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When it all unravels, what will they believe?
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Sunday, 6th December



London


Nothing has changed but everything is different. 


I am standing here, in my beautiful kitchen, watching my beautiful wife cook what smells like an incredible breakfast, and I know nothing has changed. I watch her move, measuring, stirring, distractedly dipping her little finger in the batter to taste it, then wincing and snatching it back when she realizes she miscalculated the temperature. She’s lost in her thoughts, earphones plugged in, moving to a soundless beat, pausing every couple of minutes to sip her coffee. I wonder what she’s listening to. It must be something upbeat, peppy, I decide. I lean forward to try and decipher the hum that escapes her earphones and it surprises me how long I take to recognize the song. ‘Way Back Into Love’. Our song. I remember listening to this years ago, both of us still innocent and desperately in love, cramped together on the narrow bed in her room, each with one earphone plugged in, the one on the right hearing the vocals and the one on the left hearing the beats, singing along, trusting that love alone would be enough to hold it all together. We were so naive, so stupid. Despite the warmth of the kitchen, I shiver. 


I force myself back to the present and gear myself up for what is to follow. Mia looks happy. Relaxed. I walk up to her and wrap my arms around her, burying my face in her neck, smelling her hair, letting her blissful oblivion envelop me, a momentary shield against the storm that is about to rip through my life.


‘Roy,’ Mia calls out from the kitchen. ‘Who is it? Roy?’


I hear the scramble of footsteps as Mia rushes into the hallway to investigate. Her meddling buys me some time to compose myself and, just this once, I’m truly grateful for her interference in anything and everything that goes on in my life. She cranes her neck to look past me into the front porch and I realize I’ve only opened the door a fraction. I relax my grip on it, turning to look at Mia as I take a small step back. 


She looks terrified. 


‘What – what’s happened? Is it Mummy? Addi? What’s wrong?’ 


She’s panicking. Of course. She’s done this before, I think, and I am hit with a sudden urge to protect her. 


The woman speaks first. She’s small, slight, perhaps five foot four, with tied-back brown hair, a round face and sympathetic, deep-set eyes. She looks out of place in her skirt suit, standing next to the uniformed officer. She reminds me of Mrs Sen, my primary school English teacher. Her voice is hesitant as she addresses Mia. ‘Mrs Kapoor?’ Mia nods slightly, quickly, and she carries on, her voice more confident this time. ‘Everything is all right, Mrs Kapoor. We’re from the Metropolitan Police. We just have a few questions for your husband. May we come in?’ she says, her gaze fixed on Mia. Another nod and I realize I can no longer refuse without looking like I have something to hide. I let go of the door and step back, giving them a proper glimpse of the hallway for the first time. 


The woman introduces herself and the other policeman, but I don’t register their names. We go straight into the dining room. They look around, taking in the high ceilings, the large windows, the newly installed open-plan kitchen. They glance at the array of pictures and knick-knacks on the mantelpiece, souvenirs from Mia’s travels and mine over the years, shimmering under the unexpected winter sun. I can see the envy in their eyes. At thirty-one, I’ve already achieved more than they ever will. In other circumstances I might have let them look through the pictures, I might have even enjoyed showing off a little bit, but right now, right now I want them out.


‘How can I help?’ I ask, putting on my most convincing concerned-citizen smile and motioning for them to sit down as I pull out a chair for myself. 


They sit down directly across from me, the dining table between us. I get a waft of something sweet and cinnamony from the kitchen and I realize I’m hungry. 


I look around and see that Mia has occupied herself with the business of tea. She might like to think of herself as Indian but she has all those telltale idiosyncrasies that come with being English, albeit half. Tea first. Always. Like that will solve anything.


It’s the woman speaking again. I decide to call her Sen, the association with my harmless English teacher somewhat comforting. I presume her partner is a junior officer or constable. He isn’t armed. His only job seems to be to make notes. He pulls out a biro and starts chewing on its end, his face contorting as he sinks his teeth into the unyielding plastic. He’s tall but his shoulders are slightly hunched. He looks bored. 


‘Mr Kapoor, are you familiar with Emily Barnett?’ she asks.


‘Yes, we’ve worked together a few times.’


‘Oh?’ she says, waiting to see if I will elaborate. I don’t. 


‘When was the last time you saw her?’ 


‘A couple of days ago . . . Wednesday, I think.’ I look at the calendar on my iPhone. ‘Yes, Wednesday. I met her for a drink at the Swan near Archway station.’ 


‘Ah, I see. Were you meeting for business purposes or socially?’ 


‘Socially, I suppose,’ I say, willing myself to stay calm. They don’t know. They can’t. 


‘Alone?’


‘Yes.’


‘And you haven’t seen her since?’


Stay calm. They don’t know. I repeat it to myself like a mantra but my heart is beating fast. I wonder if they can tell. 


‘No,’ I say. 


Mia’s standing next to me now, the tea forgotten. I can see the cogs in her brain turning, working out that I lied to her about the press dinner at the Shard. I feel myself contract and shrink. That’s the effect my wife has on me these days. 


Sen leans forward, forearms resting on the table, hands clasped. ‘When you met her, did Miss Barnett seem worried about anything? What did you talk about?’


There’s a strange tightness in my chest. I can’t focus. I can barely breathe. While I try to compose my answer, it hits me that I haven’t yet asked why Sen’s questioning me about all this and that in itself might be construed as suspicious. 


‘No, she was fine. Look, Ems – I mean Emily – is a journalism student. We’ve worked together on a couple of projects. We met because she wanted some tips on looking for paid freelance work. I haven’t seen her or spoken to her since,’ I blurt out. ‘What’s going on? Is she okay?’


Sen exchanges a quick glance with her partner and he jots something down. 


‘Miss Barnett was reported missing on Friday,’ she says. Her voice is even, her face blank. ‘We’ve been going door to door asking people if they remember anything that might help us and your name came up.’ 


I don’t know what to say. I barely manage a squeak before Sen speaks again. 


‘What time did you leave the pub? Did Emily leave with you?’


‘Yes . . . no . . . I mean, yes, we left at the same time, around nine p.m., but then we went our separate ways. I walked her to the end of the road. She lives nearby.’


‘Did she mention any plans for the next few days?’


‘No, no she didn’t.’ 


‘Right. And you said you’ve had no contact with her since then?’


I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak. 


‘Well, as you will understand, we are very concerned for her safety.’ She glances up at Mia as she says this and places a flyer on the table. MISSING, it says in bold red letters.


‘My details are on this. Please call me if you think of anything,’ Sen says, circling a name and number on the flyer. Detective Inspector Brooke Robins. CID. Not Sen. Definitely not Sen.


‘Of course,’ I say, getting up to see them out. I bolt the door behind them. 


Mia’s sitting at the table when I return to the room. She looks up as I walk in. Her piercing green eyes are dark and muddled. The moment builds. I wait for her gaze to settle on me and when it does, I know that I’m done. I have to tell her. 


It’s starting to unravel, my love. 









PART ONE


Three months ago


Jaisalmer/London
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Tuesday, 8th September



Jaisalmer


Just a hundred kilometres from the Indo–Pak border, there is a disarming sense of destiny in the thick air that permeates Jaisalmer. It’s the city that should never have existed, the city built on shifting sand dunes, the city that rises, with its intricately carved sandcastles, from the depths of the Indian Thar Desert, only to disappear as quickly as it appeared. The end of the world, the locals call it.


I was picking Mia up at the train station and, as is the norm in India, the train was late. Punctuality – or, for that matter, organization – has never been a strong suit here. I tried to work my way towards the information desk, weaving through the hordes of people on the platform waiting to pick up relatives and friends, circling around chains of hand-holding children and the army of metal carts being wheeled by men with absolutely no sense of urgency, sidestepping the booksellers, chai-wallahs, and old men crouching around hessian sacks. I stopped when I saw the uniformed ticket collector.


‘Is the Jaisalmer Express late?’ I asked.


‘No, no, it’s on time.’


Yeah, right.


‘When is it scheduled . . .’ 


My words faded into the cacophony of voices coming from everywhere. The ticket collector had already walked off with the brightly veiled woman on my right who had been begging for his attention. Perfect. 


I plodded back to the chai-wallah and bought a cup of sweet milky tea and a packet of Parle-G biscuits. An empty train was pulling up on the other platform, the outsides of the coaches covered in graffiti and urgent, dark red paan stains. As the train came to a halt, I saw flashes of colour moving through the coaches, couples laying claim to the window seats, children clamouring onto the top berths, coolies with red, agitated faces demanding more money. Within moments, the empty coach in front of me was crammed with hundreds of people, all fighting for their six inches of space. A little girl stuck her head out from between the horizontal bars fencing the window and waved to someone. As the train jerked forward, she caught my eye and I realized she was waving at me, probably excited to see a man so clearly out of place amidst this chaos. I finished my tea and turned to look for a dustbin, the creepy face of the Parle-G girl staring up at me from the crumpled wrapper. 


I hadn’t been on an Indian train in years, preferring the ease of flights and road travel. But Mia, she loved it. She found air travel mechanical, grim. Trains, on the other hand, offered her a chance to curl up in a curtained cabin and watch the world thunder past. It reminded her of the old days, she said, when there were still four of them. Mia, Addi and their parents would fly to India every summer to see her mother’s family and when they had had enough of the endless feasts with the nosy aunties and overbearing uncles, Mia’s parents would wake up the girls in the middle of the night to catch the Himalayan Queen. They’d board the train half asleep and wake up to steaming mugs of tea and buttered buns just in time to see the hills rise through the dawn haze. It all sounded incredibly romantic, memories saturated with the simplicity of nostalgia.


A loud screeching noise cut through my thoughts. Indian Railways’ chosen voice announced, in characteristic sing-song fashion, that Mia’s train was going to arrive ‘in approximately five minutes’. Finally! I hadn’t seen Mia in weeks and it had been harder than I had imagined. Both of us travelled a lot so we were used to being apart but over the past few months it had felt like I had only seen Mia in passing. The last time I saw her was three weeks ago at Heathrow – she had just flown in after a week in Paris and I was due to fly out to Delhi that same afternoon. I smiled to myself as I thought of the few hours we’d spent huddled together in the Costa Coffee at Terminal 4, talking about everything and nothing, a married couple that would have looked like young lovers to a stranger.


The coolies had clustered together along the platform preparing to get on the train as soon as it arrived and, sure enough, it pulled up in a matter of moments. There she was, my darling Mia. I was aching to touch her and smell her and drink her in but I stood back, knowing it was pointless to try and get close to the doors, and let Mia elbow her way to me instead. 


‘Sweetie,’ she murmured as I caught her in a tight hug, ‘this isn’t Heathrow. Sweep me off my feet a little later?’ She pulled away, a naughty smile playing on her lips.


‘Come here,’ I said, grabbing Mia as soon as we were alone in the room. ‘I’ve missed you.’


‘I’ve missed you too,’ she said, trailing kisses along my jaw. ‘Have we got some time or do you need to rush off to meet the crew?’


‘I told them I’d meet them at half four,’ I said with a groan. ‘I’ll need to leave in fifteen minutes.’


‘Why don’t I come with you? I need to see if my husband is as good in front of the camera as he says.’ She pulled away slightly, dipping back and letting my arms support her entire weight. 


‘Your husband’s better than he says, madam,’ I countered, pulling her back in. ‘But don’t you want to rest? I don’t mind if you don’t come.’


‘No, I’m fine. I’d rather be with you. Plus I have a litany of obscenities I’ve been ordered to reel off at George.’


I raised an eyebrow. ‘Addi?’


‘Who else?’ Mia laughed, peeling my arms away from her and quickly undressing to get into the shower. ‘Find me an outfit that isn’t creased, will you? Red case. I’ll be quick, promise.’


‘Mia! Roy!’ 


I looked up towards the sky, shielding my eyes with my hands, the sharp glare from the sun cutting through the dark lenses of my Ray-Bans. George stood on the terrace, waving like a lunatic. There was a shadow behind him as he leaned over through the crenellations. ‘Mia! Roy! Over here!’


‘Heard you, weirdo. Coming!’ Mia yelled.


We climbed up the steep incline leading into the fort, pausing every few minutes to catch our breath and lean against the pillars of intricate carving depicting the many, many mythical tales that breathe life into this barren land.


When we got to the top, George was standing there with a goofy smile and his hands clasped behind his back. Ignoring me, he turned to Mia and bowed. ‘My queen,’ he said, presenting her with a small cactus. 


‘You may rise,’ Mia said with mock seriousness before engulfing him in a hug.


‘Georgie,’ she exclaimed, when she finally tore herself away, her lips scrunched up into a pout. ‘It’s been too long.’


‘It has, hasn’t it? We’ve only got your bastard of a husband to blame for that, though,’ George said as he landed a playful punch on my shoulder.


‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Mia,’ I said as I turned, remembering George’s shadow, ‘meet Emily.’


‘Emily’s been helping us out on the shoot over the past few weeks. She’s my brilliant assistant cum location scout cum make-up artist all rolled into one,’ George added, as the two women shook hands. ‘Emily, why don’t you fix Roy’s face and I’ll be with you guys in a sec? We’ll start rolling in fifteen minutes. We have about an hour and a half before the light fades.’


‘Okey-dokey, boss,’ Emily said. ‘Roy? Shall we?’ Emily beckoned for me to follow her to the far corner, the only part of the terrace that the sun wasn’t encroaching on. 


‘I didn’t realize George knew your wife as well,’ Emily commented as she rifled through her kit. 


‘Yeah, they’ve known each other since they were kids. Neighbours. Mia and I met through George.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Emily said as she pulled out a baby wipe. Her left hand rested lightly on the back of my neck while her right hand travelled across my face and neck in firm, confident motions. I could feel the heat of her fingers through the thin towelette. 


She had been doing my make-up every day for the past two weeks but for the first time, this routine act felt strangely inappropriate. I looked around.


A few paces away, George had set up his camera. Mia stood with her back to him, looking out over the city. 


‘Have you got some water?’ I asked, as Emily dabbed powder on my face.


An amber mist had enveloped the fort, refracting the sun’s rays and casting a hazy, ethereal glow as if the entire city was aflame. 


I took a slug from the bottle Emily handed me and shook my head when she picked up the hairbrush. There was no need. 


We were shooting the opening shot last. George liked to work the same way that I did with my essays – middle and end first and then the introduction. It’s a subtle trick many new travel writers overlook. 


Once we had wrapped up the shoot, we decided to walk back, zigzagging through the labyrinth of streets that connect the fort to the city centre, sampling some street food on our way. The pungent smell of laal maas and mirchibadas permeated the air thick with sweat and dust.


We stopped when we got to the crossroads. 


‘Emily, are you flying out tomorrow as well?’ Mia asked, looping her arm through mine as George looked for taxis. 


‘No, there was a mix-up with our flights so I’m here for another two days,’ Emily said, leaning over to add in a stage whisper, ‘though I think George orchestrated it so he wouldn’t have to fly economy with me.’


Mia laughed. ‘No, come on, Georgie would never do that.’


‘Taxi’s here, Mia,’ I interrupted. 


‘Okay, sweetie,’ Mia replied. She turned to kiss Emily. ‘Why don’t you come along to the wedding? I bet you’d enjoy it.’


‘I’d love to but I really wouldn’t want to impose. The guest list must be drawn up already.’


‘Don’t be silly. It’s an Indian wedding, everyone and their neighbour’s invited. It’s settled then, we’ll see you and George tomorrow afternoon.’ 
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Wednesday, 9th September 



The morning went by in a blur. Mia woke me up at an insanely early hour, her slight frame pressing into me with uninhibited urgency. 


‘Roy,’ she whispered, her voice hoarse. 


More asleep than awake, I turned and kissed her. ‘Mmm?’ 


‘What’s the time?’ She quivered as my fingers found her under the duvet.


‘Four – four fifteen? We have time,’ I murmured, letting my words tickle her ear before they travelled further. 


‘Oh sweetie,’ she said, her breath hot against my skin. I pulled her to me in one easy motion, the contours of her body fitting perfectly into mine, our hips rising and falling together in a familiar rhythm. 


‘We didn’t have time,’ Mia remarked with a laugh later as we rushed down, glowing and still a bit dazed. The first set of guests had arrived with the unseasonal rain at five a.m., straggling in with muddy shoes, shadows under their eyes, and a queer assortment of luggage that was ill at ease in the lavish hotel lobby. The lack of an airport in Jaisalmer meant most guests had had to travel on overnight trains from various parts of the country. As the hosts, Mia and I had the lovely task of welcoming them all with big hugs and even bigger smiles, looking past their dishevelled clothes and pretending their morning breath smelled of fresh lilies, all the while nodding sympathetically as they attempted to regale us with stories of survival amidst the wailing babies and snoring men they all invariably had in their carriages. Mia’s mother and Addi had arrived late last night and while, as the bride, Addi got to sleep in, Mia’s mother had come down before us, fresh faced and dressed characteristically in a silk sari, the pallu draped freely over her shoulder. 


Before I had the chance to go over to greet her, I felt a sharp tug on my jeans. I looked down at a sleepy-faced toddler. 


‘Can’t find Mummy,’ he said. 


Shit, what was I to do with him? ‘What’s your name?’ I asked the boy. 


‘Can’t find Mummy,’ he wailed, more urgently this time. 


I picked him up and looked around, trying to match his weepy face and distinctly wet bottom with the face of an adult who could be held responsible for him. I barely knew these people. I spotted Mia talking to a young, overeager couple and decided to turn him in to her. 


‘He’s lost,’ I said, interrupting Mia mid-sentence. ‘And wet,’ I added after I had safely passed the boy on. 


‘Thanks for the warning,’ Mia said with a laugh. ‘Roy, have you met Raj and Geeta? They’re Aditi’s friends from school. Geeta was just saying they’re moving to London later this year – Anerley.’ 


‘That’s wonderful. Anerley’s great, you’ll love it,’ I said as we shook hands. ‘And it’s just around the corner from us, so you’ll have to let us show you around.’


‘Oh, we’d love that. We should exchange numbers,’ Raj began, nodding enthusiastically.


‘Of course. I’ll let you both get some rest just now, but let’s catch up again later,’ I said, before turning to Mia who was busy fussing with the toddler in her arms. ‘I can see Sarita Aunty looking a bit lost there, darling. Do you want me to see if I can get her settled in?’


‘Thank you,’ Mia mouthed to me a couple of minutes later as I shuffled past, hand in hand with her great-aunt.


‘Move over, lazybones. I need a nap before brunch,’ Mia said as she climbed into bed later that morning. 


‘Hmmm,’ I mumbled, still half asleep. ‘How was it?’


‘Tiring. Everyone was asking for you.’ 


‘What did you tell them?’


‘Just that you’re a lazy old man,’ she teased.


I tickled her lightly. ‘Didn’t hear you complaining this morning, Mrs Kapoor.’ 


‘And . . .’ She hesitated.


‘Hmmm?’


‘A few of my aunties were asking about our plans. You know how—’


‘For?’


‘A baby, Roy.’


There was exasperation in her voice. I didn’t say anything. 


‘It wouldn’t be such a bad idea, would it? We’re settled now, we can aff—’


‘Maybe. But first, sleep.’


The mehendi ceremony that afternoon was spectacular. In true Mia fashion, the affair was a riot of colours, scents, patterns and activity, every element coming together effortlessly in unlikely amalgamation. Every detail had been planned and executed to perfection. The arched pathway leading into the hotel courtyard was covered in crawling vines of yellow and orange marigolds and speckled with tiny glass lamps in a myriad of colours. Dhol-wallahs in identical hot-pink turbans and bright vests were lined up along both sides of the pathway, their faces animated, sticks perfectly in sync, drumming up an easy beat as people walked in. Brass bells were suspended from strings of flowers snaking through the trellises above them, offering glimpses of the clear autumn sky through the gaps between the blossoms. Guests clad in brightly coloured clothes and oversized sunglasses lounged on sofas scattered across the courtyard, moving to the enthusiastic beat of the dhol while sipping on Indian-themed cocktails. A small queue had formed along one side where the mehendi artists sat painting intricate scenes depicting all manner of exotic tales with henna. Though this was technically Addi’s mehendi ceremony, Addi, Mia and my mother-in-law had all had their hands painted earlier that morning so they were free to dance and mingle with the guests.


The dhol-wallahs’ excitement was contagious and even the most somber guests burst into a jig as they walked in. We spotted George, and Addi, James, Mia and I danced our way towards the entrance, our bodies mirroring the ever-increasing tempo of the drums, challenging them, and each other, to go wilder, faster. The closer we got, the more hypnotic the beats sounded, building us up into a frenzy, faster and faster, shoulders shimmying, heads thrown back, arms and shoulders moving in powerful jerks, faster, faster, faster, till all five of us collapsed into a hysterical heap of laughter. 


‘Oh my God. That. Was. Amazing,’ Mia and Addi shrieked in unison, their arms held up, palms facing forward to protect the still damp henna.


‘George, I never knew you could move like that, man,’ James said, slapping George on the back.


‘Don’t forget I grew up with these two crazies, dude. Dancing was not optional,’ George said, laughing.


James and I looked at each other in mock despair. ‘We know,’ we said, laughing as well.


‘Oh, shut up, you two. I need water. Georgie, you’ve got some serious explaining to do. Why the hell aren’t you staying for the wedding?’ Addi reeled off, dragging George and James towards the bar. 


Mia and I were alone at last. She had been so engrossed in her work and planning the wedding, it felt like I had barely seen her in months. Her hair had tumbled down to her shoulders. The delicate clips holding it back were clearly not strong enough to withstand such frantic dancing. 


‘You’re gorgeous,’ I said and tucked her soft brown hair behind her ears. There was a hint of sadness on her face. 


‘You okay?’ I asked her. She nodded, her eyes focused on something behind me. 


I glanced around, trying to look at everything through her eyes. The flurry of activity, the smattering of vibrantly dressed guests, the madcap decor – it was all one hundred per cent Mia. She had strived to create for her older sister the perfect wedding that she had herself been denied. 


‘I’m so sorry we couldn’t have this, darling,’ I said and, in that moment, I truly meant it.


‘Oh Roy, no. I was just thinking about Daddy, that’s all,’ she said with a small smile, her sadness even more pronounced against the dizzying gaiety surrounding us. I reached over to squeeze her shoulder. It was incredibly frustrating that in India you were expected to hug virtual strangers but touching your wife outside the bedroom was still frowned upon. I settled for the next best alternative.


‘Come on, let’s get you a drink. I hear the margaritas are deadly,’ I said and steered her towards the bar.


As dusk fell, hotel staff lit up little lanterns, bathing the vibrant colours from the afternoon in a soft yellow glow. Guests had started trickling back in, refreshed after a late afternoon siesta. The men hung back, dressed in smart suits and nursing drinks, whilst their wives flitted around air-kissing each other, heavy lehengas rustling and swishing around their ankles as they moved. Elaborately applied make-up and opulent jewellery had replaced the sunglasses from earlier. The excitement from the afternoon lingered and people congregated in little groups, waiting for Addi and James to arrive and the dancing to begin. 


Something about a woman standing a few paces from me caught my eye. Perhaps it was the way her sari was pleated and pinned neatly. Or maybe the way she cocked her head to the left every time the man across from her spoke. I felt a flash of recognition and spun around, walking straight into my mother-in-law.


‘Roy, beta, will you fetch Aditi and Mia? James is already here so we should start the sangeet soon.’


‘Of course, Mummy. I’ll go now,’ I said. My mother-in-law had unwittingly provided me with the perfect excuse to walk away.


I hurried back to the main building, passing Emily on my way. Tall, blonde and dressed in a tight dress, she cut a striking figure amongst the conservatively dressed Indian women around her. George had left for Delhi earlier that evening and Emily was on her own tonight. I made a mental note to come back and find her later. Neither Mia nor I had spent much time with her at the mehendi. I didn’t want her to feel left out. 


I found Mia standing outside Addi’s suite, checking her hair in the hallway mirror. She twirled when she saw me.


‘Gorgeous,’ I said automatically. 


‘You don’t look too bad yourself,’ Mia said, eying up my reflection as I went to stand next to her. Even with heels on, Mia was a few inches shorter than me. I flicked off an imaginary speck from my collar. I was wearing a deep blue kurta with a black vest. The high collar of the vest highlighted my jaw, making it look sharper than it was. At nearly thirty-one, I could still pass for a twenty-five-year-old.


My blue-grey eyes caught Mia’s in the mirror and I smiled. We looked perfect together. ‘Your mum sent me to fetch you and Addi. Is she ready?’


‘Should be. They were finishing her make-up when I last checked,’ Mia said to me and then knocked on the door. ‘Addi?’


‘Coming,’ Addi yelled back. 


The rest of the evening was spent drinking and socializing. After the performances wound down, James began a drawn-out speech thanking the guests for coming and Mia and me for arranging it all. I caught Mia’s eye and smiled. He had had too much to drink and went on for quite some time about finding love in a foreign land and striving for perfection in an imperfect world, some of it philosophical but most of it incoherent rambling. He began an analogy about snake charmers and lovers and I decided Mia and I needed another round if we were to get through this night. 


When I got back with our drinks, James had moved on to dreams and ideals and Mia had disappeared. I scanned the crowd, trying to spot her bright orange outfit amidst the blur of colours. My eye finally rested on her petite frame but when I realized whom she was talking to, I decided to go a different way. Mia was meddling again and I wasn’t in the mood for another argument. 


I spotted Emily and walked over to her instead. The shifting light from the lanterns was bouncing off her silver dress, which made keeping my eyes on her face difficult. I wondered if she had been wearing this earlier.


‘Is that for me?’ Emily asked, nodding towards Mia’s wine.


‘Sure,’ I smiled. 


‘Thanks. How are you holding up?’ she asked, taking the glass. ‘I’ve been watching Mia. She keeps getting pulled into conversations. I don’t think I’ve seen her sit down for a minute. She must have a lot of patience.’ 


‘She enjoys it,’ I said.


‘Really? I couldn’t stand it. Too many people.’ She paused and sipped on her wine. Mia’s wine. ‘Is your family here too?’


‘Did you enjoy the performances?’ I asked, the alcohol making me stumble over my words so they came out rushed, all tangled up in each other.


She regarded me for a minute before answering.


‘Yes, yes, I did. I am shattered, though. I should head back,’ she said. ‘Do you need to stay till everyone leaves?’ 


I looked at Mia from the corner of my eye. She was still deep in conversation. ‘No, I’ll walk you to a taxi and then head up myself,’ I said. I was done for the night.


There was a queue for taxis at the front porch so we decided to walk to the back of the hotel and poach a taxi before it entered the premises. It was a lot darker there than it was in the courtyard and my eyes took a few seconds to adjust. 


Emily pulled out a cheap plastic lighter and a pack of Marlboro Lights from her bag and offered me one. I don’t know what surprised me more: the fact that she smoked or that after almost ten years, I was aching for a fag. I had quit smoking when Mia and I got engaged, a step towards the changed man I had every intention of becoming. I lit up and held the flame for Emily. She shook her head and leaned in. It took me a minute to comprehend what she was doing. I lowered my head towards her and our cigarettes met, the spark from mine igniting hers. 


Over the last two weeks, I had seen Emily as little more than a naive, vaguely interesting and somewhat pretty intern. In an instant, my perception transgressed into something more. I saw her now.


‘We might have been better off joining the queue,’ I said. 


She shrugged, inhaling deeply.


‘I’ve really enjoyed myself over the past few weeks. It’s been nice working with you,’ Emily said, looking straight at me.


The uneasiness I had felt at the shoot returned in an instant. I wondered how much longer we would have to wait for a taxi.


‘Your work is amazing,’ she said.


‘I’m married,’ I said, stupidly, even as my heart hammered on, the alcohol and the adrenaline melding together into one deadly combination.


She smiled.


‘You’re amazing,’ she said.


She didn’t look away. I held her gaze. It was all too tempting. Mia and I had settled into such a predictable, everyday love, this sudden wave of candid admiration felt liberating. Emily had the same devil-may-care spirit that I had cherished in myself years ago. I found myself wondering when I went from being fun and adventurous to sensible and boring. We stood there for what felt like hours, unmoving. The distance between us remained the same yet we were infinitely closer. Even the air between us felt electric. It was as though a barrier had been removed. I wanted to reach out and see if the girl standing in front of me was real. I knew I needed to leave but I couldn’t. I was frozen to that spot, braver, bolder under her gaze. Where earlier I had struggled to keep my attention focused on her, I was now struggling to take my eyes off her. 


A stray curl had escaped her pinned-back hair. I lifted my hand and brushed it away from her face, letting my fingertips graze her cheek as I tucked it behind her ear. That simple act turned into something else and, before I knew it, my lips were over hers in reckless abandon.









MIA



Wednesday, 9th September



Drunk James is hilarious. You’re REALLY missing something.


‘. . . and, you know, love can be strange. It’s like, one day you’re fine and the next day . . . it’s like . . . the next day . . . you’re . . . you’re . . . beyond fine. You’re awesome . . . you’re . . . like a ninja . . . and you’re getting married in this magical land . . . and it’s exotic, like Arabian Nights . . . and then . . .’


Wish I could’ve stayed!! Must get together when everyone’s in Londres. Boarding now. Look after E for me, will you? 


I stared at George’s text, certain that Emily was the latest in his string of naive girlfriends. I thought back to the mehendi lunch, and how Emily had been looking on as George and Roy discussed camera angles and narrative structures, her eyes wide with awe and wonder, and just a sliver of rebellion; how George had alternated between ignoring her and pulling her into the conversation. I groaned inwardly. Why couldn’t he find someone his own age for once? I sent George a quick reply and walked over to Addi. She covered her face in mock shame when she saw me.


‘Come on! You do realize you have blackmail material for the next decade, don’t you?’ I said, linking my arm with hers. 


Addi rolled her eyes, feigning annoyance. ‘Now you know why he’s always on driving duty.’ 


‘. . . there’s camels and genies and ninjas . . . and snake charmers . . . I mean . . . you could find a genie . . . or a ninja . . . on a camel . . . It’s all written, guys . . . You know what I mean? It’s all written . . . fate . . . even snake charmers . . . you see . . .’ 


James was on a roll. 


‘Umm . . . I think I might have the next two decades covered,’ she said before both of us burst into laughter. 


‘Have you seen Mummy?’ I asked when we had recovered. ‘I ran into Uncle Bill earlier. He was looking for her.’ 


‘Uncle Bill?’ she asked, looking at me. ‘I didn’t think he would actually come. Aunty Jane too?’ 


‘Yep,’ I said. 


Addi looked as perplexed as I felt. As a child, I had adored Uncle Bill. With his broad build and spectacled grey eyes he reminded me of Daddy, but things had been tense with him over the past few years. Mum and Addi had never really got along with him, and Aunty Jane was a bit – how should I put it? – eccentric. 


Addi shrugged, her attentions already back on James. ‘Well, I need to see Mum anyway. I’ll tell her. Where’s Roy?’ she asked.


‘Gone for refills,’ I said, pointing to my almost empty glass. My eyes sought him out amongst the people gathered around the makeshift bar. ‘Looks like he might be a while.’ Geeta had intercepted Roy. She was gesturing wildly, clearly trying to make a point. Roy was nodding along, hands in his pockets. He looked towards the bar briefly before turning his attention back to Geeta. I almost laughed out loud. To anyone else, it would look like Roy was listening intently but after nearly ten years together, I knew he was blanking her out, itching to get away. Everything I loved about India – the chaos, the sense of community, the traditions – Roy hated. He had surprised me with his limited knowledge of rituals and conventions when we started planning Addi’s wedding. You wouldn’t think he had grown up here. James was probably more at home in India than Roy was.


I spotted Emily standing alone in the corner and I made my way over to her, stopping en route to exchange jibes with groups of friends and relatives. Despite the cool desert breeze, Emily had taken off her shawl and draped it over one arm, showing off a rose-gold mini-dress with a plunging V-neck – the kind of style I’d sell to an Essex boutique. 


‘That’s a nice dress,’ I said, reaching over to feel the fabric. Polyester; about £6.50 FOB; probably made in Vietnam or Cambodia to benefit from the GSP, though once we had the Euro hub up and running, I could get the same price from Romania and bring in the shipment quicker. I caught myself slipping into work mode and changed the subject in my head. 


‘I’m so sorry we haven’t spent much time with you. It’s been so manic.’


‘Please don’t worry about it. I’m just happy to be here. It’s such a different—’


‘Mia, someone said Roy’s mother is looking for you,’ my cousin Mansi interrupted. ‘Somewhere there.’ She waved towards the main hotel block before wandering off.


‘Sorry,’ I said to Emily with an apologetic smile and hurried away from one forced conversation to the next. 


‘Ma, how are you?’ I asked, bending over to touch my mother-in-law’s feet.


‘I’m okay, Mia. It’s certainly a lively party, isn’t it? So . . . free.’ She shuddered. ‘Not like how our family does things. But of course your family is different.’


‘How was your trip?’ I asked, trying to keep it light. 


‘Tiring. I was expecting Siddhant at the station.’


It took me a second to clock on that she meant Roy. No one called him Siddhant except his parents. He had switched to his middle name when he moved out of his parents’ house years ago. I had only ever known him as Roy.


‘It’s heartbreaking when your only son cuts you out of his life. His father can’t even talk about it. Did you speak to him?’


I did speak to Roy. Several times, in fact. His response was always the same.


‘Give him some time, Ma. I’m sure he’ll come and visit you as soon as he can. He’s just so busy right now,’ I said. 


‘Too busy to come and see his parents?’ Her voice went up an octave. ‘I’ve been so unwell. My blood pressure . . .’ 


I tuned her out.


Roy had vanished as soon as he saw me talking to his mother so I didn’t even have a drink to soften the edges. I had always loved how stubborn and idealistic Roy could be. But God, did I hate it when he left me to deal with his mother. It was like being in a hostage video. Smiling outside, dying inside. In the first few years, I had really tried. Roy’s relationship with his parents, or rather the lack thereof, bothered me to no end and I had made it something of a mission to try and fix it. I was so excited about the idea of having an additional family; I had thought they’d be thrilled to have me too. Needless to say, they weren’t. Roy stood his ground and they stood theirs. Roy’s parents’ refusal to accept a ‘half-breed’ cemented his aversion to them. The fact that I was the only reason Roy was still connected to India was an irony lost on his parents. 


Roy and I had had a big argument when I was finalizing the guest list for Addi’s wedding. He didn’t want to invite them at all and, I have to admit, I considered it. His mother made everything so complicated. But in the end convention won over convenience. It was bad enough that his father hadn’t come; if his mother had also been missing, there would have been way too many questions. Everything had been perfect so far. There had been no major disasters, everyone was having a good time, I was amidst all my favourite people and I wasn’t going to let my mother-in-law’s melodrama ruin any of that. So I did the only sensible thing you can do when you’re being held hostage – I switched her to mute, put on a sympathetic smile and nodded along.


I woke up with a groan the next morning. My head was throbbing. It was early. Roy was already awake. He was sitting up in bed, frowning at his phone. 


I snuggled up to him. ‘You disappeared last night.’


‘I know, I’m sorry. I was so wasted, I just came up and slept. You were out for ages.’


I must have muttered something incoherent then dozed off because when I came to again, Roy was sitting next to me, freshly showered, holding a Nurofen and a steaming cup of coffee. 


He planted a kiss on my forehead. ‘Here, take this.’ 


I checked my phone. It was quarter past ten. We had organized a city tour and traditional Rajasthani lunch for the guests. Everyone was supposed to meet in the lobby at half ten. 


‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said, reading my mind. ‘I’ll manage the guests. You just relax and spend some time with your mum and sister. I’ve ordered pancakes for you.’


Just like that, the flash of irritation from last night disappeared and I resolved to deal with my in-laws better. Roy may be temperamental but this was the man I loved. He was flawed, yes, but then so was I. This was my Roy. The man I had so easily fallen in love with and quickly married. Moody? Yes. Restless? Extremely. Short-tempered? Sometimes. But always kind, always gallant and I loved him despite my many, many insecurities, his hang-ups and all the little complexities that made up our marriage. 


‘You’re too good to me.’ I gulped down the Nurofen and dragged myself out of bed. I felt like shit. Every muscle in my body was aching. I’d had seven – no, wait, eight – drinks last night. And then there were the shots. Even my eyelashes felt heavy, glued together. I must have left my make-up on. Oh well. 


Roy was getting ready to leave when I emerged from the bathroom. 


I kissed him before climbing back into bed. ‘Thank you.’ 


‘Hey,’ he said, his voice cracking with tenderness, ‘I love you.’ 









ROY



Thursday, 10th September 



I love you. I love you?


I closed the door softly behind me. 


Guilt wracked through me. I couldn’t believe that I had betrayed Mia and then acted as if nothing had happened; that I had kissed Mia and told her I loved her, as if I hadn’t kissed another woman just last night. 


You’re amazing, Emily had said.


Just thinking about it . . . it hit me again. The regret. The nausea. The utter, complete shame of it all. Unfamiliar tears pricked my eyes. A reminder of how different this was to my little indiscretions with past girlfriends. This was Mia. My wife. My beautiful, fragile, would-do-anything-for-me wife. Fuck.


Fuck.


I wanted to go back in time and shake some sense into myself. I couldn’t believe I had been stupid enough to walk off with Emily like that, drunk as I was. I knew that girl was trouble. 


You’re amazing.


This would kill Mia. 


Sure, things had been tricky recently. Mia was always anxious, we had both spent too much time focusing on our careers and not enough on each other, and then there was the never-ending situation with my parents. But despite all the usual disappointments that came with marriage, Mia and I . . . we loved each other. We were happy. 


We were successful.


I had gone and ruined all of that. 









MIA



Thursday, 10th September 



A stack of pancakes and two cups of coffee later, the bassline of my hangover dropped to a gentler, more manageable hum. It was almost soothing, this quiet buzz in my ear, a reminder of the madness that had ensued last night. I smiled to myself. It was real. I hadn’t imagined it. It had been a great night. I hummed as I showered and dressed. I had arranged to meet Addi downstairs at midday – I was a bit late but Addi wouldn’t mind. Most of the guests were away so I could dress casually. I threw on my favourite Alexander Wang jeans and a linen T-shirt and stepped into my plimsolls. No heels, thank you very much. My feet were still sore from all the dancing last night. A quick slick of lip balm and I was ready to go, armed with my iPad, some Post-its and a pen. 


I checked the time again as I waited for the lift, squinting at the scratched dial, the watch on my wrist much older than me. It used to be Dad’s when he was a student and I’d inherited it from him. The mahogany leather was curling up and peeling off in ripples after years of constant use. I frowned at the deep horizontal ridges branching out from the hole I’d had added in. They were threatening to split the strap in two. I had been refusing to get the strap changed for years but I’d probably have to concede soon. 


Dad had been austere in his possessions and, aside from his books, most of which had gone to Addi, there wasn’t much in terms of personal effects for either of us to hold on to. Mum had had a big clear-out the day after the funeral. Uncle Bill and Aunty Jane were always around in those days, and I remember overhearing Aunty Jane telling Mum to leave it for another day. It was too soon, she had said. But Mum had been stoic, adamant. She found it painful coming across all of Dad’s things, she said. She kept forgetting he wasn’t coming back and she couldn’t have a breakdown every few hours, not with two little girls to look after. In just one afternoon, Mum and Aunty Jane had folded up all of Dad’s clothes and stacked them up in boxes, ready to be sent to Iraq or Burma or one of the many refugee camps Mum sent things to every year. I had presumed the watch went in one of those boxes to some far-off camp so when Mum gave it to me, six years later, on my thirteenth birthday, wrapped up in pale blue tissue, it had been a welcome, if tearful, surprise. I had raced up the stairs to show Addi, laughing and crying at the same time. Daddy’s watch had been a constant companion ever since, staying firmly clasped around my left wrist for most of the last sixteen years. I intended to wear it to my thirtieth next year.
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