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For my parents









PROLOGUE


Look closely. 


Can you see them? They’re like fireflies. Shimmering, dazzling, buzzing with promise and confidence, plaid skirts hiked impossibly high, ties askew, shirtsleeves rolled up to show off matching friendship bracelets on slender wrists. 


Take it in.


Watch how the other girls trail after them, hoping some of their magic will rub off. Watch how the boys pretend not to notice them. Watch how they indulge their audience for a minute before returning to their private little world. 


Oh yes, they know you’re watching. 


Keep looking. Watch how the one at the centre throws her head back when she laughs, how she adjusts her hijab, the silk sliding off curls that want to run wild. Notice how the one on her right rolls her eyes then takes her friend’s arm, their bodies naturally in sync, matching each other step for step. Look, finally, at the third girl – the timid one; look how she picks up pace, moves closer, tries to flick her hair and move her hips the way they do. 


Look closely. The beauty. The intimacy. The possibilities. Together they’re dynamite.


Remember this moment. 


Remember what it was like before.


Because by the end of the year, this trio, this friendship, will no longer exist. They’ll burn out, quick and bright, the way fireflies do, and leave darkness in their wake. 


One girl dead, one lost and one on the run. 


Bound together by a secret that will haunt them forever, and a crime they will never escape.









ALIA 


I stand in the shadows and watch the last few members of the audience settle in. The lights have been dimmed but the mid-morning sun filtering through the windows is enough to illuminate the auditorium. It’s packed, nearly every seat occupied by graduates and their professors.


I shiver. Even though it’s nearly November, the air con is turned on and the thin chanderi sari I’m wearing provides little warmth. I realize I’m standing directly underneath a vent and take a few steps to the right until I’m practically engulfed by the thick velvet curtains. 


I can hear my staff in the background, talking in low murmurs. They know not to speak to me before a speech. 


I run through the talking points in my head one final time, then I go into the news app on my phone and hit refresh. I reread the message my husband sent me this morning before his flight to New York. I scroll through my emails. Twitter. Instagram. WhatsApp. 


Everyone has a different response to nerves. Some people take deep breaths, go still, and tap into an inner space of calm and reflection. 


Me, I’ve never been that person. I’m the eccentric method actor before a premiere. My breathing becomes shallow. My heart rate speeds up. My mind races. I fidget. I’m used to this so I know that it’s not until I’m out there, mic in hand, my skin warm under the spotlight, that the anxiety will melt away and a false confidence will take its place. 


I’ll step into character. 


But I can sense an edge to my usual dread today, an irrational foreboding that has crawled under my skin and wrapped itself around my chest. 


I look around even though I know my team has already swept the auditorium. I see my personal protection officer standing a few feet to my right, hand resting casually on his hip, cradling his holster. I can’t see him, but I know the second PPO will be standing in an almost identical position in the wings across the stage. The two additional PPOs that my chief of staff, Omar, insisted I bring along are standing at the back of the hall keeping an eye on the audience. With three months to go until the general election, every precaution is warranted, every bizarre security measure necessary. 


I flex my fingers and turn to look at Omar on my left. I follow his eyes to the stage where a young woman is introducing me.


‘. . . here she is. Women and Child Development Minister, senior member of the INP, India Today Youth Icon of the Year and the woman who is changing the face of Indian politics, Alia Sharma.’


I hand Omar my phone and take a deep breath. I remind myself why I do this. I put on my well-practised smile, warm, welcoming but not too wide. It’s important to get my face just right. 


I give it a few seconds before I step out of the wings.


The applause as I walk onto the stage is deafening and amidst that roar, my heart stills. I feel the muscles in my spine unclench. My shoulders relax. 


They love me. 


They will love me.


The secret to capturing an audience? Striking the right balance. You have to come across as confident but humble, charming but honest, persuasive but relaxed. It’s a tightrope act, and not an easy one, but on the few occasions that you do get it right, the result is spectacular. I can tell halfway through the speech that today, I’ve got it right. The audience is buzzing with energy, and I’m bouncing off them, the dynamic so alive, so charged that it feels almost hypnotic. 


‘I want all the women here today to know that you can have a future in the Indian National Party. I want you to know –’


I am so focused, so engrossed that I almost don’t notice when Omar appears next to me and places a handwritten note on the podium. 


Almost.


I glance at it. Four words, barely a sentence. 


I swear my heart stops, just for a second, and I’m convinced I can’t go on. All I can hear is the blood swishing in my ears. I take one shaky breath, then another. I look at the note again, hoping desperately that I read it wrong. 


I didn’t. 


I flip the note over. I push down the lump that has lodged itself in my throat. I blink away the tears that are threatening to spill over. I do what I always do, what I must do in order to survive. I compartmentalize and I carry on. There will be time for myself later. Right now, I have a job to do. 


I have a responsibility. 


‘I want you to know,’ I continue shakily, ‘that if you decide to seek party membership, you will be welcomed and supported. And, for those of you who are elected, we will make sure the parliament offices and assemblies you work in are the modern, equal, safe workplaces that we all have every right to expect.’


I dismount the mic from its holder. It seems impossible that my legs have the strength to carry me, yet here I am, walking to the centre of the stage. 


There is a beat or two of complete silence as I try to remember what to say next. I can practically feel the audience quivering with anticipation.


‘But if there’s one thing I want you all to take away from this talk, it’s this: I am not someone who expected to have the life, the career, the choices that I have now. I didn’t have a political legacy or a trust fund to rely on. My story is one of struggle, of hard work, of tenacity.’


I pause, letting my words echo through the auditorium. 


‘I am here because I sat in an extremely uncomfortable chair, in an office lined with leather-covered books, listening to a man tell me there was only so much I could do, only so far I could go, not because I wasn’t good enough or smart enough or determined enough. No. I wouldn’t make it, he said, because I was a woman. A woman.’


I look around the auditorium, I take a few steps forward and then I begin wrapping up my speech, the panic rising through me too sharp to ignore anymore. 


I need to get off this stage. 


Here is what I say:


‘I am here because I sat in that chair and I decided that I was going to prove that man, and every other man who has ever said those words to any woman, wrong. I am here because I decided, right then, that I was going to spend every single day fighting for the millions of women who have been told they are second-class citizens. I am here because I worked for it. I am here because I earned it.


‘So remember this: I am a wife and a daughter-in-law. I am a patriot. I am a feminist. At thirty-one, I am the youngest cabinet minister in our government. And yes, I am a woman. I am a woman and I have the life I was told I couldn’t have. So can you. So. Can. You.’


Here is what I don’t say: 


I am not who you think I am. 


I am a liar. 









ALIA


We are on the move in less than five minutes. Omar fills me in as we slice through the chronic Delhi traffic – heart attack; there will be a state funeral later in the week but the body has been flown to the ancestral residence to allow politicians and party workers to pay tribute. I draw in a deep breath and turn to stare out of the window while Omar continues talking. There are whispers about an emergency election for party president, but no news yet if Faraz is in the running for the position. 


‘I saw him just last night,’ I murmur and Omar pauses. 


‘I’m sorry, I –’ He hesitates, takes a breath. ‘He didn’t suffer.’


I nod, the conversation from last night still fresh in my mind. I’d dropped in unannounced after a particularly gruelling day at the constituency and even though it was close to midnight, Javed Uncle had welcomed me in with a wide smile. With the general election fast approaching, he knew I was stressed about my nomination. He had reassured me with a quick squeeze of my shoulder and a reminder that with the full weight of the alliance behind me, I had nothing to worry about. We’d scheduled Sunday lunch at the hole-in-the-wall Chinese restaurant that he loved. 


‘The media will be expecting a comment,’ Omar says, startling me out of my thoughts.


I lean back into the cushioned leather seat. I open the window and close my eyes.


‘Write something up,’ I say. 


Javed Qureshi, my mentor, my ally, my friend, is gone. 


The drive to the Qureshi estate takes just over an hour. I roll up the window and take my sunglasses off as we exit the highway. I have avoided this region for the last fifteen years and I am surprised to see how much it has changed. Gone is the bumpy gravel road that had sent us into fits of giggles as girls. The dense forest that used to flank the road has been cut down to reveal acres of fields, shimmering golden in the late afternoon sun. In the distance, I can see the derelict water tank that had held particular fascination back then. 


The driver slows down as we approach the final turn leading to the house. I am prepared for a smattering of party karyakartas and media but the crowds take my breath away. The road is a blur of white as hundreds of supporters in white kurta pyjamas and skullcaps spill over from the pavement onto the road. In the makeshift parking area to our left, I can count at least a dozen TV vans. There’s armed police all around and cordons have been set up to keep the crowds under control.


It’s all very different from the last time I rushed here, a lifetime ago, when the only mourners allowed in were a handful of schoolgirls.


We honk our way through and I hand the driver my ID as we approach the first cordon. 


‘WCD Ministry. Madam’s in the car,’ he says, holding up my ID.


The policeman peeps in and nods to me in the back seat. ‘Namaste, madam.’


He jots down the registration number and waves us through. The lane is packed with cars, and we inch along towards the wrought-iron gates where a second cordon has been set up. The forest I remember so clearly from that winter lines the curved driveway, the trees tall and gnarled, the underbrush a tangle of leaves and ivy, threatening to take over the narrow road. 


I catch glimpses of the house as it reveals itself in snatches through the trees and suddenly I am fifteen again, squashed up next to Noor and Sabah in the back seat of an Ambassador. Just the thought of their names, always uttered together in a single breath, brings them back to me. Noor’s kohl-rimmed eyes, Sabah’s throaty laugh, the identical bracelets they wore, and the heady intoxicating smell of the perfume they both claimed to have stolen from the other – Obsession. 


Noor. 


Sabah. 


And lurking somewhere in the shadows, me.


We stop at the wrought-iron gates and I climb out of the car, stretching myself as discreetly as I can manage. I step through the metal detectors while Omar signs us in. At first glance, the house looks exactly as it did fifteen years ago – overwhelming in its scale and opulence – but as my eyes linger over the building, I realize it is shrouded in neglect. The family has spent hardly any time here since that winter and it occurs to me that it must have been even more painful for them to return here after everything. All I was hiding from was a year’s worth of memories; they had a lifetime’s worth to contend with.


I circle the fountain, dry and covered in moss, and climb up the short flight of steps. Inside, I hesitate for a moment, bracing myself, before I turn left and go straight into the living room. 


That’s when it hits me. The room, which is big enough to hold a few hundred people, has been cleared of all furniture. A clear-glass coffin rests in the centre. A large picture of Javed Uncle from his last campaign has been propped up next to it. I lean on the door frame, my legs refusing to move further, my heart rejecting what my brain already knows. I wipe the tears away and take a breath to steady myself. I make my way over to the coffin, walking past groups of men, and bow down to pay my respects. I could not stomach looking at a dead body as a teenager and I can’t do it now. I barely glance inside the glass box at the body that’s been wrapped up in white muslin before I step back. 


This is not how I want to remember him. 


I spot Faraz and the family lined up a few feet from me and I head over to them instead. Faraz is standing there immobile, hands folded in front of him as people murmur their condolences and move on. It’s only when I am standing opposite him that I notice the tears streaming down his face. 


‘Faraz,’ I say. I’m not sure if he hears me or registers my presence. 


‘Faraz,’ I repeat, placing my hands on his. It’s a bold gesture, one that I know will send ripples through the political circuit, but Faraz and I go back a long way. Grief, I’ve realized, binds you to people in a way that joy never can.


My touch sparks something in him and as his eyes focus in on me, I can no longer hold back the sobs. He pulls me into a hug.


‘Alia, he’s gone,’ he whispers, his words heavy, weighed down. ‘He’s really gone.’


It had hit Faraz the hardest. He had pulled me aside at the funeral to ask me about some detail, something so minor that I can’t even remember it now. He had been obsessed with the specifics – he wanted to know everything from the colour of her dress to what time we snuck out – almost as if by piecing together the exact chain of events that night, he could change what had happened. I should never have left the city, I should have been there, I should have protected her, he had screamed. 


I told him over and over again that it wasn’t his fault. 


That she had walked into that party on her own.


That he couldn’t have done anything to stop what happened next. 


There was so much that I didn’t know back then. So much that I still don’t know. But I have often wondered if my conviction that day came from knowing, deep down, that if I looked at the chain of responsibility, I’d find that it started with me.









ALIA


Fifteen years ago


Everyone always assumes that having lived in London my whole life, I would’ve found life in Delhi quite mellow, but the truth is, it was the opposite. Put a bunch of bored, overprivileged teenagers in a school with rules that are more repressive than a fascist regime and you’ll get more scandal and gossip in an hour than in an entire season of reality TV.


The memories from that time shine so bright, with such vivid clarity and detail that they almost feel false. It was my first day at Wescott, and while first days are bad enough for most people, for me, being the new girl held a special horror. 


The headmistress had sent me off with a timetable and vague directions to the classroom in a building that felt more like a multi-level concrete labyrinth than a high school.


I was terrified, so naturally, I acted blasé. 


I went off, quite purposefully at first, certain that she had told me to turn right, go down the long corridor that connected all the buildings, which for some reason, they liked to call blocks, and then turn – 


I looked around at the identical grey buildings. I was lost. I tried to search my brain for the rest of her instructions as groups of students walked past me in all directions, the clamour of their voices making it impossible for me to focus.


I saw the door to the girls’ toilets on my left and ducked in.


I was washing my hands and trying to remember if the headmistress had said block F or H when a very tall, very skinny girl stepped out of one of the stalls. She came and stood next to me at the sink. I remember staring at her in the mirror. She was alarmingly pretty, with none of the spotty skin or facial hair that had haunted me since the day I turned twelve. She had a heart-shaped face and pouty lips, her deep black eyes framed by thick kohl. She was wearing a hijab, but the silky scarf was barely enough to contain what I could tell was a wild tangle of hair underneath. And though I would never have admitted it then, it was her easy beauty, that shock of the bright pink hijab against her creamy skin, that first made me want to be friends with her. At fifteen, I was convinced that if I hung out with the pretty, popular girls, I would somehow transform into one myself. 


‘Do you mind?’ 


I averted my eyes, embarrassed to have been caught staring, and she laughed. She leaned in and stuck her hands above mine under the stream of water. 


‘I don’t like touching anything in here,’ she said, wiping her hands on her skirt. There were no hand dryers or even paper towels in the toilets. Of all the things that shocked me about this supposedly elite school that I had been shipped off to, the complete lack of hygiene struck me the most. 


‘Are you new?’ she asked. I saw her eyes scan my face in the mirror and watched them soften as she took in my expression. 


I nodded, not trusting myself to speak as I blinked back the tears. I followed her lead, wiping my hands on my skirt instead of the filthy brown towel that was hung by the door. I handed her the timetable. ‘Do you know where this is? XI-R?’ 


‘That’s my class! Banerjee’s not great at orientations, is she?’ she smirked.


It took me a second to realize that she had just referred to the headmistress by her last name alone. 


‘Relax, she can’t hear us,’ she smiled. ‘I’m Noor, by the way.’


‘Alia.’


‘Okay, so, all year eleven classrooms are in block F, which is the tall one right next to the assembly ground. We’re in section R, so that’ll be top floor, by the water cooler.’ She picked up her backpack and slung it over one shoulder. ‘Come on, I’ll show you,’ she said, pushing the door open with her hip. 


I followed her out of the toilets and down yet another long corridor. She pointed out activity rooms, science labs and faculty lounges as we passed them, her voice rising over the commotion that was hundreds of students back on their first day of term. I had visited Westminster as part of a school group the year before and I could recognize the same whiff of power and entitlement in the halls at Wescott. I felt just as out of place here as I had done in Westminster that day, being led by a person clearly accustomed to sashaying down the corridors. 


But then, I suppose I felt out of place everywhere.


‘Homeroom starts in six minutes,’ she said, looking at her watch as we power-walked three flights up a concrete staircase. ‘Four periods before the break, and four after. Most seniors use the cafeteria in block H, but you can go wherever you want. There’s a—’


‘There’s more than one cafeteria?’


‘Yeah, there’s, like, four thousand students at Wescott.’


‘Oh, right.’


One of the few things Mrs Banerjee had been at pains to explain was that students didn’t go from class to class in Wescott; instead, the teachers came to us. I tried to picture four thousand students cramming into this maze of narrow corridors and stairwells after every period and suddenly it made sense.


I was about to thank Noor for the tour when I realized she was distracted. Her face broke into a grin as she waved at the girl waiting at the top of the stairs. ‘That’s Sabah,’ she said before running up the final few steps. I watched the two of them drape around each other while talking a million miles a minute, several weeks’ worth of chatter condensed into urgent whispers, interrupted only by giggles and shrieks. 


Sabah was pretty. Extremely pretty, with sparkling hazel eyes and dark brown hair pulled back into a sleek ponytail. Her nose and forehead were dotted with freckles and though she was slim, her face had a healthy fullness to it, giving her the kind of wholesome appearance that was every teenage girl’s dream. 


‘Hey,’ Sabah said, taking me in with one sharp glance after I’d slogged my way up the remaining stairs. I could feel myself blush as her eyes lingered over my starched uniform. She was dressed in the same uniform that I was wearing, but while mine felt stiff and restrictive, Sabah looked like she had just stepped out of Teen Vogue. Her plaid skirt finished halfway down her thighs, her shirtsleeves were rolled up to reveal a delicate charm bracelet and her tie hung loose, top button undone. She was wearing the same white socks with the red stripe running through, but hers were scrunched down to her ankles, revealing ridiculously long legs for such a petite girl. 


I felt myself shrink under her scrutiny. 


‘Hi, I’m Alia,’ I managed to say before she spun around.


‘Come on, we’re already late,’ she said, linking her arm through Noor’s and marching down the corridor to the classroom. She leaned in to whisper something into Noor’s ear and Noor swatted her away.


All I could do was imagine what she might have said, what words she would have used to dismiss me. 


‘Here we are,’ Noor said, turning to me and swinging the door open. 


The room was crammed full of desks, arranged in pairs and lined up in four rows. Students were scattered in groups of twos and threes across the classroom, leaning on desks, the girls talking in shrill voices and the boys pretending to ignore them. Though the layout and scale was very different to my comprehensive in London, somehow it felt exactly the same. 


‘Pick any desk you want,’ Noor called out as Sabah dragged her over to a group of girls clustered around the window, all of them slim, all of them gorgeous. I watched for a minute as the girls rearranged themselves to let Noor and Sabah claim their spots at the centre. Noor dumped her backpack on the floor and hoisted herself on top of a desk. 


In less than a few seconds, the group closed around them and all I could see of Noor was a flash of her hijab and her distinctly non-regulation trainers resting on the chair.


I took a deep breath and made my way over to an empty seat at the back of the room. I reminded myself that I didn’t need friends. I’d been fine on my own in London and I would be fine here. 


I slipped into the chair and busied myself with studying the timetable that I already knew by heart. 









ALIA 


Fifteen years ago


I nearly jumped with relief when the bell rang, signalling the start of the forty-minute lunch break. I swept my notebook and pens into my backpack and zipped it shut. The homeroom teacher had left some sign-up sheets on her desk and a group of girls had clustered around it.


I waited till they had trickled away, their attention seized by a group of boys, and then stepped through the aisle. I flicked through the sheets, amazed at the sheer number of options. There were at least fifteen different clubs and a dozen activities coming up in the first term alone, everything from the traditional swim team to a model United Nations conference and a social outreach society.


I watched the girl I had spent the morning sitting next to walk out with not so much as a glance in my direction. I chided myself for the unwanted flutter of disappointment. I had already decided to spend the lunch break reading. I knew that over time these faces would become familiar but until then the thought of walking into a packed cafeteria on the first day of school and trying to work out where to sit filled me with dread. 


I was scrawling my name on the sign-up sheet for the track team when Noor and Sabah sauntered over. 


‘Hey,’ Noor said, as Sabah put her and Noor’s names down on a couple of sheets in elaborate looping letters. Even her handwriting was prettier than mine. 


‘Hi.’


‘Are you going for lunch?’


The only thing worse than facing hundreds of new faces at lunch was admitting to one of them that I wasn’t brave enough to go.


‘Yeah, in a minute. Are you?’ I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.


‘There, done,’ Sabah said, straightening up to face Noor and me.


A look passed between them, and I could sense some sort of agreement being reached. I tried not to get my hopes up.


‘Yep, do you want to walk with us?’


‘Sure,’ I shrugged, even as my heart spun cartwheels inside my chest.


The seniors’ cafeteria was on the ground floor in the block across from us. Noor and Sabah led the way, arms linked, pleated skirts swaying in sync. I tried to keep up with them in the narrow corridor but every few steps I’d have to hang back to let someone pass. 


One of the boys from my bus route waved at me from across the courtyard as we crossed it on our way to the cafeteria. 


‘You know him?’ Sabah asked.


‘Dhruv? He was at my bus stop this morning. Why?’


‘He’s a senior, and newly single.’


‘Oh.’ 


‘And super hot,’ Noor grinned. 


I could feel the colour rising in my cheeks.


‘You don’t have a boyfriend, do you?’ Sabah asked.


‘No,’ I said, then noticing the satisfaction creeping up Sabah’s face, I added, ‘Not anymore, I mean. I broke up with Chris when we moved here. Long distance,’ I said with a shudder. The lie was only small but it sent a ripple of excitement through me, especially when I saw that the girls were suitably impressed. 


‘What about you?’ I asked as we climbed up the short flight of stairs at the entrance of the cafeteria.


‘Noor doesn’t really do boyfriends,’ Sabah said.


‘Oh, of course, I –’ I stammered, mortified that I hadn’t clocked the significance of her hijab.


‘No, no, nothing like that. All of this’ – Noor twirled – ‘is for my parents. What she means is, I prefer not to be tied down at sixteen. Not like Sabah, who’s been in love with the same boy since we were, like, eight.’


‘What can I say, unlike some people, I have no interest in getting half the swim team’s opinion on which bra matches —ouch,’ Sabah squealed as Noor pinched her arm. 


It didn’t take a genius to figure out this banter was part of their act and the sudden stab of longing took me by surprise. 


These girls were seriously cool.


We pushed the double doors open and stepped into a large hall lined with long wooden tables and benches. A huge skylight and massive windows overlooking the main courtyard lit up the room and turned what would otherwise have been a claustrophobic space into something open and welcoming. Or as open as it can be with the entire senior class crammed into it.


I felt the burn of hundreds of eyes on me as we weaved through the hordes of students to get to the snack station. 


‘Wow,’ I muttered. I tugged at my skirt self-consciously. 


Sabah laughed and took my arm, pulling me to the front of the queue. ‘This is what happens when you’re with Noor. You’ll get used to it.’


‘Boys, this is Alia. She’s new, so be nice,’ Noor said as we approached a table along the back wall. 


‘Vineet,’ Noor said, pointing to the ridiculously good-looking boy who was still in his cricket jersey. ‘Mohit.’ The dark one with tightly curled black hair and rimmed glasses. ‘Yash.’ The one who barely looked up; he was taller than the others and clearly belonged in a computer lab. 


After a chorus of uninterested hellos, the boys went back to dissing the Campion School cricket team, and we went back to ignoring them. The message was clear: I might be at their table today but I had to earn the right to be part of the group. 


‘So you moved here? From London?’ Sabah asked, dumping her bag of Cheetos on the table as she slid in next to Vineet. With his deep olive skin and floppy Nick Carter-esque hair, I didn’t need anyone to tell me he was the Ken to her Barbie. 


‘My parents got transferred to Turkey,’ I said, sitting down across from her. ‘I would’ve gone with them but they weren’t having it. Too dangerous, apparently. I’m living with my grandparents now, which is cool because I can basically do anything I want.’


Noor sat down next to me. ‘What do your parents do?’


We were sitting at a table next to the windows. Though the cafeteria was busy, bustling with students trying to find an empty seat, there were only six of us on a table large enough for ten. It was obvious, even to me, that this was the top table. I’d learn later that being from London gave me instant cool quotient, but for the moment, I couldn’t quite believe that I was eating lunch with girls like Noor and Sabah. It felt crucial to build up a picture of myself that would fit in with them, even if that meant stretching the truth a little. This was supposed to be a fresh start, after all.


‘They’re diplomats,’ I said, which was technically true.


‘Nice,’ Noor said. She reached across the table to help herself to a handful of Cheetos. 


‘What was your school like in London?’ Sabah asked. Her poise unnerved me.


‘Small. We had five hundred students there in total.’


‘Wow.’ 


‘Yeah, everyone knew everyone,’ I said, breaking off a small piece of the samosa I had bought. 


‘Did you live close by?’


‘Kind of. It was, like, a fifteen-minute walk.’


‘It’s so cute how you can walk everywhere in London. My aunt lives there, near Notting Hill,’ Sabah said, by way of explanation. 


‘That’s not too far from where we are.’ I paused to correct myself. ‘Were. Kensington.’ Even back then, I knew how to play to my audience. As Noor and Sabah quizzed me about my life in London, my state-funded comprehensive in Harrow quickly became a grammar school in Kensington, and our damp two-bedroom flat became a Victorian red-brick a quick stroll from the palace.


‘What, you mean, Buckingham Palace?’


‘No, don’t be silly. Kensington Palace. Buckingham Palace is so touristy,’ I said, adopting the slightly haughty tone that Sabah had used with me earlier but to my dismay, her attention was elsewhere.


I turned around to see what she was looking at.


Two girls wearing matching Nike trainers were approaching our table. There was something menacing in their gait, and I found myself shrinking back in my seat.


The tall one, who I would later come to know as Nivedita, or Niv, slid in next to Noor. Her friend hovered at the end of the table, looking as uncomfortable as I felt. 


‘Enjoy the holidays, Niv?’ Noor asked.


‘Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to.’


‘All I did was tell my friends what I saw. There’s no rule against that, is there?’ Noor said, her face the picture of innocence.


‘Oh yeah? You know, you aren’t the only one who can tell people what you saw. You think you’re so high and mighty, walking around like you own this place.’ She brought her face closer to Noor’s, looking her square in the eyes. ‘I know where you really went for the holidays. I saw you. And if you don’t—’


Sabah, who had been a silent observer until now, leaned across the table and put her hand on Niv’s wrist, stopping her mid-sentence. She smiled sweetly, and for a second I was fooled. ‘You do know you can get expelled for cheating on a final, don’t you? I still have those chits I found,’ she said. ‘Not that I’ll need them. Everyone knows how you get your perfect scores.’


Niv shook her wrist free, rubbing it with her other hand where Sabah’s grip had left an angry red mark. ‘No one is going to believe you.’


‘Really? Shall we walk into Banerjee’s office and see?’ 


I looked at Sabah, this dainty, innocent-looking girl who had until now seemed a bit uptight, but harmless overall. The ferocity underneath her girly exterior dazzled me.


‘I didn’t think so,’ Sabah said after a minute, picking up a single cheesy puff from her never-ending bag of Cheetos. ‘You can go now,’ she said to Niv, before popping it in her mouth. 









ALIA


Outside the house, people are milling about talking and sipping chai out of disposable plastic cups. A marquee has been set up in the back garden. Politicians, bureaucrats and industrialists elbow for space as TV presenters broadcast comments and interviews to thousands of homes live across the country. A couple of reporters approach me and I oblige them with a short, teary comment. Optics is everything.


I learned that the hard way.


The scandal, when it broke, stayed in the papers for months afterwards. It had to, considering the people involved: Noor, the daughter of a cabinet minister; Vineet, the son of the city’s most prominent property developer; and me, the cast-off daughter of two civil servants. Sabah, in contrast, had had it easier to begin with, until someone let spill the details of what had really gone on at our parties and, overnight, she was the mastermind, the one who had led us down the path of total ruin. The coverage was brutal. In the absence of real facts, the media whipped up a storm, one ludicrous story at a time. Opinion pieces about the dangers of allowing girls too much freedom, articles condemning the school administration, books claiming to reveal the ‘real’ truth. Within days, stricter rules came into force in schools across the city, from the obvious to the utterly bizarre: longer skirts, mandatory counselling sessions, no after-school activities, no mobile phones, no outside food. Though the courts ensured we were never officially named, it was one thing banning the national media from printing our names, quite another trying to keep it from the mouths of gossipy teenagers. Our identities were, quite possibly, the worst kept secret of the time. 


It had worried me, when I decided to run for office. I questioned myself incessantly. Did I really think I could escape that? Not only walk away scot-free but also build a life based on a mistake that had destroyed so many? Turns out, the world loves nothing more than a good redemption story and, in some ways, the media attention helped more than it harmed. I gave one single interview – an hour-long exclusive on CTV the week before I declared my candidacy. I spoke frankly about the school, about teenage mental health, about Noor and Sabah and what friendships like that could do to a naive teenager. It had been Arjun who suggested I do the interview. Take control of the narrative, he’d said. We hadn’t been married then, but I trusted him. I took his advice. The country had loved it; it was better than any exposé or true crime documentary. They were hearing directly from one of the infamous Wescott Four. The non-profit I had set up as a young student saw a 200 per cent hike in donations that quarter and when I ran for office a few months later, I won by a landslide. Somehow, by admitting my guilt on national television, by talking about my anguish over trying and failing to help Noor, I had become a symbol for innocent girls who had been led astray. The country came together in their support for me and with one interview, the worst thing I had ever done became the foundation for the rest of my life. 


Six months into my first term, Javed Uncle told me I was being vetted for a post as a junior minister. My relationship with Javed Qureshi, and the resultant vote base, gave me an edge within the party. As the leader of the Indian Muslim Congress, Javed Uncle controlled the majority of the Muslim votes and the alliance between our parties meant that I was the only Hindu MP with a 50 per cent Muslim electorate. It’s a statistic that has served me well through both my terms as an MP. After three years as a junior minister, I was given a position on the cabinet. Javed Uncle had told me that after another term as WCD minister, I would be in line for the most influential portfolio on the cabinet – Home Minister.


It hits me again just how much I had relied on Javed Uncle’s counsel – and influence – and I steel myself as a fresh wave of emotion threatens to overtake me. 


I spot Faraz emerging from the house and make my way over to him. 


‘You okay?’ I ask, touching his elbow lightly as he extricates himself from a group of karyakartas. 


He nods, but doesn’t say anything. 


‘If there’s anything you need, anything at all—’


‘I know,’ he says. His gaze wanders over to the party workers huddled together across the lawn. ‘Can you believe they’re already talking about electing a new party president? It’s been less than twenty-four hours,’ he continues, his voice thick with outrage. ‘Vultures.’


I let out a small sigh. I had hoped the rumours hadn’t reached him yet. 


‘You’ll need to act quickly,’ I say, hating myself for even uttering the words. But I’ve seen enough parties split and alliances collapse with the death of the leader. ‘Is Aziz advising you?’ I ask, nodding towards Javed Uncle’s chief of staff.


‘He’s putting in my bid this afternoon,’ Faraz sighs. ‘I hate to ask, but your support would go a long way—’


It’s my turn to cut him off. ‘And you have it. Like I said, anything you need.’ 


‘Thank you,’ he says. 


I step back as a reporter approaches Faraz, her scathing questions wrapped up in layers of sympathy. 


I swallow past the tightening in my throat and walk out of the marquee towards the forest we had so carelessly run into as girls. In my memory, it had become an extension of the garden itself, something small and easily contained. Now I see it for what it really is, a sparkling menace of foliage as alluring as it is forbidding, hiding inside it a darkness so profound not even the sharp afternoon sun manages to pierce through it. 


I shiver. I wrap my pallu around myself as I walk right up to the edge of the lawn, a barbed-wire fence the only thing standing between this stately estate and the wild unkempt forest surrounding it. 









ALIA


Fifteen years ago


It didn’t take long for me to secure my spot on Noor and Sabah’s lunch table. It had become obvious that first day that my two ins were London and Dhruv and I played both cards with the precision of a regular at the Empire’s poker table. 


I was already at the bus stop when Dhruv sauntered over.


‘So, one week in,’ he said, eyebrow raised, lips lifted in a half-smile. ‘Do we meet your standards?’


‘Jury’s still out,’ I said, trying not to stare at him as the early morning sun bounced off his face. ‘Though the bus is always late, the cafeteria snack selection is, frankly, disgusting and this has to be the most boring first week of term ever. So I guess not.’ 


Dhruv laughed. He brushed his hair out of his eyes, in a move straight out of the Leonardo Di Caprio playbook. ‘Correct on all counts except one.’


‘Really?’ I said as the bus pulled up in front of us. Dhruv stepped back to let me go first and then climbed in himself, the metal floor shaking as we scrambled up the steps and down the narrow aisle. I turned to look at him over my shoulder. ‘Which one?’


I slid into a window seat, trying desperately to slow my heart down and keep the heat from rising to my face. Dhruv leaned in and lowered his voice to a whisper. 


‘It’s only boring if you don’t know who to hang out with. Party at mine tomorrow night. You’re coming. Bring your friends if you want.’


‘I’ll see if I can make it,’ I replied, straight-faced.


I waited for him to walk past me to his usual seat at the back of the bus. It was only when I heard the thump of his backpack against the hard vinyl-covered seats, and the roar of laughter that meant he was busy with his friends, that I allowed myself a smile. 


An invite to the hottest senior’s house. 


The hottest, newly single senior.


I was so in. 


When I think about it now, I know it couldn’t have been that simple. I couldn’t possibly have reinvented myself into someone completely different overnight, but that is how I remember it. I had spent so long trying to fit in, to be liked and popular, that when I saw the glimmer of opportunity, I knew I had to take it. I learned how to make my lies roll off my tongue so naturally that they began to sound real even to me. I spent ages observing the other girls, the way they spoke, the way they dressed, the things they laughed at and the things they cared about. I had always liked music, but it took on a new meaning as we whispered secrets to each other in lyrics from the Spice Girls and Dido. More than anything else, I learned to loosen up. I had fun. They were fun. We did all the usual things teenage girls do – we talked about boys, we painted our nails, we giggled endlessly – but with Noor and Sabah, even the most mundane conversation took on the allure of something epic and life-changing. 


But here’s the thing: just acting like I belonged wasn’t enough; I also had to look like I belonged. 


Less than two weeks after I started school, I begged my grandma to take me shopping. I knew if I asked for the money outright, she’d say no, or worse, tell my mother, but if I could prove to her that I needed all these new things, if she could see for herself how much nicer the quality was, how much longer everything would last, I knew I could convince her.


Our first stop was Rio Grande. Here’s something I learned early on: always start with the academic essentials. No adult can say no to a new notebook. Or five.


The ploy worked. I ended up with a bunch of the rainbow-coloured vest tops that were all the rage then, a pair of Levi’s hipsters, a new dove-grey JanSport backpack to replace my tatty Sports Direct one, two new pairs of trainers, both Nike of course, black with a white swoosh for classes and white with a neon-pink swoosh for track club, and a dozen sparkly bracelets. I tried to pull Nani into Silofer to round off the kind of shopping spree that would make my mum livid with anger – I’d been hankering after a pair of sterling silver hoops that I’d seen all the girls wearing, but there my luck ran out. 


‘Maybe for your birthday,’ Nani said, as I dug into my triple hot chocolate fudge sundae at Nirula’s later. With extra fudge. ‘How are you finding the new school?’ she asked, her face, as usual, full of concern. A look that I had never witnessed on my mother’s face.


‘It’s very different,’ I shrugged. I thought about broaching the subject of the newly announced Oxbridge trip but after the amount of money she’d just spent on me, I decided I’d be better off waiting for another time. ‘I have the track club try-outs soon.’


‘Have you made friends?’


‘A few. I was going to ask you if I could go to my friend Sabah’s house after school tomorrow. I’m helping her organize a cleanliness—’ 


‘Alia?’


The screech stopped me mid-sentence. I turned around in my chair.


It was Saloni, one of the girls from Noor and Sabah’s group. From my group.


‘Oh my God, how funny seeing you here,’ she said, twirling one finger through her long, Pantene-commercial hair. 


‘I know,’ I smiled. ‘I’ve been shopping with my Nani.’ I nodded to my grandma sitting across from me.


‘Hi, Aunty,’ she beamed, the coveted Silofer hoops sparkling on her ears as she moved. ‘Wow.’ She leaned over to look at my half-eaten sundae. ‘I haven’t had that since I was, like, twelve. My body just can’t handle the calories, you know?’ She rolled her eyes and patted the space where her stomach should have been.


I walked right into it.


‘Don’t be silly, you look great,’ I said, taking in her waifish frame, even more pronounced in the cropped T-shirt and the Levi’s 501s she had on, slung so low on her hips that I could see her hipbones protrude.


‘Aw, thanks, Alia. You look . . . fine,’ she said. ‘Anyway, Mum’s waiting at the salon. So . . . I’ll see you at school?’ she said before gliding out the door, laden with shopping bags and the one thing no one ever went to Nirula’s for: a fruit cup.


‘Is that what the girls at school are like?’ Nani asked.


I shrugged, licking off the last bit of fudge from my spoon before pushing my half-eaten sundae away. 


‘Come on,’ Nani said, ‘let’s get you those hoops. Your mother doesn’t need to know everything.’









ALIA 


I check my watch as I rush into the house, the front door unlocked as usual. There’s little need for locks and bolts when you have fifteen armed guards scattered all over the grounds. 


‘We’re going to be late,’ Arjun says as I step into the living room and kick off my shoes. Between his trips to New York and my pre-campaign schedule, I’ve hardly seen him the past few weeks. I let my eyes linger over my husband’s handsome, if tired face, taking in the slight stubble pricking his chin and the adorably mussed hair. I bend down to give him a quick kiss.


‘It’s only around the corner.’ I perch on the arm of the sofa and wiggle my toes. Arjun’s never understood that for me, even after so many years, being late is a move. It’s a reminder: look how busy I am, but I made time for you. 


‘How’s Faraz?’


‘Good,’ I say. ‘The ceremony was odd, though. I was the only one there from the INP.’


‘Are you worried about the alliance?’ Arjun asks and I almost tell him the truth. I am terrified.


Less than a month after Javed Uncle’s death, Faraz’s swearing-in ceremony this morning had been a surprisingly cheerful affair. I was bewildered to see that while most of the senior leaders of the Muslim Congress were present, I was the only member of the INP in attendance. Javed Uncle had spent thirty years nurturing the alliance between the Muslim Congress and the INP. I found it disconcerting that Faraz hadn’t used the opportunity to reassure the INP that the alliance between our parties was secure despite the change in leadership. When I mentioned it afterwards, Faraz assured me that it wasn’t an oversight – he was planning to hold a separate, more intimate reception for the key members of the alliance in a few days. Yet something about his speech and the fervour with which he had promised to lead the party into a new ‘era of inclusiveness’ left me feeling rattled. With two months to go, even a small change in direction can cost me the election. 


It can cost me everything.


I push the thoughts away. I am being paranoid. The alliance benefits Faraz as much as it does me, and he would never do anything to endanger it. 


I run up the stairs to the private wing. I’ve lived in this house for nearly seven years now, but it still doesn’t feel like home. Though, maybe it is a bit unfair to expect an eight-bedroom government-owned mansion to feel like home. Aside from the cavalry of staff – a cook, a maid, a cleaner and three drivers just for the residence – there is a sense of impermanence here. Too many others have been here before me and the walls hum with their secrets. One wrong move and I’ll be the next one being ousted from here. I know Arjun feels it too, that niggle of uncertainty, but ultimately, this house represents little more than a place to sleep for him.


I try to focus my thoughts on the evening ahead as I step into the bedroom and close the door. I unpin my sari and peel it away, before stepping out of my petticoat and unhooking my blouse. With each layer that I strip away, I feel a little bit younger, more feminine, more me. I shake my hair out of its ponytail and twist it into a messy bun at the nape of my neck, letting a few loose strands frame my face. I slip into a red silk blouse and cropped trousers and dab on some perfume. The look I’m going for is off duty but powerful. 


I find Arjun waiting in the hall when I go back downstairs. ‘What have you done with my wife?’ he says, wrapping his arms around my waist. ‘You okay?’ he whispers into my ear. My husband has always been attentive, but ever since the funeral last month, there seems to be a permanent trace of worry in his eyes. 


‘I’m fine, sweetheart,’ I say, leaning back into him. I allow myself a moment before straightening up and forcing my feet into a pair of black Louboutins.


I take a deep breath and check my reflection in the hall mirror. Gone is the asexual politician touring her constituency; instead, I have transformed into a regular thirty-one-year-old who could almost be sexy. 


Viewed from the right angle. 









ALIA 


Fifteen years ago


The transformation complete, in a few short weeks I became a permanent fixture by Noor and Sabah’s side. I’d earned my spot on the lunch table and a week after the Nirula’s incident, I had swapped seats in class so I was sitting right behind Noor instead of next to Tanvi, who I had learned by now was ‘a bit slow’. 


It happened quite casually.


I was standing with Noor and Sabah next to their desks when the homeroom bell rang, cutting Noor off mid-story.


I picked up my backpack from the floor and slung it onto one shoulder, ready to go back to my seat on the other side of the room when Noor touched my arm. She smiled at Saloni. ‘You don’t mind swapping seats with Alia, do you?’


‘Oh, but I—’ Saloni stuttered.


‘I really need to talk to her. Thanks!’ Noor continued.


I saw a smirk pass over Sabah’s face as Saloni looked from Noor to Sabah, puzzled at this sudden dismissal, until finally her eyes came to rest on me.


I shrugged, an innocent smile playing on my lips. 


Saloni may be skinny but I was wanted.


She muttered something under her breath, but then picked up her backpack and shuffled along, sullen faced, to the other end of the classroom. No one liked stepping out of Noor’s orbit, but I knew by then that whatever Noor wanted, she got. 


And as it turned out, when I was with her, so did I.


For a committee that prestigious, I was surprised to learn that the Student Council at Wescott wasn’t elected. Any student in year eleven could apply at the beginning of the school year in April and as long they had at least two faculty endorsements and good grades they would earn a spot on the long list. Each applicant then had six weeks to submit a three-thousand-word essay outlining their plans for the school. You would think that was it, but the fight only got bloodier as term progressed. The school board then pored over the entries, and drew up a shortlist of students who would be interviewed by the board for the positions of Head Girl, Head Boy and half a dozen prefects. The whole saga took about nine months start to finish and ended in an elaborate investiture ceremony when the school reopened in January after the winter break, the next year’s Student Council in situ, ready to step up after the year twelve students had graduated. 
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