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    e watched her body move to the beat of the lively music. Her teal and pink bangles sparkled under the strategically placed lights. The heavy beadwork on her flowing traditional skirt should have made it difficult to move as gracefully as she did.


    She had curves. The last time he’d seen her two years ago, she was all bones, and skipping meals – sometimes for days – was her way of life.


    The groom leaned in and whispered in her ear. She laughed and playfully punched his arm. The bride and another couple joined them on the dance floor. Her smile widened. The world had never got to see her smile because, back then, she was encouraged to appear indifferent, cold or expressionless.


    But now she smiled.


    When he checked into the hotel two days ago, preparations were afoot for the wedding of the year. He overheard staff talking about the marriage of a pair from two prominent families in Rally. Apparently, the couple had wanted an intimate wedding, but looking down from his vantage point on the balcony where he stood out of sight there was nothing intimate about this reception. The dance floor was crowded, every chair around it filled, and guests spilled onto the lawn.


    Earlier, he’d spotted a notice welcoming guests to the venue. The names – Senthil Aiyer and Shona Shah – were not familiar to him. Judging from the hotel’s attention to detail, the staff’s excitement, and the guests’ enthusiasm, the couple was popular in this little town. But he couldn’t care less. He wasn’t there for them.


    The upbeat song was replaced by a ballad. The groom reached for the bride and the other couple embraced as they started to dance. She was alone. She walked off the dance floor and took a seat at the nearest table.


    Her traditional outfit, a cropped blouse paired with a long, flowy skirt and scarf, was dusky pink with a hint of teal. It was an outfit that didn’t stand out among the deep reds, blues and greens that most guests favoured.


    Yet she stood out from the crowd with her high cheekbones, long straight black hair and bewitching eyes. She always did.


    He’d have to wait. Tonight was not the night. He wasn’t a brute. He would let her enjoy the wedding celebrations. Because he knew her – every inch of her – he knew that his wife’s beautiful smile would instantly be wiped off her face when she laid eyes on him.
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    Kaavi Archary yawned as she waited for her toast to pop up. Her phone vibrated on the granite counter she was leaning against. She reached for it and yawned again. It was a message from her cousin Senthil, letting her know that he and his wife Shona had arrived safely at their honeymoon destination.


    She replied with a thumbs-up and a heart. It was weird to think of Sen having a wife, and of him being a husband. He was her only cousin and, with her being an only child too, they regarded each other as siblings. There was a three-year age difference between them and even though she was 28, he still saw her as his baby sister.


    That was the reason she was in his upmarket, far-too-expensive apartment where she’d been living rent-free for the past three months. When she moved to Rally, he claimed that she was doing him a favour by staying there while he moved back into his parents’ home ahead of his wedding – although he’d practically been living in Shona’s apartment for some time anyway.


    Kaavi wanted a fresh start, which included finding her own place, but she knew her cousin was just looking out for her, so she’d accepted his offer. Her decision to move to Rally had shocked everyone she knew. It wasn’t planned. It just happened. In the first month she’d been there, the tabloids had been fascinated that a retired supermodel – yes, retired at 28 – would give up the glamour of travelling around the world for a quaint town. And that’s exactly what Rally was: quaint, charming and peaceful. Sure, everyone knew one another and it was hard to do anything in secret. Everyone always knew your business, but it was simply accepted. Community spirit was at the forefront of everything because that’s what Rally was named after. According to the tourism office, the community had rallied together to rebuild the town after a devastating flood. Her cousin and Shona didn’t believe the story, but Kaavi lapped it up. She even took photos of what they called the ‘ghastly statue’ in the town square.


    It was a terrible attempt at depicting two neighbours helping each other, but for someone like Kaavi, who had grown up in Johannesburg and subsequently travelled the world, this town’s spirit was fascinating and even comforting. Her father didn’t see it that way – he’d kept her and her mother away from Rally because he said its name was ‘trashy’. This meant she had no childhood memories based there. Her maternal grandfather, Sen and his parents had always been obliged to visit her family in a bustling, suffocating city, almost seven hours away by car.


    When she’d visited a year ago, at a time when she needed to make serious life changes, she’d found tranquillity in Rally. There was no pounding in her chest, no sweaty palms, no nausea and definitely no feelings of the walls closing in on her. The doctors called it anxiety. An unopened bottle of pills remained in her cosmetic bag, but she didn’t need them in Rally. Yes, she didn’t have a job. She didn’t really need one though because she had a tidy sum saved from her lucrative modelling career, and she was still being paid residuals from appearances in sitcoms and adverts.


    When she visited last year, she had no intention of moving to Rally. She didn’t know where she wanted to go, who she wanted to be. But when she got on the plane to go back to the fashion scene, she knew she had to make a big change. She just didn’t know it would involve moving to Rally. Three months ago, when she’d finally had enough, she simply packed her things and showed up at her grandfather’s mansion. The next day, she moved into Senthil’s apartment.


    Her last job offer came two days before she left for Rally. Aspiring models and actresses would have jumped at the offer. It should have been a dream come true for her; it would have been when she’d first started out, but now she saw it as a noose. With streaming services becoming more inclusive, she’d been offered a starring role as an exotic brown in a hit romance series. But she wasn’t an actress. The directors and producers didn’t care; they just wanted her for her face. Everyone always wanted her for her face because that was all they saw – a pretty face.


    When she refused the offer, her agent showed her the door. He said he was fed up with her diva ways. Was she being a diva because she wanted out of the superficial world of skinny models, handsy superiors and unreasonable designers?


    She buttered her toast and sat on a stool at the kitchen counter. She looked at the time on her phone and let out a sigh of relief. Her mother would already be on a plane. There was no chance of seeing her before she went back home. It should have made Kaavi sad, but it didn’t. She’d barely made it through the weekend with her mother being around for the wedding. Of course, her father didn’t attend. Senthil was her mother’s brother’s son, so he would have felt nothing about missing the momentous occasion. No doubt he would have called her mother numerous times to find out exactly where she was, what she was doing, what she was wearing and who she was talking to. And her mother would have answered obediently.


    Kaavi was his biggest failure. She chose fashion runways over college. She fled as soon as she turned 18, defying him by making her way overseas. He despised her grandfather for funding her freedom and resented Senthil for accompanying her. And her? He disowned. She hadn’t set foot in her parents’ home in ten years. Her mother secretly met her when she flew into Johannesburg from time to time. But their meetings always revolved around her mom’s anxiety about the chance of her husband finding out that she’d met Kaavi. In the end, it just wasn’t worth it. Kaavi started making excuses, and lied that her schedule was too busy to fit her mother in.


    She popped the last piece of toast in her mouth and chewed quickly as she went to the sink to wash her coffee mug. She had no plans today – like every other day – but now she was bored with simply sitting around scrolling through social media or watching a foreign soapie that she’d become somewhat addicted to.


    On her way to the living room, she caught sight of a pamphlet from the local library on a table in the hallway. Yes, Senthil’s apartment had a hallway; that’s how ridiculously luxurious it was. She read the pamphlet and decided to join the library. Sure, she could read on her Kindle, but she wanted to meet new people, be sociable and become part of the community. Reading had always been her escape. As a teen, she would hide in her bedroom, reading to escape the hell at home. Perhaps joining the library was exactly what she needed right now.


    Kaavi’s long hair was still damp from her shower and that was okay; she no longer had to worry about looking ‘perfect’. She wore a yellow summer dress and flat sandals. Yes, they were designer, but it wasn’t deliberate. She didn’t plan to throw out her clothing and shoes from her life as a model.


    Her face was bare of makeup and had never felt better. She grabbed her handbag, locked the door and started to scroll through her phone as she waited for the lift. As she left the apartment building, her eyes were still on the phone as she searched for walking directions to the library. She suddenly smiled to herself as she realised there actually wasn’t much chance of getting lost in Rally.


    ‘So how do you greet the wife you haven’t seen in two years? A kiss? A handshake?’


    Kaavi stopped dead in her tracks and looked up.


    Neel Naran. He was exactly as she remembered him, but his dark eyes were colder. He was taller than her and she felt petite next to him despite her height as a model. His hair was still clean cut, but his dimples were invisible as he stood expressionless in front of her.


    ‘Ex-wife,’ she said flatly.


    He raised an eyebrow. ‘Tell me, how exactly do you think divorce works?’


    She bit her lip and didn’t answer.


    He shoved his phone into his jeans pocket and took a step closer.


    ‘Do you think just walking out of a marriage is a divorce? Do you think hiding away for two years means we are divorced? Do you think pretending I don’t exist means we’re divorced? If that’s what you think then you are in for a big reality check. Because according to the law you are my wife and I am your husband,’ he said.


    She looked down at his fingers. He still wore his wedding ring. He followed her gaze.


    ‘Yes, married. Very married. So, let’s start again. Hello Mrs Naran, we need to talk,’ he said coldly.
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    Neel had planned to have this conversation anywhere but on a sidewalk in the sleepiest town he’d ever been in. Rally was an hour away from Durban. As a child, he’d spent every December holiday with his maternal grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins in Durban, but Rally had never been on their map. He recalled visiting once when he was around ten. They were passing through en route to a more lively tourism destination north of Durban but stopped in Rally to sightsee. They soon discovered there wasn’t much to see. Or maybe he hadn’t really looked hard enough because he was just a kid, more excited about the water park at their intended destination. Rally was quiet then and it was just the same now. It was so quiet that his voice seemed amplified; that’s not what Neel wanted because he rarely raised his voice. He was always calm, collected … the voice of reason, the quiet yet smartest guy in the room. Maybe, back then, he should have screamed and shouted and demanded that she stay, but he didn’t. He just let her go without much of a fight. What did it matter now anyway?


    He looked her up and down. To him, she hadn’t changed at all because he saw her without the couture clothing, the makeup and the scowl that her industry demanded. She was still as beautiful as the day they’d made their pledges at the marriage registration office. They’d met at a gala dinner three months before and couldn’t get enough of each other. He was three years older than her so he should have been the wiser one and refused to go along with the secret marriage. But he wanted her.


    For the first few weeks they were high on love and lust. The secrecy of their marriage added to the appeal. Neel was the only grandson of a logistics magnate, so it was expected that he would have a grand wedding and marry someone his family had at least met. But no one knew. They lived together and no one knew they were married, that he had a wife. The very thing that made the marriage appealing in the beginning started to tear them apart. He didn’t want secrecy anymore. He didn’t want his wife jetting off across the world for weeks on end with little communication. He didn’t want his wife to pretend she was single! He wanted a real marriage.


    Eight months into the marriage, after another argument over her working in an industry where she was unhappy and exhausted, he told his family about the marriage. By doing that, he betrayed her trust. Although his family was disappointed, they supported him and wanted to meet her. But they couldn’t because Kaavi fled. She left her ring and the marriage certificate on the kitchen table and simply walked out. She changed her number and didn’t return the calls that he made to her agent.


    Of course, it hurt like hell. His family, who could see him hurting, at first encouraged him to go after her. But after a while they encouraged him to pull himself out of his depression and move on. He spent more time at work and started training to take over from his grandfather. He had two business degrees and an MBA, which he was putting to good use. But she was always at the back of his mind. He remembered how he’d have to remove his wedding ring every morning before he headed to work. ‘Someone will see,’ she would say. But after she left, he wore the ring every day. Why? He didn’t know. Maybe to remember her?


    When his grandfather’s health had begun to decline two months ago, he’d officially taken over as CEO. Afterwards, his sister, a lawyer at the company, had pulled him into her office and reminded him that he was heir to millions, possibly billions, as well as a company – and that he was married without a prenuptial agreement. Since she left, he’d never once searched for her on social media. He’d been tempted, very tempted, but he couldn’t do that to himself. However, on that day, with his sister looking over his shoulder, he’d searched for her and found her social media account, which surprised him. He’d expected to see her in photoshoots at exotic places or on a catwalk. But he found photos of her sitting on the bank of a lake, group pictures with ‘ordinary’ people, of sunsets and meals. Photos of her in a town called Rally.


    Now he was there to get her to sign divorce papers. Yet, although he stood face to face with her, the documents remained in his bag in his hotel room.


    She looked at her feet and then back at him.


    ‘Is it urgent?’ she asked.


    His eyes widened in surprise.


    She shook her head. ‘Fine. You might as well come up. We can’t really talk in the middle of the street.’


    She didn’t wait for his response. She turned and went back into the apartment building. It was his cue to follow.


    He looked around as they walked through the foyer and then into the lift. This building stood out in Rally. Other buildings were ‘homely’ and could even be called old-fashioned. But this one was modern, a symbol of opulence.


    He looked at her out the corner of his eye as the lift ascended. He knew her too well. She was trying to appear aloof but he knew she was pretending. She twisted the strap on her brown leather handbag and gripped a bunch of keys so tightly that it would probably leave an indentation on her palm.


    The lift stopped on the sixth floor. She walked out and he followed. No questions asked. She opened the apartment door and gestured for him to follow her in. He obeyed and then gently shut the door behind him.


    He looked around. This was a man’s apartment. Dark colours, leather sofas and masculine interior design. She was living with a man. Did he know she was married? Did she love him?


    ‘Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?’


    Her question surprised him. She was trying so hard to be aloof and cold but couldn’t hide her sweetness.


    ‘I’m good,’ he replied.


    He casually walked past her, his shoulder barely brushing hers, but she jumped out of the way as if she was on a railway track with a speeding train headed for her. He didn’t even try to hide his grin. He wasn’t going to pretend that he didn’t know the effect he had on her … even now after all this time.


    He sat down on a leather armchair and she took a seat on the one opposite him. She bit her lip.


    And then there was an awkward silence. Neel looked directly at her while she looked everywhere but at him.


    Finally, she spoke. ‘You wanted to talk?’


    He sat back. ‘What are we going to do about our marriage?’


    Again, she didn’t respond. She just stared past him.


    ‘I know you’ve been pretending you’re not married or maybe trying to forget you are married,’ he started in an annoyed tone.


    ‘I’m not pretending. I just didn’t think it would be an issue,’ she interrupted.


    He shook his head. ‘Seriously, Kaavi. You didn’t think being in a registered marriage, one that the law recognises, would be an issue? That you could go on living your life as if it didn’t exist?’


    ‘So why come to me now? You had two years,’ she replied coolly.


    ‘I don’t know,’ he lied. He wasn’t ready to bring up the divorce papers. If he’d been sensible, he would have brought them with him, got her to sign, and left.


    But he was once again under her spell.
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    aavi shifted in her seat. She was trying really hard to ignore the crackling chemistry. She hadn’t seen this man in two years, yet her body still responded to him. She ignored the sudden heat that was spreading through her.


    Neel once told her that his teachers, parents and friends had always referred to him as the ‘quiet’ one. But Kaavi knew his presence in a room never went unnoticed. His height, almost always taller than anyone in the room, was just one of the things that made him stand out. People described him as a hunk.


    Although his dark hair was clean cut, he styled it in a way that made it look completely natural. His generous smile, dimples and a strong, sharp jawline grabbed attention without him even trying. Now after so much time apart, he was sitting opposite her wearing jeans, a plain blue T-shirt and grey sneakers, and he was just as sexy as on the night they’d met.


    But she had to keep her cool. Neel was wrong about her forgetting that she was married. She thought about it every day. She thought about him every day. And she’d waited for the day when it would come back to haunt her. Now the ghost of her past was right in front of her, oozing sex appeal and confidence.


    ‘You said we needed to talk, but you don’t know why you’re here. I’m confused,’ she said.


    He sat forward. ‘I wanted to see my wife.’


    She wasn’t convinced. ‘You just woke up today and suddenly thought it would be a good day to see your wife, after this long?’


    She expected him to look away. If it were her, she would have looked away. But not him. His gaze remained firmly on her.


    ‘Something like that,’ he said.


    ‘And what am I supposed to do with this information? How am I supposed to react?’


    He stood up abruptly and said, ‘I have a proposal.’


    Shaking her head, she replied, ‘The last time you had one of those we ended up married.’


    He ignored that: ‘Give me a month. Just one month.’


    Kaavi blinked twice as if that would clear her confusion. She was still getting over the shock of seeing him and now he was proposing something she didn’t understand.


    ‘A month for what?’


    ‘To see you, talk to you,’ he said. His eyes were still on her. That was one of the many things about Neel that always impressed her – he never faltered or showed that he was intimidated. Not that she believed she intimidated him. But surely seeing her again must have some effect on him. She wasn’t willing to explore it.


    Kaavi stood too.


    ‘I think you should leave,’ she said.


    ‘What are you afraid of? It’s only one month.’


    Again, she shook her head.


    ‘I’m not afraid of anything. But I don’t need this disruption in my life now,’ she said.


    Neel looked around. ‘Does he know?’


    Kaavi was about to ask what he was referring to when it hit her: he thought she was with someone, and living with him too.


    She could use this to her advantage, even if she knew it was pathetic.


    ‘It doesn’t really matter. What matters is us staying away from each other,’ she said.


    He took a step towards her. She sucked in a breath as he came closer.


    ‘Why are you afraid to be around me?’ he asked.


    She took a step back.


    ‘Are you hearing yourself? We’re married on paper. Whatever we felt back then is gone. We’ve moved on. You can’t just walk in here like nothing happened and expect me to fall into your arms.’


    He folded his arms and rocked back on his heels.


    ‘I know you. You want to fall into my arms.’


    ‘Neel, I don’t know why you’re here, but I don’t want any part of it,’ she replied.


    ‘Oh, but Mrs Naran, you’re already a part of it. You’re one half of Mr and Mrs Naran,’ he said cheekily.


    ‘Stop that. Just tell me what you want from me!’


    ‘You. For one month.’ His answer was firm and clear. His voice didn’t even quiver.


    ‘And if I don’t agree?’


    He turned around and looked out the ceiling-to-floor window. It just didn’t fit in Rally, but who was he to say what suited a town that he knew nothing about?


    ‘Listen Kaavi, I’m not here to threaten or force you and I’m not going to demand that you give me even an hour of your time. You made it pretty clear when you left that you didn’t want that. But I’m staying in Rally for a month. I’m not going anywhere.’


    ‘What’s the point of that?’


    He turned back to look at her.


    ‘When the month’s done, you’ll never hear from me again.’


    Kaavi didn’t respond. What could she say? She didn’t own Rally. She couldn’t exactly run him out of town. His plan made no sense at all; she didn’t know what the endgame was.


    Firstly, he wanted to ‘see and talk’ to her for a month and didn’t even put up a fight when she halfheartedly refused. But now he wanted to stay in town.


    ‘I’m going to go now, but you’ll see me around. And no, that’s not some sort of threat. It’s me saying I’m not leaving town.’


    He moved towards the door.


    ‘Neel?’


    He turned to face her.


    ‘My family … no one knows about us.’


    As he opened the door, he said through gritted teeth: ‘It’s okay Kaavi. I’ll remain your dirty secret.’


    He walked out of the apartment and didn’t look back. The door shut behind him.


    Kaavi instinctively wiped her palms on her dress. But her palms were not sweaty. There was no pounding in her chest. Why did she think she was having a panic attack when she wasn’t?


    Neel had always made her feel safe. In fact, her panic attacks started long after she left him. She sat down on the couch and thought about their marriage. Everything had happened so fast: they went from dates to a two-day engagement to marriage.


    She thought about the marriage proposal. Even now, it made her smile, despite all that had happened.


    They were lying in bed after a night of passion.


    ‘I’m leaving for Mauritius next week,’ she said solemnly.


    He sat up and faced her. ‘For how long?’


    ‘About a month. A sportswear brand is launching soon, but they want to do everything all at once while everyone is in Mauritius. A photoshoot, their TV advert and a few other promos,’ she replied.


    She pushed the covers off and stood, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her back onto the bed.


    She giggled, but then sighed.


    ‘You don’t seem happy about going,’ he said, pulling her closer to him.


    She got comfortable next to him again, then ruffled his hair.


    ‘I’m just worried that this won’t be here when I get back,’ she said, looking around.


    ‘The house? It’ll take me longer than a month to sell. It’ll be here when you get back,’ he teased.


    She playfully punched his shoulder.


    He leaned back and, pulling her to his chest, he said, ‘I’m not going anywhere, Kaavi.’


    ‘I can’t expect you to wait for me. We’ve been together for a few months now and this is the first time that I’ll be gone for a month. I can’t expect you to wa—’


    ‘You think you mean so little to me? That as soon as you leave, I’ll have someone else lined up to replace you?’ he interrupted.


    She didn’t answer, but that was exactly what she was thinking.


    They lay in each other’s arms, saying nothing.


    ‘What if we got married? Would that make you see I’m not going anywhere?’


    Kaavi sat up, grabbed his chin and looked deep into his eyes.


    ‘You’re crazy,’ she said.


    ‘About you. Kaavi, I’m crazy about you. I’m already in love with you, so unless you don’t feel the same about me there’s nothing stopping us from getting married.’


    Kaavi pushed off the covers, got up and stood beside the bed, facing him.


    ‘Did you just ask me to marry you?’


    He got out of bed too.


    ‘I did,’ he said, coming around to stand in front of her.


    Kaavi shook her head.


    ‘I’m in my panties and one of your T-shirts. You’re in boxers. My hair is a wild mess. My mascara is smudged from last night. This can’t be a proposal,’ she said, half excited, half terrified.


    ‘If you want the whole elaborate romantic proposal, I’ll make it happen. But I don’t care where it is or what you’re wearing, I just want the answer to be yes,’ he said.


    He reached out, his thumb brushing her cheek; she leaned into it, but he pulled away and knelt in front of her.


    ‘Kaavi, will you marry me?’


    He didn’t have to ask twice because she jumped into his arms and they tumbled onto the wooden floor. His arms locked around her.


    ‘So yes then?’


    She nodded far too many times because she couldn’t get the words out. He laughed and captured her mouth.


    Two days later, they met at Home Affairs and made their way to the marriage registration office. They hadn’t planned their outfits, but they both showed up looking like a couple about to say their vows in front of guests at a posh wedding venue. Neel was wearing a tailored navy suit with a crisp white shirt and a deep burgundy tie. He’d paired them with brown loafers. Kaavi was in an exquisite burgundy sari. The fabric was chiffon and draped effortlessly, catching the light with a subtle shimmer that made her skin glow. She’d braided her hair in a single plait and had threaded a single cream rose, which she’d bought on the way there, into the top of her plait at the nape of her neck.


    ‘I still don’t understand why we have to keep our marriage a secret,’ he said as Kaavi filled in the application form.


    She put down the pen and turned to him. ‘It’s better this way for now. It won’t be forever,’ she said.


    Neel didn’t argue. He also didn’t back out. He simply nodded and an hour later they were married. They never expected their wait or ‘ceremony’ to be over so quickly because they’d heard only horror stories about long delays at Home Affairs. Neel joked that it signalled their marriage would be smooth sailing. She now knew that it was also a sign that the marriage would be over quickly. But, for a short time, they did have that marital bliss people always speak about.


    She remembered a Sunday morning when Neel tried to make breakfast. He burned the egg and sausages but blamed the stove, even threatening to call the manufacturer. He was so serious that he had Kaavi laughing until her stomach hurt. And then he had her on her back and it was perfect because they just completed each other. But a couple of hours later, their weekly argument started. He had to go to his parents’ house for lunch and she refused to go with him. After all, his family didn’t know she existed. They’d argue. He would go to lunch. She would sit around waiting for him. She’d apologise when he returned. He’d say he understood – until one day he stopped understanding. And she couldn’t explain it to him because she didn’t understand either. She just knew she wanted their marriage to remain a secret; there was no reasoning behind it. But there was a reason. She just didn’t want to confront it.


    Now, sitting on Sen’s couch, she wondered if they would have still been together if there hadn’t been any secrecy. She shook off the thought. She didn’t want to explore it. She and Neel Naran were long over and there was no point in mulling over it.
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    Neel looked in his hotel room mirror. If he was going to stay in Rally for a month, he would have to upgrade to a suite to have adequate space to work. He still couldn’t figure out what had come over him when he told Kaavi he’d be staying in Rally for a month. He had no game plan. Kaavi had walked out on him and didn’t look back. She’d moved on and was even living with a man. But when he saw her this morning, he just couldn’t – didn’t want to – leave.


    He sat on the bed, hit the speed dial on his phone and waited for it to ring.


    ‘Neel, I was just about to call you to let you know I’ve confirmed your flight for tomorrow.’


    He ran his hands through his hair.


    ‘About that …’ he mumbled.


    ‘Must I change it to an earlier flight? I know you prefer travelling early in the morning.’


    ‘I’ve decided to stay in Rally for a month,’ he heard himself utter slowly.


    There were a few seconds of silence before Sarika spoke.


    ‘Do I have to fly out there to work with you?’


    ‘That’s not necessary. I can switch all my meetings to video conferences. With technology, it’ll be like I’m there in my office,’ he replied.


    ‘Are there any files I need to email to you? What else do you need?’


    He knew Sarika. She was trying to be professional by not reacting the way she usually would have. Sarika was his executive assistant. They’d met in college when she started dating his best friend Ryan. The trio went on to achieve their MBAs and Ryan married Sarika. But Sarika soon realised that she didn’t want to be in the world of mergers and takeovers. Despite being the smartest of the three, she didn’t want to make decisions in the business world. When Neel joked that she could be his executive assistant, she took it seriously. She didn’t need to work because Ryan had a successful telecommunications company, but Sarika didn’t want to ‘sit around doing nothing’.


    ‘Say what’s on your mind,’ he said.


    ‘What could possibly be on my mind?’


    He pressed the speaker button, placed his cellphone on the bed and began to pace.


    ‘You’re not going to ask why I’m staying here for a month?’


    ‘Why would I? You’re the boss and I take orders from you. I can’t question your decisions,’ she replied flatly.


    Neel burst out laughing.


    ‘You take orders from me? That would be the day. You’re more like my boss. Just say what you want to, Sari.’


    She was silent for a few seconds.


    ‘Neel, why are you doing this to yourself? I’m assuming the divorce papers haven’t been signed? What do you hope to achieve by prolonging this trip?’


    Neel sat on the bed again.


    ‘I don’t know, Sari.’


    ‘Listen, Neel. You are one of the most organised people I know. You always think things through before you do anything, but when you’re with this woman, whom we have not even met, you do things that are out of character … the marriage, the secrecy, and now prolonging the inevitable.’


    She spoke softly, perhaps to soften the blow.


    ‘Neel, you don’t deserve this.’


    He sighed. ‘I know. I know all these things. But I … just a month, Sari,’ he replied.


    ‘Fine, we can make this work. This – as in your job as the CEO of a massive company.’


    He hesitated for a few seconds.


    ‘Yes?’


    Sari knew him so well.


    ‘Someone has to tell Natara,’ he ventured.


    ‘No, Neel. That’s where I draw the line. You and only you must face the music.’


    He ran his hand through his hair again.


    ‘I’ll send her a text message.’


    ‘WHAT? You want to send your sister a text message – your twin sister? The same sister who drew up the divorce papers, which you are refusing to get signed? The same sister who terrifies everyone who knows her? Are you mad?’


    ‘That’s resolved then. I’ll send her a text message,’ he said calmly.


    ‘Did you hear a word I said?’


    ‘I did. I’d better head down to reception. I need to upgrade to a suite. I’ll talk—’


    ‘No. I made the booking. I’ll call for the upgrade. Listen, Neel, we’ve been friends for a pretty long time. I don’t know what happened between you and this woman, but I do remember the pain you went through. I don’t want to see you hurt again,’ Sarika said. She whispered the word ‘hurt’.


    ‘I know, Sari. I appreciate your friendship. I’d appreciate it more if you called Natara,’ he ventured.


    ‘Not going to happen. Bye,’ she added quickly, hanging up before he could reply.


    Like a coward, Neel sent a text message to his sister. Exactly ten seconds later, her name flashed on his phone’s screen. He ignored it. It rang again. He ignored it again.


    A text message popped up in his chat app.


    CALL ME!!!!! 


    No. 


    I knew I should have taken care of this myself. Why are you such a fool? 


    Takes one to know one. 


    WHAT! We’re almost 31 years old and that’s your comeback? Answer the phone! 


    Neel’s phone rang again. He let it go to voicemail and wrote instead:


    Nats, I got to do this. Just let me figure it out. Please. 


    Three dots appeared on his screen. She was obviously typing a long response.


    Finally, her message came through.


    Okay.


    Neel jerked his head back. What? This was very bad. Natara never ever backed down. He knew his twin. Her one-word response was to throw him off a plan that was probably brewing in her mind. He didn’t respond.


    His cellphone rang again. Ryan’s name flashed on the screen. No doubt Sarika had spoken to him. He let it go to voicemail.


    Looking at his phone, Neel realised that he didn’t have Kaavi’s number.


    He was about to do some sleuthing on the internet to try to find it but remembered that Rally was a small town, and people talked in small towns.


    He shoved his phone in his back pocket and made his way down to the coffee bar where he found a seat next to a window. This room was like every other in the hotel group’s vast portfolio – it dripped with luxury. The café tables were strategically positioned for guests to have enough space to be private but also be seen. He looked over to a group of young women taking photos of their iced coffees, which came in only the finest trendy cups. A few tables over, a couple leaned into each other, sharing a slice of chocolate cake.


    Neel looked away, out the window. He spotted a lake in the distance. The view was fascinatingly tranquil. While the rest of Rally, except for the apartment Kaavi was living in, was homely, this hotel was a five-star establishment with modern amenities. Yet it fitted in with the surroundings. It was like everything in Rally just fitted in, no matter what it was, from five-star hotels to small corner shops that sold everything from lollipops to power tools.


    He wondered if that was why Kaavi chose to move to this sleepy town. Or did she move here for him? The man whose apartment she seemed so comfortable in.


    A waitress appeared next to him. Showtime.


    ‘Good afternoon, sir. Have you had a chance to look at the menu?’


    Neel flashed her a big smile. He’d been told by far too many women, mostly those who wanted to secure his surname and access his bank account, that his smile melted hearts.


    ‘Good afternoon. I have. I’ll have a cappuccino and a blueberry muffin please.’


    She nodded.


    ‘Is there anything else I can get you?’ she asked, noticing that he’d picked up the menu again.


    Neel placed it back on the table and sat back.


    ‘Actually, I’m supposed to be meeting a friend in town, but I’ve just realised I didn’t take down her number. Maybe you know her?’


    The waitress smiled eagerly.


    ‘You were here for the wedding, right?’


    Neel had been at the hotel when the wedding took place, so what if he stretched the truth?


    ‘Yes, I was. A beautiful celebration,’ he lied.


    ‘It was. Senthil and Shona are perfect for each other,’ she said dreamily.


    Neel nodded as if he knew the couple.


    ‘Who is your friend? I’ll check if I can get a number for you,’ the waitress said.


    Neel felt guilty about the deception, but there was no way he was going back to that apartment to ask Kaavi for her number.


    ‘Kaavi Archary,’ he replied.


    ‘Of course I know Kaavi! She hosted a workshop here a few weeks back. Well, Shona and Anni actually organised it, but Kaavi was the main attraction,’ she said.


    Neel sat back and pretended he wasn’t interested, but boy did he want to know everything about it.


    ‘Must have been fun,’ he said.


    ‘It was spectacular. Shona and Anni help run the youth programme at the community centre. They’ve helped so many troubled kids. They got Kaavi to teach a couple of the teenage girls to apply makeup. It was a real girly event. The kids loved it,’ the waitress said excitedly, like it was hot-off-the-press news.


    Neel was impressed but simply nodded. The Kaavi he knew would hide in the shadows when she wasn’t on the catwalk. But he also knew she was kind and would instantly have jumped at the chance to help troubled kids.


    Realising she was babbling to a customer, the waitress said, ‘I’ll get her number from the front desk and I’ll bring your drink and muffin.’


    [image: ]


    Kaavi pulled her suitcase out of a cupboard and dragged it to the room that she’d made hers since moving into Sen’s apartment. She opened it and turned towards her closet but stood rooted to the spot. What was she doing? Running away. That’s what she did. She always ran. But she didn’t want to this time. She loved Rally. She loved the connections she’d made here. She wanted to be here and Neel Naran wasn’t going to drive her out of town.


    She sat on the bed, pushing the suitcase away from her. She realised she would have to face this problem head-on. She couldn’t run.


    She stood up confidently and reached for the suitcase. After packing it away, she planned to conduct a web search to find an out-of-town lawyer to draw up divorce papers, when her cellphone rang.


    She shook her head. Sen was probably calling to check up on her again. Did this man know what a honeymoon was!


    But when she retrieved the ringing phone from the kitchen counter, she saw a number she didn’t recognise.


    ‘Hello?’


    ‘Kaavi, it’s Neel.’


    Her heart started to race. Kaavi didn’t know if it was anxiety or excitement. That’s the effect Neel had on her. She always felt giddy around him.


    ‘Neel,’ she squeaked.


    ‘Would you like to go out for supper tonight? It would give us a chance to discuss the matter at hand,’ he asked casually, like it was every day that you went out for supper with your hot, estranged husband. Hot. Kaavi reached for a softcover book on the nightstand and started to fan herself.


    Supper with Neel. It sounded like a nightmare. She would spend the whole time blushing and wanting him. Yes, he still had that effect on her. Also, she didn’t want anyone to see her out with him. People in Rally loved to talk. Her grandfather, aunt and uncle would probably know about him before they could order their meal.
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