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PROLOGUE


Every soul shall taste death.


Imran remembered the line from a childhood lesson with his mother; the words, quoted from the Quran, had meant nothing to him as a six-year-old boy. Back then, his thoughts had only fixed on the idea of tasting death as if it were a flavor, and from there had wandered to what snack he might sneak from the kitchen. Now, nearly fifty years later, far from his childhood home in India, he knew death did have a taste, and that it was metallic and harsh in his mouth. It was accompanied by panic, desperation, and, finally, a preternatural calm.


He knew where he was and what was happening. He had tried to save himself in those last, final moments when movement and action were still possible. Now he lay awkwardly sprawled on the floor, body heavy and numb, as darkness dimmed the edges of his vision. There was a sudden flash of pain, as something shifted in the center of his chest, replaced by another, duller sensation.


Imran wanted to roar, to rail against the unfairness. His father had died an old man, surrounded by family. Didn’t he deserve the same?


More footsteps nearby, and then a weight pushed against him. It wouldn’t be long now. Already the darkness had grabbed hold, and he sensed a shadowy figure waiting for him, trailing ghostly fingers on his face and over his body.


He had never believed in an afterlife, despite his mother’s stories. For the first time, he thought of the judgment he had been taught to expect in the grave, the angels who would sit on his chest and mete out punishment, pain, or peace. His body spasmed, and the cold made him shiver one final time. He knew what he deserved, and the thought made him rage, made him long to hurt.


With his last breath, he spoke his final words. The footsteps stopped abruptly, rooted to the spot. Finally, the captive audience he’d wanted.


Imran Thakur died with a faint smile on his lips, pleased he had left the world a slightly worse place than he had found it.









CHAPTER 1


The second-worst phone call of Kausar Khan’s life came in the middle of an ordinary morning, knocking her world into a new direction entirely.


Sixteen months had passed since Hassan’s pancreatic cancer diagnosis, nearly a year since her husband’s death, and she woke with no premonition of the chaos to come. But if there was one thing Kausar had learned in her fifty-seven years, it was to beware moments of tranquility.


She was on the phone for twenty-three seconds and afterwards sat staring at nothing. The familiar, solid furniture in her neat sitting room faded into the background: the plush recliner where Hassan had spent the first few weeks after his diagnosis; the stone fireplace they vowed to use every winter but never had; the cream-colored fabric couch she had slumped back into; the solid wood coffee table where her rapidly cooling chai sat next to a stack of Agatha Christie paperbacks, her and her late husband’s favorite, though he had complained she always guessed the identity of the murderer too easily.


The large airy room, which Kausar had decorated in beige and deep blue when they had first moved into the tidy bungalow seventeen years ago, now felt oppressive as she tried to make sense of what had just happened.


“Ammi.” Kausar’s eldest child, Sana, her voice carefully calm, had said over the line. “I need you in Toronto. Now.”


Kausar hadn’t responded, frozen in the crossbeams of two contradictory thoughts—that she couldn’t return to Toronto, and that her daughter would never ask unless something had gone terribly wrong.


Sana continued in that strangely calm voice, as if her words were nothing more than a commentary on the day. As if this moment, too, were inevitable. “I’m in trouble. There’s been a murder, and I’m the prime suspect.”


Sana, a suspect in a murder? I can’t believe it.” May Kildair, Kausar’s best friend in North Bay, repeated. Her friend had arrived at her house promptly, in response to the text Kausar sent one hour prior. I’m flying to Toronto. Can you drive me to the airport?


Her friend, a white woman born and raised in the Northern Ontario town, was dressed in her usual uniform of yoga pants and an oversized shirt that dwarfed her petite frame, short blond bob motionless despite the warm April breeze and the wide-open windows of her fifteen-year-old forest green Jeep. May’s children had jokingly gifted her with a novelty two-foot-tall bottle of hairspray for Christmas last year.


May’s eyes were trained on the road now, her speed steady at fifty kilometers an hour—ten under the official speed limit, twenty under the unofficial one. An SUV honked and cut her off, but she didn’t pay any attention. At least May had waited until they were on their way to the airport before she probed into the reason for Kausar’s last-minute flight. It had taken Kausar several tries to get the story out, still unable to believe what was happening.


Suspect in a murder investigation. My daughter, Sana Khan, age thirty-six, resident of Toronto and married mother of two, is at a police station, waiting to be arrested and charged for murder.


Who had been murdered? When? How? Kausar had no answers for May. It was all she could do to tick her mental check-boxes as she prepared to leave North Bay for the first time in almost two decades: Book a flight to the one place she had never wanted to see again—check. Pack a bag—check. Don’t panic—unchecked, but she was trying.


It was only a four-hour drive to Toronto, but Kausar hadn’t sat behind the wheel of a car in seventeen years. May knew the reason why. As a result, her friend had played chauffeur during their entire friendship with no complaint. They had become friends when Kausar thought herself broken; May had helped her pick up the pieces and build a new life. She felt a rush of gratitude for her friend—even now, May knew to let Kausar sit in silence as she contemplated her next steps. As soon as she got to Toronto, she’d go straight to Sana’s house to take care of her granddaughters; Sana had made it clear that Kausar was not to go to the police station.


“After she said there had been a murder, my mind went blank,” Kausar said now. “If only Hassan were with me. He would know what to do.”


May’s reassurance was immediate. “Hassan is happy you’re here to take care of the children when he can’t. Which you are more than capable of doing.” She was ten years older than Kausar, with four children and twelve grandchildren (and counting). They had met at the local library the first week Kausar moved to North Bay and had bonded over a shared love for Louise Penny. “It might even be good for you, to go back to the city,” she added, with a sideways glance at her friend.


Toronto was full of ghosts for Kausar. Every year, she made plans to visit Sana and her granddaughters. And every year, after Hassan had arranged the details, she canceled. Perhaps in the spring. In the summer, when Maleeha and Fizza are on school holidays. In Ramadan, when we can break fast together.


Then Hassan was diagnosed, and travel became impossible. Now Sana, the child who had never caused her a moment’s worry, was under suspicion of committing murder.


Kausar made a quick dua: Let this all be a misunderstanding. The thought of her Sana committing a violent act was unthinkable. The idea of her daughter in jail, beyond the realm of possibility. The most unexpected thing to have happened to her daughter was her decision to open a desi fashion boutique last year. But the business was a good fit for her organized, stylish daughter. The grand opening was held last fall; Kausar had not attended.


“I could drive down, in a few days,” May offered, breaking into Kausar’s reverie. “In case you need help.”


Kausar smiled at her friend. “I appreciate that,” she said. “But I’ve booked a return ticket for one week’s time. I’m sure there has been some mistake. Besides, Jenny needs you.”


May blinked. “How did you know that?” She grinned. “I can see why Sana called you first. She knows her mother will be able to figure out what really happened, probably even before those Toronto cops.”


Kausar shook her head, lips twitching in a smile. “I think she just wants her mother there.”


May shook her head. “Regardless, it always amazes me when you know things about my children before I do.”


Kausar spoke carefully. “I am happy for Jenny, though she didn’t seem quite herself when I saw her.”


May didn’t seem ready to dive into her youngest daughter’s troubles and deftly changed the subject. “I expect daily updates. Will you be okay on your own?”


Kausar glanced down at her large, black leather purse, where she had carefully tucked two small photographs—one of her and Hassan on their wedding day, nearly forty years ago; the second of her youngest son, Ali, frozen forever at fifteen, his cheeky smile promising endless mischief.


“Inshallah,” Kausar answered. May was familiar with the versatile word, which meant “God willing” in Arabic, but could also mean “I hope so” and “fingers crossed” and “send positive vibes!”


May pulled into the small parking lot at Jack Garland, the municipal airport that served as the gateway to remote Northern Ontario communities, as well as the city. It had not changed much since Kausar first arrived, after Hassan had reached out to an old army friend in the Canadian military and was put in touch with Wing 22 North Bay when he knew his wife needed to get away from all the things that had happened in Toronto.


The Canadian Forces base had once been a bustling hub for NORAD, the North American Aerospace Defense Command, which monitored Soviet activity during the Cold War and continued to monitor all aircraft entering North America. The original building, with its unique helix underground headquarters capable of withstanding a direct nuclear attack, was a marvel of engineering. The base had been decommissioned in 2006 and replaced by a smaller, modern building, but budget cuts eventually reduced military personnel to a shadow of its former capacity. As a result, Wing 22 was the only Canadian Air Force base without any planes. But the surrounding town needed a doctor, and so Hassan got the job. The couple moved, leaving Adam and Sana behind in Toronto to finish university, and Ali in his final resting place. As heartbreaking as it had been to leave her children, as well as the city that had been home for most of her adult life, Kausar knew that moving to North Bay had saved her life.


Hassan had been quickly engulfed by his new medical practice serving veterans, retirees, and the small population that made up the community of North Bay, including a growing Muslim community. Kausar spent her days taking care of the small home they purchased, trying her hand at gardening, visiting the library, and trying to heal from her loss. It had taken almost a year for her to get out of bed before noon, and another year before she could take joy in simple pleasures without feeling guilty. But slowly, she and Hassan rebuilt a semblance of a new life.


When Hassan passed away last year, nearly the entire town had turned out for his funeral, and Kausar’s freezer was stocked with casseroles she couldn’t bring herself to eat.


May nosed into a parking spot near the airport entrance. At this time of day, the lot was empty. She reached into the back seat for a small paper bag and handed it to Kausar. Inside was a notebook, the cover textured to resemble leather, a bold pattern of yellow, purple, and orange flowers spilling across the buttery surface.


“It made me think of your garden,” May explained. “My students think paper is antiquated, but I always need to write things down. It might help you solve the case, Detective Aunty.”


Kausar had once explained to May the use of honorifics in desi culture, where every older person was an aunty or uncle, even if they were only thirty years old, while blood relations were acknowledged with specific titles for their role in the family. May had been charmed and taken to calling herself Teacher Aunty, and sometimes Overworked, Exhausted Aunty. But Kausar had quickly been christened Detective Aunty whenever May wanted to tease her.


Kausar smiled, touched at the gift. “I’m not a detective. I simply notice things.”


“For your noticings, then,” May said, and pressed the book into her friend’s hand. She hesitated. “How did you know about Jenny?”


Kausar placed the gift in her purse, and a feeling of déjà vu hit, making her dizzy. As if she had already lived through this moment, perhaps in another life, perhaps in a dream. I simply notice things.


“I remembered how much she craved snack food the last time she was pregnant. I saw her in the grocery store with two bottles of salsa and three bags of chips. I will pray for her, and for your lucky number thirteen.”


A cloud passed over May’s face, and Kausar wondered if she had misread the situation. Hassan had been alternately amused and annoyed by what he called her “party trick.” Kausar could not help noticing things others did not, from people’s moods, words, and behaviors, and then extrapolating from her observations. It felt as natural as breathing to notice the local imam had stained his sleeve a particularly vibrant orange hue and to figure out that his sister, who made homemade achar chutney, was visiting. Or years ago, when she realized her eight-year-old daughter was being bullied at school. Not everyone appreciated her observations, however. When she asked the imam to pass along her salaams to his sister, he had been surprised and even disturbed. What came naturally to her, others—even her children—seemed to find intrusive or embarrassing. Eventually, she had begun to simply file her observations away in a corner of her mind and feign surprise whenever someone confided a secret she already knew.


It was different with May. Her friend usually enjoyed her “noticings.” Except something was wrong this time. Kausar resolved to call her friend later and find out if her suspicions were correct and there was more going on with Jenny than a long-awaited and very welcome pregnancy.


“I know it’s only been a year since Hassan passed,” May started, changing the subject again. “And that there’s no timeline for grief and loss. But while I’m sorry for the circumstances, I’m glad you’re going to Toronto. You’ve been hiding yourself away up here for a long time.” Her friend’s eyes were full of empathy, understanding, and something else. May had raised her four children on her own after her husband left her for the Alberta oil fields. She had worked as a high school teacher and after-school tutor, taught summer school and night school to support her family. It wasn’t until she retired a few years ago that she finally took a break. “There’s life in you yet, and don’t you forget it. You’re only fifty-seven. This is your second act. You get to decide what to do with it.” May handed her the overnight bag from the trunk.


Her friend meant well, but Kausar knew they had been raised with different expectations. She’d married Hassan at seventeen, shortly after completing high school in Hyderabad, India. Hassan had been thirty-two, already a medical doctor and a retired soldier in the Canadian Armed Forces. Though his family had moved to Canada when he was a child, his parents wanted him to marry a girl from “back home,” and a mutual friend arranged the rishta proposal. After two brief meetings, where her father made conversation with Hassan’s father and Kausar and Hassan only looked at each other shyly, the nikah date was set. Despite the age difference and her parents’ reluctance to send their only daughter to Canada, Hassan’s family had a good reputation, and every reference checked out. Besides, a doctor who didn’t ask for an outrageous bride gift was rare.


Yet, it hadn’t been easy. Hassan was kind, but they were strangers. And though a deep and abiding love had grown between them eventually, one that stayed steady over decades of marriage, the birth of their three children, and even devastating loss, Kausar had always understood her place. She was a wife and mother; her domain extended only as far as the household, the children, her social and community obligations. To their friends, she would always be Mrs. Dr. Hassan Khan, her husband’s accomplishments and identity conflated with her own.


Kausar had no complaints and knew she lived a comfortable life. After the children started school, she had finished a degree in psychology part-time, knowing she would never use her qualifications, but still enjoying the academic rigor. The idea of a second act was something people like May could look forward to. Kausar accepted that the best she could hope for was a few quiet decades. The dreams she couldn’t even acknowledge to herself—for adventure, for intrigue, to contribute to her community in her own right and not only through her role as wife and mother—had long ago withered to dust.


Kausar hefted her small bag and hugged May. “The pens have been lifted, and the pages have dried,” she said, quoting a well-known Muslim idiom.


May shook her head. “I don’t know what that means, Kausar Khan. But there’s more to life than sitting alone in your house surrounded by ghosts and memories.”









CHAPTER 2


The flight was delayed by an hour, and Kausar spent the time worrying. Had Sana been arrested? Was she in a jail cell right now, and would she need money for bail? Kausar had no idea how the Canadian criminal justice system worked; she’d never had any direct involvement with it. Everything she knew came from watching American and British crime shows and reading detective fiction.


The last time her family interacted with the police, Hassan had handled everything. Kausar had not been in any shape to talk with law enforcement, lawyers, the coroner, or the journalists who had called the house. But now Hassan was gone, and Sana needed her.


The colorful yellow swirl of May’s gift caught Kausar’s eye, and she pulled the notebook from her purse and flipped to the first page. Kausar Khan Investigates was written across the top in May’s neat handwriting, the K of her first and last name a flourish. May’s optimism made her smile.


When they had first met, May was still teaching history at the local high school. Once their friendship was firmly established and May stumbled upon her observational talents, Kausar had helped out with a few incidents: random thefts at school, a case of plagiarism and another of mistaken identity involving criminally minded teenage triplets.


“We all have a superpower,” May told her once. “I can motivate a reluctant learner and make Canadian history seem interesting to teenagers. You were born to solve mysteries.”


The plane finally began to board, and she flashed her driver’s license at the attendant, who carefully studied the picture, comparing it to her face. Kausar kept renewing it, though she hadn’t driven since Ali’s death.


The queue for cabs at the Toronto airport was short, and her driver was desi and polite. He smoothly merged onto the habitually crowded Highway 401, heading east towards Scarborough, the suburb where Sana lived.


Ramadan had ended a few weeks ago, and even in late April, evidence of Toronto’s construction season was everywhere. Cranes dotted the landscape and condominium towers sprouted like glass-fronted redwoods, reaching towards the sky and battling for the best view of the busy metropolis.


They exited the highway and turned onto a main street, where Kausar’s gaze was drawn to the many people on the sidewalks, some waiting for the bus, parents pushing strollers, teenagers hanging out, so many faces that looked like her own.


The driver navigated the small streets of the densely packed suburb, coming to a stop in front of a large two-story detached home before jumping out to help with her bag. Kausar handed him a hefty tip.


After retrieving Sana’s house keys from her purse, Kausar walked up the drive. Sana had pressed the keys into Hassan’s hands the last time he visited, and Kausar recalled his expression of delight when he recounted the story of their daughter asking him to consider the house his own. In a way, it was—he had paid for most of it.


It was a large home with a generous three-car driveway. The spacious foyer, where Kausar took off her shoes, opened into a large sitting room with twenty-foot ceilings and floor-length windows that let in cheerful sunlight. The house felt empty, but Kausar heard running footsteps.


“Ammi. You came,” Sana said, and launched herself into her mother’s arms.


At first, Kausar was confused. What was Sana doing here? Kausar had spent the flight worried Sana was being interrogated at the police station, or detained. Sana explained that she had beat her mother home by fifteen minutes and led Kausar into the large, open-concept kitchen, all chrome fixtures, white marble countertops, and a massive kitchen island. She paused to admire the open space, decorated in Sana’s minimalist style. Everything looked shiny, well-maintained, and expensive.


“The detective on the case wanted to keep me longer, but I told him my husband was out of town and my kids are young,” Sana explained, taking a seat at the kitchen island, her legs dangling from a sleek but uncomfortable-looking chrome bar stool.


At thirty-six, Sana was a beautiful woman with large, dark eyes fringed with thick lashes; her nose, like Hassan’s, was slightly beaky but the rest of her features mirrored Kausar’s almost exactly: lips a small bow, eyebrows thick and dark against blemish-free light brown skin. Her face had filled out over the years, and Kausar thought the new curves suited her daughter’s tall frame of five foot eight, which Sana emphasized by favoring heels and platform shoes, though she also had a large collection of qusay, embroidered and sequined slippers. Her daughter had always loved pretty, well-made things and often paired tunic tops and pants in cotton, linen, or wool, even when she was running errands or cooking dinner. Her need for order extended to the house—there wasn’t a single dirty dish in the sink, no mess of plastic containers on the counter, no smear of something sticky from the children’s breakfast.


Today Sana was dressed in a bright orange and blue kurta top with gold embroidery and matching capri pants. The clothes looked incredibly fresh, which was strange for someone who had spent the day being interrogated in a police station. As if reading her mother’s thoughts, Sana pulled at the fabric and made a face.


“They wanted my clothing. There was a lot of blood,” she explained, voice trembling only slightly. “I didn’t even realize how dirty my clothes were until the police arrived. I grabbed the first outfit I could from one of the racks, though I would never wear this color . . .” She was in shock, Kausar realized. There was a brittleness about her daughter, a shakiness to her movements. Instinctively, Kausar began opening drawers, searching for a small pot in which to brew chai.


“Take a shower, Sana beta,” Kausar urged, placing the pot on the stove and adding two cups of water before hunting for tea bags and whole cardamom pods. “The children will be home from school soon, and we must talk. I will take care of everything.”


Relief passed across Sana’s face, shifting to curiosity when she caught sight of the floral notebook Kausar had dropped on the kitchen table. Before Kausar could protest, Sana picked it up and studied the first page, with its bold proclamation: Kausar Khan Investigates. Sana’s eyes narrowed as she placed it back on the table without a word and moved towards the stairs to follow her mother’s direction.


The perfect cup of chai takes at least twenty minutes to brew, which was why Kausar usually stuck to the quick method of a tea bag and boiled water. But she wanted to give both Sana and herself time to process what had happened. She added three tea bags to the small pot, throwing in whole cardamom once the water started to bubble, and let her thoughts wander. Her usually unflappable daughter was rattled, far more than she would have thought possible. Her granddaughters likely had no idea what was going on—and where was Hamza, Sana’s husband of nearly sixteen years?


She pushed away the other thought crowding her mind, the long-repressed memories from the last time she had been in Toronto. She could feel Ali’s presence more strongly here than in North Bay and felt a prickle at the back of her neck as she bent over the stove, certain that if she turned her head, Ali would come strolling downstairs to ask what was for dinner, before trying to wheedle her into making him a snack.


The tea was boiling now, a furious churn of dark water, fragrant with spice. Kausar reached for milk and poured a generous amount, instantly cooling the brew and turning it a rich golden brown. She set the pot to simmer, and by the time Sana returned downstairs, hair damp and some of the exhaustion washed from her face, the chai was ready.


Kausar set two steaming mugs on the table and motioned for her daughter to join her. “Tell me what happened.”


Sana gripped her mug, plain white porcelain with an etching of an elaborately lashed eye, staring straight at her. “My landlord, Imran Thakur, was murdered. I found him inside my store this morning around five a.m. He had collapsed by the register. He was lying in a pool of blood.” Sana swallowed, then took a sip of chai to steady herself, though her next words wavered. “He had been stabbed. There was a . . . knife in his chest.”


Kausar closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She could imagine the horror of the moment. She also knew this wasn’t the first time Sana had stumbled upon a dead body. The clock ticked in the kitchen, a heavy ornate piece that looked like a long-ago wedding gift, and Kausar counted to fifteen alongside the second hand, sifting through her thoughts rapidly. “That must have been awful,” she said quietly. “Beta, can I ask what you were doing in the store so early?” Her use of the endearment beta, “my dear child,” was automatic.


Sana’s eyes flew to her mother. “My store is nearby—you remember the old Golden Crescent Plaza? It’s there—sometimes I go in early, for an hour or so, to take care of things I didn’t get to the day before. Then I come back home to get the girls ready for school.” Kausar waited. She sensed there was more, and she wasn’t wrong. “I called the police right away. They questioned me for hours, and it wasn’t until later in the morning that I realized they were treating me like a suspect and not a witness.” A tinge of bitterness entered her voice, but also something that sounded like fear.


“Why would they suspect you?” Kausar asked, trying to keep her voice mild.


“I don’t know!” Sana cried out, knocking over her remaining chai. The brown liquid spread quickly across the glass surface of the table, and she jumped up in search of a cloth, mopping aggressively. “I found the body, he was in my store. They jumped to conclusions when they realized the knife was from my display window.” She cut herself off abruptly, as if she had said too much.


Kausar contemplated her daughter’s erratic movements in silence. Sana was not easily frazzled, but her actions now were clumsy. A result of shock and leftover adrenaline, most likely. Kausar rose to refill Sana’s mug with the remaining chai on the stove. “Where is Hamza?” she asked, careful to keep her voice casual as she placed the fresh cup of tea in front of Sana. She had noted his absence in the house when she walked in: no shoes in the foyer or on the shoe rack, no bulky men’s jacket on the coat stand.


“Traveling,” Sana said shortly. “He’s on his way home now.”


Kausar counted another ten seconds by the clock. “Why would Imran have been in your store? Were you expecting him for some reason?”


Sana froze, her mug midway to her mouth. “No,” she said shortly. “Landlords aren’t allowed inside tenant units unless we’re there, and even then, they need to give prior notice. Not that Imran was one to follow rules.”


“What do you mean? Had he entered your store without permission before?”


Sana considered this, and Kausar could practically see the calculation in her mind, whether to tell the truth, or deny.


“I suspected he was entering my unit when I was absent,” she said finally. “One time Maleeha caught him sneaking out. We share a back entrance with his office and another unit. I’ve asked him not to enter without me there, but he always denied it.”


Kausar considered this careful response, certain she had uttered no lie, but also sure she had left something out. The reason for this subterfuge was less clear. Why had Sana asked her for help if she wasn’t going to be honest?


“Do you have security cameras in the store?” Kausar asked.


“Of course I do,” Sana snapped. The strain of the day was wearing on her, and she took a long swallow of chai. “I gave the footage to the police already. There’s nothing to see, though. The camera malfunctioned sometime last week and hasn’t worked properly since. I meant to get it fixed.”


“That’s unfortunate. Did you get along with Imran?” Kausar asked, voice gentle.


Sana shrugged. “I didn’t really know him. Hamza knew him better. He seemed decent enough, I guess. I certainly didn’t know him well enough to want to kill him,” she added caustically. “The police will figure that out soon enough.”


“Can you tell me about the plaza? Do you know your fellow shopkeepers well?” Kausar asked. Surely, if the landlord had been murdered on his property, there was a good chance all the business owners would be suspects, not just Sana.


Sana sighed but answered readily. The largest unit was a grocer, run by Mr. Jin, a beloved plaza staple for decades. There was a Tamil bakery run by Luxmi, a bubble tea place, a cell phone and computer repair shop whose owner had just changed hands, and a roti take-out shop run by Lisa. She wasn’t particularly close with any of the other shopkeepers, though they were all polite. No vendettas or blood oaths that she was aware of, if that was what Kausar was thinking.


“Were you home last night?” Kausar wasn’t sure why she asked this, except something about this story was starting to trouble her, and she couldn’t figure out why. It felt as if she and Sana were talking at cross-purposes, as if Kausar were the interrogator and Sana the reluctant witness, which made no sense. She was there to help.


Her daughter’s response to this question was steeped in irritation. “Where else would I be? I came home right after I closed the store, cooked dinner, and helped Maleeha with homework. Fizza had an art class, and afterwards we stopped for groceries. We got home around nine p.m., and I put Fizza to bed and told Maleeha to get off her phone, pray her namaz, and head to bed, too. It was lights out at ten p.m. I can barely keep my eyes open later than that these days, especially when Hamza is traveling and everything is left to me.”


Kausar remembered what it had been like when her three children were in school: the endless loop of drop-offs, pickups, school lunches, and extracurricular activities. Combined with starting a new business and a spouse who traveled for work, no wonder Sana dropped from exhaustion every night.


“I will call Nasir and get some recommendations for a lawyer,” Kausar said, decisive now. Nasir Hafeez was a popular community figure who handled legal trusts and wills, and had expanded into a thriving commercial real estate law practice. He was also a close friend of the family; he had made the drive to North Bay last year for Hassan’s janazah and told Kausar to call on him if she ever needed help. This situation definitely qualified. Except Sana was shaking her head, and Kausar recognized the stubborn look in her eye.


“I don’t need a lawyer. I couldn’t pay for one, in any case. I didn’t call you to play detective, Mom,” Sana said.


“Then why did you call me?” Kausar asked, stung. She hadn’t missed Sana’s protestation about her finances, either, especially considering the large house they were sitting in, located in one of the most expensive cities in the world. She avoided making an obvious show of looking around the kitchen at the high-end appliances and designer cutlery.


“I was scared,” Sana admitted. “Hamza wasn’t picking up his phone, and the police had been questioning me since six a.m., when I called them.”


“You said you found the body at five a.m., and called the police immediately,” Kausar interrupted. “And why wasn’t Hamza answering?”


Sana’s annoyance flared once more as she leveled a hard-eyed stare at her mother. “Forgive me, I was a bit distracted by the dead man in my store to pay attention to the exact time!”


Noting the sidestep of her second question, and not entirely satisfied with Sana’s answer to the first, Kausar broke their standoff first and nodded at Sana to continue.


A sheepish expression replaced Sana’s earlier frustration. “I called you because . . . yours was the only other number I have memorized. The police had my phone.”


Kausar sat back, her mind spinning. She recalled her frantic movements that morning, the adrenaline that had flooded her system upon hearing Sana’s shaken voice, throwing her clothing into a bag with little consideration, and buying a last-minute plane ticket to Toronto, the one city she hoped never to see again. All because Hamza hadn’t picked up his phone, and Sana didn’t have anyone else’s number memorized. It hurt Kausar a bit to hear that Sana had only called her because she had no other option, and not because she wanted her.


“I wasn’t sure you would come.” Sana’s softly spoken words were not an accusation, yet they felt like a slap in the face. She hurriedly added, “But I really want you here. You’ve already made everything better.” Sana reached for the chai and took a long swallow. “The truth is, I’ve been wanting to ask you for months. I could use your help, with the girls and the house, with cooking. Ever since I opened the store, it’s been hard to stay on top of everything. Can you stay? At least until I sort through this trouble? It shouldn’t take too long, maybe a few weeks.”


So Sana wanted her mother here as domestic help, and nothing else. Suddenly, the notebook on the kitchen table filled Kausar with embarrassment. The worst of it was, she couldn’t blame her daughter: Sana was simply navigating the barriers Kausar had put up years ago, when she had left Toronto. Helper, cook, child minder—that was who she was, all she had ever been, and all she ever would be.


Kausar swallowed her disappointment with the remainder of her chai. “Of course, beta. Whatever you need.”









CHAPTER 3


“The case of the convenient caretaker,” Kausar said into her cell phone. “The mystery of the cleaning grandmother. The curious incident of the naan-i.”


At the other end of the line, May laughed heartily. “Our children’s words are sharpened daggers, and they aim straight for the heart,” she said.


Kausar winced at May’s unfortunate choice of words, Sana’s description of Imran’s death still vibrant in her mind. “I suppose I should be grateful my phone number is still lodged in Sana’s long-term memory, or I might never hear from her again,” she joked.


She looked around the guest bedroom, where she had settled shortly after the unsatisfying conversation in the kitchen. The room was generously proportioned but sparsely furnished with castoffs, as befitting a rarely used space. An older double bed with a plain white duvet took up most of the room, a sturdy but dated cherrywood dresser tucked into the corner. The large window had a clear view of the main street that served as an artery into the neighborhood. There was a small closet, filled with boxes of old clothes and the children’s school mementos, while another door led to a shared bathroom.


“I’m sure she didn’t mean to be cruel,” May said, reassuring. Kausar supposed this was true. She also knew she had disappointed Sana again and again over the years, too consumed by her own deep grief. They had coped in very different ways to Ali’s death: Kausar retreated, while Sana had thrown herself into a new life, first by marrying Hamza only months after meeting him as an undergrad, and then by quickly starting a family. Sana had never asked Kausar for help, not even when she had two children under the age of five and a husband who was never home. Perhaps she had understood Kausar was in no condition to help anyone, not even herself.


Things were different now. Kausar was different, and with Hassan gone, she hoped to rebuild some semblance of a closer relationship with Sana and her grandchildren. Perhaps that was why a small part of her had dared to hope that Sana had called for help—just not of the domestic variety.


Then there was the bigger problem of Sana’s story. Kausar wanted to believe her daughter, but even their brief conversation left her with questions. There was the timing inconsistency, for one, and Sana had never been a particularly early riser. What had she been doing at her store so early, especially when it meant leaving her daughters at home alone? She also claimed she entered the store at five a.m. and immediately called the police, but later contradicted herself. Then there was the issue of the security cameras. It was almost too convenient that they would fail when a murder was committed on the premises, especially when combined with the slip that the murder weapon came from Sana’s own window display. No doubt the police had taken all this into account when they had cautioned Sana not to leave town. Maybe it was the shock of finding a body that had led Sana to muddle things and dissemble, but Kausar suspected there was more to the story. The thought frightened her, even as a small part of her quickened at the possibility of proving useful in a way her daughter had never anticipated.


May interrupted her thoughts. “What are you going to do? I can hear you thinking.”


“My daughter asked for my help,” Kausar said. “I plan to do as she asked.”


“Good thing I gave you that notebook, eh?” May teased.


“I’m not investigating. I will simply notice things for Sana.” Even to her ears, the distinction sounded weak. But that was all she intended to do, Kausar promised herself. She would simply look around and perhaps ask a few questions. Only to clear up her own confusion and confirm the details of Sana’s tale.


“Just so long as you call me with updates,” May said. “This is better than Murdoch Mysteries.” Her friend was a fan of the long-running police procedural set in early twentieth-century Toronto, and they’d sometimes watch it together.


With a promise to call again soon, Kausar hung up and considered her options. Sana had instructed her not to call Nasir. Stranger still, she had said she couldn’t afford a lawyer. Kausar wondered about that. Did she mean it, or was she downplaying the trouble she faced? Likely the latter—Hamza had a lucrative job as the director of marketing for a well-known telecom company, while Sana had inherited a comfortable sum from Hassan’s estate only a year ago. Surely the family had enough financial security to retain legal counsel when possibly facing a murder charge. In any case, even if Sana couldn’t afford legal counsel, Kausar could pay.


Mind made up, she dialed. A familiar voice picked up on the second ring.


“Bhabhi, I’m so glad you called,” Nasir said, using the honorific for the wife of a brother, or in his case, a good friend. “Please, tell me you have agreed to catch up over a meal. I can drive up to North Bay this weekend. Old friends are best, after all.” The lawyer’s voice was warm and charming. His admiration of Kausar had always been clear in every interaction. Hassan had even noticed it, calling Nasir a shameless flirt.


“There’s no need to drive to North Bay, as I happen to be in Toronto,” Kausar answered lightly.


For once, Nasir was at a loss for words. When he spoke again, he sounded worried. “What has brought you back?” The question was a testament to how well he knew her. Quickly, Kausar filled him in on Sana’s situation.


“Of course, Sana is innocent,” Nasir said without hesitation. “The Toronto police are simply following the formalities. I know a few criminal lawyers. I will get back to you with names and recommendations right away.”


Kausar thanked him and promised to arrange a visit soon, before hanging up and contemplating her next steps. Sana had left to pick up ten-year-old Fizza from school, pulling her keys out of a black pouch that resembled a sunglasses case. Fifteen-year-old Maleeha walked home from the nearby high school. In half an hour, she would see her granddaughters for the first time since Hassan passed, and as eager as she was for that meeting, she was also curious about the plaza and—if she were being honest with herself—the crime scene. Sana had mentioned her shop was within walking distance. Surely, she could travel there and back before the girls returned.


It wasn’t simply curiosity to see where Imran had died that pulled her downstairs or eased her feet into the sturdy loafers she had brought. Kausar knew little about Sana’s life in Toronto. Though her daughter had studied accounting and finance in school, she had married during her second year, and when Maleeha had come along shortly after, it had made sense to take a break from her studies, despite Kausar’s protests. When she tried to broach the subject once, Sana had shut her down.


“I don’t want to send my kids to day care and work all day, then return home exhausted. Hamza makes enough money to keep us going. It’s not like I have family in town I can rely on,” Sana had added pointedly, and Kausar never brought up the subject again. Yet her fears had been realized: Sana never returned to school.


Kausar wanted to see where Sana spent her life, wanted to walk through the neighborhood and look into the faces that passed her daughter and granddaughters every day. She needed to do something, to move. Sana had settled near their old neighborhood, and Ali’s ghost was everywhere


Hesitating only a second, Kausar scooped the notebook into her purse and left the house, inputting the plaza into her maps app as she went. It was only a fifteen-minute walk from the house, down Escola Avenue, and then west.


At this time of day, the streets were slowly filling with students on their way home from school and parents, grandparents, and caregivers doing pickups, and traffic was heavy. One thing Kausar already missed about North Bay was its relative calm. Even in this residential neighborhood, Kausar felt the thrum of energy, of barely repressed impatience in the surrounding vehicles. She hurried across the road at an intersection with her head down, trying to calm herself while an SUV edged past.


Ali had stood at one of these intersections. He had crossed a street, had turned down another, confident despite the late hour, young and invincible and ready to take on the world. And then—she squeezed her eyes closed, and when she opened them, she could make out the plaza ahead.


The neighborhood was part of the Golden Crescent, nicknamed for the crescent shape the area made on a map. A large sign—Golden Crescent Plaza—welcomed visitors. She knew Sana’s clothing store was in the far corner, sandwiched between the roti takeout and the admin office—even though she hadn’t attended the opening, she’d pored over the pictures Sana had sent her. But Kausar couldn’t make out the details from where she was approaching, not even the name, because of the crowd gathered in front and the yellow caution tape everywhere.


Kausar spotted two people who seemed to be shopkeepers standing near the stores, watching the activity: an older Asian man with silver hair who must be Mr. Jin, and beside him a younger Black woman in an apron, her long hair in tight braids, perhaps Lisa from the roti shop. A white man in plainclothes, his hair blond in the bright afternoon sun, directed the uniformed officers with a quiet confidence. Kausar itched to approach, but instead walked carefully down the grassy embankment towards the parking lot to examine the plaza from a distance.


Golden Crescent Plaza was a squat, brown brick building, emerging from the center of a bowl-shaped area, and surrounded by plentiful parking. Stairs around the commercial building led up to the crumbling pedestrian sidewalk, from which Kausar now surveyed the scene. From her vantage point, she was nearly eye level with the low-hanging roof. Kausar was surprised Sana had settled on this location. The gawking crowd notwithstanding, the parking lot was mostly empty. Or perhaps most of the patrons walked from the surrounding neighborhood. Even so, there was a tired, neglected air about the plaza, evident in the weeds that sprouted from the paved frontage, the dated storefronts, and the awning so low that she still couldn’t read the name of Sana’s shop. Uniformed officers milled around the walk-way, and Kausar saw one walk out of the bubble tea shop with a tray of drinks. He seemed familiar but soon disappeared into the huddle of police. Before she could place him, a voice called from one of the cars in the parking lot.


“Kausar Aunty?” A tall man with dark brown skin and sharp features, bits of gray scattered among the black of his close-cropped fade, stood in front of an older, silver-colored sedan, looking at her uncertainly. It took her a minute to recognize him—the last time she had seen Siraj Bajwa, he’d been a skinny teenager, the son of her then best friend, Fatima. It was a shock to see the boy she had known in the familiar brown eyes of the man before her, a reminder of how much time had passed. She caught sight of the large, black insulated bag in his hands. When she looked back up at him, a red tinge suffused his cheeks.


“I didn’t know you were back in town,” he started.


Taking his cue, Kausar ignored the food delivery bag. “I’m here for Sana.”


Understanding dawned. “I heard something happened at the plaza. I didn’t know Sana was . . . involved.”


“She’s not,” Kausar said firmly.


“Of course. My mistake.”


They lapsed into awkward silence, Siraj shifting his weight from foot to foot.


“How is your mother?” Kausar asked finally.


“Alhamdulillah,” he said, carefully neutral.


“Please pass along my salaams,” she said, inwardly cringing at the banal words. At one point, Fatima had been her closest friend in the world. Kausar had left too many things behind when she fled Toronto; her friendships had been another inadvertent casualty.


Siraj considered this. “Her number hasn’t changed,” he said quietly. “In case you wanted to pass along those salaams yourself.” He hefted his bag and headed towards the roti take-out shop without another word.


Kausar stood staring after him, smiling ruefully. Canada’s largest city, the sprawling Greater Toronto Area, was a metropolis of six million souls—but sometimes it felt no different from a small town. No doubt, news of her arrival would soon circulate among her former friends, the ones she had cut off abruptly when she left. Fatima was probably angry and hurt at her long silence, and though Siraj’s suggestion to call was a good one, she knew she wouldn’t follow up. She was here to help her daughter, and then head back to her quiet life in North Bay.


With that, Kausar continued her perusal of the plaza from the parking lot. She spotted a young woman facing the street with her back to the plaza, outstretched arm holding a mobile phone and speaking in a lively voice that traveled.


“What’s good, fam? This is your girl Brianna Chen-Malik. I’m parked here in front of the OG, the Golden Crescent Plaza in Scarborough, where the police pulled in and set up this morning. Detective Drake—yes, fam, that’s his real name—won’t say more, but I’m hearing something serious went down. I’ll keep watch like I always do. In the meantime, keep your eyes open and your cameras on.” She flashed a peace sign at the screen and held her smile. Looking up, the young woman caught Kausar’s eye. “How’d I do, Aunty? Salaams.”


Kausar approached the friendly young woman. “Brief but riveting,” she complimented. Then, thinking fast, she explained that she was new to the neighborhood and had come by to pick up a few grocery items. Did Brianna know what was going on?


“Someone got themselves killed,” the young woman said, with a certain amount of relish. “I’ve been here all morning. According to Mr. Jin, they arrested that poor woman, the one who runs the new desi clothing store with the pricey ’fits.” She motioned towards the older Asian man, who now stood alone. The younger Black woman had disappeared. “He runs the grocery store, and Mom says he keeps his prices low, unlike the capitalist thugs overcharging for bread in these streets.”


Kausar agreed the price of bread was shameful and carefully took in the young woman. Brianna’s pronunciation of salaams and desi was authentic, and she had smooth, dark skin, with large eyes that slanted in the corners and were fringed with thick, dark lashes, while her natural curls fell in a halo around her head. She was dressed in a cropped top, track pants, and colorful sneakers, an unzipped hoodie sliding down bare shoulders.


“Are you a reporter?” Kausar asked, and Brianna’s eyes crinkled as she laughed, revealing large, very white teeth.


“I’m a community activist. The aunties from the masjid used to call me a troublemaker.” Brianna paused, waiting for Kausar to process that nugget of information, perhaps to ask if she were Muslim, too, or about her ethnicity. Kausar suspected that Brianna had frequently been asked who she was and where she fit in, which likely made her feel like she fit in nowhere.


Kausar only smiled. “Have you managed to learn anything else? Such as who was killed?”


Brianna sized up Kausar but only shrugged. “The cops won’t talk to someone like me, but they’re also not quiet, and my hearing is fantastic. It was Imran, dude who owns this place. Don’t feel sorry for him, though, the man was trouble.”


Kausar perked up at this. “Why would you say that?”


“My dad used to have a store here, but when Imran took over, he got out. Too much drama, and Imran was always up to something. Latest rumor is the plaza is up for sale. Some developer who wants to build condos no one in this ’hood can afford.” She smiled crookedly at Kausar. “You got a whole lot out of me today, Aunty, without even trying. I should try to be more like you. You have yourself a blessed day.” She put her hands together in a namaste, and Kausar smiled back, charmed by the young woman’s irrepressible energy.


Kausar glanced towards Sana’s store and drifted closer, trying to look as unobtrusive and harmless as possible. The crowd had thinned somewhat, and she could make out two large, square planters filled with bright floral arrangements standing sentry in front of her daughter’s store, the name emblazoned in a curly sans serif font on the tasteful yet striking entryway: Muhabbat Designs. Muhabbat was “love” in Urdu, a whimsical name for her sensible daughter. Her gaze moved to the front window display, where instead of faceless mannequins, there was a stylized scene: vibrant and ornate desi clothes pinned to a black, starry backdrop, an outfit positioned so it was hanging from the ceiling with sleeves outstretched, and another laid out on the ground, each with matching accessories—bangles, chandelier and jhumpka earrings, ornate necklaces, a thick choker with delicate silver filigree. One of the silhouettes was an Indian groom, complete with brocade sherwani, cream-colored turban, and curly-toed shoes. Kausar’s eyes lingered on the be-jeweled ceremonial sheath on a jeweled belt, the sort a long-ago maharajah might wear. With a sinking heart, she saw that the dagger inside was missing.


“Excuse me, ma’am, you’ll have to step away,” a female police officer said brusquely. “This is an active crime scene.”


“That’s my daughter’s store,” Kausar blurted, and instantly wanted to take the words back. She could feel a shadow looming, and then the blond-haired detective—Drake, Brianna had said—addressed her.


“Ms. Khan said she didn’t have family in town.” Detective Drake frowned at her, and she realized he was older than he had first appeared—in his late forties at least—loose skin heavily freckled, hair more white than blond, with deep-set hazel eyes that regarded her with suspicion. When he shifted position, she could make out the bulge of a handgun by his hip.


This was the detective who had intimidated Sana, who had wanted to keep her at the precinct all day. With a spark of defiance, Kausar lifted her chin.


“I flew down this morning only, Detective Drake.”


He raised an eyebrow at her, but whether it was because he was impressed or indifferent that she knew his name or because she had not backed down, she wasn’t sure. “If you flew down to help your daughter, why are you here and not with her, Mrs. Khan? Or were you just curious, like the rest of them?” He looked contemptuously at the lingering crowd.


“My daughter has gone to pick up her children from school,” Kausar said carefully. “I was out for a walk, and yes, I was also curious. I have never been here before.”


The detective’s eyes sharpened on her now. “Never visited your daughter’s store? Live overseas, I suppose. You got to Toronto quickly, in that case.”


“I live in North Bay, Detective,” Kausar said.


“From the look of things, Sana could have used your help earlier. It’s a shame you weren’t here for her. Maybe then she wouldn’t be in this mess.” Drake’s eyes were trained on her, watching for a reaction. He was baiting her, Kausar realized. An intelligent man, he wanted to see if she would grow angry at his questions. Perhaps angry enough to answer in haste.


She inclined her head. “My living in Toronto or elsewhere could hardly have prevented a man dying in my daughter’s store,” she said evenly.


“Plenty of grandparents live with their adult children in this neighborhood,” he remarked. “Raising grandkids while the parents work. It’s long hours, starting a business from the jump. From what I’ve heard, that Imran fellow wasn’t too good at understanding boundaries, either. I’m sure things couldn’t have been easy for your daughter.” Detective Drake’s eyes glittered at Kausar. “Did Sana confide in you about what really happened?”


Kausar didn’t appreciate this man’s clumsy attempt at catching her out. Perhaps she had led a sheltered life, for the most part, marrying young, having Hassan to guide and protect her for much of her life. But Kausar was also a survivor from a community of survivors. She had moved to a new country with little understanding of Canadian culture. She had raised three children far from family and friends. She had endured terrible loss, regularly managed nosy, intrusive community gossip, and was too clever to fall into the detective’s obvious trap. Once more, she raised her chin and looked squarely at the younger man. “I hope you find the criminal responsible for this terrible crime. My daughter and I are eager to help in any way we can.”


To his credit, Detective Drake didn’t grind his teeth in frustration. Instead, he nodded curtly and handed her his card. “In case Sana happens to remember anything else,” he said. “Remind her not to get too comfortable in that big house of hers. I’ll be in touch soon.”


Kausar risked one more peek inside the store. The interior was masked in shadows, but she could make out a dark stain near the door and a heavy-looking black phone knocked to the ground, cord and receiver separated. The body had been removed, thankfully, but the store was in disarray, clothing and accessories strewn about. She wasn’t sure how much of that was the police or a result of the terrible crime that had taken place here only hours before. Kausar shivered at the thought. How would Sana ever rebuild after this?


Kausar didn’t know what sort of man Imran had been, and from what she’d learned so far, she suspected he would not be mourned for long, but no one deserved such a death. With one last glance at the shops and near-empty parking lot, she turned towards Sana’s home. Her curiosity had been stoked, not banked, and she knew she would be back soon to speak to the shopkeepers and form her own conclusions, no matter what Sana said. In the meantime, she could look forward to the pleasurable business of greeting her grandchildren and then perhaps writing up her initial observations in the yellow floral notebook. May would be pleased; it was proving to be a useful gift, after all.
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