranger to him, and she looked like a wide-eyed terrified rabbit. He felt bad for her, especially because she didn’t have anyone with her.

He looked around the ballroom and noticed that the manager seemed embarrassed that they were seeing the room in this state, but this was apparently the biggest room in the hotel, and the police wanted everyone to be here. 

A woman pushed open the double doors and walked inside, her eyes wide. She looked around, as if trying to look for someone she knew, and then she zeroed in on the big group of people huddled to one side of the room. She was dressed in wrinkled white pants and a grey top. 

‘Monisha, where were you?’ a woman from the group asked her.  

‘I just woke up! What’s going on, Sharon?’ Monisha, replied. ‘What’s the police doing here? What are all the barricades for?’

‘It’s Shashank. He’s dead,’ Sharon whispered loudly. 

Monisha stiffened and then jerked as if in shock. ‘What?’ she whispered back. She sank into one of the chairs.

One of the policemen came around the desk and stood before it. He was of medium height and average looks, but his luxurious Veerappan style moustache set him apart. 

‘All right, who discovered the body? We’d like to talk to them first,’ he said. 

Silence fell on the room, and Saad felt prickles along the back of his neck. Iqra let go of his hand, and she stood up. Areesha, Nazish, and Komal also stood up. The policeman indicated that they should come over to their side. 

Saad watched Iqra leave, and he almost followed her, but Ahad put a hand on his shoulder and shook his head. 

‘At least let’s sit closer so we can hear what they’re saying,’ Saad said, unhappy with the situation. He didn’t want to let Iqra out of his sight. 

Nodding, he, Ahad, and Yasir edged closer towards the interrogation corner until they found some empty chairs and sat down. The other people in the room had fallen silent and were observing them quietly. Or rather, they were observing the four women now. Areesha was seated on the chair while Iqra, Nazish, and Komal stood behind her. 

She’s got this, he told himself. She’s got this. She can take care of herself. 

Whispering began among the group who knew the dead man. Saad couldn’t help but look at them. Their vibe seemed all wrong. He wondered what was going on with them.

Iqra kept turning to look at the group, and he wondered what was going on in her head. He couldn’t wait to get her alone so they could talk properly.  
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Iqra tried to focus on what the policeman with the Veerappan moustache, Inspector Adhiyan, was asking Areesha. But her mind was on the rest of the reunion group that the man had been a part of last night. They were here in this room too. 

‘We had gone on a walk,’ Areesha said. 

‘At what time?’ 

‘Early. Probably 5.30 in the morning,’ Nazish replied. 

‘It was just before six actually,’ Iqra said, focusing her attention on Inspector Adhiyan.  

‘Can you all decide properly on what time it was?’ he asked irritably. 

‘It’s not like we all looked at our watches and left, sir. We just got up early and decided to take a walk,’ Areesha responded. Komal nodded. Iqra rested her hands on the back of the chair. 

‘...did a favour.’

‘...don’t say that!’

‘I hated him....’

‘Shush!’

‘...asshole was groping...’

‘SHUSH!’

Iqra felt her back tingle as an argument broke out among the reunion group behind her, but she kept her gaze fixed on the inspector. ‘I know the time. It was just before six. I looked at my fitness band and checked the time before I left my hotel room.’

Inspector Adhiyan nodded. ‘Can you describe how you found the victim?’

Iqra wanted to speak, but Areesha started talking. For some reason, Areesha had decided to speak for them even though Iqra had been the one to stumble upon the body first. Their overprotectiveness was beginning to annoy Iqra, but she let it go. It didn’t matter who spoke to the police because now she could focus on what was being said in the group behind her. Her ears were trained on them now, even as she looked at the faces of the police before her. 

‘I was not the last to see him,’ a woman said defensively. 

‘Oh god, I have a headache already,’ another woman said in a whining tone of voice. ‘I want to lie down in my bed and cover my eyes with something cool. Why are we here, George?’

‘Shut up Amayra,’ the earlier man said viciously. Even Iqra winced. She noticed that Inspector Adhiyan was looking at her curiously. 

‘Do you have anything to add to this?’ he asked her. She had no idea what Areesha had told him because her attention had been diverted. But she quickly backtracked through the events as they had happened and took a deep breath. 

‘We were all walking together, and we just thought it was someone swimming in the pool this early in the morning,’ she said. 

He nodded. 

‘And how was he when you found him?’ he asked. 

She knew he was referring to the fact that the body had been moved by the enthusiastic manager and the bell boy. 

‘He was lying face down in the water,’ Iqra said. ‘Floating. Like this.’

She put her arms out and lowered her head to demonstrate, and the entire room fell silent. She lifted her head and dropped her arms to her sides immediately as she straightened up when Areesha turned around to look at her. 

Inspector Adhiyan looked like he didn’t know what to say. Iqra realised everyone in the room was staring at her. 

‘Fine, you can go now,’ he said. 

That’s it? Areesha stood up, and Iqra turned to see that Saad and the other men had moved closer to them. She smiled when she saw her husband, glad beyond words that he’d decided to come to her. But what were they going to do now?

‘Madam?’ Inspector Adhiyan called out. 

‘Yes?’ 

He twirled his moustache, sharpening the ends into points with his thumb and forefinger. 

‘We might need to talk to you all again, so please don’t leave.’

At this, Areesha stiffened. ‘But why? We don’t know him. We just stumbled across his body. We were planning to return to Bangalore.’

Really? Iqra wondered. Saad and the others had just arrived. Surely, Areesha didn’t expect them to turn right back around and drive to Bangalore so soon. 

Inspector Adhiyan nodded. ‘Yes, but we are questioning all the guests and employees in the hotel, and before we can rule out anything, we would need to speak to everyone who was here. So, no one is leaving today.’

‘Tomorrow then?’ Areesha asked hopefully.

The inspector shrugged. 

‘Maybe. Stay close by. We’ll call you again to talk.’

The manager, who had been listening to this, looked upset and spoke to the policeman in rapid Tamil. Iqra understood some of it, but not enough. He obviously wanted the hotel to go back to functioning as normal. 

Inspector Adhiyan replied calmly to the harassed manager in Tamil. Iqra was trying to decode what he was saying when she felt a tug on her elbow. Nazish was pulling her in the direction of the men, and Areesha and Komal had already gone to them. 

‘Come, let’s go to our rooms at least,’ she whispered. 

‘Everyone just come to my room for a bit. We need to discuss next steps,’ Areesha announced. 

‘So bossy,’ Ahad said with a loving look at his wife. 

So bossy, Iqra agreed, but her attention had already drifted back to the next group of people who were being interrogated by the police. How she wished she could stay back and listen!
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Saad looked at the people who had assembled in Areesha’s room, and he tightened his grip on Iqra’s hand. She looked at him, and an eyebrow lifted. He shook his head, glad they had come inside because the police had arranged for the body to be taken away, and he didn’t want Iqra out there.

He’d observed her back in that hall when the police had been questioning her, and he noted her body language and her behaviour. Before he could tell her anything, he had to snap back his attention to Areesha, who was sitting cross-legged on the bed and who had started talking. 

‘We need to leave this hotel. Probably move somewhere else, right?’ she asked. Ahad was sitting next to her and he looked doubtful.

Nazish who was sitting at the foot of the bed next to Yasir, looked troubled. 

‘But that policeman told us not to go,’ she reminded her. 

‘He told us not to leave Ooty. He didn’t say we couldn’t go to another hotel,’ Ahad said. 

Saad and Iqra were standing near the wardrobe, while Komal sat on the single sofa. She nodded. 

‘Yes, this whole thing is so...’ she shuddered. ‘It’s horrible.’

‘But where can we go?’ Iqra asked. ‘You remember all the hotels were booked when we were making the booking.’

Areesha looked pissed at this reminder. ‘Maybe we can find a homestay or some other place. I just want to get out of here.’

‘Why?’ Iqra asked.

‘Because there’s a dead body out there?’

‘So? He’s not disturbing you in any way no?’

Saad looked at Iqra to see if she was kidding, but she wasn’t. 

Areesha looked shocked. ‘Is this about you trying to “solve” this murder again?’ she asked, making air quotes with her fingers. Saad frowned. 

‘It’s a murder?’ he asked. 

Areesha shrugged. ‘That’s what Iqra thinks, and she wants to solve it.’

Iqra was silent for a moment, and Nazish cleared her throat. From what he knew of her, she always tried to defuse conflicts. ‘Let’s be practical. If we go to some other hotel or homestay and the police want to talk to us, then we’ll have to come back here. Might as well save everyone’s time by staying here.’

‘I agree,’ Iqra said quietly. 

‘Shouldn’t we try to salvage what we can of this weekend? How will staying here help that?’ Areesha asked. 

‘Someone is dead, Areesha,’ Iqra said in a low voice, and Areesha’s face flushed and she nodded. 

‘Yes, but...’

‘If we weren’t here in this hotel, if we hadn’t discovered the body ourselves, I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered, and we could have obviously continued this vacation like normal. But someone died, Areesha,’ Iqra said, sounding impassioned. ‘Doesn’t that mean anything to you?’

Areesha was annoyed, but she shrugged. ‘Of course it means something to me. I’m not a heartless bitch. But I don’t think we should get involved in this. It doesn’t concern us.’

‘Maybe,’ Saad conceded. Iqra turned to him, but he looked at Areesha and spoke. ‘But I think it doesn’t make sense for us to leave the hotel now. Let’s just stay here as originally planned and leave on Monday morning.’

‘We should call a vote,’ Nazish suggested. 

Areesha frowned and shook her head. ‘No, it’s not needed. I guess they’re right. We should probably stay here and leave as planned.’

‘So what do we do now?’ Yasir asked. He absently picked up his wife’s hand and kissed her knuckles. She blushed and tried to pull her hand away, but his grip was firm. 

‘Let’s hang out in our rooms since there isn’t much to do? Maybe we can head into the town and eat something later?’ Ahad suggested. 

Everyone agreed with this, and they all dispersed to their rooms and not a minute too soon. Saad wanted to get Iqra alone so he could talk to her, and ask her how she was doing. He didn’t like the look of uncertainty on her face, or that she was already feeling so strongly about the death of this stranger. 

‘Hey,’ he said as they opened the door to her room and let themselves inside. He turned her around and pulled her into his arms. She came to him willingly, but he still felt her stiffen a little. 

‘Hey,’ she whispered. 

‘What’s going on? You know you can tell me.’ He led her to the bed, and they both sat down. 

‘Nothing,’ she said, looking down at her hands. He took in the canary yellow outfit she was wearing, and his heart filled with love for her. 

‘Come on. That didn’t sound like nothing back there.’

She looked up at him, her eyes blazing. ‘Areesha doesn’t think I’m a good detective.’

Saad frowned. ‘Um, that’s what this is about?’

Iqra nodded. ‘She actually said that I was a terrible detective because I got it wrong both times and got nearly killed in the process.’

Saad shuddered at the reminder, and he couldn’t help but pull her close. ‘I don’t agree with her,’ he said after a moment. 

She looked up at him hopefully, and he nodded, pressing his lips on her forehead. She was so precious; he couldn’t imagine her getting hurt. 

‘You were extremely clever with Armaan, especially the way you played his confession in front of everyone. And as for Poorvi, you trusted her. She was your friend.’

Iqra didn’t look convinced. 

‘Your empathy is what sets you apart, Iqra,’ Saad said warmly. ‘It’s what makes you look into what others miss out on. You didn’t even know Rizwana, and yet, you could see the unhappiness in her eyes, and you became determined to know more about her. That’s what made you find out the truth behind her death.’ 

Saad’s fiancée had fallen from the terrace two days before their wedding and died. No one had known that she had been pushed, and it hadn’t been an accident as they’d all thought it to be. No one until Iqra connected the dots.

She splayed her fingers on his chest. ‘I had an ulterior motive, though. I wanted you to fall in love with me.’

He smiled. ‘That doesn’t matter. I was going to fall in love with you anyway. But I think you’re a great detective.’

She smiled uncertainly. ‘You’re not just saying that because you want sex, right?’

She could always, always surprise him, even now, a year after they were married. He cocked his head. ‘You think I’d need to lie so I can have sex with you?’

She smiled and shook her head, her hands slipping under his shirt and finding his warm skin. He inhaled sharply, but he needed to know something, even though it could potentially ruin his plans for making her forget everything else but his touch. 

‘Listen, this stuff with the police and this dead guy...why are you so caught up in it already?’ he asked. 

Just as he’d guessed, she dropped her hand, as if remembering what she’d just told the others about someone being dead, and they were going on as if it was just an inconvenience to them. 

‘Last night, I saw him at a party at the restaurant,’ she said with a sigh. 

‘And?’

She shrugged. ‘He was a little obnoxious. Behaving like he was some sort of film star. The whole group was like that. It was a school reunion party.’

‘Okay...’

‘He was alive and well last night, Saad. This morning, he’s dead. Life is so uncertain. I didn’t even know him, but I felt like I did. Imagine something like that happening to someone we really did know. Or love. Wouldn’t we want to know what happened to them?’

Saad was silent for a moment as he processed this. ‘What makes you think he was killed?’ 

‘I saw the injury to his head. I don’t think that could have happened if he’d slipped somewhere and fallen down.’

‘So someone killed him, and then what? Where did they go?’ he asked. 

Iqra looked thoughtful. ‘There aren’t any CCTV cameras outside, I think. I didn’t see any at least. So whoever it was could have killed him and made their escape.’

‘And no one would have seen them?’ Saad asked. He wouldn’t have clocked the presence or absence of CCTV.

She shrugged. ‘This property is on the outskirts. No neighbouring houses or buildings. It would have been easy to leave without being spotted by anyone.’

‘But they’d have to have some sort of vehicle stashed away then,’ Saad said, thinking about the drive he’d made to the hotel just now. 

Iqra nodded. 

‘Yeah, because otherwise that would mean the killer is here in the hotel with us.’

Saad just stared at her. 
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‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ Iqra asked Saad. His eyes had widened, and his breathing had changed a little. 

‘Because of what you just said! What if this...this killer is with us in the hotel?’ he asked.

Iqra shrugged. ‘Can’t do anything about it.’

‘Aren’t you a little scared? A killer in the same hotel as us?’

Iqra looked away from him for a moment to collect her thoughts. Then she took a deep breath. ‘Look, it’s not like such people are very different from us. I mean, any one of us has the potential to kill someone if need be. We’re all the same humans, right?’

‘Are we?’ Saad asked, shaking his head. ‘I mean, what sets us apart from a killer?’

‘A conscience. Humanity. Compassion. Loads of other things. But all I’m saying is that we’ve already encountered people in person, who have killed others. Right? Armaan and Poorvi. So how different is this?’

Saad looked thoughtful. ‘Why are you so sure the man was killed?’ he asked instead. 

‘His head had been bashed in Saad. It did not look like a fall. And the manager kept saying that he was inebriated and that he must have slipped and hurt himself. And then what? Instead of getting help, he fell into the pool? The truth will come out in the post-mortem, on how much alcohol was in his blood and what really caused his death. All I know is that the injury near his temple could not have happened if he had fallen down. Someone bashed his head and then dumped him in the pool.’ 

Iqra shuddered when she recalled the sight of the dead man. His temple had looked like it had caved in slightly. It was a grotesque reminder of how even the most obnoxious looking people were frail humans when it came down to the basics. 

‘Then this killer is not like the other killers you encountered. They didn’t actually, physically, take the lives of the people,’ Saad said, his face pale. 

Iqra walked to the window and turned to face him. ‘You’re forgetting something, Saad.’

He walked up to her and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘What?’

‘They tried to kill me. Very physically.’

She saw the look of anguish flash on his face. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise...’ he trailed off. 

‘It’s okay. It’s fine. I’m just saying that I don’t mind sharing the hotel with a killer.’

Saad still looked disturbed. He pulled her close, and she nuzzled into his neck. ‘How can you say that?’

‘Well, we’re not here for long, right? We’ll be gone by Monday morning. So, what difference does it make?’

Saad didn’t look convinced. She put her hand on his chest, her fingers splayed over his pecs. For a little while, she wanted to forget and put all this behind her. She leaned up on her toes and whispered into his ears. ‘I have you with me, right? You’ll protect me.’ 

His eyes darkened, and then his gaze fell on her mouth. 

‘Always,’ he said, and he bent his head to kiss her, long and deep. She threw her arms around his neck and he hoisted her up, his palm on her butt. 

‘I can’t believe you wore the red dupatta,’ she murmured into his ears as he steered them towards the bed. 

‘I tried to make it look like a scarf,’ he said, nibbling the base of her neck, and she arched into him as he laid her down on the bed. He straightened up to look at her. She wondered how ridiculous she looked in her yellow outfit. 

‘Why did you want me to wear it to bed?’ he asked in a low voice as he pulled down her yoga pants. 

She lifted her arms up above her head, in what she hoped was a sexy pose, as he pushed up her T shirt and helped her take it off completely. Her love for iridescent colours didn’t extend to her underwear, and he took in the black lacy bra she was wearing with similar panties and his eyes darkened further. 

‘You know how brides sit on the bed on the suhaag raat, waiting for their husbands to show up?’ she asked, surprising him as he lowered his head and licked around her navel. He looked up at her, and she knew her breasts were rising and falling, and he was momentarily distracted by the sight, but then he quirked his eyebrows up inquiringly. 

‘I kind of thought we could do a gender reversal thing where you wait for me while I’m outside having fun with my friends, and then I come to the room to find you all...’ 

She squealed because he’d tugged her down on the bed and fastened his mouth on her nipple over the bra. 

‘Continue,’ he said in a gruff voice, looking up at her. 

‘Okay,’ she gasped as he bared his teeth at her and her body quivered helplessly. He tugged down the bra with his teeth, and she licked her lips, trying to remember her train of thought. ‘Okay, okay, I thought you could wait for me on the bed, and the red bridal dupatta is the first thing that came to my mind....’

She grasped his hair as he plumped up her breasts with both hands, then licked around the nipple and then sucked it into his mouth again. 

‘And in this fantasy, you’re wearing nothing but the dupatta,’ she breathed out as his hands slid to her belly and then pulled down her panties as well, baring her to him completely. 

He let go of her and sat up, kneeling between her legs. 

‘Kind of feels like we’ve managed just the opposite,’ he growled as he unwound the dupatta from his neck and dropped it over her. It fell in a seductive swirl, barely covering her important bits, but she enjoyed the sensuousness of the material over her skin. She felt like those movie stars in magazines she’d seen her mother devour, where these glamourous women would be draped in silks and posing on the bed. She’d never imagined herself to be in that position, but she enjoyed the heated look in her husband’s eyes.  

Her smile was filled with pure joy because he was here, with her and he loved her. The part of her brain that wanted to linger on the dead man was shushed and sent away when she saw her husband strip out of the rest of his clothes. She watched the way his chest rose and fell and her eyes dropped to his erection, at the way he held it in one hand, his lower lip caught in his teeth. 

She pulled away the dupatta and opened up her arms. With his free hand, he parted her thighs and slowly filled her, and when he was seated inside, he cupped her jaw and kissed her roughly.  

‘You’re mine,’ he whispered. ‘Mine to love. Mine to protect.’
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In another hotel room, not too far from where Saad and Iqra were trying not to set the sheets on fire, Amayra Patel was sulking as she looked at her husband, who was stuffing his clothes into his bag furiously. 

‘Stop making that stupid face,’ he glowered at her. 

‘This is the face you fell in love with in class 11,’ she said, folding her legs under her body. 

George gritted his teeth and looked up at her, and she knew he was thinking of saying something terrible to her. These days, that was all he did. But to her surprise, he just rolled the shirt he’d been wearing last night into a ball and pushed it inside the bag. 

‘I’m not packing your clothes,’ he said. ‘You’d better get moving because we’re checking out now.’

‘I’m not leaving.’

At this, he paused. ‘What?’

‘I said, I’m not leaving,’ Amayra said, inspecting her nails. She knew this would infuriate him, and it did. 

‘Why?’

‘Because we already paid for the weekend, George,’ she said. She hated that her life had been reduced to this. Counting pennies, cutting corners, and making sure that she extracted whatever she could from her existence. 

Her existence. 

If anyone had said this about her twelve years ago, she would have given them the look. 

The look that supposedly slayed boys and men and had them salivating over her. The look that had them fantasising about taking her into some dark corner and...

No wait. Not that look. That look was for potential love interests, one she had developed in the past few years, ever since things had started going downhill with George. Since she realised he was not the man she had thought he was.

This was the look she had practised and perfected over the years since she turned fourteen, the one that shrivelled penises and made men turn around and walk away, tail between their legs. Her body had always attracted attention, and it made her uncomfortable until she started using it to her advantage. But after meeting George in class 11, something had changed and she became part of a unit. 

She was no longer Amayra Patel, but George Fernandez’s hot girlfriend. 

Now she was his trophy wife. His much-maligned, yet-to-produce-a-baby, wife. She thought of the jibes she often received from the Fernandez family about how they should have consulted fertility experts long ago, but George was reluctant. Maybe because he didn’t want the world to know that they were having problems conceiving, and that would paint him in a bad light. 

Her thoughts moved away from there. She often wondered, why on earth had she married him? Why had she let herself get drawn into this life?

The answer was before her.

George had promised her he would take care of her. He had shown it multiple times over the years. He made her feel cherished and protected, and she’d never had that, growing up. She’d never experienced another’s love, so powerful and life-changing that she had gone along. 

She was brought back to the present with a thump when George dropped her bag on the bed before her. 

‘Pack,’ he said succinctly. ‘It’s okay if we paid up. I can write this off as a business expense.’

Amayra scowled. ‘I don’t want to leave. Why are you in such a hurry?’ 

He looked at her disbelievingly. ‘A man was murdered in this hotel, Amayra. A man we knew. A man you kissed.’ He spat out the last words in disgust.

‘You mean a man you threatened publicly,’ Amayra countered. 

‘I did not threaten him publicly,’ George huffed. 

Amayra picked up her phone, opened the reunion WhatsApp chat and showed him the screen. His face blanched when he read the message below the photo of Amayra kissing Shashank. 

I will kill Shashank

‘I should have deleted that message,’ he muttered, pulling his phone out of his pocket. 

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you.’

He glowered at her. ‘You think this should stay on the chat, then? Are you trying to get me into trouble?’

She didn’t have to try, she thought. He was doing it well enough by himself. 

‘The ticks are blue, George,’ she explained slowly, as if he were a nitwit. ‘That means everyone on the group has seen it. And the police can retrieve messages even if you delete them.’

She had no idea if the last part was true, but she enjoyed seeing the look of horror and anxiety on his face. She did not feel even the slightest twinge that she was making him worry.  

‘That makes it all the more important that we leave now,’ he barked out, recovering some of his composure. 

Once again, Amayra inspected her nails, not wanting to look at her irate, but still handsome husband. The man who had been considered a catch in high school was like a beautiful sculpture – hollow inside. 

‘First of all, the police asked us to stay close by in case they needed to question us again,’ she said. 

‘So? Who’s going to listen to them?’ 

‘And second of all,’ she said, meeting his gaze head on and taking in his clenched jaw. ‘It looks like we’re running away. And you know who runs away, right?’

When he didn’t answer, she unfolded her legs and stood up gracefully. Her body had changed over the years, becoming more sensuous and supple, and her husband continued to ignore her needs, with his slam-bam-thank you-ma’am approach to sex. 

‘You know who runs away, right?’ she asked in a low voice, stepping closer to him. She saw his jaw clench, as if he couldn’t bear to look at her. The hurt was no longer fresh. It was now a part of her, it lived within her. She had learned to live with it. 

‘Who?’ he asked. 

‘Guilty people, George. Guilty people run away.’
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Saad didn’t need to look at Iqra, who was sitting beside him at lunch, to know that she felt the same amount of relief that he did, now that they were back together. He no longer felt like a jerk for crashing their girls’ only weekend. He thought of his wife a while ago, sated, flushed, and with a smile on her face, as her fingers ran down his chest, murmuring that yes, he was a jerk, but that was okay because he was her jerk.

After a quick shower, they’d met up with the others for lunch in the hotel’s restaurant, which was back to functioning as if nothing untoward had happened this morning. But they all knew it was a façade because even though the dead man’s body had been taken away, the police were still on the property, and the swimming pool had the crime scene tape around it, and it was obviously off limits for everyone. 

No one spoke much as they ate. It was a sombre group, and he could sense some of Iqra’s happiness melt away, little by little, as they all withdrew into their heads. He didn’t want that for her. He knew it was unreasonable and unfair of him to expect Iqra to always be the quirky and funny girl he’d fallen in love with, especially because he loved all aspects of her. He just didn’t want her to go down the rabbit hole of dark thoughts. 

He glanced at Ahad, who was whispering something in Areesha’s ear, and both of them were smiling at some inside joke. Komal pushed her food around on her plate, and she looked distinctly uncomfortable at the vibes in the group. Clearly, everyone had returned to their rooms and done just what he and Iqra had done. And the look of satisfaction was quite evident on their faces. Yasir and Nazish had a different dynamic, and watching them together was very heartwarming. They seemed to communicate without speech, and he would have probably been envious of them, if he didn’t have what he had with Iqra.

‘Should we go out somewhere after lunch?’ he suggested. 

‘Yes, let’s!’ Areesha said. ‘I don’t want to be here.’

Iqra was quiet, but he could sense her seething over Areesha’s dismissal of what being here meant. But she didn’t say anything because she had probably realised that not everyone felt the way she did, which was all right. He had an ulterior motive anyway. He wanted to take Iqra away from the vicinity of the hotel, where this supposed killer could possibly be. 

He still couldn’t understand how she could be so calm about all of it. If he had voiced his thoughts, she would have dismissed him and probably said that the killer could be out there as well. Still, the chances of running into the possibly deranged person who bashed that poor bastard’s head in and pushed him into the pool were considerably less outside the hotel, than inside. 

They discussed and argued about going to the lake or the botanical gardens, and in the end, the gardens won. Komal said that she wanted to stay back in the hotel, and she kept muttering about how she didn’t want to be a third wheel. But the girls were having none of it. 

‘Just ignore them. Pretend they don’t exist,’ Areesha remarked, nodding at her husband, who lifted an eyebrow expressively. 

‘No, I mean it. I have a bad headache, Areesha,’ Komal said. ‘I want to lie down for a bit. Please don’t mind. You guys should go ahead, really.’

‘Then we should all stay back,’ Nazish declared. ‘I’ll get you some headache tablet and maybe massage your head with oil.’

‘No, no! Please. I get terrible migraines sometimes, and I can feel the start of one building. If I lie down in the dark now, it will go away. If I wander around in the sun, it might make it worse. And I have the tablets with me. I’ll go take it and lie down. Please carry on, or I’ll feel worse,’ she said.

Saad felt bad for her, since they’d already paired off and now, they were leaving her alone in the hotel while they all went on ahead and did a spot of sightseeing. But Komal insisted she would be fine and meet up with them later on.

They piled into the SUV and it was a tight fit but no one minded. Saad felt his heart feel much lighter as Yasir drove them away from the hotel. A few police vehicles were still around, and he saw Iqra looking at them. 

No one spoke about the dead man and it was almost as if it hadn’t happened. But Iqra stayed quiet, and he knew she was thinking about what she’d told him earlier today. About how the man had been so full of life just last night and this morning he was dead and here they were going on about their lives without a single care. 

At the gardens, they all hung out together, walking along the lush green paths, admiring the flowers. 

‘Shall we sit down here for sometime?’ Iqra suggested. Saad was surprised, but everyone agreed that it was too hot, and they all wanted to sit down for a bit in the shade. 

They found a couple of benches under some trees and they decided to sit there. 

‘Nature is so soothing,’ Ahad said with a beatific smile on his face. Before Saad could agree with him, Areesha snorted. 

‘Nature is boring.’

This went on into a discussion about living in the suburbs as opposed to living bang in the middle of the city, and soon they were all talking about the pros and cons. Saad was surprised that Iqra wasn’t giving her opinion on this, and he turned to ask her why and saw that she had edged away from him on the bench. 

In fact, she seemed busy with her phone, but he instinctively knew that it was a ruse, a pose. She was not looking at anything on the phone. Don’t ask how he knew that. He just knew that his wife’s mind was elsewhere.  

On the adjacent bench close to her, a couple was talking softly about something. They were both oblivious to the rest of the world as they gesticulated, and the man kept telling the woman to calm down, but she kept shaking her head and making faces. At one point, she even snarled at the man who told her to keep it down. 

Who were they? Did Iqra know them? She was seemingly paying no attention to them, but he knew her well enough to be aware that she was up to something.  
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Of course, she was up to something. 

As Iqra and Saad had descended the stairs for lunch earlier today, she had spotted one of the women from the reunion whispering something to a man, and being the perennial eavesdropper that she was, she had to listen in, under the pretext of tying her shoelaces. 

‘We can’t talk here!’ the man was saying, looking around almost frantically. 

‘That’s why I’m saying we should meet outside,’ the woman hissed.

‘Where?’ the man asked.

‘This is Ooty. There are a number of places we can get lost among the tourists,’ the woman said in a low voice. She was bossy and quite harsh, but the man didn’t seem to mind. And she overheard them talking about meeting at the Botanical Gardens after lunch. So that’s where she managed to get her group to visit, her eyes on the lookout for the odd couple. 

When she spotted them talking on a bench near a tree, Iqra had managed to get the group headed there so they could sit down for a breather. While the others debated about the beauty of nature and whether it was boring, Iqra pretended to be engrossed in her phone. 

‘I didn’t know he was going to die,’ the man said softly, his voice hitching. 

‘I never said that you knew that,’ the woman snapped. ‘But this is bad. If Ranjit finds out what I did, I don’t know what he’ll do.’

‘What about me?’ the man moaned softly. ‘I’m in deep shit. Even if I get hold of the watch, I can’t return it,’ he said, licking his lips uncertainly and the woman gave a disbelieving huff.

‘Because you already took the money, right?’ she whispered. 

‘I needed it,’ the man said defensively. ‘You know how things are with me. What are we going to do now?’

The woman glared at him. ‘This was not our deal, Shabbir,’ she said, shaking her head resolutely. 

The man rubbed his forehead in agitation. ‘I know. But what can I do now?’

‘The only thing left to do is to search his room. We need that watch back. Maybe I might be able to do something,’ the woman said thoughtfully. 

Iqra felt her back prickle with excitement. She didn’t know how long she could keep up the pretence of checking her phone, especially because she could sense Saad’s laser focused eyes on her. Any minute now, someone else in her group would notice that she was not really with them. She edged closer to the other couple imperceptibly and swallowed when she noticed Saad lift an eyebrow, ever so slightly. He was on to her. 

She quirked her lips in a smile. It was okay. She was going to tell him everything the moment they were back in her room. And because he was Saad, the man who knew her better than even her mother, he didn’t interrupt what she was doing as she scrolled the screen aimlessly, tuning in once more to the couple beside her. 

‘His room?’ the man said. ‘Rani, don’t tell me that living with Ranjit all these years has deadened your brain. The police already searched his room.’

‘So you’re saying they found it?’ Rani asked. 

The man shook his head. ‘I don’t know. You think they’ll tell us anything?’ He sounded exasperated.

‘He wasn’t wearing the watch, was he?’ the woman asked suddenly. 

The man narrowed his eyes. ‘You mean when he died? How would I know? I wasn’t there.’

The woman made a sound of annoyance. ‘You saw his body didn’t you? When they took it away?’

‘So? They had covered him with a sheet! And I was shocked that he was dead. Looking to see whether he was wearing the watch was the last thing on my mind.’

Had the dead guy been wearing a specific watch? Iqra had no idea. But the next words from the woman silenced her. 

‘Because you know what that means, right, Shabbir? If the watch wasn’t with him and the police didn’t find it in his room, then whoever killed him stole it. It must be with them.’

The man went silent, and for some reason, his eyes connected with Iqra’s who looked away immediately. But the mistake was made, and the man nudged the woman, indicating that they should lower their voices or stop talking entirely. 

Trying not to make it look too obvious, Iqra moved her body away from them and was aided in it by Saad, who offered her his hand. She took it gratefully and stood up. 

‘We’re just taking a small walk okay?’ he announced to the group. Everyone nodded. She knew that Saad wanted to ask her what she’d been listening in on, but she didn’t want to say anything just yet, at least not until they went back to the hotel. She needed a little time to process her thoughts. This time, whether she figured out or not who the killer was, she was going to be much more organised about all of it. 

She noticed out of the corner of her eye that the couple had gotten up and left. She wondered if they were going to still be at the hotel. And what was all this about a watch? Was it an expensive one? Could people get killed over it?

Well, that right there was a motive. 
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‘So are you going to tell me what that was all about?’ Saad asked her, the moment they were out of earshot of the others. 

‘Nothing,’ Iqra said, knowing it wasn’t a good enough answer. But she turned her head and looked at the couple who had left. Their body language did not suggest they were intimately acquainted with each other. They seemed more like business associates. 

‘Come on. I know you very well,’ Saad insisted. 

Iqra relented, knowing that Saad wouldn’t let it go. 

‘That couple sitting near us, they’re staying in our hotel, actually,’ she said. 

Saad was surprised. ‘What?’

Iqra nodded. ‘Something fishy is definitely going on.’

‘Like they’re having an affair?’ he asked, frowning. She shook her head. 

‘No, that’s not the vibe I got from them. But something is definitely going on and I intend to find out.’

Saad looked flummoxed. ‘How? And why?’

‘I’m not sure just yet.’

‘And what do you plan to do about it?’ he asked, looking worried. 

She turned to him. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t do anything reckless.’ If he noticed she didn’t use the word ‘promise’, he didn’t say anything, but he looked grim. When he and Iqra returned to the group, Areesha spoke up. 

‘Iqra, I know you’re up to something,’ she said. 

Iqra was startled. She wasn’t sure how much she should share with them, but for the first time in days, months since the Mysore incident, she’d felt something, a tingling of sorts, a feeling that she was here in Ooty, in this very hotel, for a reason. 

Moreover, she hadn’t felt this excited in a long time. 

Work bored her. Planning social media strategies for businesses no longer held the same thrill. She didn’t even need the money now, not after marrying Saad, who anticipated her every need. She had been struggling with this for a long time, not sure what it meant. If she didn’t need to work on her social media business, what could she possibly do?

She knew her mother-in-law would have a few ideas, but they’d all involve getting dressed up in designer clothes and presiding over charities. And she would rather jump into a cold creek than do any of that. All these thoughts distressed her, so she didn’t think too much about it. But now, she was fired up inside.

As bad as she felt for the dead man, she’d never felt more alive in this moment. She was aware that maybe she was just seeking a thrill, but it was what it was. 

‘Okay, hear me out,’ she said to the others. She remained standing, and she paced for a short while before she started talking. 

‘This man who died, this dead guy, I think he was murdered over an expensive watch,’ she said. 

Areesha’s eyebrows went up. ‘How do you know that?’

‘I overheard two people from their group talking about it,’ she said. 

Areesha stared at her like she was nuts. ‘Where? We were all together all this while.’

Iqra felt a little defensive, but she straightened her shoulders. ‘I overheard two people in the hotel talking about meeting in Botanical Gardens.’

Ahad’s mouth fell open. ‘So you got us to come here?’

Iqra shrugged. 

‘You master manipulator!’ Areesha gasped, her eyes narrowed. 

‘She’s not a manipulator. She’s just curious and inquisitive, and she has a very big heart,’ Saad interrupted heatedly. She flashed him a look of love, tempered with a bit of impatience. She didn’t need him to save her, but it was nice that he had her back. 

‘So?’ Areesha turned to him, annoyed. 

‘So that means that she feels more about everything and she can’t help herself,’ Saad responded again. 

‘Guys, listen,’ Iqra said, curbing the need she had to fling herself at her husband and kiss him senseless because of the way he was behaving, like her knight in shining armour. It was heartwarming in a hot kind of way. 

‘She almost got killed the last two times because of this curiosity!’ Areesha snapped at Saad, ignoring her. ‘I can’t let anything happen to her. She’s my sister!’

Iqra felt a little jolt of warmth towards Areesha. She was looking out for her not because she thought Iqra was irresponsible but because she loved her. 

She sighed loudly. ‘I know you both love me, and that’s why you two are fighting. But please just listen to me.’

Areesha and Saad glared at each other before turning to her. 

She crossed her arms over her stomach and looked at everyone. 

‘I want to find out who killed this man.’

Before anyone could say anything further, she put one hand out. ‘I know, I know all your counter arguments.’ She counted them off on her fingers. ‘We’re here for just another day. It’s dangerous. I could get hurt. But you’re all here with me. I’m not alone. I want to do this. I mean, I want to at least try.’

‘Why?’ Saad asked. His eyes blazed into hers, and she knew he was trying to understand some of what went on in her mind. 

‘I don’t exactly know, but it’s some sort of internal need I have.’ She knew she was doing a poor job of explaining. 

‘Need?’ Areesha asked. 

Iqra nodded. ‘To find out the truth. I want to know what happened. I don’t know why.’

‘It’s like an itch you need to scratch?’ Ahad asked. 

Despite everything, a small smile formed on her face. ‘Something like that but on a different level.’

She could see Areesha’s jaw working. ‘And what if you can’t figure out anything and it’s time for us to leave?’

‘We’ll leave,’ she shrugged. But she hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 

Her mind’s eye flashed an image of the dead man staring at her as he floated in the pool. Maybe he was a terrible person. Maybe he was a mean guy. But unless he was mean to animals, no one deserved to die like that. But she also knew that this wasn’t just about getting justice for the dead guy. Something inside her was invested in finding out the truth. 

‘Remind me again why you think you can do a better job than the police?’ Yasir asked quietly, his arms crossed across his chest, as he spoke up for the first time.

Iqra winced and shook her head. ‘I never said that. I just want to see what I can do. Maybe help them somehow.’

‘How do you plan to even do that?’ Areesha asked flatly.

‘That’s what I was hoping you guys could help me with,’ she said. 
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The six of them drove back to the hotel in silence. Five of them were trying to digest what Iqra had just told them. Saad felt like he should have seen this coming. He’d thought he was taking her away from the crime scene, but it hadn’t taken her away from thoughts of what was going on with this murder or whatever. In fact, she had pushed them into going to the gardens, where she’d overheard two people talk about a potential motive for the murder. 

As much as he hated all of this, he knew that the only option would be to lean in and not away. He figured that she wouldn’t get into too much trouble if he was around. 

‘What do you need us to do?’ he asked, after they reached the hotel and had parked the SUV in the parking lot. They had unanimously decided to linger in the garden outside the hotel because there would be fewer chances of anyone eavesdropping on them.

He caught Areesha flashing him an annoyed look, and he knew that she thought he was enabling Iqra. But if Iqra wanted to do something, he was going to help her get it done. Iqra’s warm glance in his direction reassured him that it had been the right question to ask. 

‘So, earlier I heard the manager say that the police wanted to question the reunion group again this evening,’ she said quickly. 

Saad noted the light in her eyes as she spoke, and he felt a pang in his chest that she hadn’t looked this animated in months. She would be appalled if he told her that being in the presence of death had brought her alive, but it was true. So, he decided not to say anything right now. 

‘He’s probably going to do the questioning inside that ballroom from this morning,’ Yasir said. Areesha nodded. 

‘Yeah, how do you plan to get inside?’ Areesha demanded. She put her hand out in front. ‘Don’t tell me you’re going to pretend to be one of the reunion group. You’ll be caught in minutes. Seconds even.’

Iqra put her hands on her hips, and Saad couldn’t stop the smile from forming on his face. His wife had plans. They may not like it, but she had plans all the same. 

‘I’m not an idiot, Areesha. I’m going to make this questioning happen in the lobby,’ she said. ‘And I’ll be around doing something, and I’ll listen in. I’m a very good eavesdropper.’

Even Saad frowned when he heard this. ‘But how? How will it happen in the lobby?’ 

‘That’s where I need your help. What if the ballroom became unusable all of a sudden?’

He scratched his head in confusion. ‘How? How can we make it unusable?’

Iqra turned to Areesha. ‘How about bringing back ulti rani?’ she asked. 

Areesha’s mouth dropped open in shock and irritation. ‘What? You little shit! I can’t vomit on demand.’

‘Come on. Do it for me! Please!’ Iqra said. Saad saw the glow on his wife’s face and wasn’t sure how anyone could say no to anything when she had that expression on. He wanted to just bundle her up, kiss her, hold her, and never let go. 

‘But I can’t!’ Areesha protested. 

‘You won’t know if you don’t try!’ Iqra said. She turned to Ahad. ‘Come on. Do something that makes her want to puke. You used to be good at it.’

Ahad’s face turned red. ‘That was a long time ago,’ he remarked. 

Before Iqra could say anything further, Areesha cocked her head. 

‘Okay, what if this ballroom becomes unusable because of, let’s say, I’m able to somehow vomit in some corner like I’m Kutty who can throw up hairballs at a moment’s notice? Let’s say I do it. What then?’

‘The police will conduct this interview out in the open in the lobby?’ Iqra said, eyes wide and hopeful. 

Areesha shrugged. ‘What if they decide to do it in one of the rooms? The guests’ rooms. The manager’s office?’

‘Well, we’ll worry about that when we come to that, okay?’ Iqra said. ‘Let’s focus on making that ball room unusable.’

Areesha glared at his wife and Saad instinctively pulled Iqra close and kissed the top of her head protectively. ‘Stop this death glare thing you have going on,’ he addressed Areesha. 

Areesha made a face, but she stood up. ‘Fine. But I’m going to get my payback.’

‘Deal,’ Iqra said, curling her arm around his waist. 

For some reason, Ahad and Yasir found this very amusing. 

‘What? Why are you two grinning like idiots?’ he asked. 

‘Nothing,’ Ahad said, but Saad knew there was something.

‘Let it be,’ Iqra said quietly, but he didn’t want to let go. 

‘No, tell me what it is,’ Saad insisted. 

‘It’s just that you weren’t around when Iqra was in trouble both times, and we’re not blaming you. But you’re getting so worked up with Areesha, who’s just looking out for her,’ Ahad explained patiently. 

Saad felt the blood drain from his face. 

‘Ahad that’s not true. Stop making it sound like Saad deliberately let me get into trouble,’ Iqra snapped at him.

‘No, he’s right,’ Saad said. 

Iqra turned to him. ‘Listen, you can’t always be with me like some bodyguard, okay? It’s cool. I can take care of myself. And what’s going to happen anyway? I’m with all of you here. And I’m just going to eavesdrop.’

‘Stop giving him a hard time,’ Areesha said, pushing a finger into Ahad’s chest. He looked at her disbelievingly.

‘He was fighting with you. I was taking your side.’

Areesha shook her head. ‘There are no sides in this. We just want this little idiot to be safe because we love her.’

Iqra rolled her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. ‘Let’s just focus on the problem before us. These people might leave tomorrow or on Monday morning, if we’re lucky. That gives us very little time to find out what actually happened.’

Saad was quiet and thoughtful, still mulling over Ahad’s words. He knew the other man was right. He hadn’t done what it took to protect his wife. The first time, he almost let his cousin throw her off the balcony. And the second time, that woman had been strangling Iqra, and if it hadn’t been for Faisal Chacha who had knocked her down, Iqra might have...Iqra might have...

‘We might not need ulti rani,’ he muttered. 

‘Why?’ Iqra asked, confused. 

‘Just thinking of what could have gone wrong earlier is enough to make me want to throw up,’ he said. 

Iqra’s eyes softened, and she kissed his cheek soundly. ‘Don’t get worked up over all that. It’s in the past.’

‘Yeah? But in the future, I’m making sure you’re within my sight and you’re safe,’ he said firmly. 

‘I’ll concede to some of your demands, Saad. But you can’t cage me.’ She looked serious as she said it and his heart twisted in his chest. 

He looked at his iridescent wife, dressed in an assortment of colours that might actually make Areesha vomit if Iqra twirled very quickly before her, and he pulled her close. 

‘Never. Never that,’ he promised her as he gazed into her eyes. 

‘So, vomit on demand. What else do you need?’ Areesha asked briskly, breaking up the two of them. 

Iqra looked away from him, her face flushed. ‘Let’s start with learning who hated the dead guy most.’ 
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‘So the dead guy’s name is Shashank,’ Nazish said matter-of-factly. She had gone to get Komal from her room, and she filled her in on all that had happened on the way back. Komal looked a little mortified to learn of Iqra’s plan, but she seemed game to join in whatever was needed. 

Iqra nodded. ‘I’d figured. They were all talking, Shashank this and Shashank that.’

Ahad and Areesha had gone inside, and she didn’t know what they planned to do, or how they planned to get Areesha to throw up. She felt momentarily bad for asking her cousin to do this, but Areesha always got queasy the fastest among them. 

She inhaled the fresh, clean air and knew that getting her to throw up when there was nothing queasy-making in the atmosphere was not an easy task. If that failed, they would have to think of something else. She had to have a plan B. 

‘I also overheard someone from the reunion group talking about him in the corridor just before we were coming down,’ Nazish said. 

Komal nodded solemnly. 

‘You know how they say that you shouldn’t speak badly about dead people?’ 

‘Yeah?’

‘Well, this group hadn’t heard of that clearly. They were all badmouthing him.’

‘That’s so sad,’ Iqra said, feeling a jolt of surprise and unease. ‘Did you hear any more? What were they saying?’

Nazish and Komal shared a look with each other. 

‘Not much,’ Nazish said, but they were not saying everything. To her surprise, Yasir spoke up. 

‘Come on, Nazu. You can tell us what they were talking about,’ he said in a gruff voice. Nazish blushed as she shared a look with her husband. 

‘For the love of God, this isn’t the time for one of your romantic mental conversations,’ Iqra muttered a little impatiently. ‘I mean, we’re here for just another day at the most. I want to find out who killed this guy. I need all the info we can get.’

Nazish bit her lower lip and nodded, but she turned to Komal. ‘You tell them no?’

Komal’s face flushed. 

‘What is it?’ Iqra was now really getting impatient, but her curiosity levels were at an all-time high. 

‘So this woman was wondering if he got what he deserved. Apparently, he was seen kissing someone else’s wife, a woman called Amayra.’

Iqra felt a thud in her heart. 

‘Seen by whom?’

‘Everyone. In fact, they all received a photo of them kissing on their phones the night before.’

Iqra’s mouth dropped open. 

‘Wow. And?’

‘And that’s it. We couldn’t very well linger too much over there, right?’ Komal said, glancing nervously at Nazish. 

‘Isn’t this all a bit too ghastly? I mean, it’s like we’re gossiping about the dead man,’ Nazish protested. 

‘I agree. But investigations are like that, right? It’s the very nature of finding out details about the dead person, and we’ve just scratched the surface. We still need to dig up more,’ Iqra said. She felt Saad’s hand tighten in hers. He had been sitting beside her quietly, and she knew he didn’t like the idea of her trying to find out who had killed Shashank. It was also unrealistic of her to expect that she would be able to solve it before they left. Maybe she could just hand over whatever she discovered to the police and then leave. 

‘But how?’ Yasir asked. 

‘I’ll have to figure out a way. Also, these reunion people might not talk much in front of the police. We’ll have to get our information in other ways,’ Iqra said thoughtfully. Her mind was churning, and she felt a bit like she was in school. She may not have excelled academically, but she loved nerding out over things she liked. And she liked solving mysteries. She needed a notebook to jot down all this info. 

She pulled out her phone and opened the notes app. The phone would have to do even though it was nowhere as satisfying as putting pen to paper. 

‘What are you doing?’ Saad asked. 

‘Making notes.’

‘What have you got so far?’

She looked up at the expectant faces around her. 

‘Well, from what we’ve learned, two people had motive to kill Shashank.’

They all stared at her. 

‘Two?’ Saad asked, confused. 

‘Well, first, that guy with the watch. He sounded very dodgy about it when he was talking about it with that woman earlier.’

‘Which woman?’ Komal asked, her eyebrows crowding together. 

‘This happened back in the botanical gardens,’  Iqra said and she went to explain what she had overheard there. 

‘You really are something, Iqra,’ Komal said admiringly. 

‘Please. You should have seen Areesha and Saad nearly coming to blows over all this,’ Iqra said, feeling self-conscious. 

‘And who’s the second person with the motive?’ Saad asked. 

‘Keep up Saad!’ Yasir said, surprising her. ‘The husband of the woman Shashank kissed. Am I right, Iqra?’ 

She nodded, a grin on her face. 

‘You’re right.’

Well, if she needed to find out more details about the victim and the possible suspects, her social media hiatus was certainly over. 
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If Saad was surprised that Iqra had managed to find out a whole lot more about the reunion group and the dead man, simply through the power of social media and Google, he didn’t voice it. But he watched her process anyway, marvelling at how she went about it, just sitting in the garden while the others talked around her. 

‘Okay, so the dead guy’s full name is Shashank Mishra,’ she piped up after some time. The others fell silent. ‘He lives in...sorry, lived in Mumbai.’ She winced a little but went on after taking a deep breath. Her expressive face was a study in emotions as her finger scrolled her phone screen. 

‘And what else?’ Nazish asked.

‘This group graduated from class 12 in 2010 from a school in Mumbai. They’ve all, of course, dispersed since then.’

She went silent after that. 

‘We’re still waiting,’ Saad reminded her. 

She took in a breath, as if she’d been holding it while she scrolled the screen. ‘Oh sorry. Didn’t realize. The reunion was organised by two women Sharon Makhija and Richa Kumar. They ran a poll and ended up choosing Ooty as the venue.’

‘Just imagine,’ Saad quipped. ‘If they’d gone to Goa or any other place, we’d be having a stress-free vacation.’

Iqra looked up from the phone and glared at him but she didn’t say anything. 

‘They’ve done this before, too. Every few years,’ Iqra said absently. Her eyes were on the phone once more. 

‘Ooh I found her!’

‘Who?’ Saad asked, perplexed. 

‘The woman from the botanical gardens. Her name is Rani, and she’s married to some guy called Ranjit, who was also in the same class as them. How interesting,’ she murmured, looking up. ‘There’s another couple here as well, who got together in school and stayed together.’

‘That’s kind of sweet,’ Nazish said. 

Iqra didn’t respond at first. Then she looked up at them. ‘Um, that’s Amayra.’

She let that sink in. 

‘You mean, the woman who was kissing Shashank the night before he died?’ Nazish asked, her eyes wide. 

Iqra shrugged. ‘We don’t know when exactly he died. The police should have a better idea about that once they do the postmortem. And backing up, Amayra’s husband’s name is George.’

‘Ah, so that’s our suspect then?’

Iqra nodded solemnly. 

‘You know what I’d love right now?’

‘What?’ Saad asked, wondering if he could get her what she wanted. Unless it was something absurd. And well, this was Iqra. It was going to be absurd.

‘A murder board. Where I can put down all this information so that I can understand it a bit better.’

‘I am so glad Areesha isn’t here,’ Yasir muttered as he got up from there. 

‘Why?’ Iqra asked. 

‘She’d have gone to town on you,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘We’re in a hotel, Iqra. And even though our vacation is ruined, we can’t go around meddling in police matters.’

Saad noticed Iqra’s face fall slightly before she rallied herself. 

‘Of course, I know that. I’m just trying to understand things here,’ she said quietly. Saad had noticed that between Areesha and Yasir, they thought very little of Iqra’s capabilities, even if they claimed to love her like their own sibling. He, on the other hand, may be new in her life, but he believed her. 

He believed in her. 

A part of him knew that it was his love for her that was talking. But he also knew that it was more than that. 

‘What else did you find out about the murdered guy?’ he asked Iqra, diverting her attention. ‘And how are you getting all this info? I mean, I know social media is powerful, but still? Are people putting so much of themselves out there?’

Iqra turned to him and smiled. ‘Yeah, people don’t realize how much information they give out on social media. I got most of this information from Instagram, Facebook and Google.’

‘So what do you want to do now?’ he asked. ‘And where are you guys going?’

Yasir and Nazish looked like they were headed somewhere. 

‘Just a walk,’ Yasir said. Then, he felt obligated for some reason and turned to Komal. ‘Would you like to join us, Komal?’

‘N-no, n-not at all,’ Komal said, eyes wide. ‘Please don’t worry about me. You guys carry on.’

Saad watched bemused as Yasir and Nazish left, taking one of the paths out of the garden that led to the adjoining woods. The air was cool, and it would get colder as evening arrived. He wanted nothing more than to snuggle with his wife and convince her to return to their room. But she was busy trying to figure out who killed this guy, and he had promised he would help. 

For the barest of moments, he wished Iqra was like everyone else and not someone who had taken over the weight of this responsibility, a responsibility no one had given her. 

Then he looked at her staring into her phone and looking up into the distance thoughtfully as she tried to get more information about these people, and he wondered how difficult it could be to get her a board, some sheets of paper and maybe printouts of the people whom she considered suspects. 

‘I really wish I hadn’t come on this trip,’ Komal said unhappily. 

‘Shush. It’s not your fault the guys showed up. This was meant to be a girls’ only trip, and we’re happy to have you in the gang, Komal,’ Iqra said warmly, but she turned her head to him and glared.

‘Sorry we’re such sappy fools Komal,’ Saad said. He got up from there, thinking quickly. ‘I’ll make myself scarce. You let me know if you need anything Iqra.’

‘Where are you going?’ Iqra asked, looking mildly alarmed, as if she didn’t want him to go, despite whatever she just said to Komal. Relief flooded his chest at her expression, but he gave her a quick wink. 

‘Just up to the room for a quick nap. Didn’t sleep properly last night because we were planning this surprise,’ he explained. 

She nodded and was talking to Komal quietly when he left. Now, about getting that board for her. Whom did he need to talk to, he wondered as he walked back inside the hotel.  
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‘Is all this talk of murder and suspects upsetting you, Komal?’ Iqra asked the other girl when it was just the two of them. She absently wondered if Saad would really take a nap, as he claimed he would, but she brought her attention back to Komal. 

‘A bit,’ Komal accepted, an awkward smile on her face.

‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise it. Everyone here just accepts all my quirks, and this is also just like that to them.’

Komal regarded her with a shrewd look in her eyes. ‘But it isn’t, is it? A quirk? You’re serious about all this.’

Something about Komal not knowing her entire history was enough to make her want to unload everything on the poor girl, but she held back. Also, the essence of who she was, something her family was intrinsically aware of, something her husband was learning rapidly, wasn’t something that could be explained away in half an hour. 

‘I am serious about it,’ Iqra confessed. 

‘But why?’ Komal asked. She looked genuinely curious. ‘You don’t know this man. Why are you so keen on finding out who killed him?’

Iqra didn’t quite know how to answer that. She looked around at their verdant surroundings for a long moment and breathed in the fresh air, finding it hard to believe that a grisly death had taken place just a little distance from here.

‘I don’t really know myself. I’ve been feeling lost for a while.’

‘Lost?’

Iqra nodded. ‘My heart isn’t in my job any more. I didn’t feel like taking on any new clients and the ones I already have, I feel like they deserve better attention from me.’

Komal turned to her. ‘So what do you want to do then?’ 

Iqra thought about it for a moment. Her hand rested ever so lightly on her belly, and she remembered that she hadn’t gotten around to telling Saad that she could possibly be pregnant. She shrugged. 

‘I’m trying to figure it out. Trying to figure out who killed this guy has given me some sort of purpose right now. Purpose that I need in my life.’

Komal was silent for a moment. Then a smile broke out on her face. ‘So you want to be a detective?’

Iqra’s face flushed, and she cupped both her cheeks. ‘Not really. I mean, I didn’t think that far ahead. I can’t...I can’t imagine myself as some detective,’ she said with a hasty laugh. But she thought about the possibility of it, and it bloomed inside her chest. A thought that was as absurd as people thought she was. Unaware of the epiphany slowly unfolding in her head, Komal exhaled.

‘But you are one, at some fundamental level.’

‘Areesha would have you believe I’m just being silly,’ Iqra said, aware that her cousin’s easy dismissal of her talents hurt more than she’d shown everyone. 

‘So what? Who cares what Areesha thinks?’ 

Iqra looked at her in surprise. She hadn’t expected mild-mannered Komal to be so assertive. Maybe she found people like Areesha and Yasir intimidating. Being out of their orbit had helped her come into her own, even if it was brief.

‘You know what, you’re right. Thank you for this vote of confidence, Komal! You’re too kind.’

Komal’s face flushed with pleasure. ‘So what’s your next plan?’

‘I want to listen to what this reunion group has to say to the police. People reveal a lot about themselves in all sorts of situations. And I also want to talk to them individually,’ Iqra said. 

‘But how will you do that?’ Komal asked. ‘You can’t just go up to them and ask them questions. They won’t talk to you.’

‘I know. I’ll have to figure out a way to do this without raising suspicion,’ Iqra agreed. ‘I think we should go inside and try to do this as surreptitiously as we can. Want to join me?’

Komal’s eyes widened. ‘I would only get in your way,’ she said, shaking her head, looking like a terrified rabbit. 

‘No, you won’t. Come on! Be the Watson to my Holmes!’ Iqra said with a grin. ‘You don’t have to do anything. Just observe the people I talk to. We can compare notes later.’ 

Komal surprised Iqra by hugging her suddenly. 

‘Okay, come on then!’ she said. 

They both got up from there and went back inside the hotel. The first person Iqra spotted was the man from the botanical gardens. Shabbir was sitting in the lobby, checking something on his phone. His face was tense, and Iqra knew her best bet was talking to him when he was not in his room. 

‘Let’s go and tackle this guy first since he’s right here,’ she whispered to Komal. 

‘Oh god, okay,’ Komal said, looking nervous. 

‘Hey, relax. Let me do all the talking,’ Iqra said, sounding more confident than she felt. 

Komal nodded. ‘Let’s do this.’

They approached the man and sat down on the long sectional sofa. He ignored them at first. Then he looked up and narrowed his eyes and then recognition seemed to dawn upon him. He looked around nervously before he leaned forward. 

‘Who are you?’ he asked in a nervous hiss. ‘Why are you following me around?’

‘Following you? I’m not. I’m staying in this hotel just like you are,’ Iqra said, amazed at how she blustered through the words without making it look unnatural. At least that’s what she hoped. 

Shabbir’s eyes fell on Komal briefly and then he turned to Iqra. He seemed to be in some sort of conundrum, and Iqra decided there was no time to waste. 

‘I mean, I’m here with my husband and my friends, and we were just having a spot of tourist fun at the botanical gardens. What were you doing with someone else’s wife there?’

The man was so startled, it was almost comical. ‘What?’

‘I saw you with that man’s wife,’ Iqra said, indicating the stairs, and Shabbir’s head turned so fast, he might have got whiplash. But no one was there. He turned back around. 

‘That’s not funny,’ he growled. ‘Who are you and why are you asking me all these questions?’

‘I’m just trying to understand why you were so desperate to sell that watch to Shashank,’ Iqra said. 

‘What watch?’ he asked, his eyes narrowing first and then widening. 

‘An expensive one I’m sure. Was it a Rolex?’

‘Fuck. Who are you? Are you from the police too?’ he asked, looking at both of them frantically, nearly falling over in his hurry to get up from there. 

‘Police? No, no, I’m just...’ but before Iqra could tell him not to worry and that she was a harmless, nosy person, he literally ran from there. 

Iqra turned to Komal, eyes wide in shock. ‘What the hell? Why did he run away like that?’

Komal shook her head, equally stunned. 

Iqra got up from there and walked around, trying to see where Shabbir had gone. This was very suspicious indeed. 
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Iqra followed after Shabbir, her heart racing. Maybe she’d been right after all. Her mind was leaping and bolting over all possible ideas, and she wished she hadn’t asked him about the watch right away. She hadn’t expected this reaction from him. 

It made him look guilty. 

She slowed down when she reached the corridor that led to all the rooms, but he’d disappeared already. Shit. She looked around fruitlessly. There was something about that watch. Why else would he run like that? 

There was an alcove of sorts on the landing with an old-fashioned rotary phone on a table, along with two single arm chairs for guests to sit down. A window above streamed light inside, and it was a cosy spot, perfect to curl up and read a book. Iqra felt the farthest from relaxing, but she knew she needed to regroup. 

She walked up to the window and looked down from there. The window was on the same side as her room, and she could see the swimming pool clearly from here. Just like last night. She felt something skitter over her spine.

Last night, she’d seen someone at the pool, hadn’t she? It hadn’t been Shashank, because he would have stood out in his white outfit. Had the killer been waiting for Shashank there? Shit. Why hadn’t she gone down to see who it was? 

In hindsight, that would have been a foolish and dangerous thing to do, and momentarily, she was glad that Saad didn’t have access to her thoughts. She sank into the armchair thoughtfully. Had it been Shabbir? She hadn’t noticed much about the person. Aargh. What sort of detective was she? 

A terrible one, clearly. 

She chewed her lower lip, insecurities flooding her. Maybe Areesha was right. She was getting herself unnecessarily involved in something that was not her concern. But didn’t this exact sort of thing happen to detectives in books? It was practically a trope. A murder for detectives to solve while they were on vacation.

Well, this was real life. Not fiction.

She pulled out her phone. A man was dead, and she was trying to find out who killed him and why. She could worry about her own issues later. First, she needed to know a little more about Shashank Mishra so she could understand why anyone would want to kill him. She’d only gotten the basic information earlier, when she was with the others.

But ten minutes later, she was still scrolling. 

Shashank was a businessman in Mumbai. He was on Instagram extensively, and had been tagged in a lot of happening party spots. He was single but always seemed to have a different woman on his arm at these parties. He seemed happy in the photos but everyone looked happy on social media, right?

She hunted through more photos of him, especially in the ones in which he had been tagged by others. He was decked out in designer sunglasses, and she had a feeling the watches he wore were quite expensive too. His hair was artfully mussed in some of the photos, but none of this gave a real picture of what sort of person he was. 

She went to his feed, and started going through his posts. His grid was a jumble of colours that made her feel glad it wasn’t one of those monochromatic grids or ones that were designed a certain symmetrical way. 

Holy shit, was that his own Lamborghini? She scrolled through more photos and saw that it was indeed his own car. She read the caption on the post when he’d bought it a year ago, and winced. 

Finally, we are together. My Lamby baby and I.

The designer wear, the watches, the car, and the cringeworthy captions. This guy was clearly loaded. 

Then she hunted for Shabbir and couldn’t find him on Instagram right away. She went back to some of the others in the reunion group, and looked through their tags, and then found his account. His grid had nothing about him, but only featured watches for sale, where he was asking people to DM him for the price. 

So, Shabbir sold watches for a living. And he had been trying to lure Shashank into buying one of them. From what she’d overheard him talking with Rani, he didn’t actually own these watches. It could be that he had taken a watch from a seller, and tried to sell it to Shashank to bag the commission. 

She checked the time on her phone. It was nearly 6 in the evening. She should go downstairs and see if Areesha had been able to disable the ballroom as a potential interview venue. But she wanted to freshen up, so she headed to her room and remembered that Saad had pocketed the key card earlier. 

She wondered if she would be waking him up by knocking on the door, but it was time he got up anyway. He must have slept for an hour probably and surely that was enough? She was about to knock on the door when she heard a strange thumping sound from inside, followed by a muffled curse. 

Huh?

What was going on?

She lifted her hand to knock on the door but instead, she put her ear against it and tried to listen to understand what the hell was going on inside her hotel room. 

‘Saad?’ she whispered softly. Had he fallen off the bed? That was something she was more likely to do, which was why she used it as an excuse to snuggle up to him as close as possible while sleeping. 

She knocked on the door briskly, a frown on her face. 
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Saad was trying to find the best place to prop up the whiteboard for Iqra, but it didn’t seem to work no matter where he put it. He needed to have planned this better. He placed it on the dresser, and the dumb thing pitched forward and fell on his toe. He was barefoot, and he hopped around, muttering curses under his breath, when he heard a knock on the door. 

Iqra was back already? Ugh. None of this was ready. He had wanted to surprise her the next time she came into the room, by giving her a proper murder board. But he had just about managed to source the whiteboard along with a few markers, borrowed from the hotel manager after he’d buttered up the man extensively. The manager, understandably, didn’t relent about the printer. 

‘You can take your printouts right here,’ he said, even though he’d been very distracted. 

‘The murder must have made things so difficult, right?’ Saad asked, hoping to sound sympathetic. 

‘Murder? Why do you people think he was murdered?’ the man asked. Saad peered at the badge on his chest and read his name. Satish. 

‘You don’t think it’s murder then, Satish?’ 

‘The man was inebriated. He must have wandered off from the party, tripped up, and fallen into the pool. Simple,’ Satish said, looking annoyed at the suggestion of any other possibility. 

‘But that gash on his forehead?’ Saad had seen no such gash, but he knew Iqra had seen it. 

Satish looked at him, irritated. ‘What? You’re some big detective is it?’ he asked, his hands on his hips. 

‘No, no, I’m not,’ Saad assured him. He wanted to add that his wife was, but that wouldn’t help them. ‘Thank you for this. I’ll come back and take the printouts.’

Now, he was standing in the middle of the room without anything to show for what he’d done. He couldn’t even get the damn thing to stand up straight, and Iqra was already here. Could he hide it somewhere? But there was that knock again, urgent and impatient, and he knew it was his wife. 

‘Coming,’ he called out and hobbled to the door which he opened. 

‘What’s going on?’ she asked, walking inside and turning around. ‘Why are you limping? What’s this?’ 

She stopped short when she saw the fallen whiteboard. She bent down to pick it up. Saad felt a little foolish, but he scratched the back of his head. 

‘I was setting up a murder board for you,’ he admitted sheepishly. ‘But the stupid board won’t stand anywhere. I’ve got you markers, and I tried to borrow the hotel’s printer so you could take printouts of the suspects but...’

He stopped talking when he looked at the expression on her face. She had gone alarmingly pale. 

‘Iqra? What is it? Why are you looking so stricken?’ he asked, going up to her and gathering her in his arms. 

She didn’t say anything at first – just shuddered in his arms and held him tightly. 

‘Hey,’ he said, running his hand down her soft hair. ‘Hey, what is it?’ He’d thought she would be pleased with his efforts, but apparently, he’d gone and upset her. 

She still didn’t say anything, but she wiped her eyes on his T-shirt and sniffled. 

‘Why are you crying? This was a dumb idea, right? I’ll go return the whiteboard to the manager and tell him I have writer’s block.’

She looked up at him, confused. ‘What?’

He shrugged self-consciously, glad she was still in his arms, as he looked down into her wide, beautiful eyes. ‘I told him I was a bestselling writer and that I needed a whiteboard to make notes.’

He couldn’t quite understand her expression right away because it transformed from upset to mirthful. 

‘You’re a bestselling writer?’ she asked, with a giggle.

‘I could be if I wanted to,’ he said, making a face. 

‘Saad Ahmed, thank you for making me laugh finally.’  

‘You’re welcome,’ he said, touching his forehead to hers. She leaned up and kissed his cheek.

‘But why were you upset?’ he asked, softly.

‘I wasn’t upset,’ she said, tugging at the neckline of his T-shirt to bring him closer to her. ‘I was just overwhelmed. This is the nicest thing anyone has done for me.’

She held his face and kissed him. He struggled to remember what he’d been thinking of as she deepened the kiss. 

‘Hold on, wait,’ he said when she broke away to take a breath. Iqra’s face was flushed, and her lips were shiny and swollen. He wanted nothing more than to kiss her and take her to bed, but he wanted to understand what was going on with her, better. 

‘What?’ 

‘This is the nicest thing anyone has done for you?’ he asked, quirking up an eyebrow. 

She swallowed, and then looked away. ‘I was feeling like a fool, trying to figure out this killer and...’

‘Solve this murder,’ he said. 

‘What?’

‘You’re not just “figuring out the killer”,’ he explained with finger quotes. ‘You’re solving this murder.’

‘You have to stop,’ she said, staring at him. 

‘Stop what?’

‘Stop being this amazing person. You’re way too good to me.’

He was glad she hadn’t said that he was too good for her. He wasn’t. He should know. He was glad he’d been lucky enough to have her in his life. 

‘Iqra, what happened?’ he asked. 

She pulled away from him reluctantly. ‘Saad, I felt like I was bumbling into this unnecessarily. Areesha especially thinks I’m just poking my nose where it doesn’t belong.’

He’d been right about her cousin deflating her confidence, even though it came from a good place. 

‘Do you really care what she thinks?’ he asked. 

Iqra was silent as she considered his words. He held her shoulders and spoke in a low voice. ‘I believe in you. I know you can’t explain why you need to solve this murder. And it doesn’t matter. I’m just here to support you, however I can.’ In fact, if she was serious about this, he was going to do whatever he could to help her become a detective. He would look for places where she could get training to become a detective. Maybe, if things really did work out, he’d even help her set up an agency for her.

Her eyes were suspiciously shiny but she cleared her throat. He was wary of voicing his thoughts though. Maybe, he should wait until she had solved this murder and then propose the idea that she should do this full-time. Because she was good at it.

‘Thanks,’ she said, shakily. ‘Shall we set up the board then?’

He glanced at the bed longingly and then at his wife’s proud but determined expression, which had come from what he’d done for her. He had given her the boost she needed. 

‘Okay, sure. I got you some markers. But couldn’t borrow the printer, and Satish was saying I should take printouts from the office directly. But I didn’t have the photos of the suspects and...’

She stopped him by kissing him firmly. ‘I’ll make do with this. And I’ll get the photos if we need them but we don’t. Just this is incredible and really cool Saad. Thank you.’

He smiled, his heart feeling tons lighter, now that she was animated once more, the life back in her eyes. This was the Iqra he’d wanted to see for the longest time. 

She set up the board, propping it on the chair and it did not slide down to amputate her toes, like it had done for him, a while ago. It was as if the board also knew she meant business. He handed her the markers and watched her as she started scribbling whatever she knew. 

‘I’ll be the Watson to your Sherlock,’ he said with a grin. She straightened up. 

‘Oh shit. I just abandoned poor Komal back downstairs!’ 

She picked up her phone, and scrolled through her contacts and called the other girl. When she didn’t answer, she glanced at Saad. 

‘I asked Komal to be my Watson already,’ she said regretfully. ‘And I just left her because I was running after Shabbir and I lost him, and I came here to freshen up. I have to go down again.’

‘Why were you running after Shabbir?’ he asked with a frown. Who was Shabbir? It was hard to keep up with these reunion people. 

‘Shabbir was the guy we saw in the Botanical Gardens. And I asked him about the watch, and he panicked and ran.’

‘What?’ Saad felt a lurch inside. This Shabbir could be the killer, and Iqra had asked him such a leading question directly. 

Iqra nodded, unaware of the terror he felt. ‘It definitely seems sketchy, right? I ask him a question that could be related to the murder and he just scrams?’

He picked up her hands and held them in his. 

‘Listen, you can’t do this stuff on your own.’

‘What stuff?’ she asked, confused. 

‘Confronting suspects and asking them triggering questions.’

Her mouth opened as if to say something, but she didn’t speak for a few moments. ‘But how else will I know the truth?’

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her the thoughts he had about getting her some training, but he held back. Him telling her that she needed training might undermine her confidence. And he didn’t want that to happen.

‘Just don’t go alone when you’re talking to these suspects,’ he muttered. 

‘I wasn’t alone. I had Komal with me,’ she protested. 

He sighed. ‘Fine, we’ll go down together. And since Komal isn’t here,’ Saad reminded her, walking up to stand next to her. ‘I’m happy to take over until she rejoins you.’

Iqra turned and hugged him suddenly. ‘You’re the best, best, best husband a woman could ask for,’ she said. 

He felt something catch in his throat. ‘Best husband, is it?’ he asked, his voice husky. 

‘Best, best, best,’ she reminded him as she got down to work. 
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Iqra had no idea how long she stood at the board, making her mind map, drawing arrows and circles, and scribbling whatever notes that were floating around in her head. She didn’t feel like a proper detective yet, but maybe once she figured out...no, solved this murder, she might feel a wee bit like one.

Saad stood beside her, his chin resting in his hand, as he looked at what she was doing, and surprisingly, she didn’t feel even a little bit self-conscious. 

He’d taken her words to heart and made it possible for her to have a murder board, rudimentary though it might be, here, when they were on holiday. She’d have been happy with a notebook and a pen too, but to think that he’d taken the initiative and made all this happen meant everything to her. 

‘This is all I know,’ she said finally, stepping back. 

‘It’s a lot, given that you had no idea who this man was until this morning.’

‘It’s not enough. I need to talk to the other people in the reunion party as well.’ She checked her watch. ‘I think it’s time we headed downstairs to see what’s going on.’

Saad nodded but didn’t say anything. Iqra freshened up in the bathroom, and when she emerged, she saw him still staring at her murder board. 

‘We should try and talk to Shabbir again. And I’ll make sure he won’t run away this time,’ he said.

Iqra’s heart lifted at the usage of the word ‘we’. She was immensely glad that Saad had joined her this weekend. She slipped her arms around him and hugged him from the back, pressing a kiss to his spine.

‘I love you, Saad Ahmed.’

He twisted and turned so that she was in his arms. ‘Pretty sure I love you more,’ he whispered as he kissed her. 

Hearing the words amazed her, even today. Because this was the man who had told her on their wedding night that he’d never be able to fall in love with her, because he had still been pining for their ex-fiancée, Rizwana. 

‘Let’s go now,’ she said, clearing her throat. 

Together, they walked out of the room, and Iqra’s head was a little clearer. At least, the facts were aligned in a neater fashion. 

	Shashank Mishra was in Ooty, attending an informal reunion with his classmates from Class 12, when he was murdered. 

	She knew of two suspects as of now – Amayra’s husband, George, who had reason to hunt down Shashank because he’d kissed his wife and someone had taken a photo of them. 

	The other suspect was Shabbir, who had been trying to sell an expensive watch to Shashank. Maybe Shashank refused and Shabbir killed him out of desperation? So why would he tell Rani that he didn’t have the watch?

	What’s Rani’s connection to all this? Why was she meeting with Shabbir clandestinely? 

	Who were the other people in this reunion? Did they have any grudges against Shashank? 

	Find the person who would be most likely to talk and convince them to tell the back story of all these people. 


She hadn’t outlined the plan to Saad, but she knew he would play along. Downstairs, they reached just in time to see the manager emerge from the ballroom, his face pink and he kept waving his hand before his nose. Had ulti rani managed to stink up the ballroom finally?

But Areesha was nowhere to be found. The manager looked rather anxious, which was just as well, because Inspector Adhiyan had arrived with another man in tow. Both men looked like they meant business. The manager approached the inspector and said something to him, looking very apologetic. Inspector Adhiyan frowned, and then he looked around, and spotting the couches in the lounge, he strode right over to them. 

‘So call them here. I will talk to them right here,’ he said.

The manager looked aghast, but before he could protest, Inspector Adhiyan shook his head. ‘I can’t waste any more time. Call them now.’

Iqra was relieved her plan had worked, but now she had to think of a way to linger close by and listen to what was going on without being discovered. Areesha and Ahad joined them just then. Areesha lifted her eyebrows. 

‘Well? Did it work?’ she asked in a whisper. 

Iqra nodded. ‘Yes! You did it? Vomited?’ 

Areesha rolled her eyes. ‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Then?’

Ahad looked at Areesha, shock on his face. Or maybe it was awe? So why did he look a little green?

‘I looked up a YouTube video on how to make hydrogen sulphide at home, made Ahad get what we needed from a chemist store, and voila.’

Iqra’s mouth dropped open. ‘How on earth did you manage it here? In a hotel!’

Areesha shuddered. ‘You don’t want to know. We’ve both got hydrogen sulphide up our nostrils, and I’m pretty sure it’s invaded our brain. We’re going up to our room. I can’t be here or I’ll really vomit.’

Iqra hugged Areesha suddenly. And yes, the faint whiff of rotten eggs was coming off her. ‘Thanks for doing this, Areesha,’ she said. 

Areesha sighed as she pulled back. ‘You know I’d do anything for you. But try not to ask me to vomit on demand.’ She hugged her this time. ‘Be careful, okay?’

‘Where’s everyone else?’ Ahad asked, looking around. Poor fellow’s nose was still twitching.

‘No clue,’ Saad replied. He looked thoughtful as his gaze fell on the Inspector who was waiting for the guests to arrive. ‘Iqra, you should sit down for a bit. You’re not feeling too well, right?’

Iqra caught on to what he was doing, even as Ahad and Areesha stared at them in surprise. But luckily, no one said anything, and mouthing ‘best of luck’ at them, they left.

‘Oh god, you’re right, Saad. Let me sit down here for a bit,’ she moaned. She staggered to one of the sofas closest to the Inspector and sank into it. Inspector Adhiyan frowned once and then ignored her. 

‘Is it cramps? Is it that time of the month?’ Saad asked gently, but loudly enough that the inspector winced. She was so glad Saad had no issues talking about periods, and it was thanks to his sister Hana, who made sure he wouldn’t shy away from all this, right from the time he was quite young. A YouTube video of a woman giving birth was also involved.  

‘I think so. Can you get me something to drink? I don’t think I can make it back upstairs just yet,’ Iqra replied, looking at Saad gratefully. 

‘On it,’ he said, bending down to kiss her forehead, right before he left. He knew that if he hung around as well, it would look suspicious, so he left her here, at the perfect spot to eavesdrop on the investigation. There would be no better time than the present, because she knew the inspector was worried that people would leave and he would have to track them down again. He didn’t have any real grounds for not letting anyone leave. So she knew he would be asking all the intrusive questions whose answers she needed.

She just hoped it would work. 
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From her vantage point, Iqra saw the manager stand at the reception and dial the room numbers of the guests. He spoke in a low voice and asked them to come down. 

Briefly, Iqra wondered if Shabbir would run away again if he saw her or if he would out her to Inspector Adhiyan and tell him that she had been asking questions. She would worry about that later. 

She placed a hand on her stomach lightly and made a face to discourage Inspector Adhiyan from talking to her. It worked. 

The beautiful woman she’d been seeing around since last night, came down the stairs first, followed by an irritable looking man. 

Amayra and George. 

They made a nice pair, but given that Amayra’s indiscretion was out in the world for everyone to see, she wanted to see what they would say to the police. Amayra was the opposite of nonplussed. She seemed to be without a care in the world as she walked up to where the inspector was sitting, sat down on an adjoining sofa, and smiled widely at him.

For a moment, the inspector was a bit befuddled from the dazzling smile. But he gave her a quick nod and looked behind her, where another couple was coming down the stairs. This was Rani and Ranjit. Rani was rather plain-looking and Ranjit was a little obese. His face was puffy and red and he was panting with the exertion. From what she learned about the two of them, they were really rich.

Ranjit looked for a place to sit, and with a somewhat sly smile, Amayra slid to the end of the sofa, clearly offering him the spot. Rani made a face and sat down instead, and Amayra rolled her eyes. 

Why were these people acting like they were still in high school? How much did the past affect their present? These were questions that Iqra would love getting answers to.

A tall woman came downstairs, next. She was wearing jeans and a pullover, and her hair was tied in a ponytail. She was slim, had classic features, and would have been beautiful if it weren’t for the lines on the sides of her mouth that made her look older than she was. She’d overheard the others talking about her this morning. Her name was Monisha, but there wasn’t much about her on social media. 

Another man came down and joined the group. He was tall and lanky, and he seemed very nervous. He looked around, as if trying to find a place to sit, but there was only a spot near George. He shared a look with Amayra for some reason, who lifted an eyebrow in his direction. 

If Iqra hadn’t been looking at her, she would have missed the look Amayra gave this man. 

‘Sit down, Prateek,’ she said in a measured voice. 

She couldn’t see Prateek’s reaction clearly enough but with a nervous bob of his head, Prateek sat down next to George. 

Interesting. Iqra wondered if she had found the weak link of the group. Maybe if she could corner him, she could get him to spill what he knew about the group as a whole. Inspector Adhiyan glanced at the manager and asked him to get a few chairs. Thankfully, the inspector seemed to have forgotten that she was sitting there. Or maybe her acting had been convincing enough that he didn’t want to approach  her. She was also sitting at a distance from the group. 

A bellboy brought some chairs from the ballroom and arranged them near the sofa. 

Iqra saw Monisha make a face. ‘What’s that smell?’ she asked, her voice cultured, and smoky. 

Inspector Adhiyan ignored her.

A few others joined them, and soon the lobby was crowded. Iqra wondered just how long it would take for someone to edge her out of there, looking for place to sit. She looked around at the faces, trying to see if she could spot Shabbir. He wasn’t there.

That was surprising. Surely he wouldn’t ignore the police. A junior police officer was checking off the names of the reunion people on a list, confirming if everyone was there. Like attendance. And he whispered to Inspector Adhiyan that Shabbir wasn’t there.

Annoyed, the inspector beckoned the manager and said something to him. 

The manager straightened up, and he looked like he wanted to tell the inspector what he thought of his suggestion, but he decided not to. With a jerky nod, he went back to the desk and rummaged for something there, and then he beckoned the bell boy.

Iqra tried to focus on what was happening with the group assembled before the inspector. Inspector Adhiyan cleared his throat, and then glanced at her. She immediately made a face, shutting her eyes and wincing. When she opened her eyes, the inspector was addressing the group but talking in a low voice. 

Dammit. 

She couldn’t hear a word. Being a detective meant that one had to have superhuman hearing, apparently. She racked her brain, trying to think of what Ms. Marple would do in a situation like this. Thankfully, she didn’t need to think too much because whatever Inspector Adhiyan just said resulted in an uproar. 

‘Shashank was murdered? And we’re murder suspects?’ Amayra asked loudly, all her sophistication and glamour disappearing under the layer of shock. 

‘Lower your voice, Amayra,’ George hissed. 

She turned a furious eye at the inspector. 

‘Why are you treating all of us as murder suspects?’ she asked. 

The inspector looked weary already. Before he could answer, she spoke once again. 

‘He’s the one who threatened to kill Shashank. He should be your murder suspect.’

Iqra was trying hard not to enjoy the drama of it all. Amayra was pointing the needle of suspicion towards her own husband! 

No, wait. She wasn’t pointing at George. 

She was pointing at Ranjit. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 28

[image: image]


‘So what do you plan to do while Iqra plays detective?’ 

Saad looked at Yasir, who had joined him at the window that looked down over the swimming pool. Saad had come upstairs to let Iqra do her thing, but he was getting bored, and he wondered how soon would be too soon to go down to her. He hadn’t returned to their room and was lingering at the sofa near the window.

‘Hang back, support her, whatever else I can,’ he said. 

Yasir looked thoughtful but didn’t say anything. 

‘Why?’ Saad asked. He was a bit pissed at the siblings, whose behaviour indicated that they were superior to his wife, and he was waiting for Yasir to say something derogatory just so he could give him a piece of his mind.

‘Actually, shouldn’t you be discouraging her from doing all this stuff?’ Yasir asked. 

‘All what stuff?’

‘She’s not a detective, Saad. She could get into serious trouble.’

Saad exhaled. He knew Yasir was right, but he also knew that he’d never seen his wife this happy in a long time. ‘That’s why I’m there with her.’

‘Listen, I can see that you’re getting angry, and I understand. But it’s not the same as me supporting Nazish in her business endeavours. Iqra was nearly killed. Twice. Because of her nosiness.’

Saad took a deep breath. ‘I can’t wrap her in cotton wool to protect her. She’s fine. She can take care of herself. She knows Taekwondo in case you didn’t know.’ And once they returned to Bangalore, he would talk to her about the idea he had. To get her training as a detective, to maybe make this into something more than a passing fancy.

Yasir shrugged. 

‘I’m just worried about her.’

‘I am too! She’s been subdued and quiet ever since the thing in Mysore happened, and therapy helped her, but not enough.’

‘So, her getting involved in something like this will help?’ Yasir asked sceptically. 

‘It’s already helping her,’ Saad said, trying not to get angry. He knew Yasir and Areesha were concerned about Iqra, but they had to realise that Iqra was not just their younger cousin now, someone they had derogatively nicknamed Starville BBC. 

‘How?’

Saad looked away for a moment, looking down at the darkening shapes of the loungers near the swimming pool. Then he turned to Yasir. 

‘She’s finding it hard to sleep, Yasir. She wakes up in the middle of the night, and I know she’s had yet another nightmare.’

‘I know about that. Areesha has been telling her to journal, to get it out of her system.’

‘She’s done all that,’ Saad said flatly. ‘But none of it has really helped her. The light in her eyes is back now, thanks to what she’s doing. I feel getting involved has helped her already.’

Yasir scratched the back of his neck. ‘I don’t know if this is a good thing though. I mean, let’s say she solves this murder and she’ll ride on that high. What if she becomes an adrenaline junkie? What if she wants to keep doing these sort of things to keep feeling better?’

Saad knew Yasir had a point, but he had to set the other man straight. ‘Look, if this is what she wants to do, I want to make sure that she gets the best possible help. Training, practice, whatever it takes. And I know you have her best interests at heart, but you two need to stop treating her like she has the IQ of an ant.’

Yasir frowned and looked like he was going to say something when Saad shook his head. ‘No, wait. Hear me out. I don’t much care for the way you guys pull her down, call her Starville BBC, and all that shit. She’s one of the smartest, most driven people I know. And the reason she’s good at doing all this is because she’s observant. She watches other people and really gets into their heads as she tries to understand them.’

‘She’s nosy,’ Yasir said flatly. 

‘All the best detectives are,’ Saad retorted. 

Yasir blinked. ‘I don’t like your implication that we’ve treated her badly and you came along and started treating her properly.’

‘I’m not just implying it. I’m coming outright and saying it,’ Saad said. ‘The girls didn’t want her in their group at first. I remember her telling me all about it.’

Yasir’s face flushed. ‘Well, they had their reasons, I’m sure. I honestly don’t know how you deal with Nehmat Auntie. Thank god she wasn’t successful in her plans to...’ Yasir trailed off. Saad frowned. 

‘What plans?’

‘Never mind,’ Yasir said. He looked away when one of the bellboys walked upstairs and down the corridor. 

Both Saad and Yasir watched him as he knocked on one of the doors. Saad turned to him. 

‘What plans were you talking about?’

‘You’re like a dog with a bone!’ 

‘Just tell me,’ Saad insisted. Yasir made a sound of frustration in his throat. 

‘Well, apparently Nehmat Auntie was thinking it would be nice to get Iqra married to me.’

Saad felt like his stomach had plunged from a height. What? It was normal for cousins to get married, but he had a feeling Iqra would not have gone along with the plan. He didn’t like hearing about this, though. He eyed Yasir, who was built a bit like a tank, and he didn’t think he’d be able to get away unscathed if he got into a physical altercation with him. 

‘And you?’

Yasir snorted. ‘No. Never.’

Oddly, Saad felt affronted on behalf of Iqra. ‘Because you guys thought she was nosy and annoying, right?’

Yasir rolled his eyes. ‘Make up your mind, dude. You looked like you’d swallowed a live fish when you heard that Nehmat Auntie wanted me to marry Iqra, and now you’re saying she would have been a good choice for me?’

Saad straightened his shoulders. ‘No. I didn’t mean that. I was just saying that Iqra would have been a good match for anyone.’

‘True,’ Yasir conceded. ‘But I would never have married her because a) she’s my little sister and I can’t think of her romantically, and b) I was already in love with Nazish.’

Saad felt somewhat better on hearing that. They both glanced at the bellboy who had tilted his head to the door, as if trying to listen to something. What was going on there? They both shared a look with each other. Should they find out? Iqra’s nosy bug must have bitten them too. 

They were just walking towards him when Ahad and Areesha’s door opened and they both emerged from inside. They looked at the bellboy too, who took out a key card, tapped it on the door handle and pushed open the door. He walked inside just as Yasir and Saad walked over to see what was going on. 

Ahad and Areesha looked at them questioningly. Saad shook his head, but he had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. 

The bellboy let out a shout and came running outside, eyes wild. ‘Dead man! Dead man!’ he yelled as he ran downstairs. 

They all stared at each other in shock. Who had died? Saad knew it wouldn’t be a good idea to step inside the room to see, because the police were downstairs and this room had the potential of becoming a crime scene. 

Areesha wasn’t thinking of all that apparently, because she tiptoed inside the room before anyone could stop her. She came outside quickly, her face pale, and her breathing, accelerated. 

‘It’s that watch guy. Shabbir,’ she whispered. 
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The hotel was in an uproar. As soon as the bellboy came running downstairs, screaming about a dead man, Iqra stood up, unable to stop herself. 

‘Who died?’ she asked, a little frantic with worry. She knew that Inspector Adhiyan was going to be too busy to wonder why she was interested because she sensed him walk past her swiftly and go up the stairs. The people from the reunion group were all talking to each other in loud whispers. 

‘....what the hell?’

‘....must be a mistake.’

‘....can’t be right.’

Iqra walked up to the bellboy, who was quivering, looking panicked, and crying loudly. ‘Hey, what happened? Who’s dead?’ she asked, just as the manager joined them, wiping his forehead with a hanky, muttering something under his breath.

The bellboy was in a state of utter shock. ‘Satish Sir asked me to call Shabbir Sir. I wait outside his door but he didn’t open after many times I knocking. I used the key to open and saw he lying on bed.’

Iqra felt the blood drain from her face. 

He was the only one from the reunion group who wasn’t here. But how had he died? And more importantly, why? She’d cornered him just a little while ago, and he had gone upstairs. She thought he must have been holed up in his room. What had happened? How could he have died? 

She felt dread clutch her insides. 

‘His mouth had foam. I think he took poison,’ he said, breathing in quick bursts. 

Suicide? Shit. But why? Had she unknowingly pushed him over the edge? Had he taken his life because of her questions? No, no, no. That didn’t make any sense. She was afraid to ask the bellboy for details, but he had no compunctions whatsoever about offering them to whoever would listen. 

‘That’s it. We’re leaving,’ George said, grabbing Amayra’s hand when he heard the words ‘poison’ and ‘suicide’. Amayra looked too shocked to respond. 

‘Wait.’

Iqra’s voice was loud and firm, and everyone stopped. People looked at her in surprise as she walked back towards them. 

‘Who are you?’ Rani asked, squinting at her. 

‘I’m a guest at the hotel, and I don’t think you can leave now. Not until Inspector Adhiyan talks to you first.’

The group looked at her in astonished silence that lasted just a moment. Then, they all broke up, dispersing, planning to go upstairs to their rooms just as Inspector Adhiyan came downstairs. 

His face was thunderous, and he glared at the group, which froze in the middle of their plans to flee. It was almost a comical tableau, but given that the man she’d spoken to just a while ago was dead, Iqra found nothing funny at all. 

‘Where do you think you’re all going?’ Inspector Adhiyan asked as he pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialled a number while still looking at them. 

‘We want to go home,’ Ranjit said, a petulant but scared expression on his face. 

‘No one is going anywhere. Not until we figure out what happened to two of your former classmates.’

Iqra was relieved that Inspector Adhiyan was back, and in charge of the situation. Right now, he was busy on the phone, talking to someone and asking them to send some constables to move the body to the Ooty Government Hospital, where they’d sent Shashank’s body just this morning for the post mortem. 

She felt a shiver run down her spine. 

She could have been the last person to talk to Shabbir. Should she offer the information to the inspector? But she was wary as well. For the barest of moments, Iqra wondered if Areesha was right and she was getting embroiled in all this unnecessarily. Then she gave a slight shake of her head. 

She needed to scribble a little on her murder board because her mind was whirring away with possibilities. Shashank was killed late last night or early this morning. Shabbir had been one of her two suspects because of the issue with the watch. But now he was dead. 

Before she could think further, she realised that the inspector had spotted her. 

‘Who are you?’ he asked, his eyes narrowing. ‘Didn’t we speak this morning?’

She nodded, wishing the others were with her. 

‘You discovered Shashank’s body, didn’t you?’ he asked. 

She nodded again, wetting her dry lips, and just then, Rani caught her eye. ‘I remember you. You were at the...’

She trailed off, obviously not wanting to say anything in front of the police about having seen Iqra at the botanical gardens where she had been meeting Shabbir secretly. Rani’s mouth pursed, and she looked determined, but she was not aghast or devastated. Shabbir wasn’t her secret lover, obviously. More than being upset over his death, she looked irritated that he was dead. 

‘She was at the?’ Inspector Adhiyan addressed Rani. 

‘This morning. I remembered her from the interview inside the ballroom,’ Rani amended quickly. 

To her immense relief, Saad came down the stairs along with the others. Everyone looked quite shocked. She needed to tell them what she knew, but she had to first extricate herself from here. 

Just a little while ago, she’d wanted to be a part of this group, just so she could hear what was happening better. Now, she wanted to get away so she could put her thoughts in order. 

‘Why are you here, madam?’ the inspector asked. 

‘I was just waiting for my husband to join me,’ she said. ‘And of course, I heard all that happened with that poor man.’

The inspector’s jaw worked, but he didn’t say anything. She stepped towards Saad who quickly put an arm around her and drew her close. She sank into his side, relief flooding her at his presence. 

‘No one from this group is checking out until we find out what happened here,’ the inspector announced. 

Ranjit shook his head. ‘You can’t force us to be here. We’re not suspects,’ he said, his cheeks flushed red. 

Inspector Adhiyan regarded him coldly. ‘That’s for me to decide, not you.’

Iqra noticed that the bellboy had approached the inspector, his face pale. He held a note in his hand, and his hand was shaking. 

‘This was on Shabbir, sir,’ he said softly as he handed the note over to the inspector. Inspector Adhiyan whirled furiously and glared at the poor boy who cowered. 

‘Why did you take this from there?’ he barked. 

‘I don’t know. I didn’t think,’ the bellboy whimpered. 

Everyone watched avidly as the inspector opened the note and read it, his face grim. 

‘What does it say?’ Ranjit asked. 

‘I can’t tell you.’

But Iqra had a good idea of what it could have said. Because if it had been found on Shabbir’s body, there was only one reason why it would be there. 

It was a suicide note. 
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‘It’s getting cold,’ Komal said, looking miserable.

‘It is,’ Areesha agreed as she shivered and rubbed her palms briskly. Saad noted that she was looking for Iqra as the rest of them settled on the lawn because the police had barred them from going into their rooms until they had moved Shabbir’s body. Anyhow, it was a given that no one wanted to be around to see that. 

He’d taken one look at the grim expression on the inspector’s face, and he had a fair idea of what was in the note. Even Iqra seemed to agree because she whispered her suspicion in his ear.

‘We want to go home,’ Ranjit said. The inspector told all of them to stay put while they figured out what was happening. 

‘But we can’t stay in a room next to where someone...someone...’ Ranjit protested, flustered. A woman from the group started sobbing. The inspector looked at them irritably and told them to wait in the lobby or outside on the lawn until the body was taken away. 

Most of the people opted to stay in the lobby but since it was getting quite crowded inside, their group decided to step out into the garden. Iqra, however, lingered inside the lobby, for a little while longer but she joined them soon thereafter. Saad didn’t mistake the look of relief on Areesha’s face. 

‘Come and sit. What did you find out?’ she asked in a hushed voice. 

‘Nothing. Well, except that Shabbir took some sort of poison and he killed himself.’

Saad felt a lurch inside. Poison was nasty and insidious. And he knew better than to suggest that Shabbir might have accidentally ingested it. He’d said that last time, and he didn’t want his wife to look at him disbelievingly again. 

‘This whole thing is so awful,’ Nazish murmured. 

Iqra nodded. ‘I know. But I think the inspector will probably let everyone leave tomorrow,’ she said. 

Saad pulled her close, and she came to sit next to him on the bench. He wrapped his arm around her waist, and she leaned into him, as if drawing strength. 

‘Thank God for that,’ Areesha said. This time, Iqra didn’t light into her. One death was ghastly enough. Two on the same day was more than anyone could stomach. 

‘But what makes you think he’ll let us go?’ Nazish asked. 

Iqra shrugged, but it was Saad who spoke up.

‘It’s obvious, no? Shabbir couldn’t handle the guilt and he killed himself.’

‘Guilt over what?’ Areesha asked, brow furrowed. 

‘It could be because Shabbir killed Shashank?’ Iqra said.

Nazish gasped. ‘Whoa!’

‘But why? What was his motive?’ Ahad asked. 

‘Again, I’ve no idea about the truth, but the watch thing could have been significant. Maybe he was desperate and in trouble because of that,’ Iqra said. 

‘You’re talking about these people as if you’ve known them for a long time,’ Komal said, shaking her head, but her tone was admiring. Saad understood her sentiment. 

‘Well, I’ve been looking into their social media, and there’s so much just out there, you know,’ Iqra said. 

Ahad looked uneasy and he shared a glance with Areesha. ‘We should probably tell Ayman to stop posting so much about herself online,’ he said.

‘Like she’ll listen to you?’ Areesha scoffed. ‘What’s there is there. What will happen, will happen.’

‘Well, it’s a good thing you haven’t shared any photos of Hareem on social media,’ Ahad said, pursing his lips. 

Areesha nodded. 

Saad wasn’t on any social media, but this was Iqra’s domain. He briefly wondered about Ahad’s comments about his sister Ayman, but his mind moved away from her and back to Iqra, who looked thoughtful. His wife was an expert at social media, and she knew what worked and what didn’t. He knew that if they’d worked on finding out information about the reunion group, they would have managed it eventually, but it would have taken them a lot longer to accomplish the same thing. 

Iqra was silent for some reason, and the others continued chatting, but Saad had an idea that something was working out in her brain. He knew better than to ask her what was going on because she wouldn’t tell him until she was ready. 

‘This holiday sucked,’ Yasir said. 

‘It was supposed to be our holiday,’ Nazish reminded him archly. ‘No one asked you guys to crash it.’

‘Well, imagine if all you women had been alone here, with all this murder and suicide stuff happening?’ he asked. 

‘We’d be cool, I’m sure,’ Areesha retorted, making a face at her brother. ‘It’s not like we needed male protection.’

Yasir rolled his eyes. Despite being married to Iqra for more than a year now, Saad still didn’t understand the dynamics of the people who lived in Starville Towers. But he enjoyed listening to all of it, and being a part of it even peripherally, nevertheless.

He nudged Iqra gently. She sighed and nodded. 

‘All good?’

‘Yeah, all good.’

‘I feel like you’re disappointed,’ he said softly. 

She turned to him. 

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s over now.’ 

Iqra smiled, almost a little sadly. ‘Yeah. And after you went to all the trouble and arranged for a murder board for me.’

‘He arranged what?’ Ahad asked, eyes wide. 

Saad shrugged. ‘Other guys gift their wives flowers and jewellery,’ he explained. 

‘Mine gifted me a murder board,’ Iqra said, looking a lot like her usual self. The sadness had dissipated a little. Saad was happy that Iqra was back to feeling normal, but he’d had enough of deaths and ghastly occurrences. 

He wanted everything to go back to normal, especially because he knew his mother-in-law would have a conniption when she heard about what had happened here and what Iqra had gotten involved in. And she would most certainly pitch a fit if Iqra turned into a proper detective, like he thought she should.

Thank God it was all over. 
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‘Let’s not take it down just yet,’ Saad said, putting his hands on Iqra’s shoulders. She looked back at him, surprised. 

‘But why?’

He shrugged. ‘What’s the harm?’

She thought he would be the first to get rid of it, because some of the writing on it was grisly. The words, not her handwriting. But he was constantly surprising her, wasn’t he? In fact, he had invited everyone to their room earlier, once the police had cleared Shabbir’s body from his room. 

Areesha had taken one look at the board and her face had paled but she got over it quickly. They all talked about the incredible and ghastly coincidence of having been caught in the middle of two such unnatural deaths while on holiday.

Iqra knew that Saad worried about her. His concern for her, the planning behind setting up the board, all of that showed that he wanted to see her happy. But she knew she couldn’t go back to being the happy-go-lucky girl he’d fallen in love with. At least not just yet. 

After a quiet dinner in the restaurant downstairs, they all dispersed to their rooms. Iqra stood before the board, reading what she had jotted down just hours ago. She’d been filled with a rush, a sort of feeling that made her feel useful and functioning, and now that it was all over, she felt empty inside. 

She knew she should be glad that they could go back to their lives as if nothing had happened at all. But for some reason, it just seemed like fate that she had been in the hotel when this happened, or that she had in fact stumbled upon Shashank’s body.

Saad pulled her back, until her back met his front, and he slid his arms around her waist and pressed a kiss to the back of her neck. 

‘You okay?’ he whispered softly. 

She nodded, twisting and turning around in his arms. 

‘Of course, I’m okay,’ she said. 

He sighed. ‘I know things aren’t the same, and I don’t expect them to go back to how they were before, Iqra,’ he said. 

She didn’t know how to respond to him, so she moved closer and kissed his collarbone. 

He shivered a little. ‘But I just want you to know that I’m on your side, and we’ll get through this. Get through whatever is bothering you.’

She looked up at him sharply. ‘How do you know something is bothering me?’ 

‘I can read your expressions.’

‘I can read yours too,’ she said softly. 

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he frowned. 

‘It means I know you’re relieved that we’re leaving and this is all over.’

‘And you’re not? That’s why you’re bothered?’

Iqra tried to get her thoughts in order. ‘I don’t really know. It seems so strange and sudden. Shabbir could have gotten away with it. He didn’t have to kill himself.’

‘Guilt can be tough on a person’s mental health.’

She gave an exasperated sigh. ‘Yes, that’s true. And I don’t know anything about him to make my judgement, but the thing is, wouldn’t guilt set in at least a day or two later? Or even several days later, depending on the sort of man he was. To be desperate enough to kill Shashank and then, feel guilty enough to kill himself the same day?’

She shrugged. 

Saad looked thoughtful. ‘Well, whatever it is, there’s nothing we can do about it. But there is something else we can do,’ he said. She allowed herself to be pulled close to him and when he kissed her, she threw her arms around his neck and pressed into him.

‘What?’ she asked him breathlessly when he let go of her. 

‘Maybe you’re up for a demonstration?’ he asked her with a wicked smile. 

For a little while, she put aside thoughts of killers, murderers and men desperate enough to kill themselves. For a little while, she focused on her husband and the pleasure his mouth on certain parts of her body brought her. For a little while, she could be Iqra, the girl who was hopelessly in love with a man who had been determined not to fall in love with her. 

When they had collapsed on the bed sometime later, exhausted, breaths heaving, Iqra turned to see Saad slipping into a fast, deep sleep, his bare chest still covered with a fine sheen of sweat. 

She pulled out the T shirt he’d been wearing, from somewhere in the mess of the bedding, slipped it over herself, and padded down towards the murder board. Her bare legs were cold and a part of her wanted to erase everything on the board and just go back and join Saad in bed. She missed the toasty warmth of his body. 

But the lure of the words on the board was too much. She stared at the names that she had scribbled earlier, and guilt lurked inside her as well. If she’d researched properly and hadn’t come right out and attacked Shabbir with her half-baked theories, he may not have taken that extreme step. Did that mean she was responsible for his death? She didn’t think she could bear the weight of something so big on her shoulders. 

She thought back to the conversation she had overheard at the botanical gardens. Shabbir and Rani had been in on something together. That was why they had been meeting there, away from her husband. And what was it that Amayra had said? That Ranjit had also threatened to kill Shashank? Shabbir’s death seemed very convenient for everyone concerned because of the resolution it offered for Shashank’s murder. 

She had to talk to Rani and get to the bottom of it. She looked at Saad, who was fast asleep, and she knew he would want to know her next steps. 

But she didn’t wake him up. Areesha and the gang thought she was silly and had just gotten lucky both times before this. She knew Saad didn’t think that, but in her heart, she had also become rather intent on proving herself to the rest of the group. She debated with herself for a few moments on the pros and cons of going to talk to Rani, alone.

She checked the time on her phone. It was just past 11 pm although it felt later. She came to a quick decision. 
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Rani was in the middle of packing her suitcase when there was a knock on the door. She glanced at Ranjit, who was snoring, and her entire body went on alert. She could not have him wake up. Not now. She had worked too hard for this to go sideways at the last moment. And given that Shabbir had gone and died...

The knock sounded again. With a muffled curse, Rani pushed forward as stealthily as she could to open the door. Who the hell could it be? She hadn’t ordered room service, and she didn’t think anyone from school would want to catch up with her. 

Things had gone to shit too quickly. She had to get out of here before the police wised up and started poking their noses where they didn’t belong. Running away seemed like the wrong thing to do but it was her only option. If she stayed, if Ranjit got to know what she’d done, the humiliation of it all, the spectacle of it all, would kill her if nothing else did. 

She looked through the peephole, but it was dark in the corridor. Who the hell was outside at this time?

She twisted the handle, and the sound of the lock as it slid open seemed as loud as a gunshot. Wincing, she opened the door carefully. 

‘Who are you?’ she asked, squinting to see the person in the corridor. She stepped back a little and then stepped forward because she could see the glow of the pink pants the person was wearing. The top was a bright aqua pullover, which also seemed to radiate light of its own.

‘Hi, I’m Iqra,’ the girl said. ‘I’m staying here in the hotel.’

‘Did you come to the wrong room?’ Rani asked, already shutting the door in her face, when the girl slid her foot into the doorway and stopped her from closing the door. 

‘No, I came to the right room. I wanted to talk to you about Shabbir and the missing watch and why the police think he killed Shashank and then killed himself.’

Rani felt a thud inside her body, one that felt largely like her heart had tripped and fallen down a chute and smashed into smithereens. 

Without thinking, she stepped out of the room and shut the door. 

‘Who the hell are you?’ she asked in a fierce whisper, grabbing the girl’s elbow and tugging her along.

‘I just told you. I’m Iqra. I’m staying in the hotel.’

Rani looked this way and that and then, still holding on to Iqra’s elbow, she dragged her to the spot near the window. She didn’t have the patience to sit down, but this wasn’t a conversation that they could have, standing around. They both sat down on the sofa there.

‘What were you just saying about Shabbir?’ Rani asked in a harsh whisper.

She took in the girl. With her lurid pants paired with the bright blue pullover, she looked like a walking advertisement for a migraine waiting to happen. 

‘I heard you and Shabbir talking about the missing watch. What was that all about?’

Rani stared at her, and recognition clicked into place. ‘You! You were at the Botanical Gardens, eavesdropping on our conversation, weren’t you? Who are you? How do you know Shabbir?’

‘That’s not the answer to my question,’ the girl said, as if her line of questioning was perfectly normal. 

‘No, you tell me first how you know so much about us.’

‘I’ve been in the hotel since the day before. I was in the restaurant where the dinner was happening. I was the one who came across Shashank’s body in the morning.’

‘But why are you so interested in us?’ Rani asked. Her heart was still palpitating. How much had this weird girl heard her conversation with Shabbir?

Instead of answering her, she started talking quickly. ‘Listen, I need to know what this whole thing with the watch is,’ she said. 

‘Why?’

‘Do you really think he was someone who would have wanted to kill himself over a missing watch?’

Rani shook her head doubtfully. ‘No, but if he killed Shashank then...’

‘Why? What was his motive to kill Shashank? I need to understand that.’

Rani knew she should tell Iqra to get lost, but she was so tired of carrying this weight around inside her for the past six months, of having reached the end of her tether, of having planned to run away from her husband of so many years, that she almost broke down. Almost. 

She wanted to ask her why she was so invested in them, but she didn’t. She was essentially a stranger, and after talking to her, Rani was going to finish packing and she would leave Ranjit for good. She would disappear. He would never find her no matter where he looked. She was going to vanish and never be found again. 

‘Ranjit suffered a massive loss in business a year ago,’ she started. 

Iqra nodded. ‘Okay.’ 

‘And we were in dire straits, not just because we were unable to maintain our lifestyle, but because the creditors were knocking on our doors and making our lives miserable.’

‘And?’

‘Shashank bumped into us at a party some months ago and promised high returns on an investment that he personally knew all the details about.’

Rani thought back to that light-filled party where her darkness had lifted momentarily, where she had seen hope back in their lives instead of the misery that was going to be a part of it once they went bankrupt. But Shashank’s promises to them had failed. Their investment tanked, and they were in an even worse situation than before.

‘But how did you invest if you didn’t have any money?’ Iqra asked. 

Rani blinked. Then she took a deep shuddering sigh, thinking back to the moment when everything had started spiralling. 

‘That’s where Shabbir came in,’ she said. 
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Rani spoke to her haltingly, about how Shabbir had started working with her, selling luxury watches to her rich friends, and how the two of them would split the profits. He had the source for the watches, and she had the contacts. It was a good deal. She used all her share of the money to invest in Shashank’s investment opportunity, and it bombed, leaving her essentially penniless once more.

‘I wish I hadn’t gotten involved with Shabbir in this watch business. It doesn’t reflect well on me, and I’ve gained nothing at all and now that he’s dead...’ Rani broke off. She shook her head, as if to clear it. ‘There’s nothing I can do.’

‘All said and done, why would Shabbir kill Shashank? And kill himself after that? Did he look like he was suicidal when you met him earlier today?’

Rani shook her head. ‘When the reunion mail went out, Shabbir reached out to me. He told me that Shashank himself was loaded, and we should try to get him to buy a watch. This was going to be a really big deal for us. And Shabbir gave the watch to Shashank the night of the party. But he died, and there’s no sign of the watch, and we can’t even ask anyone about it. We met to make plans to clean up this mess. So his suicide came as a huge shock for me too.’

‘You know what that means, right? If Shabbir didn’t kill himself?’ 

Iqra braced herself. She always ended up doing this, coming right out and asking her most burning questions. What if Rani was the killer? They were sitting here in this quiet alcove, and no one would know if Rani attacked her. But some instinct told her that Rani hadn’t killed Shashank or Shabbir. 

‘I really didn’t want to think about it, but you may be right,’ Rani said slowly. 

‘As in?’

‘Whoever killed Shashank could have also killed Shabbir.’

Iqra nodded. This was what she’d been thinking, too. She leaned forward. 

‘Whoever killed them both had to have some sort of motive, right?’ 

Rani nodded. 

‘So it would have to be someone from your group. I mean, if it was just Shashank, then it could have possibly been anyone. But two people from your school die on the same day, then the finger of suspicion points towards someone from your school group.’

‘Yeah. The killer probably thought that they would get away by making it look like Shabbir had killed himself,’ Rani said thoughtfully. ‘That way they could pin the blame for Shashank’s death on the dead man.’

‘Could it be your husband?’ Iqra asked. ‘He had motive to kill Shashank for the loss of money and didn’t Amayra say something to that effect? That he threatened to kill Shashank? And maybe Ranjit saw you with Shabbir and thought you were being unfaithful, so he killed him?’

‘First of all, Amayra is lying,’ Rani sniffed. ‘Ranjit never threatened to kill Shashank. She wasn’t even there when we were talking to him in the ballroom. This was just after she kissed him and walked out of there when he pushed her away. So how could she have heard anything? And Ranjit told Shashank that he needed to talk to him, to discuss how we could undo this disaster but Shashank didn’t seem interested. And that distressed Ranjit.’

Iqra listened in silence. 

Rani looked like she needed to convince Iqra some more. ‘Ranjit could never kill anyone,’ she said with a shake of her head. 

‘That’s what every serial killer’s mother or wife would like to think,’ Iqra proclaimed.

Rani shook her head. ‘No, Ranjit has anxiety, and he has a heart condition. This is not the sort of thing he’d get into, ever. He really couldn’t have killed either of them,’ she said. 

‘Because he was with you?’ Iqra asked. 

Rani nodded. 

‘Then you two can be each other’s alibi very conveniently.’ 

Rani looked exasperated. ‘We didn’t kill Shashank or Shabbir. We don’t have a motive, Iqra. With both of them dead, our troubles have compounded. It would not make sense for us to kill either of them.’

Iqra knew she had a point, but she knew she would verify it just in case. She didn’t know if she believed Rani just yet, but she had to give her the benefit of the doubt.

‘So whoever killed them both is most likely getting away,’ Iqra said. ‘Unless we do something about it.’

Rani looked at her, startled. ‘Why are you so invested in this? I mean, what’s this got to do with you?’

Iqra shrugged, prepared for this question. A part of her wondered if she should have said something to Shabbir too, if he would have reacted differently on hearing that. But it wouldn’t have mattered if someone had killed him.  

‘I’m an amateur detective,’ she said, wincing inwardly. She was no such thing. But who knew? She could be. And she would never know if she didn’t try. 

Rani’s eyebrows went up dramatically. ‘I must say, I’m quite impressed at how much you seem to have learned about us already.’

Iqra didn’t say anything in response to that. ‘Like I said Rani, we need to do something about it,’ she said. 

‘We?’ Rani asked. She looked conflicted, but she shook her head. ‘I’m not getting involved in this.’ 

‘But don’t you want to know who would want to kill Shashank, especially since we ruled out Shabbir already. What about George?’ Iqra persisted.

Rani looked startled. ‘Because he found out that Amayra kissed Shashank?’ 

Iqra nodded, and then she frowned. ‘Wait, Shashank didn’t kiss her?’ 

‘Does it matter?’ 

‘Of course it does. Who started it?’

‘Amayra,’ Rani said. ‘She’s such a slut after all.’

Iqra frowned, not liking the other woman’s judgmental tone. 

‘It would have made sense for George to have a grudge against Shashank. But why kill Shabbir, then? Shashank’s death could be chalked up to a murder of passion. He was angry and outraged, and he attacked Shashank when he saw him. But that doesn’t explain the careful planning that would have gone into Shabbir’s death. Especially that suicide note and everything.’

‘You’re right,’ Rani said, getting up from there. Iqra looked at her, dismayed.

‘You’re leaving?’

Rani nodded. She once again looked conflicted, and then, with a sigh, she spoke quickly. ‘I was planning to leave Ranjit tonight. I was in the middle of packing when you knocked on the door.’

‘Why?’ Iqra asked, surprised. 

‘I just have a feeling that my connection with Shabbir’s watch business will come out and Ranjit will be hopping mad at me if he gets to know that I was working with him. He would think it’s too sordid and our reputation is the only thing we have right now. But when he finds out about the missing watch and my connection to it...’

So Rani apparently had no issues with dumping him here, with a truckload of debt on his head, despite his heart condition and his anxiety. But there was no point bringing that up.

‘Just how expensive is this watch?’ she asked, instead.

‘Thirty lakhs.’

Iqra’s mouth dropped open. ‘That changes things significantly.’

Rani nodded. ‘Shabbir told me that he’d seen Shashank’s love for shiny new things. His startup was also bringing in a lot of money. He said that he could get Shashank to buy the watch and we would split the money from the sale. Even though that money was chump change for us, or at least it used to be, I thought I could manage with it until we made up our losses. It would tidy us over, I thought.’

‘But how does working with Shabbir help you?’

Rani’s eyes clouded and she covered her face briefly. ‘God, I feel like such an idiot now,’ she sighed. She looked troubled as she exhaled. ‘The watches that Shabbir sold to people, they’re all very clever fakes.’
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When Saad woke up sometime in the still-dark hours of the morning, he reached out blindly for Iqra but came up empty. She wasn’t in the room. He checked the bathroom, but she wasn’t there either. Worry bloomed in his chest, and he was about to call her number when he saw that her phone was on the bedside table. Where had she gone without her phone?

He didn’t like this one bit. He washed up briskly and went looking for her. Maybe she’d gone to one of the other girls’ rooms? But at this time of the night? It was half past four. He knocked on Nazish’s room, and Yasir opened the door a few moments later, yawning. He was bare-chested, and he scratched the middle of his chest idly.

Instantly, he knew that Iqra wasn’t there. He didn’t even explain. He just said – ‘Iqra isn’t in the room,’ and he walked away from there, looking for her. He knocked on Areesha’s door and before they even opened the door, he knew his wife wasn’t there. He decided to check on Komal’s room just in case, aware of Ahad and Yasir following close behind. 

‘Did you call her?’ Ahad asked, as he caught up with Saad. 

‘Her phone is in the room, but she’s not,’ Saad replied tersely as he stood before Komal’s room. 

He knocked on the door, and Komal opened it in a few moments, eyes squinting. ‘Is Iqra with you?’ he asked. Komal’s look of confusion was enough to tell him what he needed to know. She wasn’t here either. 

Areesha and Nazish had joined them as well. 

‘How could you lose her like this, Saad?’ Areesha asked, looking as frantic than he felt.

‘She’s not a thing that I lost,’ Saad snapped back at her. ‘When I woke up, she was gone.’

‘Gone where?’ Komal asked, looking worried as the entire group walked towards the stairs. Saad’s mind was racing. Had something happened to her? Was she in trouble? Why hadn’t she woken him up? How could she do something like this? 

Last night, everything had been fine. It had been perfect, actually. He thought that the whole ordeal with the murder was over and they could go back to leading their lives as before. Had he been mistaken in thinking that she was relieved as well? 

Why had he gone to sleep so quickly? What had she been up to? Could she have wandered off somewhere without realising it? Like sleepwalking? But in all the time he’d been married to her, she’d never shown any such signs, and surely, he would have known by now if she sleepwalked. 

Iqra, where are you, he wondered, his unease turning to panic when he saw that the lobby was empty. It wasn’t like he expected her to be here, but he’d hoped she would be sitting here. What would she even be doing in the lobby? He didn’t know. He just wanted her back, and his heart started racing, as if it had jumped headlong into an F1 race.

Iqra, where are you? 

He wanted to bellow the words, wake up the world, have everyone look for her, find her, hold her. He needed her back. 

He was moments away from hyperventilating, when to his utter shock and relief, she walked inside the hotel from the doors that led to the swimming pool. 

‘Iqra! Where were you?’ he asked, walking up to her rapidly, holding her elbows, and pulling her close. Her skin was chilled to the bone. Her teeth chattered. He took in her face rapidly, scared, angry and not sure which emotion to deal with first. 

‘I...’ she looked around at the worried faces of her family, and her expression faltered. He gave in to his impulse to pull her close to his chest, like she would disappear if he didn’t. 

‘I was just coming upstairs. Why are all of you here?’ she mumbled into his chest, her arms going around his waist.

‘Where were you?’ Areesha barked, her hands on her hips, and for a change, he was glad of someone else’s anger. He needed to process his own emotions at the moment. For the five minutes he couldn’t find her, his life had been bleak and colourless, and he was sure she could hear the frantic beating of his heart. 

‘I was out near the pool,’ Iqra said quietly. 

‘The pool? At this time of the night? Are you out of your mind? It’s so cold out there, Iqra!’ he barked, his fear morphing into anger instantly. When she didn’t respond, he swallowed. ‘You went to the scene of the murder?’ 

His last question was quieter. Iqra met his gaze, and an unspoken communication passed between them. Swift. Here one moment, gone the next. But he’d caught it. She wanted him to wait till they were alone, before they could talk. If he’d read that right.

‘Iqra we’re waiting for your answer,’ Nazish said, sounding surprisingly sharp. She was always the level-headed of all of them, and Iqra’s disappearing act had clearly done a number on her too. 

Iqra turned to her. ‘There was something I needed to check at the pool,’ she replied. 

‘What?’

‘It was nothing,’ she said.  Saad was at the end of his tether, and he couldn’t wait till they were in the room alone.  

‘Why didn’t you take your phone with you? How could you just walk out of the room without letting me know?’ he exploded, anger lacing his words. 

She looked at him, hurt, but he hardened his heart. Anxiety over what could have happened to her had shaved off three years of his life, for sure. 

‘I wasn’t gone for long,’ she said in a small voice. ‘And I forgot my phone.’ 

Areesha narrowed her eyes and shook her head. ‘You never forget your phone. And what’s with all this checking of murder scenes? I thought the mystery was solved?’ Areesha’s teeth sank into her lower lip in worry. Ahad shared her sentiment as well.

‘Yeah, it’s over,’ she said. 

Saad was not letting her out of his sight now. He didn’t like any of this. He tightened his grip on her elbow but she yanked herself away. He knew he’d promised to support her in everything she did, but she also had to level with him. This wasn’t done. They were supposed to deal with this shit together. They were partners. She couldn’t be cryptic with him, for god’s sake.  

He knew that she was being evasive because Areesha would explode in anger. And that could only mean that Iqra had been up to no good. 

Areesha blew out a breath. ‘Since we’re all up already, let’s check out and leave this godforsaken hotel.’

‘At this time?’ Nazish asked. ‘Can we just wake up at a normal time and check out? There’s no one even in the reception to check us out.’

Iqra looked at everyone. ‘Our booking is till tomorrow. We might as well leave then,’ she said. 

‘But why?’ Areesha asked, a frown marring her forehead. 

‘It’s all finished, right? The murder and all the other grim, distasteful stuff? So what does it matter if we stay? Our holiday was ruined. But we can salvage whatever is left of it, can’t we?’ 

It was clear no one believed her but then she sneezed and shivered a little. 

‘Let’s go to our rooms and regroup for breakfast later,’ she said. 

‘And then?’ Nazish asked. 

‘And then we’ll see.’

Somehow, Saad didn’t like the sound of this. But he didn’t say anything as she walked back upstairs, and he followed her reluctantly. 
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Iqra knew that Saad was angry with her. She knew it because he didn’t speak to her at all as they made their way back to their room. She should have left a note for him, but she’d been so fired up last night after he’d gone to sleep that she didn’t even think of it. And she had really forgotten to take her phone, no matter what anyone said. She’d intended to talk to Rani for just five minutes, but she’d ended up spending at least a couple of hours outside her room now. 

Everything was muddled in her head, all over again. 

‘I need to take a quick nap,’ she proclaimed as soon as they got inside the room. 

‘Why?’ his question came out sharp and she flinched a little. She took a deep breath. 

‘I didn’t sleep properly last night,’ she explained. The truth was that she hadn’t slept at all. And she knew she had to make things right with Saad, but she didn’t want to tell him anything right now. She was untangling everything in her head, all that she had learnt, and she knew that time wasn’t on her side. The people from the reunion group would surely be checking out today. At best, she had an hour to sleep. 

‘Are you going to tell me anything at all?’ he asked. 

She paused in the middle of rubbing her palms together, wishing he would just hug her and warm her up. 

She slipped under the covers, but she was still shivering. 

‘I will. Once I figure it out,’ she said. To her surprise, he got into the bed and under the covers too. Instinctively, she turned to him. He was stiff at first, but he relented and put his arm around her. 

‘I’m really, really angry, Iqra,’ he said quietly. 

She bit down on her lower lip. 

‘I know, I just didn’t think it would take this long and...’

He stared at her and she fell silent. 

‘We’re partners. We’re in this together. I was going to ask you if you needed to take up some course and learn detective work properly. I want you to be able to do the best in whatever you do. But I can’t do shit if you keep things from me,’ he said. 

Her throat worked as emotion flooded her. ‘You want me to train and become a detective?’ she asked quietly. 

He sighed. ‘I want you to be good at what you do. I want you to be able to take on anything. I don’t want you to be caught in a situation like last time. And if you want, we can even set up an agency for you and...’

She put her hand over his mouth, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Stop. I don’t want to become a detective. I mean, I’ve never given it a serious thought. I just like doing this because I like solving puzzles. And mysteries are just puzzles. But you are the most amazing person in the world if you think I can become a detective,’ she said softly.

‘Of course I think you can become a detective. You can do whatever you want, Iqra,’ he said. 

She burrowed her face into his chest and trembled a little. He kissed her above her ear.

‘What’s going on, sweetie?’ he asked softly. 

She breathed in his scent and kissed the centre of his chest. ‘Don’t be angry with me, please? I can’t function when you’re angry with me.’

He looked down at her, his brow furrowed, and instinctively, she reached out to straighten that line. His gaze softened a little. ‘I wasn’t just angry. I was fucking worried. Where did you go Iqra? I woke up and found you gone.’

‘I thought I’d be back before you woke up. I didn’t think it through,’ she said, feeling terrible about making him worry. His eyes roved over her face as if he were searching for answers. He looked grim. 

‘At least take your phone if you don’t want to wake me up.’

She stayed silent as she thought of everything that had happened in the past few hours. She had considered waking him up but had decided against it in the last moment. She would not have been able to get Rani to talk to her if he’d been with her as well. It had been a stroke of luck that Rani had decided to come clean to her. Probably because she was planning on running away. She had no idea what was going to happen once Ranjit discovered that his wife had left him. 

After she left Rani, Iqra hadn’t returned to her room. She needed to talk to Amayra and just feel out the situation with her. So, even though it had been pretty late, she’d done the same thing as she’d done with Rani and she knocked on the door. 

Here, however, George opened the door, wearing just a pair of shorts, and his hair was sleep-tousled. 

‘Who are you?’ he asked, belligerently. He even peered down the corridor, as if that would make more sense.

‘I’m staying in the hotel. I was the one who discovered Shashank’s body,’ Iqra said. On hearing the dead man’s name, George’s face turned an ugly red. 

‘So why are you here?’ he asked. He glanced down the corridor again. ‘At this time of the night.’

Iqra tried to peer into the room. ‘Is Amayra here? I’d like to talk to her.’

‘Why?’

‘I have some questions to ask her.’

He looked taken aback. ‘You want to ask her questions? Why?’

Iqra folded her arms across her chest. ‘Fine, I’ll ask you only. Did you kill Shashank?’

His face was now a vivid red. ‘What nonsense! I don’t have to answer you. You’re not the police.’

‘But I’m working with them,’ Iqra bluffed, her face heating up at the blatant lie. 

‘What rubbish. Anyway, the police told us that there’s no need for us to stay back and answer any more questions. It’s all over.’

Iqra straightened her spine even as the words ‘imposter syndrome’ flashed in her mind. ‘That’s the official version. The unofficial investigation is still going on so we can flush out the real killer.’

George stared at her and then gave a scoffing sort of laugh. ‘Some investigator you are if you are telling me all about the unofficial investigation,’ he said. 

‘I have a list of people with motives to kill Shashank, and I’m crossing them off, one by one.’

‘Oh really? Who else wanted to kill that bastard?’ George asked. Just then, Amayra stepped out from behind George. 

‘What’s going on here? Who’s this?’ she asked. She looked sleepy, and she was dressed, surprisingly in a flannel pyjama set. It didn’t make her look like the seductress Iqra thought her to be. She looked vulnerable and young, and Iqra could see her appeal to men of all ages, even without the heaving chest and the slipping pallu.

‘This woman says she’s an investigator with the police,’ George said, the scepticism on his face very evident. ‘And she wants to know if I killed Shashank.’

Amayra’s face paled. ‘Why are you asking him this question?’ she asked Iqra sharply. 

‘I overheard you blaming Ranjit earlier downstairs,’ Iqra said. ‘But you never heard him say that, did you? You were trying to deflect the blame because your husband had the stronger motive for killing him. That photo of you kissing Shashank went to everyone on your friend group, right?’

Amayra looked shocked, but she didn’t answer. She looked at George cautiously, and then turned to Iqra. George looked livid at the mention of the kiss.

‘He didn’t kill Shashank,’ she said firmly.

Iqra lifted an eyebrow. ‘And you can say this because?’

‘Because I know he couldn’t have...’ Amayra trailed off. George looked confused, but he didn’t ask any further questions. 

To her surprise, Amayra pushed George inside the room. ‘You go back to sleep. I’ll be back inside in a moment.’

George wasn’t going to relent so easily. ‘Why? What have you got to say to her that you can’t tell me?’ he asked, nostrils flared. 

‘Fine. Nothing.’ She turned to Iqra. ‘Please go. We have nothing more to say.’ But her eyes were saying something else. Iqra wondered if Amayra was telling her to stick around. But where could they talk?

Just as she shut the door, Amayra mouthed ‘pool’ and made the universal gesture for five minutes. 

The pool? Where a dead body was found floating just this morning? She didn’t think so. But if she needed the answers, then she had to go to the pool, as inane as it sounded. And she knew that waking up Saad and bringing him along with her would dissuade Amayra from talking to her. 

She needed answers, and for that, she would have to take some risks. Foolish, terrible risks, but that couldn’t be helped. 
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Iqra woke up with a start. 

She blinked and looked around. Had she dreamed all that had happened the previous night? Had any of it happened at all?

She looked down at Saad, who was asleep next to her, and she remembered the events in a painful rush. She checked the time on her watch. They’d been asleep for an hour. She had to wake him up this time. She couldn’t make the same mistake twice. As it was, he had roused everyone earlier, and they were all pissed at her for making them worry. Even pleasant Nazish had been angry with her. 

But she didn’t get up. Not just yet. The events of the previous night had been illuminating, to say the least. She’d managed to bluff her way into getting people to talk to her, and she didn’t know if she was being foolish or brave, or foolishly brave. 

When she went downstairs, she wasn’t sure if Amayra had meant the pool. But that was what it had looked like, so Iqra went ahead and went outside, shivering in the cold night air, despite the pullover she’d donned before stepping out. If she’d known she was coming outside, she would have worn something warmer at least. But she didn’t want to waste time going upstairs and miss out on meeting Amayra, and there were chances she could wake up Saad accidentally. 

Amayra had shown up at the pool after a few moments, and Iqra had watched her approach, a little thrilled. Her ruse had worked. After a fashion. 

‘Listen, I know you’re not working with the police or anything,’ Amayra said as soon as she reached her and Iqra’s thrill deflated. Amayra had wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, and she looked even younger.

Iqra lifted an eyebrow. ‘Then why did you come here? You could have left me waiting in the freezing cold.’

‘I don’t want you blabbing your half-baked theories to anyone or for the police to hear them,’ Amayra said. 

‘What would it matter to you in any case?’

Amayra shook her head firmly. ‘George did not kill Shashank,’ she said firmly. 

‘And what’s the proof?’ Iqra asked. 

Amayra chewed her lower lip uncertainly. ‘He takes sleeping pills at night. He took one that night as well.’

Iqra pondered over that bit of information. ‘So you’re saying he saw the photo of the kiss with you and Shashank, and instead of confronting him, he decided to pop his usual pill and fall asleep?’

Amayra’s face flushed, and Iqra knew she was hiding something. ‘What really happened, Amayra?’ she asked. 

The other woman’s eyes clouded in pain. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘But you will have to, if the police get involved,’ Iqra reminded her. ‘I mean do they know about the sleeping pill habit? Shouldn’t you tell them about it if you want to clear up your husband’s name from any blame?’

Amayra looked panicked. ‘I can’t. I don’t want to talk about it with anyone, the police or you,’ she said. 

‘Why? What happened? How bad could it be?’ Iqra asked.

Amayra’s eyes flooded with tears. ‘How would you even begin to understand?’ she asked, lowering her hands to her lap. ‘It’s humiliating.’

‘What is?’ Iqra persisted, her heart beating rapidly. 

Amayra sniffed and sat down at the edge of one of the loungers. Iqra did the same and nearly yelped because it was so cold. The swimming pool’s water looked murky in the darkness. The yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the breeze. 

‘He had come upstairs to the bathroom when...when I kissed Shashank. But then George saw the photo, and he got mad and then he...’

Iqra put a hand on Amayra’s and squeezed. ‘Did he hurt you?’

Amayra nodded. ‘We’ve been trying to start a family for a while now, but it’s not happening. He gets angry and takes it out on me, especially whenever anyone says we need to get fertility treatment.’

Iqra nodded, understanding some of her situation, given how much she had seen this very thing had nearly driven apart Tazeen Apa and Jawad Bhai.

‘He...tried to force himself on me,’ Amayra whispered. 

Iqra couldn’t suppress her gasp. What? Why was she still with the douchebag? How awful.

‘And then?’

Amayra shrugged. ‘He couldn’t get it up. That frustrated him even more. He’s been taking all sorts of pills, for energy and sexual performance, and sometimes he takes sleeping pills as well. He barked at me to get him the pills. I included two sleeping pills in them and gave it all to him.’

Did most marriages devolve and become like this, Iqra thought bleakly. But then she remembered how much happier Tazeen Apa and Jawad Bhai were, even before she became pregnant. And then she considered Amayra. If there was no love to begin with, then chances were, a marriage was going to crumble eventually. She shook the morose thoughts out of her head.

‘So you’re saying he fell asleep after that, and he couldn’t have killed Shashank?’

Amayra nodded. She seemed to realise just then that she was now leaving herself without an alibi. Her mouth dropped open, and she shook her head. ‘I didn’t. I didn’t kill him. I...’ she looked down at her feet, as though ashamed of herself and then she looked up. Her eyes were wide. ‘I was with Prateek, that night.’

Prateek? 

‘He’s also in the reunion group,’ Amayra explained, taking in the look of confusion on Iqra’s face.

Iqra felt terrible for her, especially because of the many bad choices she seemed to be constantly making. 

‘Why? And why are you still with your husband if he’s so awful?’

Amayra looped her arms around her knees, buried her face, and sobbed quietly. Iqra patted her back, comforting her uneasily. Amayra lifted her face and sniffled, wiping her nose on the sleeve of her flannel pyjama top. 

‘In school, I was untouchable. People revered me. I was the most popular girl in our class, and when George and I got together, we had become the It Couple,’ she said bitterly. ‘I never wanted to get married. I wanted to become a model and maybe an actress.’

Iqra listened in horrified fascination. Should she believe everything Amayra was saying? Could she take her at face value?

‘But then I got pregnant just after class 12 got over.’ She sniffled. ‘George panicked, and we decided to get an abortion. But he made me a promise then, that he would take care of me, and I knew he would. I fell for that, more than his declarations of love. And now, I am a 30 year old woman who has no job, no money of her own and has to depend on the whims of her husband to go anywhere.’

‘But that still doesn’t explain why you can’t leave him,’ Iqra said. 

‘Leave him and do what? I’m useless.’

‘You’re not useless. Please,’ Iqra said, trying to lighten the situation. ‘You could still be a model if you want to.’

Amayra didn’t respond to that, but looked away sullenly. ‘George wants to have kids now. But I don’t know why we’re not getting pregnant. I’ve a feeling George doesn’t want to go for fertility treatments because maybe it will show something is wrong with him. After all, I got pregnant once, didn’t I?’

Iqra wanted to remind her that if Amayra had gotten pregnant earlier in her teens, then George wasn’t infertile either. But she held back in case Amayra shocked her further by telling her that the baby hadn’t been George’s. She wasn’t judgmental, but there was only so much her sensibilities could take at the moment. 

‘Maybe that’s a good thing,’ Iqra said, trying to look at the positives in the situation. ‘You won’t have any problem in leaving him.’

Amayra rolled her eyes. ‘You’re not listening. I can’t leave him. I don’t even have a college degree.’

Iqra shrugged, not sure how she felt about Amayra not wanting to change the status quo because she felt comfortable in it, despite how abusive her husband was. She tried hard not to judge. She tried hard to put herself in the other woman’s shoes.

‘Fine, whatever,’ she sighed after a moment. ‘So, why go to Prateek after kissing Shashank?’ 

Amayra’s face reddened. ‘I know what that makes me look like.’

‘I don’t care about that.’

Amayra bit down on her lower lip. ‘I thought I’d seduce Shashank, just for fun, but he wasn’t interested. That was a huge blow to my ego because, back in school, I knew for a fact that he had the hots for me. Everyone had the hots for me. So, I chose the next best option.’

‘But why?’

Amayra looked annoyed. ‘What do you mean why?’

‘Your husband had just assaulted you. Why on earth would you want to hook up with someone else the same night?’ 

Amayra gave her a bemused look. ‘For revenge.’
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Iqra was shivering, and she wanted to go back upstairs, and slide into bed, and cuddle next to her husband, luxuriating in his toasty warmth. But she knew this was important too. By stepping out of the room at this odd time of the night, she had managed to cross out a few people from her list of suspects. But she didn’t let Amayra off the hook so easily. 

‘So your husband was asleep because you knocked him out with sleeping pills. And then you hooked up with some other guy. How can I be sure that you didn’t kill Shashank on the way back to your room? Or Prateek didn’t?’ she asked. 

Amayra yawned. ‘I don’t have any proof, but I don’t have any motive either. I was pissed at him for rejecting my advances but not enough to kill him. I mean, look at me,’ she said, gesturing to herself. 

Iqra frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Do I look like I can be bothered to hit someone on the head and then drown them?’ she asked.

‘Looks can be deceiving,’ Iqra murmured. And she only had Amayra’s word that she and Prateek were together while George was knocked out by the sleeping pills. They could have killed Shashank together, but what would their motive be?

Amayra shrugged delicately. ‘Anyway, I’m going back to my room. I didn’t kill Shashank. I honestly didn’t care enough about him to take such a drastic step. Blow to the ego on one side, I’m not a raving lunatic to kill a man because he rejected me. It was his loss after all,’ she drawled. 

Saying so, Amayra stood up. Iqra wanted to get up too but she felt sluggish. She rubbed her arms briskly, trying to get the circulation going, and watched Amayra leave. Just as she was getting to her feet, she saw a shadow fall over her. 

Had Amayra returned?

No. It was that other woman from the group. She hadn’t seen her around much, and she hadn’t interacted with her enough. 

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asked Iqra in a low, hissed voice.

Iqra opened her mouth to give her the same spiel about being with the police, but she stopped short when she saw the no-nonsense expression on the other woman’s face. 

‘I don’t know any more,’ she sighed. She tried to recall what she’d learned about her but there hadn’t been much on social media. She could very well be the killer, and there was nothing she could do about it. 

To her surprise, the other woman sat down on the lounger that Amayra just vacated. 

‘This is a weird place to get people to talk to you,’ she said. 

‘It was Amayra’s idea,’ Iqra said. 

‘Figures,’ the woman scoffed. 

From what little Iqra had gleaned, she knew that Monisha was in banking and held a big post of sorts. Given the soft cashmere sweater she was wearing and the expensive diamonds that sparkled in her ears, she didn’t seem to be the sort to mingle with these people, so why had she come for the reunion? 

‘Why did you say it like that?’ Iqra asked.

‘Like what?’ Monisha asked, crossing her arms and legs and leaning forward. 

At least she had the sense to dress in warm clothes, Iqra thought, although she doubted the cashmere could keep her warm enough. But there was something expensive and put-together about Monisha, almost like there was a gleaming finish to her.

‘Everyone knows Amayra isn’t very bright. Imagine coming out to talk at the swimming pool on such a cold night! Which reminds me, why does this hotel even have one? Isn’t it always too cold for a swim here?’ she asked, shuddering slightly. 

‘We’ll have to ask the management about that,’ Iqra said. ‘If she isn’t so bright, then what are you doing here, walking in her footsteps?’ 

Monisha frowned, and the grooves on the side of her mouth turned into deep brackets. 

‘I’ve been seeing what you’ve been up to,’ Monisha said, lifting her eyebrows. 

Iqra was startled and considered Monisha all the more carefully. ‘What do you mean?’

‘All the spying and snooping around,’ Monisha said. ‘What’s with all that? What do you hope to achieve?’

‘I’ve been trying to find out who killed Shashank.’

‘But why?’ Monisha asked, turning to her. ‘What’s he to you?’

‘No one. I came across his body yesterday morning.’

Monisha regarded her. ‘And that spurred you to find his killer?’

Iqra shrugged. She didn’t have to explain anything to this woman. She was tired of justifying herself to everyone all the time. 

‘It’s cold here. I’m going back to bed,’ she said, getting up. 

‘Why? Not asking me if I killed Shashank?’ Monisha asked archly. 

‘As if you’ll tell me the truth,’ Iqra retorted. 

‘And the others? They told you the truth?’ 

Iqra sighed. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know why I even started all this.’

‘Well, if you had dug around a little better, you might have found something,’ Monisha said mysteriously. 

‘What?’ Iqra asked, unable to help herself. 

‘You would have found that Shashank had been with me that night,’ Monisha said quietly. 

Iqra stared at her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean Shashank and I spent the night together.’

Iqra’s heart started pounding. ‘Did you tell any of this to the police?’

Monisha shook her head. 

‘Why?’

‘It’s none of their business.’

‘But Monisha!’ Iqra protested. ‘You could have been the last person to see him alive.’

Monisha squared her with a look. ‘The person who killed him was the last to see him.’
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The night of

Monisha regarded Shashank as he snored softly. He had a nice body, and what he lacked in technique, he more than made up for in enthusiasm. She hadn’t expected this to happen, not after she’d walked away and he hadn’t said a word to her. 

She felt foolish, walking away from him, hoping he would see how spectacular her ass looked in this outfit. Then she was promptly irritated with herself for bothering at all. Even after her comment about going to bed, he hadn’t shown any interest. But then she’d seen him reject Amayra already, and if he didn’t have the hots for the Botoxed Barbie, then what were the chances of him showing any interest in her?

She didn’t know why she had put herself out there like that. But there had been something about the whole reunion and how grisly it seemed. Even after all these years, all the cliques were still in place, and no one seemed to have changed much. People still wanted to hang out with those who had been their friends back then, and since she didn’t have any, it hadn’t been easy watching everyone click back into place, while she stood out like a sore thumb. Everyone was still the same.

Except for Shashank. He had surprised her. She didn’t know why she had accepted the invitation for the reunion, and now that she was here, she realised it made no difference at all to the class that she was well on her way to becoming the youngest VP at the finance firm where she worked. 

But Shashank had changed. A lot. 

He was flamboyant and loud, and normally, she wouldn’t have touched him with a bargepole, but the more time she spent with everyone, the more alone she felt. The loneliness creeped upon her and there was a tug in her chest that made her long for something, or someone. 

Her phone beeped. She looked at it and frowned. 

There was a notification for an image received. She tapped it open, and her frown deepened. It was a photo of Shashank and Amayra, kissing. 

She thought she’d seen them earlier in the ballroom, cosied up together but seeing the photo in person turned her stomach. Especially after the way she had dropped a hint to him about coming back to her room with her. 

Groaning, she fell back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. There was a knock on the door. She lifted herself halfway up, balancing herself on her elbows. Who could it be?

There was another knock. This one was brisk and sounded urgent. She sat up, and then walked towards the door and opened it. 

Shashank stood there, his face flushed. They both stared at each other in silence for long moments. 

She knew why he was here. And she knew she had no right to be pissed about the photo. This was just a hookup. So she reached forward, tugged his collar and pulled him inside the room. Moments later, they were kissing urgently, their clothes coming off quickly and flying every which way. 

The vast emptiness inside her receded when he slid inside her, rocking into her body, and wrapping her ankles around his hips. And surprisingly, he didn’t roll away from her when he was done. He made sure that she climaxed too, which was more than she could say about many of the men she’d been with. 

What she didn’t expect was that he would fall asleep beside her, after he’d taken care of the condom and cleaned up in the bathroom. She expected him to be on his way. This was not even a one night stand. So what was going on?

She looked down at his face, relaxed as it was in repose as he slept. Memories of another lifetime flashed past her. She had made no attempt to get to know him back then, and he had hardly even registered in her headspace. She had been focused on getting her education and making it big. 

But now she wondered. Who was he? What was the deal with him? What was with all the flashiness?

She forced herself not to care, and although her fingers itched to light up another cigarette, she resisted it. She slid down and despite the strangeness of the moment, she moved closer to him, put her arm around his waist, and even in his sleep, he drew her close. 

He murmured something in his sleep, and she watched him in the darkness, the feeling of loneliness finally vanishing from her. She fell into a deep slumber, but sometime in the early hours of the morning, she felt cold.

She realized he had moved away from her. She was a light sleeper, and she was awake instantly. She could sense him moving around in the room, collecting his clothes. She was about to talk to him, tell him to come back to bed, when she discovered that he was on the phone with someone. 

‘No, that was not our deal,’ he said in a low voice, sounding furious. ‘So?’

She frowned. Who was he talking to?

‘Look, I told you I’ll take care of it. You don’t have to worry about any of this,’ he muttered. 

The room was still dark, and she could sense that he was dressed and on his way out. Stopping him seemed foolish, so she pretended to be asleep. 

‘No, I don’t want to talk to you about this again,’ he stressed again at the door. And then, with a soft snick, the door closed, and he was outside and out of earshot. 

She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest and sighed. Whatever it was she was going to tell him, she should have spoken up. But maybe this was for the best. 

He had a life of his own back in Mumbai. She had her own. Their lives were not going to intersect again. 

She lay back and stared at the ceiling, ruing the loneliness that rushed inside. Closing her eyes tightly, she tried to sleep but kept failing. She kept seeing the way he looked as he moved inside her. 

It was stupid. The sex had been good. So what? She was overthinking this. And that was why, she fell asleep much later and when she woke up, she sensed the uproar in the hotel, even though her doors were shut. 

She glanced out of the window and saw the police crawling everywhere. Her scalp tightened, and without a second thought, she donned the clothes she’d been wearing the previous night and ran downstairs. 
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‘Maybe, if I’d stopped him from going, he would still be alive,’ Monisha said softly, looking away into the distance. 

Iqra nodded. ‘But there are some things in life that are just fated and meant to happen, no matter what. You can’t beat yourself over that.’

Monisha gave her a dark look. ‘Has that ever happened to you? You don’t beat yourself up over things you could have done differently?’

If only you knew, Iqra thought, but she shrugged. ‘Things happen, Monisha. This isn’t your fault.’ However, her interest was piqued about this call that Shashank had received. ‘You have no clue who he was speaking to? A man or a woman?’

Monisha shook her head. ‘I just heard one side of the conversation.’ 

Iqra looked at her sceptically, but she didn’t say anything. Whatever information she had gotten tonight could all be lies from people who were trying to hide the truth from a bumbling detective like her. There was no telling how much of all this was the truth and how much of it was lies. 

But something occurred to her just then. She didn’t know if the police had found Shashank’s phone, but even if they hadn’t, they could still access his phone records. And they would know who had called him that night. Maybe that person was the killer.

Iqra knew that she would have to speak to the police and tell them whatever she had learnt. She dreaded the thought of it though, even though she felt a jolt of excitement inside that she was now close to finding out the killer’s identity. She didn’t have a great experience with the police the last time around. They thought she was flaky and had no idea what she was doing. But if she wanted to find Shashank’s killer and see if it was the same person who was responsible for Shabbir’s death, she was going to have to reach out to them. 

Monisha stood up. ‘Well, I won’t say it’s been nice knowing you Iqra,’ she said. But she extended her hand and Iqra shook it reluctantly. She had one more person to talk to, and then she was going to talk to the police. 

Monisha left and Iqra got up. Her butt felt frozen. She moved her arms up and down to get circulation back in her body. She knew it was time to head inside, and it was when she was going inside the hotel that she bumped into the rest of the group who gave her hell for what she’d done.

Now, she looked down at Saad as he slept. Areesha and the others were going to be mad at her, but she needed to do this. But she wasn’t going to be doing it alone. She wouldn’t do that to Saad.

She reached out and put a hand on Saad’s shoulder. His eyes fluttered open, and he sat up, looking around. ‘What time is it?’

‘Six or seven. I’ve no idea,’ Iqra replied. Saad narrowed his eyes. 

‘You didn’t sleep?’

She sighed. ‘I did. But not for long. There’s a lot going on in my head, Saad. And I need to talk to you before we can do anything further.’

‘Like what?’ he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

‘So, last night, when I went out, I went to talk to some of the people from the reunion group,’ she said slowly. 

Saad’s expression faltered. ‘Why? Wasn’t the case done? Shabbir killed Shashank and then himself?’

Iqra shook her head. ‘No, we just assumed that because the police didn’t share what was on the note, did they? And there were talks about how the police would let them all leave today, and I needed to talk to them before they all disappeared.’

‘And you had to do it at the scene of the murder?’ he asked. 

She shook her head. ‘Well, not at first. And just hear me out, please.’

Saad folded his arms. ‘I’m not going to like this, am I?’ 

‘Depends,’ she said as she moved closer to him and put her head on his shoulder. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer and instantly, she felt like all was right with the world. 

‘On what?’ he asked. 

‘On how willing you are to be the Watson to my Sherlock,’ she said, attempting a cheeky smile. He lifted an eyebrow. 

‘Go on. I’m listening.’

So she took a deep breath, and told him everything she’d learned. 
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Saad didn’t know whether to be frustrated with Iqra or impressed. But he controlled his first impulse to yell at her for putting herself in danger. 

‘I’m going to say this one more time, and I don’t know if it will be out of my system even then,’ he said, as he pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. 

‘What?’ she asked anxiously. 

‘You’re a smart person, Iqra. Intelligent and observant. How could you be so...’ he licked his lips. He was not going to call her foolish or idiotic. She got enough from Areesha and Yasir. ‘How could you be so blinded by your need for the truth, to do something so dangerous and reckless?’

Iqra pursed her lips, and she was breathing heavily. He did not want to make her cry, and he did not want to yell at her.

‘I didn’t think I was being reckless. I thought it would be like how I questioned everyone in Mysore,’ she said softly. 

‘We all know how that turned out,’ he said, sharper than he’d intended to. ‘But okay, fine. Those people in Mysore were our neighbours. They would have talked to you without hesitation. But these people? They don’t know you at all. They’re strangers and one of them could be the killer.’

She nodded. ‘I know it was not the smartest thing to do. But my mind was buzzing and I felt like I needed to do something. I was worried that people would start checking out in the morning and I wouldn’t get a chance to get them alone.’

Saad understood it, but he didn’t say anything. He was still trying to process how she had gotten all that information from these random people in the span of a few hours while he’d been sleeping. And now, she was talking about going to the police and telling them everything she knew because they would be able to help trace the calls that had been made to Shashank’s phone. 

‘Well?’ she asked. 

‘And I take it you don’t want to tell anyone about these discoveries?’ 

She shook her head. ‘You saw how Areesha has been reacting, right? She’s convinced Nazish as well that I’m being idiotic in pursuing this.’

‘It’s not idiotic. But what you did was reckless, and you can’t do something like this again. You have to keep me informed, Iqra.’

She looked like she was trying hard not to roll her eyes. ‘Okay, I will. That’s why I’m asking you for help,’ she said.

‘So what do you want to do now?’ he asked as he watched her pace the length of the bedroom and walk up to the murder board she had scribbled all over, and make changes to it. 

‘I want to talk to Prateek, and then we should go to the police,’ she said. She frowned. ‘Wait a minute.’ She whirled around to face him. 

‘What is it?’ He got up from the bed and walked towards the murder board. 

‘All this while it never occurred to me to ask this one crucial question,’ she said.

‘Which is?’

‘Someone took a photo of Shashank and Amayra kissing and posted it on their group chat. Who was it?’

Saad was surprised but she continued talking. ‘I was just so taken aback by the whole scenario that it never occurred to me to find this out.’

‘But does that matter?’

‘Of course, it does. Whoever it was, wanted Shashank to get into trouble.’

Iqra looked resolved. She hurried towards the door, and then, as an afterthought, she turned around. ‘Come, let’s go.’

Without asking any further questions, Saad followed her outside, wondering what she was planning to do. How had she found out the rooms where all these people were staying, he wondered. But he knew better than to ask her because she had already walked up to a door and knocked on it briskly.

A man opened it warily. He frowned when he saw the two of them outside his door. ‘Who are you?’ he asked. 

‘Hi Prateek. I’m Iqra, and this is my husband, Saad. We’re helping the police with the investigation into Shashank and Shabbir’s murders.’

Prateek’s face paled instantly. What’s more, if Saad had been surprised about how easily the lie rolled off Iqra’s tongue, he was shocked when Prateek tried to shut the door in their face. Even Iqra was taken aback. Saad put his hand out and stopped the door from being shut, and Prateek struggled, but sighing, he stood back.

‘Hey, we just want to talk,’ Iqra said, and Saad once more marvelled at how easily she did all this. Like it was second nature.

‘What do you want to know?’ he asked in a whiny voice. Saad remembered what Iqra had said, about Amayra hooking up with him on Friday night. He wondered how Amayra had managed to ignore the fact that Prateek had a startling resemblance to Dwight Schrute from The Office, another one of Iqra’s favourite shows, whose reruns she insisted they watch whenever they could.

‘May we come in?’ Iqra asked, and without waiting for an answer, she barged right inside. 

Prateek licked his lips nervously. ‘What do you want to know?’ he asked, scratching his head. ‘I already told the police everything.’

‘Did you tell them about the photo you took of Amayra and Shashank and how you posted it on the group?’ Iqra asked, startling Saad. Hadn’t she just said that she didn’t know who had taken the photo? But he saw her face and figured that she was bluffing, and he shouldn’t be surprised now, because it worked.

Prateek’s face turned pale. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead.

‘I didn’t take the photo. And I sure as hell didn’t post it on the group.’

Oh well. She’d tried. But to Saad’s surprise, Prateek spoke up again.

‘I didn’t realize my phone was missing until the next morning.’

Iqra’s face turned pink, and Saad knew her skin would be hot to touch because she’d be excited. She seemed to consider his words. ‘So, you’re saying someone stole your phone, took that photo, and posted it on the group?’

Prateek nodded, rather eagerly. ‘I would never do that to Shashank. I mean, I know how angry George can get.’

‘But that didn’t stop you from sleeping with his wife, right?’

Prateek swayed a little, and he gulped. ‘What? How do you know about that?’ he asked, his voice hollow and afraid. 

‘Tell us everything that happened, Prateek,’ Iqra demanded, her arms crossed. She looked around the room disdainfully. 

Prateek was searching for something in his track pants, and then, on not finding it, he picked up the bottom of his T-shirt and wiped his forehead with it. 

‘Everyone had a crush on Amayra in school,’ he spoke hesitantly. ‘But she had eyes only for George. George was happy to beat up anyone who even looked at Amayra back then. When I agreed to the reunion, I didn’t really expect to see Amayra. But I was happy to see that she had RSVP’d that she and George were both coming.’

Prateek paced in the room nervously, while Iqra regarded him coolly. 

‘I was zapped when I saw her that night,’ he said quietly. ‘I have never seen such perfection, such beauty.’

Neither of them spoke. Prateek kept talking. 

‘And then I saw her walk up to Shashank and kiss him. It was dark, and maybe she thought that since George wasn’t there, no one would have noticed it. But I think we all saw.’

‘Where was George?’ Iqra asked. 

Prateek shook his head. ‘No clue. I was mad at Shashank, but then, he did the unthinkable. He pushed her aside. Anyone could see that Amayra was quite angry. But then she came to my room that night. She came to me.’

He looked stunned as he said the words.

He swallowed audibly. ‘I couldn’t believe it. She wanted me. Me!’

‘And you didn’t think about George then?’

Prateek shook his head. ‘I was too swept up by her.’

‘And did you find your phone?’ Iqra asked. 

He nodded. ‘It was in the lobby. When I saw it there in the morning, I realised just then that my phone hadn’t been with me all along. And then I opened the messages and saw that the photo of Shashank kissing Amayra had been posted on the group, and George had responded with an “I’ll kill that bastard”. But...’

‘But by then, Shashank was already dead.’

Prateek nodded. 

‘How can we believe you?’ Iqra asked. 

Prateek paled. ‘I don’t know. I went down for dinner, and I remembered it was in my pocket then. But when I moved to the ballroom, I was so mesmerised by Amayra that I didn’t notice anything else.’

‘You could have taken the photo and posted it to get Shashank into trouble, right?’ Saad asked. That seemed the most plausible option. 

‘Yes, but I didn’t. Why would I do that to him? I always admired him and now especially with his success...’ Prateek trailed off when he remembered that Shashank was dead. 

‘Can I see that message?’ Iqra asked. 

Prateek swallowed and handed over his phone to her. For a moment, Saad felt bad for the man. He hadn’t even asked to see any form of ID.

Iqra took the phone, and opened the photo, and squinted. Without looking up, she spoke, ‘So Amayra was with you the whole night?’

She looked up to see Prateek’s face turning pink. He nodded. ‘Yes.’

She handed the phone back to him. ‘Thanks. That’s it for now,’ she said. 

As they were leaving, he cleared his throat. Iqra turned around. ‘Yes?’

‘I thought the police said the case was closed. That Shabbir killed Shashank and took his own life?’

‘That’s the official line,’ Iqra said confidently. ‘Unofficially, we’re still investigating.’
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Iqra was quiet as Saad drove them to the police station after they left Prateek’s room. But she slumped in the seat once they left the vicinity of the hotel. Saad glanced at her. 

‘What happened?’ 

She exhaled. ‘It was tough trying to pretend to be a tough investigator with Prateek,’ she admitted. She had been sure he was going to call out her bullshit, but he had bought it all. And unless he was an exceptional actor, he had to be telling the truth.

Saad grinned. ‘You can play the tough investigator with me, any time,’ he said. 

She smacked his arm. 

‘I’m serious,’ he said, lifting an eyebrow.

‘Stop joking! I was really nervous because Monisha had cottoned on to me not really being a part of this investigation instantly.’

‘She’s probably just less gullible.’

Iqra thought over everything she had learned and her stomach churned at the thought of coming clean to the police. They were not going to be happy, even though she had helped them immeasurably.

‘What is it?’ Saad asked. She shouldn’t be surprised at how perceptive he was, but sometimes it felt like he was reading her mind. 

‘Just worried about the police’s reaction,’ she admitted. 

‘You’ve done more than half their work for them. They should be pleased if anything,’ Saad said as he consulted the Google map on his phone. The two of them had snuck out, hoping the others wouldn’t wake up and start grilling them. 

‘You think? From what I know they’re going to be mad I’ve interfered into all this,’ she said. She was not looking forward to this conversation. 

‘Look, they decided that the case was closed. But you didn’t give up. You persisted, and...’

‘And I’m still no close to finding the truth. What if I’m wrong and what if they’re right?’ Iqra chewed the tip of her fingernail and looked at Saad, needing him to tell the truth. 

Saad nodded. Then he glanced at her once before focusing his attention on the winding road ahead of them. ‘Look, you said that you discussed Shabbir with Rani. He was nervous about that watch being missing. Why on earth would he kill Shashank and kill himself? What’s the motive here?’

Iqra nodded. She picked up the thread and counted off her suspects on her fingers, one by one. 

‘George, my primary suspect, was knocked out with sleeping pills by his wife. Amayra, was with Prateek that night. Rani and Ranjit’s problems became worse with Shashank and Shabbir dying.’

‘What about that other woman?’  

‘Yes, there’s Monisha. But she had spent the night with Shashank and he got up and left in the early hours of the morning.’

Saad shook his head. ‘How does that rule her out? She could have followed him outside, knocked him out, and dumped him in the pool.’

Iqra shook her head. She remembered the look on Monisha’s face when she recounted the night with Shashank and despite never having experienced that acute loneliness herself, she could empathise with the other woman. Monisha had been close to falling for Shashank for some reason. She would not have killed him. And why? What was her motive for killing him? 

The police station arrived before she could formulate an answer. Saad unbuckled his seat belt and reached over and kissed her swiftly. 

‘It’s going to be okay,’ he said. 

‘You don’t know that for sure,’ she protested weakly. 

He nodded. ‘But you’ll make it okay. You always do.’

She wished she shared his confidence. But she drew in a deep breath, and still she stalled in the car. ‘What if he’s not there inside? Inspector Adhiyan?’ 

‘Then we ask for someone to call him. This is important and urgent, right?’ Saad said. 

She nodded. 

‘Let’s do this.’

He squeezed her hand.

‘I’m with you. Let’s do this.’
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Inspector Adhiyan sat back in his chair and regarded Iqra in silence after she finished talking. Her hands were in her lap, and she tried her best not to fidget. But it was not easy. The inspector had surprisingly been at the police station this early in the day, and that was apparently because he had not left the previous night at all. 

His eyes were bloodshot and his hair was sticking out. Had he too come to a different conclusion about the case? But that was unlikely, right?

She tried not to look away from his gimlet stare, especially towards Saad, because that would denote some sort of weakness on her part. But she was glad of his presence beside her. 

Inspector Adhiyan exhaled loudly. 

‘Why?’ 

‘I’m sorry?’ Iqra leaned forward eagerly. Was he asking why she thought that Shabbir hadn’t killed Shashank and then killed himself? Hadn’t she already explained that once? Maybe he needed it to be explained once more.

‘I asked, why are you getting involved in all of this?’ he asked in a low voice. 

Iqra sat back, wishing she had thought of an answer to this question, because, even though everyone had asked it of her, she had no idea what to tell them, just like she didn’t know what to tell the inspector. 

She knew Saad believed in her. And that was enough for now. 

‘Because I think I can help,’ she said firmly. 

The inspector raised one eyebrow. The smirk on his face was annoying, but she didn’t blame him. 

‘All that you have told me is fascinating, madam,’ he said, the note of condescension quite evident in his voice. ‘But none of this is applicable to this case. You are unnecessarily getting yourself into this mess.’

‘Why isn’t it applicable?’ she asked, unable to stop herself.

‘Because none of this is conclusive evidence. This is an open and shut case.’ So he still believed that Shabbir killed Shashank and killed himself.

‘But what of that phone call that Shashank received? You can look up his call records, right?’ Iqra asked, desperate to make the inspector understand that she just had a gut feeling about this. 

‘That could have been anyone,’ he dismissed. 

‘Yes, but think about that photo appearing in the group from Prateek’s phone, and he said that he had no idea who took that photo or sent it. All of this is quite fishy, isn’t it?’

‘But it proves nothing,’ he said with a shrug. 

Iqra was so disheartened that she was sure she was close to bursting into tears. She knew the police wouldn’t be pleased and wouldn’t like her interfering. But she hadn’t thought that they would completely disregard her like this. Somewhere, something should have appealed to their senses, right?

‘Okay, maybe I’ve gotten unnecessarily involved in this. But think about it, Inspector,’ she spoke quickly, hoping to get him to understand the relevance of the two most important things about the investigation. ‘Where is Shashank’s phone? Where’s the 30 lakh ka watch?’

The inspector frowned. Before he could say something dismissive again, she spoke again. ‘If Shabbir killed Shashank and took the phone, where is it? And where’s that watch?’

Inspector Adhiyan’s nostrils flared. ‘You said yourself that the watch is fake.’

She nodded. ‘What if the killer didn’t know that?’ 

‘Or maybe Shashank discovered that it was fake and he confronted Shabbir, who killed him.’

Iqra’s heart sank. They were coming back to the same scenario again. ‘So if Shabbir killed himself after that, where’s the watch?’

The inspector was quiet for a moment. 

‘Maybe Rani fed you a crock of lies. Maybe she killed Shashank because he discovered she was working with Shabbir, and she bumped off Shabbir because she wanted the profit from the sale all for herself.’

‘See?’ Iqra said excitedly. ‘At least that’s something instead of your murder-suicide plot, which is bonk...nothing.’ She wished she didn’t have to throw Rani under the bus, but then she owed her nothing. And Rani could have fed her a crock of lies. She wouldn’t have known any better. And maybe this would propel the police to look into the matter more deeply. 

Inspector Adhiyan looked peeved.  

‘You’re saying she was planning to leave her husband? Then we have to find her before she gets too far,’ he said, getting up. Iqra nodded. She knew Rani was going to get into trouble, if not with the police if she was innocent, surely with her husband. But wouldn’t it be terrible if the killer got away scot-free because the police hadn’t looked into everyone more closely?

‘I really wish you youngsters stopped listening to all these true crime podcasts,’ he muttered. ‘Everyone thinks they can be a detective.’

Saad cleared his throat. ‘Maybe everyone thinks that, inspector,’ he said. ‘But my wife is a detective. She’s solved two murders before this.’

The inspector wasn’t impressed, even though Iqra’s heart overflowed with love for her husband. 

‘Inspector, I need your help in getting access to Shashank’s call records. If you can find out who called him that night...’ she trailed off. 

Inspector Adhiyan sighed and ran his hand through his hair in agitation. ‘Fine. I will look into it. But please stay away from this investigation. I don’t need civilians getting involved, thinking they’re some desi Ms. Marple.’

If Iqra was surprised at the reference to Ms. Marple, she didn’t let it on. But she nodded, glad that he was finally taking her seriously. She shared a look of triumph with her husband, who nodded ever so slightly.  
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‘So, what’s your next plan of action?’ Saad asked as they drove away from there.

Iqra turned to face him in her seat. It could have been to do with his acknowledgement of her as a detective or his idea of helping her become one, officially. Or it could be that she was close to finding out who the killer was. 

‘I feel like we should gather all the suspects and then eliminate them one by one.’

‘Eliminate them?’ he asked, alarmed. 

‘I mean, eliminate them from the suspect list,’ she corrected quickly, with a grin. 

‘But are you any closer to finding out the killer?’

She tapped her lower lip with her index finger, distracting him momentarily. 

‘I feel like there’s something I’m missing here. I was so sure that someone from the reunion group must have murdered Shashank and Shabbir, but after talking to these people, it doesn’t seem likely, no.’

‘Did you talk to everyone? There were quite a few of them, no?’ Saad asked. 

‘No, not everyone, but these were the people who were closely connected to both of them, from what I learned on social media. Apart from Monisha, who isn’t friends with any of them.’

‘Or maybe it was an outsider? Maybe Shashank had some enemies? He seemed the type to gather enemies wherever he went,’ Saad commented. He’d glanced at the man’s Instagram, and he personally thought that Shashank just had that sort of punchable face that could make someone go one step further if needed. 

‘True, but who could it be?’

‘Maybe we need to look at everyone else, the other hotel guests, and see if there’s some connection to Shashank,’ Saad suggested.  

Iqra’s eyes lit up, and she leaned over and holding his face, kissed his cheek soundly. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

Saad was pleased that she liked his idea, and he reached out and stroked her cheek with his thumb. ‘There’s only one hitch, my sweet Iqra,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘How will we get the guest list?’

Her face fell, but only momentarily, because she looked hopeful. ‘Didn’t you say you were friendly with the manager?’

‘Friendly would be stretching it, and I doubt he’d want to part with his guest list because I asked,’ Saad said. He did not foresee that conversation having any good results. 

‘Come on, baby. You can do it for me,’ Iqra nudged him. He looked at her and rolled his eyes. She gasped suddenly, and he braked hard, both of them shoving back and forth in their seats. 

‘What? What happened?’ he asked. 

‘I needed you to stop at a pharmacy,’ she said, looking sheepish. He was immediately concerned. 

‘Why? What happened? Are you unwell?’ 

She bit down on her lower lip for a second, before releasing it. 

‘I think I might be pregnant.’

All sound around him momentarily ceased to exist. Saad stared at her, mouth a little agape. ‘What? And you tell me now? After you’ve spent the night gallivanting around with potential murder suspects?’

Her shoulders fell a little. ‘See, there you go, getting all over-protective and we don’t even know for sure if I’m pregnant yet.’

His mouth worked but no sound came out. ‘Overprotective?’ he asked finally. He was trying to keep his wits about him, even though she’d just casually mentioned that she could be pregnant. That they could potentially become parents.

The thought excited and alarmed him in equal measure. Were they even fit to be parents? Then he thought of Ahad and Areesha, two people who also didn’t look like they could take care of a squalling infant and they had done it, hadn’t they?

‘Yes, you became overprotective the moment I said the word “pregnant”,’ she said, making a face. 

‘Do you blame me?’ he asked in a hushed voice, picking up her hand and putting it over his racing heart. Her face softened slightly. 

‘Apart from feeling like a caveman, what else are you feeling right now?’ she asked, looking nervous. 

He didn’t want to share his true feelings with her, which were that he didn’t think they were ready to be parents, and he wasn’t sure he was willing to share her with another human, just yet. 

‘Can we first confirm that you’re pregnant?’ he asked. 

She shook her head. ‘I need to know how you feel, either way,’ she said. 

‘I feel...I don’t know. I feel worried that you’ll hurt yourself somehow, and if I’d known that you could be pregnant...’

‘You wouldn’t have encouraged me in all of this, right? All your talk about helping me become a detective was just that?’

He cocked his head and then squeezed her hand, which was still over his heart. ‘You mean the world to me, Iqra. You’re everything. I need to know you’re safe. I need to be able to breathe easily, without worrying that something could happen to you.’

‘What can possibly happen to me? I mean, millions of women get pregnant all the time,’ she remarked. 

‘Really? You want to take that tack with me?’ 

She sighed. ‘I know. I get what you’re saying. But I want you to know that I won’t willingly put myself in danger.’

‘You didn’t do it the last two times either. Things happened to you,’ he reminded her. He felt nauseous already, thinking of her outside near the pool, talking to potential suspects. He cleared his throat, but she spoke up before him.

‘I know. But you’re here with me, and I don’t think anything will happen.’

He knew better than to say something like this, which could jinx them, so he merely shook his head.  

‘You went off alone in the middle of the night to interrogate suspects. So bear with me if I don’t believe you.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. Let’s get the pregnancy test and find out once and for all. And I give you permission to stick to me at all times.’

He lifted an eyebrow. He could work with that. ‘Like chewing gum?’ he asked, aiming for some levity. 

‘Pfft. Like a makkhi.’
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They took the test back to the hotel, but Iqra was suddenly beset with nerves, not wanting to find out, just yet, if she was indeed going to have a baby. Saad looked at her askance, when she told him that she wanted to wait a little longer. 

She knew the others would be wondering where they were, and although she had bought time for them to stay at the hotel for another day, she knew time was running out with the reunion group. 

Even if she didn’t think any one of the people she spoke to could have killed Shashank, she could be wrong. She wasn’t that seasoned a detective yet that she could pinpoint a liar from among them right away. She still hadn’t honed those skills, even though she was pretty good at understanding body language. 

But having the guest list might give her something else to focus on. So she put Saad to work on that immediately. She didn’t know how he was going to get the list, but she trusted him. If he wanted to, Saad could be quite charming. If the manager had been a woman, she would have easily handed over the list to him if he’d flashed his smile at her. But Saad would do it anyhow. She had faith in him. 

She knew that going inside the office with him could be counter-productive, so she hung around outside, scrolling through the social media accounts of all the people she’d spoken to, once more, in case she had missed something. 

She was scrolling through Prateek’s Facebook page when she saw something that seemed odd. She frowned a little. She tapped open the photo and pinched and zoomed it to make it bigger. It was an old memory that Prateek had shared recently. 

The photo featured a number of people. George and Amayra were at the centre, their expressions haughty, like they were rock stars. The photo had been taken when they were in school because they were all in uniforms. The beautiful It couple didn’t look very different from now, except that they had filled out a little better and become even more beautiful now. But hollow as ever. 

Iqra felt a pang of sadness for Amayra, because she could easily envision people hating her for her beauty and wishing to see her dragged down. What George and Amayra had between them in that photo wasn’t love. It was more of an acknowledgment of each other’s hotness and the power that came with it. And to think that fifteen years later, Amayra was desperate for affection and love, so much so that she threw herself at any man who showed interest in her. 

Really sad. Her eyes moved to the other couple in the group. Rani and Ranjit were not standing together. However, they were both staring out at whoever took the photo, with the same amount of disdain. Since Shashank wasn’t in the photo, she wondered if he had taken it.

The photo had been taken outside a school canteen, and she could see Monisha sitting at the table, looking over at the group with an undefinable expression on her face. Shabbir was in the photo as well, a look of eagerness on his face at being included in the trendy group. She read the caption. 

‘Remember this, guys!’ It read. The caption was from Prateek’s account. There were no comments below the photo, because none of the people had been tagged in it, which was surprising. She saw him in a corner of the photo, gazing soulfully at Amayra. 

But something about the photo niggled at her. She tried zooming further, but it wouldn’t, after a point. She saved the photo on her phone and then zoomed it. Outside the canteen, on one side, Monisha sat, cradling what looked like a glass of cold coffee. But at another table, there was someone else. 

Iqra’s heart was beating faster. She glanced up, as if to check if anyone else had heard it too. So far, the world continued as it did. She could see the other guests coming down for breakfast, as normally as if two murders hadn’t taken place in this very hotel. 

She was aware that her friends would be coming downstairs too, but she needed to do something before she faced them. She glanced at the door to the manager’s office. Saad should be done by now, right? But she was wary of knocking on the door and disturbing him in his attempts. 

She knew she’d told Saad that she wouldn’t go off anywhere alone. But she hadn’t made him a promise, right? So she wasn’t technically breaking a promise. 

She glanced once at the closed door and came to a quick decision. After this, they were going to do the test. Pucca. So, she walked upstairs quickly and knocked on the door to Prateek’s room.

The reunion photo had made her feel sad for some reason. The photo had been filled with so much potential, and to think that a little more than a decade later, everything had gone so wrong for everyone in it...but what she needed answers to was something else altogether.

Prateek opened the door warily, and his eyes narrowed when he saw her. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked. She noted that there were huge bags under his eyes, and since she had left him just a couple of hours ago, he probably hadn’t slept. Anyhow, the sun was up, and she glanced past him to see the packed bags. 

She didn’t want to barge into his room without Saad by her side. So she stayed put and hoped he wouldn’t shut the door in her face. 

‘Do you know who this is?’ she asked. 
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Saad expected to be heaped with praise when he stepped out of the manager’s office triumphantly holding on to a sheet of paper with the names of the guests on it, but Iqra was not where she was supposed to be waiting for him. 

Dammit. 

He glanced around the corridor. He had left here just a while ago, and it had taken a lot of cajoling and promising the manager that he would get Iqra to do their social media at half her rates (something he should have consulted with her before making promises), for Satish to finally relent. 

‘If she does social media, why is she doing detective work also?’ he asked Saad with a harrumph as he printed out the list of names. Saad knew what the manager was doing was unethical, but he’d realised that when searching for the truth with Iqra, sometimes, one had to cut corners. And anyway, it wasn’t like he was taking their contact details and phone numbers. Just the names were enough for Iqra. She had gotten so much information about all the reunion members from just their social media accounts. 

‘It’s something she does on the side,’ he adlibbed, with a wince. 

Satish grunted and handed him the list, and Saad stepped out, only to find Iqra gone. Once again. So much for keeping her out of danger, he thought, frustrated. And what she’d just told him in the car? That she could be pregnant? How could she just walk off without informing him, after that? After all the promises she’d made to him, how could she just walk right into something dangerous? Because he had no doubt it was indeed something dangerous.

He pulled out his phone and stabbed her contact name with his index finger angrily. Typically, she didn’t answer. 

That was when he saw Areesha and Ahad come down the stairs. Areesha narrowed her eyes at him. 

‘What’s going on?’ she asked him sharply. 

Saad had been informed that she used to teach at a school before she had the baby. He didn’t doubt her abilities as a teacher, one bit. For a moment, he was even a little scared of her until he remembered that he was almost thirty and a grown man in his own right. 

‘Nothing. Why?’ he asked. 

She ignored his question, and her gaze narrowed on the paper in his hand. ‘What’s that?’

He decided to ignore her question instead. ‘Did you see Iqra upstairs?’ 

‘What is going on?’ Ahad asked, confused. ‘Why isn’t she with you?’

Saad groaned out aloud in frustration and blew out a breath. ‘She’s better at explaining everything,’ he said as he bounded up the stairs quickly, taking two steps at a time. 

‘Saad! Wait up!’ Areesha called out, but he ignored her and reached the top of the stairs and looked this way and that. Where had she disappeared? Or had she stepped outside and gone to the pool again? Why had he come here? Why couldn’t he read this wife’s mind, dammit?

Short of bellowing her name loudly in the hallway, he didn’t know what he could do. That was when he spotted her stepping out of their room. 

‘Iqra!’ 

She turned to him, a guilty look on her face, and he bounded up to her and clutched her arms. 

‘What the hell were you doing? You promised you wouldn’t go anywhere without me,’ he snapped. 

She pulled herself away from him. ‘I didn’t use the words ‘promise’ right? So it doesn’t technically apply.’

‘Seriously? You’re going with that?’ he asked, staring into her eyes angrily.

‘Okay fine. Sorry. But something occurred to me, and I couldn’t wait.’ She looked around, not meeting his eyes for some reason. 

‘What? What had occurred to you?’ he asked, frowning. 

Just then the door across theirs opened, and Yasir and Nazish stepped out of their room. ‘Hey, what’s up?’ Nazish asked. 

Saad looked at Iqra, waiting for her to give an explanation. She looked conflicted and then shook her head slightly. 

‘Nothing. We’re heading downstairs for breakfast,’ she said. 

We are? Saad lifted an eyebrow, and her eyes fell on the sheet of paper in his hand. ‘Is that...’

He nodded. She smiled then, and some of his uneasiness disappeared. ‘I knew you could do it,’ she said and she reached to take it from him but he pulled back.

Yasir and Nazish turned to go downstairs, both smiling at what must have appeared to be childish antics. But Saad was not amused one bit. 

‘Iqra, explain!’ he said firmly. She looked around uneasily and then, grabbing his hand, she dragged him back to their room. But just then, the door to Komal’s room opened, and she stepped out just as they were going inside. 

‘Hey! What’s up?’ she asked. ‘You guys finished breakfast already?’ She sounded surprised and she checked her watch. ‘So early?’

‘No, we...wanted to bone again,’ Iqra said, shocking the hell out of Saad and even poor Komal who blushed when Iqra pulled him close and kissed him hard. This woman. She was going to drive him nuts. Whatever was she doing? Still kissing her, Saad unlocked the door behind her and they both stepped inside, shutting the door on the poor, embarrassed girl. 

‘Seriously?’ he asked as Iqra wrenched back from him. ‘We’re going to bone now?’

Iqra bit down on her lower lip and she shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’ she whispered. Confused as heck, Saad waited for an explanation. 

And then she turned around and pulled him to the middle of the room. 

‘For the love of God, Iqra,’ he muttered. 

‘I know who killed Shashank and Shabbir,’ she whispered.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 46

[image: image]


All the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle had snapped together, albeit unwillingly, when she had seen the photo on Prateek’s Facebook page. Prateek had been a little flummoxed when she showed him the photo. 

‘Wait a minute. That’s my Facebook photo,’ he protested. 

‘Yes, I know,’ Iqra said. ‘Who’s this?’

Prateek squinted and then stared hard. ‘That’s Kaveri, I think. She joined us in class 11 and no one really clicked with her. She was a loner, like Monisha.’

When she explained everything to Saad, he was still looking at her like she was off her rocker. 

‘So this Kaveri is the killer?’ he asked softly, as though catching on to her paranoia. Iqra nodded.

‘But why?’

Iqra licked her lips. ‘Here’s where it gets crazy.’

Iqra had asked Prateek to lead her to Kaveri’s Facebook page. It was a locked profile, but Iqra knew how to work her way around that. She had come back to her room to figure it out, and she had gotten as far as finding Kaveri’s friend list. 

Apparently, she shared a common friend with Kaveri. Bhubaneshwari. Bee. Nazish’s assistant. 

Stunned, she called Bee, not sure where this was all going. She knew Saad would be mad at her if he found out that she was not outside the manager’s office where he’d left her. But this was too important right now.

‘Hey, Bee!’ 

‘Hey, what’s up?’

‘Are you feeling better?’ Iqra asked. 

‘Much better. It was so sudden, the way I got that bout of diarrhoea!’

‘Listen, I need to know something. There’s someone on your Facebook friend’s list called Kaveri. Do you know anything more about her?’

‘Why?’ Bee asked, sounding suspicious. Iqra couldn’t come right out and accuse Kaveri without further proof. 

‘I just needed to find out something,’ Iqra explained. 

‘But what do you need to know about Kaveri?’ Bee insisted. 

Iqra exhaled. ‘Did she go to school in Mumbai?’

‘Yes, but how do you know that?’

‘Bee, tell me everything you can about Kaveri. Please! It’s a matter of life and death,’ Iqra said urgently. 

‘Wow, jeez. Okay. You’re sounding way too stressed, Iqra. Relax. You can ask Kaveri everything yourself.’

‘Excuse me?’ Iqra asked, her mouth dropping open in shock. 

‘She’s with you right? Komal? Ask her yourself.’

Iqra felt the world tilt. ‘You mean Komal is Kaveri?’ she asked in a hushed whisper. 

‘Yes. Her full name is Kaveri Komal Kumar. A couple of years ago, she decided she didn’t want to go with the full name and decided to stick to Komal. Why? What happened?’

Iqra didn’t know how she could tell Komal’s cousin about her suspicions. Because if she was wrong, then there would be hell to pay. 

‘Nothing. Nothing happened,’ she said weakly. ‘There’s a reunion group here from a school in Mumbai and I thought I heard someone say they recognised her.’

Shabbir’s face when Iqra accosted him before he died.

Komal had been with her then, and he’d looked at Komal clearly just then, and he recognised her.

‘Oh really!’ Bee was saying, obviously unaware that Iqra had just had the mind-numbing realisation that Komal must have killed Shabbir after he had recognised her. Because Komal looked nothing like Kaveri in the school photo. 

Kaveri was skinny and wore glasses and she didn’t look like the woman they knew, now. Her skin seemed darker then, and she had two oily braids.

‘She hated that school, man. I’m way younger than her but I remember her mother, my aunt, telling my mother, how much they bullied her back then,’ Bee said. 

Shit. 

‘But why? Why did they bully her?’ Prateek had said that no one bothered with her but he may have been covering for himself and his friends. He seemed sycophantic enough to do that. 

‘There was a guy who studied with her, someone whom she was crazy about.’

Iqra’s heart beat faster. 

‘And?’

‘She told me all this when she was drunk once, so I can’t share her secrets with you,’ Bee said curtly, as if suddenly remembering that she was sharing someone else’s secrets.

‘Yes, right, of course. Sorry about that,’ Iqra said. But something else occurred to her just as she was about to hang up, even as her heart was beating erratically in her chest. 

‘Listen, Bee. I really wish you were here for this trip. It’s pretty crazy, actually,’ Iqra said. 

‘I’m actually glad I didn’t come,’ Bee said. ‘Komal told me all your husbands crashed the girls’ only weekend?’

‘Yes, but you should have also come. Stupid diarrhoea,’ Iqra remarked. 

‘I know right? I was all set to leave and then, bam.’

‘Did you eat anything that day? Anything in particular gave you food poisoning?’

‘I don’t know? The usual stuff,’ Bee said, sounding suspicious and a bit irritable. ‘I mean, Komal got me dahi vada because she knows how much I like it. But I’m sure I didn’t get diarrhoea because of that.’

‘Yeah,’ Iqra said slowly, the wheels turning in her head. She said her goodbyes to poor Bee, who had no idea that her cousin was a killer. Twice over. 

Saad clutched his head. ‘What the fuck!’

Iqra nodded and then she took the paper from Saad’s hand and scanned the names. There it was. 

Komal’s booking was under the name Kaveri Komal Kumar. She showed it to him, and he shook his head.

‘The girl you guys have been hanging around with is the killer?’ he exploded. 

‘Sshh!’ Iqra tried to quiet him down. She glanced at the door and then walked softly towards it, opened the door, and peered out. She saw someone going down the stairs, just then. Komal must have been listening at their door. 

Shit. 
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Iqra knew there was no time to lose. She and Saad went downstairs quickly, hoping to warn the others about Komal’s truth, when the police entered the hotel, led by Inspector Adhiyan. Behind him, was Rani, who followed them angrily. She was being led by a female police officer who was holding on to her arm.

Rani looked up and saw Iqra and her eyes narrowed. 

‘You! I trusted you and you ratted me out to the police!’ she barked. 

‘We just need to ask you some questions, madam. That’s all. We thought it would be better for you to do it here than at the police station,’ the female police officer said. 

Inspector Adhiyan met Iqra’s eye, and she frantically wondered how to tell him the truth about Komal. 

‘We have those call records,’ he said to her. Iqra nodded, aware that it was entirely possible that the last call from Shashank’s phone would most likely lead them to Komal. But she was impressed, nonetheless. That was quick work from them, indeed. 

‘Why is she all up in our business?’ Rani demanded. Iqra and Saad came the rest of the way down, and the manager emerged from his office. He looked anxious upon seeing the police in the hotel, once again. He mopped his brow with a folded hanky. 

‘What is it now, Inspector?’ he asked, his tone deferential. 

‘Call all of Shashank’s friends. We have a killer to unmask,’ Inspector Adhiyan announced. 

The manager blanched. ‘What?’

‘Inspector Adhiyan, I know who’s the killer,’ Iqra said nervously. 

‘What?’ Inspector Adhiyan looked shocked. 

Iqra glanced at Rani. ‘You remember Kaveri?’

Rani looked confused, and her eyes squinted in confusion. ‘Kaveri? Why would she kill Shashank? Is she here? Why haven’t I seen her?’

Iqra looked around nervously. ‘You didn’t see her, even though she was in front of you, all along. She was with us. She doesn’t look like she did in school. And she goes by the name Komal now.’

Rani’s mouth fell open in shock, but Iqra couldn’t waste another second. She would look at the call records later. They had to find Komal first.

‘We have to find her now,’ Iqra stated. Inspector Adhiyan looked bemused, but she had no time to pander to his ego.  She and Saad went to the dining room, where her friends had gone down for breakfast. Had it just been a little while ago? 

Inside, the dining room was mostly empty, and at the buffet table, Ahad and Areesha were arguing about something while Yasir stood with an empty plate in his hand, looking lost. 

‘Where’s Nazish? Where’s Komal?’ Iqra asked breathlessly as they reached them. 

‘Komal just came and said she needed to talk to Nazish urgently,’ Yasir said with a frown. ‘Is she okay? She didn’t look fine. I think she was sick and she...’

Iqra shook her head impatiently. ‘Komal is the killer. She killed Shashank and Shabbir.’

They all gaped at her, but now Iqra was afraid for Nazish. Why had Komal taken her along? Where had she gone?

‘What?’ Yasir roared, dropping the plate with a crash. ‘What do you mean Komal is the killer? How? Why? Why did she take Nazish with her?’

Iqra had no answers for him. 

‘Where did they go?’ she asked, as Yasir ran out. Iqra, Saad and the others followed him, and Iqra knew it would be better for them to split up and search, but at the same time, she was aware that she was afraid. 

Visions of Poorvi throttling her appeared before her mind, and she faltered. Poorvi had been her friend, and she had betrayed her. Komal too, it would seem. She choked back a sob and tried to focus on the fact that Nazish was in danger, and they couldn’t afford to let anything happen to her. 

‘We should split up and search,’ she said. ‘There’s no point all of us going in the same direction.’

Thankfully, no one argued, and the police joined them as well. The hotel manager was confused, and he looked scared. Iqra focused on thinking about where Komal could have taken Nazish and why. 

She had certainly overheard Saad and her talking about her. She knew her game was up. She was going to use Nazish as leverage. But surely, she knew she wouldn’t be able to escape! That made it all the scarier because Komal had nothing to lose, and that made her desperate, and she wouldn’t hesitate to kill Nazish. 

Yasir’s anguished cry rang out – ‘Nazish! Where are you?’

He and Areesha went in the direction of the woods, while Ahad and the inspector went in another direction. For some reason, Iqra had a feeling that maybe Komal had taken Nazish to the scene of the crime. 

The swimming pool. 

She felt Saad’s hand on her lower back as she walked there swiftly, with him right behind her. She was glad of his company, and she felt safe and strong with him by her side. 

There was no one near the swimming pool. Disappointment flooded her, and Iqra felt like such a fool. Here she was, going around thinking she was a detective, when the killer had been in plain sight, moving around with them.

‘Stop blaming yourself,’ Saad said with the same uncanny way he had, of reading her mind. 

‘But...’

‘Let’s find Nazish first,’ he said softly, as they rounded the swimming pool. But there was no one in sight. 

‘Is that a...’

‘That’s a pool house,’ she said, her heart beating. She hadn’t noticed it because it was dilapidated and obviously not in use. But that made it the perfect spot for Komal to hold Nazish hostage. As absurd and surreal as that sounded. 

The two of them crept up towards the pool house, and through a broken window, they peered inside. It was fairly dark, but they could see Nazish sitting on a chair, looking scared, while Komal paced before her. 

Komal hadn’t tied her up or anything, but Iqra’s heart sank when she saw the knife gleaming in the other girl’s hands. 

‘We have the element of surprise,’ Iqra whispered. Saad nodded, but he put his hand on top of hers. 

‘I’m going to rush in and overpower her. Okay?’

Iqra was going to argue with that when she heard something, and she put her finger on her lips. In the distance, they could hear Yasir still shouting for Nazish while she sat on the chair, terrified, unable to look away from Komal. 

‘It’s not fair,’ Komal was ranting. ‘It’s not fair at all.’

‘Saad, wait. Let’s listen first,’ she whispered. 
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Saad didn’t know what Iqra was waiting for. They had the culprit before them, and he wanted to make sure Nazish was safe because there was no time to call the police or Yasir. He had to act now. But Iqra put her hand on his wrist and shook her head. 

‘Listen,’ she mouthed. 

Squaring his jaw, Saad tried to focus on what was happening inside while at the same time, he was worried sick that Iqra could get herself in danger even though she was right next to him, and unwilling to think about what it would feel like if it had been her inside instead of Nazish. 

He slowed his breathing and looked inside once more. The girl, whom he barely knew but whom Iqra and the others had invited for this girls’ only getaway, was talking rapidly, like she needed to get everything out. 

‘Do you know what he told me when he took my virginity when we were in class 12?’ she asked. Poor Nazish shook her head, ever so slightly. 

Komal huffed out a breath. ‘He said that if we reached 30 and weren’t married to anyone by then, we’d marry each other.’

That sounded like hogwash, Saad thought. Typical fuckboi move. He presumed she was talking about Shashank. 

‘I thought he was joking at first. But then we kept hooking up, although only secretly. I thought I was special, until the day I saw him with another girl. I should have killed that bastard that time itself,’ Komal fumed. 

Nazish listened to her, rapt. 

‘But he told me that he was carrying on with these other girls, just for his image. That I was his real, but secret girlfriend. Fool that I was, I believed him. Can you imagine? How he must have laughed at me! And now he will never laugh again.’

Saad couldn’t ascertain Nazish’s expression, but he could see her nod, ever so slightly. She had to keep Komal talking. 

‘Anyway, I didn’t even look at anyone else because I loved him. I thought of the promise he made to me that night, but when we finished school, we lost touch. I knew that I had to find a way for us to be together and then I found him on social media. You should have seen his face when he saw me at a party, I’d managed to track him down at.’

Komal cackled but there was no evil intent in her voice. It sounded oddly sad. Saad glanced at Iqra whose expressive face told him all he needed to know about his empathetic wife feeling sad for the murderer as well.

‘He didn’t recognise me!’ Komal said in a stage whisper. ‘When I told him I was Kaveri, his secret girlfriend, he laughed in my face. Then he recognised me, and he was shocked. I had piled on the kilos by then, and I looked nothing like I did in school.’

‘That was mean of him,’ Nazish said. Saad wasn’t sure if she should speak, but maybe she too had got caught up in Komal’s story. 

‘I was hurt and embarrassed,’ Komal went on as if she hadn’t been interrupted at all. ‘But then, he called me that night. He told me that he was a fool for behaving that way with me and he wanted my forgiveness.’ Komal looked down, as if thinking back to that time. ‘I was so stupid, I thought he had come to his senses. But then I should have realised that he had no intention of keeping the promise he made to me all those years ago. We resumed our “secret relationship” but that was only because he needed a convenient fuck buddy, and well, a fat woman makes a great fuck buddy, right? She’s always so needy, so desperate for affection and love.’

Saad really hoped Nazish wouldn’t say something that would tip Komal over. 

‘Speak for yourself, Komal,’ Iqra whispered, annoyed at the generalisation that Komal had made. Saad put his hand on her mouth to shut her up. They couldn’t risk being spotted by Komal. Nazish’s life was at stake. 

‘And so, I became his secret girlfriend, telling myself that he was going to come to his senses soon enough and announce our relationship to the world. And then he got successful and rich, and my mother fell sick, and I had to come to Bangalore where she had moved to be close to her sister, and I had to take care of her.’

‘I hated being the caretaker for her, but I’m an only child and society expects it of me. I couldn’t wait to go back to Mumbai and be with him, and I thought that maybe, Shashank and I would get married even before we turned thirty.’

Iqra pushed his hand away from her mouth. ‘Nazish was willing to stay unmarried her entire life for her mother,’ she told Saad in a hushed whisper. ‘I really hope she doesn’t get pissed and say something to Komal now.’

‘Sshh!’ Saad hissed softly. He’d heard enough. He wanted to go inside, but Iqra put her hand on his elbow. 

‘Wait, there’s more.’

‘I hope you can explain to Yasir why we waited,’ Saad muttered. 

Iqra shook her head. Inside, Komal continued talking.

‘I loved him, Nazish. But what do I see on his Instagram? Photos of him with women, in his Lamborghini, in his apartment, draped over him. Then I sent him DMs, but he ignored me. He blocked me everywhere. He thought he had gotten rid of me for good. I couldn’t leave Bangalore. He wouldn’t leave Mumbai. I had to think of a way to get him somewhere we could talk. I needed to remind him that he couldn’t break his promise to me.’

‘And then, the email from Sharon came, inviting me to the reunion and I saw that he had RSVP’d. I knew that if he saw I was going, he wouldn’t attend because he was avoiding me. So I decided not to attend the reunion formally. Then, I noted the details of the reunion and where it was happening, and I suggested that Iqra should do a girls’ trip with her friends. That fool is so suggestible, she jumped on it immediately. But I wasn’t close enough to be invited, and I had to be in this hotel, this weekend. So I made sure Bee got some mild food-poisoning. Anything that would dissuade her from going on the trip. And then I came here to corner Shashank and talk to him. But he once again didn’t recognise me,’ Komal said in an anguished voice. 

‘When?’ Nazish asked. 

‘When we were all waiting for our room keys. I walked past him, hoping he would notice me and be surprised, and maybe once we spoke, he would realize the error of his ways. But no.’ 

Komal looked down and shook her hear. When she lifted her head, her eyes were filled with rage.

‘Then what do I see? I see him getting cosy with that bitch Amayra. All through dinner, I kept noticing how she was staring at him hungrily. Like he was a piece of cake. And that made me mad, so I quietly took away Prateek’s phone, followed everyone into the ballroom as unobtrusively as I could, and took the photo of that disgusting kiss and posted it on the group, hoping it would get George mad enough to react and make Shashank realise the error of his ways. But then, I saw him go into Monisha’s room that night. Monisha! The one everyone in school called “weird lesbian”. Even I had been less of an outsider than she was! I knew then that Shashank never had any plans to marry me. He had been stringing me along for years. I was a fool to have believed him. I was really a huge fool. So, imagine my surprise when I saw him walking towards the pool, where I had been moping and wondering what to do!’

‘I saw her,’ Iqra mouthed. 

‘What?’ 

‘I saw her from the room window,’ Iqra whispered.

To Saad’s dismay, Nazish spoke up. 

‘Komal, why are we here? What do you plan to do with me? I’m your friend, remember?’ she asked softly. 

‘Friend? None of you are my friends. The moment your husbands came, all of you forgot me. Left me to my own devices. Especially when I needed you all the most! When I had lost the love of my life!’

‘But we didn’t know that right? And you killed him, so...’

Saad wished she’d keep quiet, because there was no saying what this Komal would do. As he’d thought, Nazish’s words made her very angry.

‘Shut up! Shut up! You have no idea what it’s like to be me. And I saw you canoodling with your husband, and it makes me sick. How is it that your husband can see you and see a sexy woman and not a fat woman while Shashank could never think of me as beautiful? It’s not fair!’ she shrieked. 

‘Go now!’ Iqra said, urging him towards the door. Saad didn’t need to be told twice. 
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Iqra was petrified that Saad would get hurt. Anger and near-lunacy could give an insane amount of strength to someone like Komal, and she was worried she may have sent her husband inside the pool house where he would get stabbed. She pulled out her phone and dialled Yasir’s number just as Saad burst into the pool house and Komal turned to him. 

‘Did you find her?’ Yasir barked. 

‘Yes. Pool house. Komal has a knife. Come quick,’ she said hastily, hung up and went inside. 

Komal was looking at Saad, incensed. 

‘You! You and your wife can’t keep your noses out of everyone’s business! Such a nosy bitch she is! It’s too bad those earlier two people couldn’t get rid of her, even after trying so hard.’

While she was talking, Saad had managed to put himself between Komal and Nazish, and Iqra felt a surge of love for her husband, combined with terror. She couldn’t just wait for help to come. She had to do something. 

‘We just wanted to find out the truth, Komal,’ Saad said quietly. 

‘What truth! The truth is that men are all liars! They will cheat, and lie, and say all kinds of bullshit just to get into a woman’s bed.’ Komal sniffled, but she wiped away her tears. ‘He broke my heart. He broke the promise he made to me.’

Saad didn’t say anything, but he glared at Iqra when she joined him. Komal let out a bark of laughter when she saw Iqra.

‘You! You’re the worst! You act like you want to be friends, but you all left me alone when you went away with your husbands’ Komal said, brandishing the knife at her. Saad tried to pull her behind him, but she resisted. They were in this together. They protected each other. 

‘Komal, stop. Your game is up. The police are already here,’ Iqra said. ‘Just give yourself up and this will be all over.’

Komal stared at Iqra like she was crazy, and Iqra realized how little she knew the other girl. This was yet another friend who had turned around to stab her in the back, but this time, Iqra had been prepared. 

‘The reunion group identified you as Kaveri,’ she said in a calm voice. They had done no such thing, but Komal didn’t have to know that, right.

‘So?’ Komal asked, the challenge glinting in her eyes dangerously. 

‘Let Nazish go. This will be better for everyone,’ Iqra said, trying to reason with her.

Before anyone could react, the door swung open with a bang, and this time, Yasir pushed through. He saw Nazish and he paled, before he turned to face Komal who was finally at the end of her tether. 

‘Enough!’ she yelled. ‘I am done with all you people!’ 

She charged at Yasir and Iqra screamed at the same time as Nazish because Saad too was trying to stop Komal from stabbing Yasir. Saad dodged Komal’s attack, and Iqra felt like her heart was in her mouth. She had to step in and do something. She had to stop Komal from her hurting Yasir or Saad.

‘Let no one get stabbed, please!’ she muttered as she tried to figure out what to do. But just as she was gearing up to see if she could tackle Komal from behind, Areesha came running inside the pool house. Komal lunged towards her, and Areesha screamed. 

Iqra’s fears dissolved, and she felt a surge of adrenaline push her towards Komal. She recalled all the Taekwondo she’d learnt in school, and without much thought, she grabbed Komal’s knife-wielding arm, twisted it, and executed a leg and arm move that had Komal on the ground, the knife clattering far away from her. 

It took several moments for everyone to understand what had just happened. Ahad and the police joined them just then and saw Komal lying on the ground, struggling to get up, trying to untwist her arm, and yelping in pain. 

Nazish ran to Yasir who held her tightly and kissed her frantically, as if to ascertain that she was all there. Areesha ran towards Ahad, who held her close and hugged her. The police came in and took in the scene. Inspector Adhiyan directed the female constable to take away Komal, while Saad walked towards Iqra and pulled her to him. 

The adrenaline gave out, and she nearly collapsed on him with relief. She knew he was angry at her for putting herself in danger, but she couldn’t stand by and watch her loved ones get hurt. 

‘Iqra, you fool! You could have gotten hurt,’ Areesha sobbed. 

‘That’s Iqra, the superstar to you,’ Saad said, sounding miffed as he tightened his hold on her. 

‘Yes, yes, I agree,’ Areesha said tearfully. ‘My sweet but foolish cousin is nothing short of a superstar.’

Nazish was sobbing against Yasir’s chest, and everyone was distressed, even though Komal was gone. 

She knew Saad was mad at her, but she couldn’t help herself. She had acted without thinking.

The next hour or so was spent talking to the police, telling them everything they had learned, and Inspector Adhiyan looked at her with grudging respect. But his words were laced with sarcasm, nonetheless. ‘We are going to have to use social media to solve crimes nowadays it seems,’ he said. 

Iqra was exhausted. She had barely slept last night, and the excitement of the day had got to her. ‘I want to rest for a bit,’ she told Saad softly once she had given her statement to the police. She found that her hands were still trembling a little, and she kept them folded in her lap. She didn’t want to talk about Komal for a long, long time, because despite the ghastly things she had done, Iqra still felt bad for her.

He nodded. ‘We also have a test to do,’ he reminded her.

‘Now?’ she croaked. 

He nodded firmly. ‘Yes, now.’

He helped her get up and together, they walked upstairs to their room. The others had dispersed to their rooms as well, to get over the shocking moments in the pool house. Yasir had hugged Iqra tightly, thanking her for saving Nazish, while Ahad’s eyes had filled with tears because she knew he was thinking of how close he had been to losing Areesha. 

‘I don’t have words to thank you,’ he said, as he held her hand and squeezed. 

As the two of them went upstairs, Iqra was glad it was all over. She would recap everything about this murder, once she did the pregnancy test. 

When they reached their room, Saad turned her around gently and kissed her, again and again. It was as if he couldn’t stop himself. 

‘Saad, I’m fine. I promise,’ she whispered against his lips, wiping away the tears streaming from his eyes. 

‘You shaved off ten years from my life when you jumped into the fray,’ he said. ‘And how is it that three of us couldn’t overpower her while you did it so easily?’

‘That’s why you should learn Taekwondo,’ Iqra said sombrely. But now, she was anxious about the test result and what would happen if she were indeed pregnant. Would Saad’s demeanour toward her change? Would she change as well? Become a different sort of person, one averse to taking risks?

‘First, the test. Then, we snuggle and sleep for however long it takes for my heart to stop racing,’ Saad said. 

Iqra nodded, when her eyes fell on a folded piece of paper he had removed from his pocket along with his mobile and wallet. 

‘What’s that?’

Before he could answer, she took it from the table and unfolded it as she scanned it quickly, her eyes travelling to the bottom of the page.
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Chapter 50
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Saad knew his mistake the moment Iqra’s brow furrowed. 

‘I don’t like that expression on your face.’ 

‘I don’t understand this...’ Iqra murmured softly. 

‘What?’

‘Saad, do you trust me?’ she asked him, her eyes shining. 

‘We’re not doing the pregnancy test now, are we?’ he asked wearily. 

She bit down on her lower lip. 

‘We will. Just as soon as we do this. Come,’ she said, and it appeared that all her exhaustion had disappeared already as she pulled him by the hand. At least she wasn’t going off on her own. 

‘Where are we going?’

‘Have the police taken Komal away?’ 

He nodded. ‘Yeah, they did.’

‘We can’t waste any more time,’ she muttered, and together, both of them went outside. She walked swiftly towards one of the rooms and knocked on the door. A maid stood in the corridor with her cart. 

‘That guest checked out,’ she said. 

‘Already?’ Iqra squeaked, and then before he could stop her, she went charging down the stairs. He followed her quickly, unwilling to let her out of his sight for even a moment. After what she’d just put him through in that pool house, the answer to her question, which he was glad he had dodged, was that no, he didn’t trust her. He didn’t trust her not to get into trouble, and if she was pregnant...

He couldn’t think of that right now. Downstairs, his wife was scanning the reception area, but it was empty.

‘Shit. Shit,’ she muttered. She asked the receptionist something and then headed towards the exit. To his surprise, she stopped, waiting for him to catch up. 

‘You need to run faster,’ she told him. 

Before he could react, she was out the door already. What the hell was going on? As he ran, he pulled out his phone and dialled Inspector Adhiyan, glad at his foresight in having taken his number when they’d taken away Komal. 

‘Hello!’

‘Inspector Adhiyan, this is Saad. Iqra’s husband. Something is happening here, and my wife is chasing down another lead. Would appreciate if you could come back to the hotel,’ he said, and he hung up as he sprinted after Iqra. 

He stopped short when he saw her near a hotel taxi that was being piled with luggage. Iqra had reached Monisha. 

‘Where’s the watch, Monisha?’

Saad had reached Iqra now, and he saw the expression shift on Monisha’s face. ‘What watch?’

‘The one you took from Shashank when you killed him,’ Iqra said softly. 

Monisha stared at her for a second and then laughed. ‘Are you mad? Is she mad?’ she addressed him. Saad didn’t budge as he folded his arms across his chest, waiting for Monisha to answer. 

‘This is ridiculous,’ she muttered. ‘I don’t have to answer your questions. You’re not the police.’

‘The police are on their way,’ Saad said, and Iqra glanced at him, surprised. ‘Thought you’d need backup.’ Iqra smiled and then turned back to Monisha.

‘So, you want to answer me or you want to answer them?’ she asked.

‘I am not answering anyone!’ Monisha thundered as she pulled open the door of the hotel car, but Iqra put her hand on the door handle. 

‘You’re not going anywhere. Why did you kill Shashank and Shabbir?’ Iqra asked firmly. Saad knew she was trying hard to sound authoritative, but it didn’t help that she was still wearing neon pink pants and a bright green pullover and her hair was all over the place after her struggle with Komal earlier. 

‘Let go of the door!’ Monisha roared, and the driver of the car got down, confusion marring his features.

‘What’s happening?’ he asked. 

‘She’s the killer. Don’t let her escape!’ Iqra shouted. The driver looked perplexed, and to everyone’s surprise, Monisha suddenly let go of the door, and hauling her handbag, she ran towards the gate. 

Iqra turned to Saad. ‘Will somebody catch her please? I don’t think I can run after her.’

‘Why? What happened to “you need to run faster”?’ he asked, lifting an eyebrow. 

Iqra rolled her eyes. ‘I don’t want to run any more,’ she said. ‘Go after her!’

‘He already did,’ Saad said, indicating the driver with his head. 

‘At least someone listens to me,’ she said, as they both watched the driver give chase to Monisha. 

‘Now you know what it feels like to be me?’ 

‘Shut up.’

‘Why did you come running down? What happened?’ he asked, as they both walked towards the gate, where the driver was struggling to hold on to Monisha who was trying to claw his eyes out. 

‘Let me go!’ she screamed. ‘I’ll sue all of you!’

‘The paper you had in your pocket. Inspector Adhiyan printed the call records for Shashank’s phone and somehow ended up giving it to you,’ Iqra said. 

‘And?’

Iqra nodded towards Monisha who had now bent her head and was trying to bite the driver’s wrist. Iqra turned to him and with a sigh, Saad looked at her. 

‘Don’t make me do this. I don’t want to manhandle strange women.’

‘Don’t manhandle her. Just help the driver hold on to her please,’ she said. ‘Until the police come. And that was quick thinking on your part, calling them.’

Breathing out, Saad jogged over to where Monisha was once again trying to escape after biting the driver’s wrist, and together, the driver and Saad held on to Monisha who was snarling like a wounded animal. 

Monisha looked up at her, a feral look in her eyes as she sank her teeth into Saad’s wrist. But she knew it was all over for her.
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Epilogue
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‘I can’t say I’m sorry I missed all this excitement,’ Areesha said when, later that day, the entire group assembled around a cosy fireplace in a restaurant, far, far away from the hotel. They had all felt the need to leave the hotel premises for a while, and they were checking out the following morning any way. ‘But Iqra, you need to explain. First, you said it was Komal, and now, you’re saying it’s Monisha?’

‘Komal was blinded by her feelings for Shashank,’ Iqra explained to the rapt group over cups of piping hot tea. ‘She saw her chance to talk to Shashank at the reunion, but she didn’t want to attend in case he decided to stay away because she was going to be there. All she wanted was for Shashank to notice her. But he didn’t even recognise her, and she got mad and took the photo of Amayra kissing him, hoping to make him see sense once George beat him up over it. But then she saw him go into Monisha’s room later that night, and I think it broke her heart.’

‘But didn’t Monisha say he got a call, and he was speaking to someone and he left?’ Yasir asked. Saad had updated everyone about the events of the previous night, and this had confused everyone. 

Iqra nodded. ‘That’s the thing. Maybe Monisha didn’t think I would suspect anything. Or maybe she thought it would clear her of suspicion completely. But the truth was that  Shashank didn’t get any call that morning. His call records didn’t show any call received at that time.’

‘And then Komal attacked him at the pool,’ Ahad said. 

Iqra nodded. ‘She was sitting near the pool, almost as if she were waiting for him. And when she saw him there, she hit him on the head with a large garden ornament apparently.’

‘And then?’ Areesha asked, sitting forward. Iqra glanced at Nazish who looked queasy at this reminder of what she’d gone through with Komal. 

‘She attacked him out of rage and then walked away. She took the ornament with her and washed it in her bathroom and kept it in the room with her. No one checked any of the rooms obviously, so she was safe. The police found it in her room by the way and I’m sure forensics will reveal traces of Shashank’s blood on it. They found Shashank’s phone in her room as well, powered off, of course.’

‘So how did he land up in the pool?’ Nazish asked. 

‘That was Monisha. She kicked him until he fell in the pool and then she held his head down and drowned him.’

Everyone looked pale when they heard this. All forms of murder were ghastly, but drowning someone, watching them struggle to breathe, must require a really cold, heart. Or no heart at all. 

‘The million-dollar question was, why?’ Saad asked. 

‘You tell them,’ she said. 

He shook his head. ‘No way. You cracked it. You take full credit for it. This is your story.’

Iqra nodded, the smile on her face disappearing as she told the rest of the story.

‘When I confronted Monisha, I didn’t have time to verify everything, so I just acted on a hunch the moment I saw that the call records didn’t confirm what Monisha had said. Which meant she had been lying. And why would she lie? Unless she was trying to cover up something, or maybe just mislead me. I didn’t have time to investigate her properly, and I had to get to her before she left the hotel premises. So, I took the chance and asked her outright. Her expression gave away everything, but of course, she wouldn’t relent.’

Saad shook his wrist gently. Iqra had walked up to Monisha and told her that the next time she tried to bite anyone, she would knock out her teeth. Strangely, Monisha believed her.

‘Most murder cases have one of two motives only,’ Iqra explained, finally enjoying this part of her role. If only all of it had been this easy. ‘Love or money. In our case, it was both.’

‘She killed Shashank for money?’ Areesha asked, her eyes wide. 

Iqra nodded. ‘She followed him outside to the pool where she saw Komal attack him. She was surprised, but she hid somewhere and watched, and when she was sure that Komal had gone, she walked up to Shashank.’ Iqra paused. She wondered how Shashank must have felt. He must have thought he was being saved. Because the blow to the head had just incapacitated him. He wouldn’t have died from it alone. He could have been saved. 

If it hadn’t been for Monisha and her greed. 

‘She came up to him and instead of helping him, she took the watch from his breast pocket where she’d seen him keep it, and then she drowned him. You see, she was desperate for money. The police investigated her and found that she was a compulsive gambler. She had gambled away her savings, her home, her car, and she kept at it because she was waiting for her luck to turn.’

Everyone stared at Iqra in hushed silence. ‘According to what she told the police, she almost didn’t come for the reunion. But she saw that Rani and Ranjit were coming and she had seen photos of Shashank in his Lamborghini and she wondered if there was a way she could get some money from them.’

‘When she came here, she overheard Shabbir talking to Shashank about the special edition watch he had. At the party, before Amayra kissed Shashank, Shabbir had dropped the watch into Shashank’s pocket, telling him to get it checked out. That it was one hundred percent original.’

‘But why kill him for that?’ Areesha asked. Iqra shrugged.

‘Who knows? Maybe she thought it was easier to get rid of him for good. I don’t know how or why her mind worked that way. She had already heard the price tag of thirty lakhs. And the wheels started whirring in her brain.’

‘Will someone tell me if this watch really is worth that much?’ Ahad asked, looking around. 

‘Sadly, Shabbir was trying to pawn off a fake watch to Shashank. And he died because of it,’ Iqra said. 

‘So Komal didn’t kill Shabbir because he recognised her as Kaveri?’ Nazish asked. ‘I thought that was so dramatic. That he recognised her with you and so she killed him to make sure he kept quiet.’

Iqra shook her head. 

‘That was also Monisha. She confessed to that as well. She was already upstairs, and she saw him come running up and go to his room. She let herself inside and started asking him questions about the watch. She told him that she had seen him give it to Shashank. Shabbir was already paranoid, and he asked her outright if she had taken it from Shashank. When Monisha didn’t reply, he knew that she had the watch with him. He begged her to return it to him, but she wanted to know how much it was worth. And when he said it was a very clever fake, and he’d been hoping to dupe Shashank, she got enraged.’

‘And so, she poisoned him?’ Yasir asked, sceptically.

Iqra nodded. ‘Yes, she realised that her best bet was to get away to Mumbai and try to sell that watch to some unsuspecting person but of course, she first needed to get rid of Shabbir who had started adding up the possibilities of her having the watch on her. He had started wondering that maybe she had killed Shashank.’

Iqra sighed. ‘Yeah. I don’t know the details of how she tricked Shabbir into taking that poison and the police will have a better idea if the handwriting on the suicide note matches Shabbir’s. They will deduce all that. But the important thing is, he’s dead because of Monisha. When he was dead, she left his room and went to hers. It wasn’t too far away after all.’

Saad shook his head. ‘What a crazy story.’

‘It is,’ Iqra agreed. 

They all contemplated over everything that had happened since they had arrived here in Ooty, in silence. A waiter brought over a plate of paneer pakoras and placed it on the table. 

‘What’s going to happen to Komal?’ Nazish asked quietly. 

‘Well, she didn’t actually kill Shashank but she’s going to jail anyhow, for attacking him and kidnapping you,’ Iqra said, her face drawn. She still couldn’t believe that their gentle Komal had turned full psycho and who knew what she would have done if she hadn’t been stopped?

Yasir shuddered and he pulled his wife close, as if he couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to her. 

‘Poor Komal,’ Nazish whispered. Yasir looked at her like she was crazy. 

‘Come on. She was desperate for love and attention and men like Shashank think they can get away with everything. I’m not saying what she did was right, but I just feel terrible for her.’

Iqra nodded. For some reason, she got it too. 

‘Poor Bee,’ Areesha said. ‘Imagine the shock she must have got.’

Iqra nodded. ‘I got suspicious when I saw that photo that Prateek had posted because the girl in it looked very familiar to me. When I asked him who it was, he said it was Kaveri and then I used social media to connect the dots and asked Bee if Komal had studied in Mumbai. She didn’t have an easy time in school, guys. Everyone was merciless towards her. Except for Shashank who was kind to her when it suited him.’

‘And she mistook that kindness for love,’ Areesha sighed. ‘But imagine attacking him for that?’ 

Iqra shook her head. ‘She was angry because he’d broken his promise to her. Although, we’ll never know if he had indeed promised her that he would marry her, or her mind had clung to his words and reinterpreted them when he’d seduced her.’

‘You know the other mystery, one that I don’t think even Iqra can solve?’ Saad asked. 

Iqra turned to him, frowning. 

‘Which mystery?’

‘What was he doing at the pool so early in the day?’

Iqra nodded. That part was something only Shashank knew. What had propelled him to leave Monisha and go to the pool? If he’d stayed asleep, Monisha might have just stolen the watch and not bothered to kill him.

‘It was his birthday.’

Everyone turned to Nazish, surprised. 

‘What?’

She nodded. ‘Komal told me. Before you guys came on the scene. Maybe he went to the pool for the sunrise because it was his birthday. I don’t know. Who knows.’

How horrible, Iqra thought. To die on your birthday, alone, and not have anyone or anything to show for it. To die so awfully, injured first at the hands of someone who loved him and felt betrayed by him, and then at the hands of someone who was greedy and couldn’t think past money.

‘Okay, enough about all this murder talk,’ Saad said, looking determined.

Iqra knew what was coming. She took his hand and turned to the group. 

‘We have some news to share.’

*************************************
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Chapter 1
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Iqra

I never thought I would actually cry. 

But well, there I was, the day of my wedding and I was crying BUCKETS. Okay, not buckets. Maybe teacups. Fine. Maybe one teacup and it was still a lot. The tears were running down my face even as Nazish and Ayman tutted around, trying to fix the devastation to my makeup. 

Even the thought of that made me cry harder. ‘I thought this was going to be waterproof makeup,’ I wailed. 

‘No amount of waterproofing can withstand this much waterwork!’ Areesha muttered, running her hand over her extremely large belly. She was due to deliver any day and I cried harder when I realised that I wouldn’t be there, in Starville Towers when they rushed her to the hospital when the baby came. 

‘God, what’s happening to her? Why isn’t she stopping?’ Ayman whispered to Nazish who shook her head, worriedly. 

‘I’m right here,’ I sniffled. ‘Stop whispering about me like I’m not here.’

‘Then control yourself. Why are you crying like this?’ Tazeen Apa said in a hushed whisper as she walked into the room. 

I looked at her, at how ethereally beautiful she was and I knew I looked like a clown in comparison. Everyone looked like clowns in comparison to her. 

I just cried harder. 

‘Iqra, what’s wrong? Why are you crying so much?’ Tazeen Apa asked, looking at me and then everyone in alarm. 

‘Is it him? Your bridegroom? Did he say something to you?’ Areesha asked. 

‘Bridegroom? His name is Saad,’ I sniffled loudly again. ‘And no, he didn’t say anything to me.’ And that was part of the problem. 

The girls looked at each other and the realisation that they would all continue their Saturday afternoon lunches without me added to my feeling of grief, even though I couldn’t quite understand what it was all about. Why was I feeling this way?

My mouth trembled slightly. ‘I’m okay. Just a bit overwhelmed,’ I said. 

‘Is it because...’ Ayman started uncertainly. ‘Because he had come to see me and...’

I shook my head. ‘No. Not at all. If he hadn’t come then, I wouldn’t have known who he was and I wouldn’t have agreed to the proposal when it came for me.’

I thought back to that day two months ago when I stepped out of my room, which also served as my office to get some coffee for myself when I heard Ammi talking excitedly to Sanobar aunty on the phone. Her excitement dimmed slightly when she saw me standing in the doorway. 

‘What’s the matter, Ammi?’ I asked, not sure if I really wanted to know. 

‘Sanobar has found a rishta for you,’ she said, fully aware of what I thought of rishtas at the moment. 

I backed off, aware that I wanted nothing to do with marriage for a while at least. My cousins and friends were all happily married and this had agitated Ammi for a good number of reasons. She was convinced I wouldn’t find a good rishta, and that the man I married would have some sort of defect. Because why else would he agree to marry me? 

Her words, not mine. 

‘Ammi I don’ t think...’ 

She covered the phone with one hand, like they used to do in the older days with landlines, and she spoke to me in a loud whisper. 

‘Iqra Ahmed, this is a good rishta. If you think that we can afford to waste one more year leaving you unmarried, you are highly mistaken!’

‘I’ll be 26 next year! That’s it!’ I said, annoyed. ‘How can you consider that to be old?’

‘Everyone got married just as they turned 25. It’s the right age, although in our days we used to consider it very old and by then, many people would have had at least three children and then they would grow up and...’

Ammi faltered. I sighed. She felt extremely defensive about the fact that she had only me. She and Abba wanted more kids but Ammi couldn’t have any. She’d had a miscarriage before me and after me and I was the lucky one in the middle who had survived.

‘Ammi, it’s okay. When the time is right, I’ll get married too,’ I told her. When I found the right guy that is, but of course, I didn’t say anything to her. 

Ammi shook her head. ‘The time is never right for these things. It’s now or never. And we might lose out on such a brilliant rishta if you continue to remain stubborn!’ Ammi cried out. 

‘What rishta? How is it brilliant?’ I asked. ‘How do you even know anything about this person apart from what Sanobar Aunty told you?’

Ammi shut her eyes briefly, as though asking for deliverance from the Maker. 

‘This boy’s name is Saad. You might have seen him when he came for...’

Ammi’s words drowned out in the roar of sound in my ears. Saad! Of course I remember him! He had come to see Ayman. What the hell! Why did he want to get married to me? I couldn’t believe it. My heart rate sped up significantly for some reason. 

‘...not his fault after all and then we didn’t think we would ever hear from them again and then...’

‘Ammi, slow down!’ I said. ‘Slow down. Why have they sent his proposal for me?’

Ammi paused. She looked me up and then down. It was almost as if she too was wondering the same question. She bent her head and scratched the back of her neck absently. A squawk reminded her that Sanobar Aunty was still on the phone. Her eyes widened and she went back to the call.

‘Sorry, sorry. I was just telling Iqra all about Saad,’ she said, gasping a little. 

There was a pause. 

‘But...’

Another pause. 

‘Really? Isn’t that kind of soon?’

My heart was thumping. What was she going on about?

‘Okay,’ she said blowing out a breath loudly and ending the call. She looked at me, as though surprised to see me still standing there, like I had no say in what was to happen to my own life. 

‘Well?’ I asked. This couldn’t be some sort of elaborate joke or prank, right? Not that anyone could have possibly peered inside my brain and seen my silly crush on Saad expand and grow just because of the two instances I had seen him. But I was still wary. It could be another Saad for all I know. It wasn’t that uncommon a name. 

‘They want to have the wedding in two months,’ Ammi said importantly. I backed into the wall. 

‘What?’

‘Yes. They have seen your photo from the rishta aunty and they don’t want an engagement. It will be the wedding directly.’

‘But...’ I pushed my glasses up my nose. These were new. I needed them because I was short-sighted and when I was on the road, riding VK, I was quite capable of not seeing where I was going. (VK was my scooter, so get your mind out of the gutter right now!)

‘So is it a yes?’ Ammi asked me. 

‘What about you guys? Won’t the men folk want to go and speak to Saad?’ I asked quickly. My brain felt like it had been scrambled on high heat and words didn’t make any sense at all. 

‘We already saw him and vetted him for Ayman that time no?’ Ammi reminded me. 

‘But what’s the hurry?’ I asked. I still couldn’t believe this. It was the same Saad. My heart felt like a bunch of flowers had burst forth from within its depths. 

‘He has to leave for the US for a three-month project and he wants to get married before that,’ Ammi said with a shrug, as if that was perfectly normal. 

‘So he can’t marry after the three months?’ I asked, my voice sharp.

Ammi winced. ‘Listen you stupid girl. If he goes for three months and the company extends the project, he might decide to stay there and call his wife to be with him. Imagine that!’ 

I blew out a breath. I couldn’t quite imagine it. 

‘So that’s it? If I say yes, I’ll be getting married to him in two months?’ I asked disbelievingly. What the hell was happening?

‘Yes! Can you imagine! And then who knows? You could go off to live with him in America!’ Ammi trilled. She looked delighted at the thought of everything and while I was absurdly excited at the idea of getting married to Saad, I was also feeling a lot of trepidation. 

‘Can I talk to him?’ I asked. Ammi’s face fell. Her nose flared a little. 

‘Don’t you start all this nonsense okay?’ she said. 

‘But Ammi, if I have to get married to him, shouldn’t I at least...’

‘No,’ Ammi said firmly crossing her arms. ‘We’re not going down that road. We have all seen Saad. He’s extremely smart. We are actually really lucky that this rishta came for you. Who knows? Maybe he saw you that day and fell for you?’ 

Ammi had a twinkle in her eye but she also looked a little disbelieving herself. This made me stand straighter. ‘Yes, maybe he decided that he liked me better than Ayman that day,’ I joked. But then, who was that girl he’d been with that day in the coffee shop? I wanted to tell Ammi about that but Ammi was staring at me, expectantly.

‘So? It’s a yes?’ she asked, her voice hushed. 

‘Don’t you need to talk to Abba about all this?’ I asked weakly. 

‘Ha. Now where’s your feminism? It’s your life right? I’m asking you if you want to be Saad’s wife,’ Ammi said. 

I licked my dry lips. I had no idea what I was doing and I had really liked him in those 2 minutes I had spent with him in the lift. And that was enough to say yes to get married? What about all the tall claims I’d made to my friends that I would have a love marriage?

I bit down on my lower lip. This wasn’t the medieval times. I would get hold of Saad’s number somehow and track him down and ask him what was going on. Feeling a little better about the decision, I nodded. 

Ammi clapped in delight. 

That had been then and this was now. Our Nikah had been solemnised an hour ago. He was due to come and see me here inside this room in the wedding hall, following which we would have our Valima event. My heart thumped loudly at the thought of being alone with Saad in this room while everyone conjectured about us outside.

I brushed away the tears impatiently and then exhaled. It was time. 

‘Okay girls. I’m fine now. Fix my face,’ I said as imperiously as I could manage. All four looked at me and then at each other, and then got down to work. 
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