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The higher the monkey climbs, the more he shows his tail.

Thomas More








DAY ONE






[image: Image of a tall skyscraper with a pointed top and vertical lines. The structure appears to be a prominent building.]








CHAPTER 1

George

‘Smile plis, George!’

He was smiling. This was his smile.

The woman in the crook of his arm smelled of sweat and talcum. At his feet, two men, sprawled among sticks of broken furniture, knocked cold apparently, as, out the plastic window behind them, a red sun pretended to set over the Arabian Sea.

‘Wider plis, George.’

For the love of Hitchcock, any wider and he’d pull a muscle or rupture a tendon, or dislocate a tooth and all that fancy Santa Monica dental work would come crashing out of his mouth like coins from a Vegas slot. Still, he did his best, smiling like some captive in a hostage video.

‘And sip, plis.’

Dammit, he wasn’t some amateur. He was a pro, for Chrissakes, doing this job since before half the kids on set were even born. He knew when to sip and when to smile and he’d tell that to Shankar, the little prune-faced worm, just as soon as this was over.

The fumes from the glass hit him like a spanner to the face, or a backhanded slap from Sweety. It reeked of methanol or ethanol or whatever shit it was they put into the auto-rickshaws out here.

‘Sip plis, George.’

He steeled himself, raised the crystal glass to his lips and swallowed. The stuff burned. You had to respect that. It refused to go down without a fight, slashing his tongue and scratching his gullet, every drop kicking and screaming its way to his gut.

He smiled again, not even waiting for the cue from Shankar. A good smile too. A million dollars’ worth. He’d had barium swallows that had tasted better and yet he’d challenge anyone on set to say he hadn’t enjoyed that sip like it was ambrosia and not what it actually was: an abomination and an insult to the good name of whiskey.

‘Cut!’

He closed his eyes and thanked the gods. It was too damn hot in here even with the industrial fans blowing a hurricane. The goons on the floor stood up, brushed themselves off and began talking in whatever language it was they spoke. The woman extricated herself from his embrace and hurried off, though not quick enough to avoid a slap on the ass from Shankar. Shit. Should he maybe say something about that? Have a quiet word with the jerk? No. It wasn’t worth it. Not his country, not his problem. It was a different culture out here and like they say, when in Rome, it’s best not to piss off the Romans.

‘All good?’

The little director’s grin reached his ears.

‘Shabaash, Mr George! Excellent!’ He looked to the cinematographer – a thin man with a cigarette constantly burning between his fingers. The cinematographer twitched. Shankar turned back to George. ‘We do one more time again, plis.’

He stared hard at the director, what little of him there was to stare at. Five foot three if he had to guess, and even that was Cuban-heel-assisted.

Jesus, how had it come to this? Doing commercials which possessed all the subtlety and artistic merit of prime-time wrestling in the eighties. They didn’t need George Abercrombie, they needed The Rock, or maybe Matt Damon. Think of the money, George. Think of the money.

‘Gimme ten, Shankar.’

He walked off the set, past the gawkers and flunkeys and the girls taking surreptitious snaps on their phones while pretending to look the other way, and headed for his, well, not dressing room exactly, it was more of a broom closet with air conditioning, but right now, in this damn, clawing, soul-sapping heat, it might as well have been a suite at the Ritz.

And where the hell was Amit? He should have been here, waiting for him off set with something cool. A bourbon or something. Dammit, even a bottle of water to wash away the taste of Glen Doone Authentic Indian whiskey. Probably off whistling at some girls in the chorus line on another set. This sort of thing never used to happen with Gemma, but then Gemma was a PA – a proper one – while Amit was just a jumped-up flunkey promoted to fill a vacancy. But Gemma didn’t work for him any more, did she? No, she’d made her choice. She worked for Sweety now.

The bile burned in his chest at the thought, or maybe that was the damn whiskey. Either way, he forced it down and pushed on to what passed for his dressing room.

Closing the door behind him, he crashed onto the worn sofa. It smelled of mildew and other things best not considered. He reached for his phone and brought up Sal’s number. 1 a.m. in LA, give or take. Sal would probably be asleep. Not like the old days when 1 a.m. would see him holding court at Hyde Sunset. Funny what a perforated ulcer did to a man’s reckoning of his own mortality. Certainly put the fear of God into Sal. That and Gabby threatening to walk out the door with the kids and, more importantly, the money if he didn’t cut out the nose candy. Changed man, old Sal Copeland the Third. ‘Older, wiser,’ that’s what Sal said. Older certainly. Fifty was headaches and sore bones and prostate checks. Fifty concentrated the mind. Sal was all clean living now, all Virgin Marys and yoga at sunrise. The thought of it induced mild nausea. He should let the man sleep.

Fuck it.

‘Twenty-four/seven.’ That’s what Sal had said. ‘You sign with me, Mr Abercrombie, and that’s the deal. Day or night. You call and I’ll answer.’

And he did answer. Two missed calls and ten rings later.

‘Hello?’

He sounded like he did that time George had gone to see him in the hospital. Groggy and spaced out as shit.

‘Sal.’

‘George? You know what time it is?’

‘I know what time it is in Mumbai, Sal. I know that too goddamn well.’

He thought he heard a sigh though it might just have been the air-con unit trying not to die.

‘What can I do for you, George?’

‘I’m going crazy, Sal. These fuckin’ whiskey commercials. You sure they’re gonna pay?’

‘George.’ Sal sounded like he did when he was pretending you’d hurt his feelings. ‘Trust me. They’ll pay. You know what’s the fastest-growing market for alcohol in the world right now?’

Yes, he knew; and he knew because Sal had told him a million times already.

‘It’s India, George. They got more drunks than Ireland. And Brigadoon is a very popular brand. The second-most popular domestically produced whisky in the country and they wanna be number one. They got the cash to do it and you’re their boy.’

‘Glen Doone.’

‘What?’

‘The fucking whisky, Sal. It’s called Glen Doone, not Brigadoon.’

‘Whatever, George. Do the commercials, bank the cheque, and think of the bigger picture.’

He closed his eyes and thought of the bigger picture – the biggest picture – his picture: Fragments of a Forgotten Soul. His magnum opus. A decade in the making and who knew how many still to go. Ten years of blood, sweat, tears and cash – a lot of it his own – but it would be worth it, oh yes, as God was his witness, it would be worth it. The financing was finally coming together. God bless Dinesh Dhand, recently divorced tech billionaire, and his $20 mil. He got George’s vision, loved it in fact, and would put in the cash just as soon as George introduced him to J-Lo. Things were looking good. They could finish it all by next fall, and then who knew, maybe the Palme d’Or, an Oscar or two, and that Canadian award, whatever it was called, the one they gave out in Toronto. Yeah, he’d show those Hollywood fuckers – the fucking studios and the fucking streamers, the Netflixes and Amazons that were eating their fucking lunch.

He pictured the headlines.

GEORGE ABERCROMBIE. BACK AT HIS BEST.

Yeah, he’d show ’em. He’d show ’em all.

‘Is there anything else, George?’

Sal’s voice cut through his visions of vindication like a fucking impertinent knife through butter.

‘Just make sure they pay, Sal.’

‘Goodbye, George. And send my love to Sweety. Tell her I’ve got a very interesting role for her.’

‘Tell her yourself,’ he said, though by that point he had a feeling Sal had already hung up.

He’d hardly put the phone back in his pocket when the door rattled and a female voice called out in clipped Indian-English, ‘Mr Abercrombie, sir. You’re required on set.’

Seeing as no one in the country generally had even a passing familiarity with the concept of punctuality, it felt frankly galling that Shankar should see fit to send a runner to come fetch him from his dressing room after what could barely have been five minutes, let alone ten.

Get your shit together, Abercrombie.

He counted to five, opened the door and nodded to the young woman who stood there. She looked like she was keeping her distance from him without wanting to make it obvious that’s what she was doing, and stared at him as though he were wasting her time.

There was a time not that long ago when they’d start queuing at dawn outside a studio just to catch a glimpse of him turning up at noon. What the hell happened to those days and how did he get from there to here?

She turned on her heels and headed back down the hallway, and he followed her like a fucking errant child.

Shankar was talking to a bunch of folks who, by their designer jeans, flip-flops and bedhead hair, were, he decided, junior advertising execs. The guys whose creative vision, in inverted commas, this whole travesty of a campaign was.

He gave them a wide berth, even when Shankar called out to him.

‘George! George. Come come! Here plis! I’m wanting you to meet some very fine guys from Oliver & McKenzie.’

He gave them a smile and a wave.

Screw you, Shankar.

The actress too, the one who was his wife for the day, looked like she was trying to circumnavigate a circuitous route back to the set, one that didn’t pass within range of Shankar’s hands. Seriously, for such a short man, the guy had surprisingly long arms. He spotted her and called her over to meet his advertising buddies – a prospect her face suggested was, in her wish list for the day, slightly below catching syphilis. She tried giving them a smile but frankly, she wasn’t a good enough actor to make it convincing. Shit. He should help her out.

‘Come on, Shankar,’ he said. ‘Final take. Let’s finish the job.’

The director nodded in that ambiguous Indian way, a figure of eight that ran the gamut of meanings between sure and go fuck yourself.

‘Absolutely, Mr George. Final take.’

They took it from the top: the weird Bollywood soundtrack; George coming home to his make-believe apartment; the two goondahs – that’s what they called thugs here – accosting his make-believe wife; the first of them running at him; George, picking up the chair, smashing it on the goondah’s head. There was something deeply satisfying about cracking a chair over a man’s head. He thought about it as the guy went down like a bag of wrenches. Seriously. Better than any therapy he’d had. The other guy, big as a barn, holding his stage-wife – God, she really did look a lot like Sweety – in one arm and a knife in the other, lunging forward, the knife coming within an inch of George’s chest. He dodged left this time, just to mix it up a bit, grabbed the guy’s arm and slammed it into the wall, then smashed him in the solar plexus, or at least where he thought the solar plexus should be – he hadn’t played a doctor since the nineties and these things were foggy. Still, the guy was gracious enough to go down, and the woman – the pretend Sweety – all relief and gratitude wrapped in a diaphanous sari, ran over to him, buried her face in his chest, then passed him the whiskey.

He smiled. He sipped. He tried not to retch. He looked to Shankar, his eyes conveying the subtle yet hopefully unfuckingmistakable message that he wasn’t prepared to do any more takes; that this one was truly and definitively the last, whether Shankar or the little advertising princelings liked it or not.

‘Aaaand cut! Waah! Parrfect, Mr George. Parrfect!’

Shankar was purring like a V8, or maybe a compact. George couldn’t see how this take had been any more parrfect than the previous one. Maybe Shankar saw something in the acting that he didn’t. Maybe the lighting or the framing was better. Or maybe Shankar was as tired of the whole thing as he was. Whatever the case, the job was done, the director was happy, the cinematographer had stopped twitching, the goondahs were rising like twin Lazaruses, and the girl was already walking away from him, fixing her sari and pulling off an earring that looked like a lead weight.

He headed off set and there, finally, was Amit, off to one side, leaning against a couple of crates, sipping a soda and ogling the actress as she headed off.

‘Where the hell have you been?’

Amit grinned at him like a moron.

‘Here only, sir.’

Jeez, the guy didn’t even have the good sense to look sheepish. George thought about tearing him a new one right there and then. Hell, part of him really wanted to, but you couldn’t do that shit these days, not when everyone had a damn video camera in their phone. One perfectly legitimate outburst and your career could go down the toilet, never to be heard from again, like Billy Sapphire or poor Emily whatever her name was. He’d liked her. She’d had talent, even though it was married to one hell of a temper.

‘Car, sir?’

‘What?’

Amit pointed behind him. ‘I call driver? Tell him you ready to go?’

‘Fine,’ George told him, ‘and get me a drink.’

Amit looked at him as though he’d just asked for a wrap of coke.

‘There is no alcohol here, sir.’

Of course there wasn’t. God forbid there should be alcohol on the set of a fucking whiskey commercial.

‘Water, then. Or whatever soda you’re drinking.’

The guy’s face brightened. ‘This is Limca, sir.’

‘Fine. Get me one of those.’

‘And car also, sir?’

‘And car also.’

Amit sipped his drink, then gave him the limpest of nods and wandered off in search of soda and car. George wiped sweat from the back of his neck, tried to just think about the money and failed. He’d speak to Sal. Make sure the cash was banked, then never do another commercial for Glen Doone whiskey ever again. And he’d get a new PA – a proper one – as soon as fucking possible.
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CHAPTER 2

George

Humans adapted. It was what they did. Didn’t matter if it was fire, flood, a hurricane hitting your house or your career tanking on account of a string of movies which generated sub-par returns at the box office because the Great American Public could no longer concentrate for a span of time longer than a TikTok reel; the point was that the average human was surprisingly adept at rolling with the punches. It was why, he reckoned, Homo sapiens were still around killing the planet while the Neanderthals and those Hobbit people from Indonesia – he’d forgotten their name – had gone the way of the dinosaur.

And he could adapt. Had adapted his whole life. He was a fighter, a survivor. Three decades in Hollywood might have made him a little soft around the edges, but the instincts were still there, ingrained, hardwired into him like sarcasm in a teenager. As the saying went, you could take the boy out of Arkansas, but you couldn’t stop him from punching you in the throat if you looked at him funny.

Through the privacy glass of the air-conditioned SUV, he stared out at the chaos of the city. Twenty million people out there. Half of ’em living on nothing but dreams and gasoline fumes. Poor bastards. They adapted, day in, day out. Who the hell was he to complain?

But then he shouldn’t be too tough on himself either. He’d moved here, hadn’t he? Hard to believe it’d been nearly a year. Sweety’s idea of course. Sweety’s and Sal Copeland’s. He could still hear Sal’s words, delivered in that honeyed tone he’d use when he wanted you to think whatever he was suggesting was your own idea.

‘Certainly makes sense, George. Sweety’s got three projects on the go out there. She’s practically India’s sweetheart. And you… as you say, you’re between projects.’

He hadn’t said that, of course. Sweety had said it. He’d pointed out he was working on Fragments of a Forgotten Soul, but neither Sweety nor Sal had given that the weight it deserved.

‘Future’s in the East, George. India, China. That’s where you need to be. And they still love you out there.’

Still.

Fuck you, Sal.

‘And let’s face it, you’re not exactly flavour of the month in the States right now, politically speaking. Shit, the president’s hardly going to be inviting you over to the White House for hamburgers.’

Yes, true, but that was because the president was an asshole, a vainglorious jackass intent on turning the country into an extension of his business empire – a bandana republic. George’s mistake, if you could call it that, had been to say so in public, during an election campaign which the guy had then gone on to win because the electoral college system was a fucking anachronism and because red-blooded, God-fearing Americans really had no choice but to elect a convicted felon as president because it was either that or a woman.

And the president, for a man who went to church about as often as a shark visited a grocery, was nevertheless surprisingly keen on smiting his enemies Old Testament style and with every weapon at his disposal, including the damn IRS who’d suddenly come knocking on George’s accountant’s door one fine Malibu morning.

‘Think of it as a new chapter,’ Sal had said. ‘And you could do a lot more of that charity work you keep talking about. Lots of opportunity to help people out in India. The press love all that humanitarian shit. The UN too. They’ll be falling over themselves to make you an ambassador like they did with Evangelista.’

That was true. That woman was an angel. She must’ve saved, what, at least a dozen Third World kids? Rescued them from Africa and Asia and taken them to LA, and all they had to do in return was call her mommy.

Yeah, and so he’d agreed. For the sake of his marriage and for humanity, because, well, you needed to give a little back to the world, didn’t you? Especially while that oaf was in the White House and the IRS was crawling all over your finances like a heat rash. And this place had turned out to be a surprise. Sure it was a damn nightmare sometimes, what with the smell and the heat and the dirt and the constant, incessant, never-ending noise, but shit, it was still better than Arkansas. Now though it was time to look forward. Things were on the up. Fragments would get made, he’d be back, and then they could move to Europe and live la dolce fucking vita.

Up front, Amit and the driver, Venky – short for Venkatara-something-or-other – were silent. Unusual for Amit but par for the course for Venky. Twelve months, and in all that time he reckoned he’d heard the guy say the sum total of about forty words – one of which might or might not have been his full name. What was that – an average of four words a month? Not a bad thing in George’s view. Hell, there was a lot to be said for an employee who kept his opinions to himself.

Outside, the traffic – that snarl of trucks, cars, auto-rickshaws, scooters, carts, motorbikes and pushbikes, which, as far as he could tell, obeyed no law other than that of the jungle – crept along the narrow lane at the speed of a herd of lethargic cows. It was a typical canyon of a Mumbai street, lined with post-apocalyptic-looking apartment blocks five or six storeys high with monsoon-scarred paintwork and balconies draped in rainbows of drying laundry; ground floors converted into concessions plying everything from cell phones to deep-fried dysentery to a sidewalk of pedestrians, street kids, hawkers and the odd stray dog, all of them in a damn hurry, dogs included. But then, this was a whole city of folks always rushing about their business as though their lives depended on it; which rather begged the question why the hell no one was ever on time.

Thank God it wasn’t all like this. Thank God for Malabar Hill and Breach Candy and the odd quiet corner of Juhu, where, if you got up early enough, or squinted for a moment when the light was right, you might just about convince yourself you were in Bel Air, or maybe even Malibu if you were drunk enough. Places where the noise of the city was turned down a notch or two, and where the hoi polloi were held at bay by high walls and high prices. Places like Altamount Road, where Sweety had found them the penthouse apartment which he’d had no choice but to agree to because she ‘really needed the panoramic views’.

That was harsh. He hadn’t exactly seen anything better. He doubted there actually was anything better, not east of Florence, anyway. Still, they could have rented, but Sweety’d put paid to that. ‘Buy property and never sell it,’ she said. ‘That’s the Indian way.’ Fair enough. Who was he to argue? He was just the sap paying for the thing.

It wasn’t too far away, not as the crow flew at any rate. Not even ten miles, but distance meant nothing here and not even the crows flew straight.

He checked his watch. Still plenty of time to get home, shower and change before the folks from the BBC arrived. But time here had a habit of just evaporating in the heat and he needed to prepare. First time he’d be talking about Fragments. No room for mistakes. Okay, so they didn’t wanna focus on that, but he’d make damn sure they did. And the BBC was the right call. Alice Crabbe-Harrington, the Iron Lady of light entertainment journalism, one of their big hitters. The sort of interviewer who could do insightful. Say what you liked about the Brits, but when it came to intellectual endeavour, they just got it better. The journalists with their double-barrelled surnames and accents straight out of Downton fucking Abbey, they brought a sense of gravitas to an interview that NBC or CBS or, God forbid, Fox, just didn’t. And one day, when the film was finished, that might count for something with the judges at Cannes and Venice. It certainly would at Sundance – they loved all that British crap. He got out his phone, a quick text to Sweety, just in case she’d forgotten, then checked his watch again.

Amit swivelled in his seat and smiled like a snake-oil pedlar.

‘Don’t worry, Mr George. Five minutes. We reach Sea-Link, then all will be fine. No tension.’

Venky shot him a look which suggested that Amit’s estimate was bullshit, and experience had taught him that he should double it and an extra ten per cent on top just to be safe.

‘What d’you think, Venky?’

The driver said nothing, just gave him a nod, then reached out and touched the little shrine of gods that sat upon the dashboard – for good luck, he guessed. There were half a dozen of them up there, little multi-armed and multi-coloured figurines that looked like little religious superheroes. Sweety had many of the same ones in her own shrine in the spare room in the apartment. Back in the US, when they’d started dating, and when his interest in these things was somewhat greater than it was these days, she’d told him the names and job descriptions of each of them; and while he’d now forgotten most of the details, he could still identify the elephant-headed Ganesh, god of good fortune; and beside him, above the digital dashboard clock with its numbers blinking blue, the goddess Kali, her skin obsidian, a garland of skulls around her throat and her tongue blood red and sticking out of her mouth like a Maori doing the Haka. At her feet, the body of a man – a victim, he’d assumed – till Sweety’d explained that she was actually standing on the body of her husband, the Lord Shiva. Now, in the back of the car, he stared at the prostrate spouse and felt something akin to empathy.

Maybe Venky’s prayers were working. George wasn’t a religious man – not these days, not by a long shot – but he had to admit, the car didn’t have a scratch on it, which in this city certainly seemed as big a deal as walking on water. Maybe the gods were preserving Venky for better things, and that was fine by George, though he’d be damned if he knew what those things might be.

And then out of nowhere, the traffic ahead eased, parting like the Red Sea – or was it the Dead Sea? – and there ahead of them stood the bridge, bathed in the glow of the setting sun, a vision in white concrete. It was impressive, not just by Indian standards, but by world standards, hell even by American standards.

A four-mile-long ribbon of concrete, suspended by cables and dancing over the waters of the bay all the way from Juhu to Worli.

Mumbai and Manhattan. Worlds apart but similar, both having their business districts right down at the ass end of their respective islands. Some loud guy at a party once told him they’d built the bridge just so that it wouldn’t take a whole fucking day for the fat-cat captains of industry to get to their offices from the airport up town, which just happened to be surrounded by Asia’s largest slum.

‘That’s the beauty of India,’ Sweety had added with a mixture of pride and defensiveness. ‘In China they’d have evicted everyone, sent them off to some concrete gulag and built a road right through the place where their homes were. But this is India and even slum dwellers have a vote. You can’t just kick them out of the way. So they had to build the road over the sea, despite the extra time and cost.’

It was a nice story but he couldn’t help wondering if the poor bastards who lived in the slum might not have traded their single vote in the world’s largest democracy for the chance of having an actual house or apartment. He’d kept those thoughts to himself of course, for when it came to outsiders criticising their country, Indians were just as chronically thin-skinned as Americans.

The SUV accelerated onto the bridge and then they were high over the grey-blue waters of the bay. He liked the view from here, the needlepoints of downtown looming out of the haze like a Ridley Scott fever-dream, a vista of skyscrapers and tower blocks that stretched on to forever. From the bridge it even looked kind of beautiful, like some massive canvas of the gods. It was only when you got closer and saw the detail – the dirt, the holes, the street-level frenzy – that you remembered you weren’t in some divinely instituted Singapore but rather still firmly stuck in India, with its messy, teeming, chaotic millions who refused to follow any direction set out from on high, whether it be from the gods or even Ridley Scott.

The bridge ended, the SUV shuddered, dumping them back onto dry land. The roads were better here: the shops more expensive; the pavements less cracked. He knew these streets. Walked some of them. In his naivety, he’d even tried to jog them during those first few weeks when he was still unfamiliar with the toxic air and the suicidal traffic and the general fucking stupidity of trying to do anything on foot in the city during daylight hours.

Another twenty minutes and they turned into Altamount Road. The home stretch, past old-world mansions converted into embassies and consulates or sold to developers, razed to the ground and replaced by tower blocks with names that sounded sophisticated – like The Devonshire, The Colonial or The Privé – but which actually meant fuck all.

Venky kept going, right to the top of the road, toward the two marble towers that stood at its end, reaching up seventy storeys and with a Perspex swimming pool slung between them on the fiftieth floor like some aquarium on steroids, the water within bluer than anything in the seas around the city. He stopped at the huge gates, under the fish-eyed gaze of security cameras and beside the sign that spelled out the words ‘The Pinnacle’ in tall golden letters that could kill a man if dropped on him. It was an odd name – factually inaccurate – given there were actually two towers – the East and the West – though no one but him seemed to care or even notice.

High up in the pool and magnified by the water, he made out a pair of fat legs lethargically pursuing a breaststroke like a frog in search of a log. He liked to try and work out which of his neighbours it was up there, just from their legs and torso bobbing up and down. This one, judging by the thinness of calf, the ample circumference of belly and the occasional bobbing of a head with cheeks puffed and eyes closed, was a guy he’d seen in the gym on the thirtieth floor a couple of times and with whom he was on nodding, if not exactly speaking, terms. A businessman, that was it. Something big in poultry. An apartment on one the lower floors – south of thirty definitely.

Venky lowered his window as a surly security guard in a blue shirt walked over. The guy’s name was Ram, George knew that much; took a strange sort of validation from having remembered it. Okay, the guy worked this shift pretty much every other day and his name was printed on the badge on his shirt, but George had sometimes seen him around the upper floors of the West Tower, doing the nightly corridor patrols, and so he was fairly sure he’d have remembered it without the visual assistance. A real stickler for the rules, old Ram. Not a man keen on small talk, or even smiling for that matter, which was unusual. Most of the guards were only too happy to shoot the breeze with him while they carried out their security checks. He liked that. Made him feel like he was just one of the guys. Not Ram, though. Ram looked at him like he wasn’t shit. He gave the curtest of nods as the driver handed over his ID pass. Everyone needed ID to get into the Pinnacle, everyone except the residents of course. Each and every driver, cook, maid, gardener, personal trainer and washerwoman, not to mention every member of the in-house administration and security team, which as far as he could tell, numbered into three figures.

The Pinnacle, all 301 metres of each tower, was what constituted refined living in this city. He found it helped to think of it as a village, or maybe a kingdom – a self-contained Camelot where the great and good and the beautiful lived – with its own mall and cinema and gym and bars and infinity pool and parking and, most importantly, its own multilevel, multidimensional, hi-tech, all-seeing security, because privacy was paramount, and you couldn’t have privacy without security.

The gates opened, Ram waved them through, and Venky stepped on the gas, taking the speed bumps like they were eiderdown pillows, onto the circular driveway and into the shade of the parking lot which took up the first ten floors of the structure and from which the two towers rose.

Overhead, lights blinked on as they drove up the ramps to the fifth level and the three parking spaces allotted to West Tower, Penthouse C. Venky pulled in beside the worryingly empty space reserved for Sweety’s Merc and the rather more occupied one designated for the little Suzuki they’d hired for Gemma – that he’d hired for her, complete with driver – that he continued to hire for her. He’d need to speak to Sweety about that.

Gemma’s driver was asleep in the car’s back seat, windows open, his bare feet propped up against the passenger-side headrest. Good to see his money was being well spent.
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CHAPTER 3

George

They left Venky standing in the parking garage with a damp rag in his hand, ready to give the SUV a wipe-down, though how anything might be cleaner after being wiped with a rag that filthy was a mystery.

‘Not. Your. Problem. George. Focus on what matters.’

Wasn’t that what his therapist said? Yeah, thanks for that, Louise, queen of pointing out the fucking obvious. Maybe next time she might tell him how he was supposed to do that when everyone around him was a damn imbecile.

Amit was already pressing the keypad beside the express elevator to the penthouse floors. ‘Straight to top; no stop here-there-everywhere,’ so sayeth the realtor, but that hadn’t been quite true. Yeah, it stopped only at floors sixty-seven and above, but there were at least twelve apartments up there, and to add insult to elevator-fraud, anyone living on the ten floors below would take it and then just walk down the stairs because it was still quicker than the here-there-everywhere stopping elevators.

A bell dinged. The doors opened. He walked into the gilded cage with Amit a step behind him. Amit wasn’t supposed to use the private elevator. Servants had their own elevators – suffocating little tin boxes without the marble and gold and smoked mirrors (he’d had a look inside one once) – but George didn’t mind Amit coming up in the residents’ elevator, at least when none of the other residents were looking. Sweety had advised against it, of course – the usual shit about giving an inch and losing a mile. God forbid George should treat the servants as people.

‘Of course they’re people,’ Sweety had said. ‘That’s not the point. It’s a matter of boundaries, George. The world is not America. You don’t know this country.’

Yes but he was getting to, and he still couldn’t see why everything had to be so fucking segregated. So to hell with the lecture, Sweety; Amit would be coming up in the elevator with him, and if that shook the foundations of Indian society, then so be it. And besides, the servants’ elevators were slow as shit and he didn’t fancy waiting half a goddamn eternity for Amit to get up to the apartment, not today, not with the BBC due.

The doors closed. The elevator swept upward; his stomach lurched, and Amit grinned like he was at Disneyland.

‘Fastest lift in India, sir.’

The elevator pinged and once more his stomach somersaulted as the doors opened onto mood music and the palm-fringed, frangipani-scented lobby they shared with another two apartments.

‘Absolutely private, sir. Absolutely private,’ as the realtor had put it.

Amit leapt out ahead of him and rang the bell so that by the time George had crossed the marble floor, Ayisha had already opened the door. Now she stood behind it, invisible to him as he walked in, Amit taking up station two steps to his rear. She was a nervous thing, the maid. For the first few months she’d said even less to him than Venky, preferring to direct all her interactions with him through Sweety. At least now she’d stopped hiding in wardrobes every time he walked into the bedroom while she was in there. She’d once spent forty-five minutes sequestered in the walk-in closet before he went in there to get some pants, and she appeared from behind his suits like that Japanese girl in the Ring and scared the fucking bejeezus out of him. It had been a watershed of sorts in their relationship, but while she no longer took to actively hiding in closets when he came into a room, she still preferred to answer his questions via the medium of a third party whenever possible.

‘It’s a cultural thing,’ Sweety had said. ‘Some Muslim women are not used to talking to men outside of their family.’ But that didn’t seem right. She certainly didn’t jump in a closet whenever Amit spoke to her. On the contrary, she treated him with a cold disdain, like she was the duchess of earl and he was no more than a bucket of warm spit. It was nice to watch.

‘She talks to Amit,’ he’d said.

‘Then maybe it’s because you’re white.’

Jeez. Was that racism? It was better not to ask.

He swapped his shoes for a pair of hotel-pilfered slippers. One of Sweety’s rules: no outside shoes allowed beyond three feet of the front door – and he could see the sense in that, especially in this city where outdoor hygiene wasn’t exactly all it might be; and then he padded through the hallway.

‘Sweety?’ He called out her name more in hope than expectation, just on the off-chance she’d come home and sent the driver off on an errand, because she really should have been back by now. They’d agreed this morning. Back by six, BBC at seven.

He called out again as he opened the double doors to the lounge, walked over to the drinks cabinet and fixed himself a proper Scotch, from Scotland, not India, then looked toward the doors that led to the balcony. Outside, the red disc of the sun hung low, painting the waters of the bay in tones of amber and pink just as it had done back on set, only this time the sun and the vista were real and cost ten million dollars to view from this particular vantage point.

‘Sweety?’

He turned toward the hall where Ayisha was lurking, then thought better of it and addressed Amit instead.

‘Ask Ayisha if she knows where Sweety is.’

The manservant shot off a sentence in rapid-fire Hindi and the maid replied in a tone that suggested the question, or maybe the questioner, was beneath her. Amit grimaced, then cocked his head to the side.

‘She is not knowing, sir, but I am sure Sweety ma’am will come home very shortly.’

Great. Just great. She knew what this interview meant to him, how much store he placed in it going just right. There was a time when she’d have bent over backwards to do an interview alongside him. Hell, there was a time when he wouldn’t even have needed her there to move the needle. So really, who was he more upset at – her for not giving a shit, or himself for having to rely on her good graces in the first place? Best not to think about it. Best just to shut up and drink his Scotch and wait patiently for her.

Like that was going to happen.

He checked his watch then reached for his phone and called her number. Two rings then straight to voicemail. An automated voice – an altogether too perky Indian woman who sounded like she’d had a shitload of caffeine and/or a tab or two of Molly – told him the number was busy and asked him to please leave a message.

Fuck that.

He’d call Gemma instead.

‘Gemma? It’s George.’

‘George.’

‘Are you with Sweety?’

A pause on the line as she no doubt checked with Sweety what the answer should be.

‘Yes, we’re on our way now, George. We should be back at the apartment in twenty.’

‘She remembers we got the BBC thing tonight?’

Another pause. Longer this time.

‘Gemma?’

‘Yeah, about that… I think there might be a problem there. She’s on another call, George, but she’ll explain when she gets back.’

‘What? No, Gemma, that’s not – Gem? Gemma?!’

The line had cut. He was talking to himself.

Shit.

How had it come to this? How had it come to him begging for a few hours of time from his own wife? What had happened to them? What had happened to the violins and the fireworks? He was George Abercrombie. Wasn’t his life supposed to be wall-to-wall violins and fireworks? Whole orchestras of violins; arsenals of fireworks. Instead he was shouting like an idiot down a phone line that had already been cut while his domestic servants looked the other way and tried not to smirk.

Okay, a certain cooling was to be expected in all marriages, but this? This was purgatory. This was the Arctic Circle.

Maybe this was how it had always been destined to go. The curse of the second marriage. What was it Al Di Napoli had told him? ‘Second wives are the ones you gotta watch, George – the glamorous ones you trade up to when the big time hits. They’ll divorce you within the decade and take most of your money with them. They’re like John the fucking Baptist – making straight the way for the one who comes next – the third wife, the saviour – but you still wouldn’t mind seeing their head on a platter.’

And he’d patted Di Napoli on the back and told him that wasn’t gonna happen to him and Sweety. Believed it too. Ha! Fucking idiot. Believed that they’d see it through. Because Sweety was different. Sweety was smart. Book smart and street smart. She’d quoted poetry at him on their first date, for Chrissakes; real poetry – Nobel Prize stuff – not some stupid ‘there was a young man from Nantucket’ bullshit. Diplomatic too. Knew exactly how to butter up everyone on set, from director through make-up assistant to second grip. The sort of girl his daddy would have called well raised.

But try explaining that to the fucking Hollywood Times. Try explaining he’d married her for her mind and not because she was a decade and a half younger than him; try explaining that she hadn’t married him for his fame or his money. Hell, she was already a bigger star than he was in half the world – just not the half that mattered in LA or New York.

They didn’t care. Just printed their garbage insinuations that chipped away at his marriage, because the truth wasn’t fashionable any more. The truth didn’t sell copies in the same way a lie did. He downed the Scotch and considered calling again, but what was the point? Better to do something productive like pour another whiskey. Larger this time.

He took a sip, headed to the couch and switched on the TV out of nothing more than force of habit. The strains of a Bollywood dance number came through the ceiling speakers even before the picture appeared on the screen. Why was the TV always on a Bollywood channel? Sweety hardly watched them and he only ever watched the news. Ayisha, he guessed. The girl probably had the thing on when they were out.

He was about to change the channel when the camera cut to Sweety. Not the lead, but in the chorus line; younger than he ever remembered her. And then Amit was standing behind him, pointing out the obvious. ‘Look, George sahib! Sweety ma’am! She is there!’

‘So she is.’

‘Zahreeli Muskaan – which is meaning Poisoned Smile. Very good film!’

The camera panned and the leads appeared, a woman he didn’t recognise: slim, green-eyed, olive-skinned; and a man he most certainly did. Chunky fucking Malhotra. Sweety’s ex. Slimmer, for sure, and with more hair on his head – dressed in purple leather, lumbering his way through choreographed moves and lip-syncing to some God-awful upbeat-techno-synth-pop number while pretending to play an electric guitar.

‘Chunky aur Jennifer!’ Ayisha squealed from somewhere close by. He looked to see her beaming at the TV. She caught him looking, turned in horror and fled for the door.

‘Zahreeli Muskaan,’ Amit called after her, and she blanked him like he didn’t even exist. Still, kudos to the guy, he kept talking as though nothing had happened. ‘Jennifer Diaz, most beautiful actress, no, George sahib?’

He couldn’t disagree.

‘From Goa. Very fine actress she was.’

‘Was?’

‘She now is dead, seven-eight years. Suicide.’ He bowed his head at the sheer fucking pathos of it all. ‘Tragic. Most popular, she was. Then what happened I don’t know. She said very not nice things about people; important people. They cut her from pictures. Said she was drug taking. Career khatam. And then she killed herself. She and Sweety ma’am, good friends they were.’

‘Jah!’

Ayisha was peeking out from behind the door, looking at Amit as though he was an idiot, and, suddenly overcoming her embarrassment, launched into a diatribe. You didn’t need to speak the language to know she was calling out his bullshit, and before George could get a handle on just what the hell was happening in his own lounge, his two employees were bickering like it was their house and he wasn’t even there. He thought about saying something, but in honesty he was quite happy with the girl having a go at Amit, and besides, a reprimand might send her back to hiding in closets.

On screen, Chunky and Jennifer were up close now, lips trembling, nearing, almost touching, and then, at the last minute, Jennifer pulling away and running from the dance floor – sensible girl – down a set of stage steps with Chunky chasing after her in his purple leather pants, guitar bouncing off his ass.

He took a sip of Scotch, tried to tune out the feuding and instead concentrated on something more productive: working up his general frustration with life into an alcohol-oiled ball of most righteous anger aimed at his wife.

The Ring camera announced movement at the front door. Ayisha broke off her attack and padded through to the hall with Amit a step behind. The door opened and Sweety’s voice carried through to the lounge like perfume on the air. Amit stuck his head round the door and with a grin told him what he already knew.

‘Sweety ma’am is here, sir.’

The guy should’ve been a management consultant.

A moment later, Sweety strolled into the lounge on a cloud of Chanel and dressed in ivory silk and cream cashmere. How the hell she managed to wear such things in this heat without sweating was beyond him. She looked, well, like everything the queen of Bollywood should look like. Refined, elegant and as beautiful as the day he’d first met her on the set of The Hidden Protocol – the third – or was it the fourth? – in the Richard Longton series. The films weren’t exactly cutting edge, basically him, in the role of Longton, world-famous professor of mythology, running around foreign locales in loafers and slacks with a bookish yet good-looking younger woman in tow, saving the world from Gothic villains with surprisingly arcane and dastardly plans. This time the location had been Vienna and the younger woman had been Sweety. And now, best part of five years later, she hadn’t aged a day. Seriously. No Botox or supplements or anything, while he’d tried pretty much anything and everything short of plastic surgery and still looked… old… like the skin of his face had been swapped for a burlap sack. She came over and kissed him. A quick one, but still enough time for him to put his arm around her for a second. She caught the screen.

‘What are you watching this for?’

‘I wasn’t,’ he wanted to say, ‘the maid and the manservant were watching it and having an argument about it,’ but even in his head that sounded dumb.

‘It was just on. You’re in it.’

She looked at him with annoyance, or maybe pity.

‘I know I’m in it. Now turn it off.’

He reached for the remote and quite deliberately pressed mute.

‘I’ve never seen your early work.’

This time she looked at him with suspicion, as though he might be making fun of her, which, for the record, he wasn’t, at least he didn’t think he was. These days he often said things without thinking; things which sometimes turned out, upon deeper, shrink-based analysis, to be maliciously motivated.

‘Oh please,’ she said, as though he didn’t even deserve the benefit of the doubt. ‘It was a bit part in a two-bit film.’

He sipped his whiskey and steeled himself.

‘So about tonight. I need you –’

‘George. I can’t do tonight. I’m sorry.’

And she looked sorry too, but then she was an actor. A good one, able to fake sincerity almost as well as he could. He let the anger out.

‘Goddammit, Sweety, we talked about this! You know how important tonight is to me. It’s the first interview for Chrissakes. The BB fuckin’ C. You said you’d do it.’

She lowered her gaze, if not to the floor, then at least to the drinks cabinet.

‘I know, and I feel terrible about it, but something urgent has come up.’ She took his hand in hers. They felt cool. Moisturised. ‘I need to go out tonight. I’ve got a meeting with Bobby Panesar.’

‘You said he was a sleaze.’

‘He is a sleaze, but so are half the directors in the city. Bobby, though, has a couple of redeeming features: he has funding for the biggest picture of the year; and he’s never tried to put his hand up my skirt. That makes it worth a meeting.’

‘And it can’t wait till tomorrow?’

‘You know how it is out here. If you don’t jump when they tell you to, they’ll immediately call half a dozen other actors, and then…?’

It was true, but it was also bullshit. No director in this city cast another actress until Sweety Sahota gave a definitive no. While others might have her range, or her looks, or her legs, none of them had what was more important: her almost decade-long string of box-office hits. If there was any such thing as a dead cert in this industry, it was Sweety. Which begged the question, what the fuck was she actually up to?

‘Are you having an affair?’

She looked at him, closed her eyes for a moment and sighed.

‘Yes, George, I’m having an affair. I thought the best way to keep it a secret from you was to go out on the specific evening when you and I were supposed to be interviewed by the BBC. I honestly can’t think how you worked it out. Now please shut up and fix me a drink. It’s been a long day already.’

Gemma walked in, catching, he thought, most of Sweety’s riposte. She looked embarrassed to have walked in on them when she did. Just what he needed. Another cuckoo in their fucking nest. Couldn’t he have even five minutes’ privacy for an argument with his wife? Not that Gemma hadn’t heard it all before. If anyone could bear witness to the decline and fall of George Abercrombie, it was his erstwhile PA. It still hurt, though. Every setback, every slight aimed at his once well-chiselled jaw felt worse for having it witnessed by her.

He felt suddenly ridiculous. His carefully husbanded indignation evaporated as he stood there being watched by Sweety and Gemma and Amit, and even Ayisha, goddammit, from the shadows of the hallway.

He walked over to the bar and reached for the gin.

‘What am I supposed to tell the BBC?’

It was a stupid question. He could tell the BBC whatever he wanted. He could tell them Sweety’s astrologer had decided the time slot was inauspicious and that 4 a.m. was better, and they’d change their plans and turn up at 4 on the dot, because an exclusive interview with George and Sweety, or rather Sweety and George, was worth its weight in clicks.

‘Just tell them I was called away urgently. Or just do the interview yourself? It’s for your film, no?’

Was that an edge to her voice?

She went like this whenever he mentioned Fragments, as though the film competed with her for his affections. She’d never understood his vision; never appreciated just how paradigm-shifting it would be. Fine. He’d damn well do the interview on his own, then.

He poured gin into a highball, added tonic, lemon and ice and passed it over.

Sweety sipped.

‘This is great, George.’

Nice to see there were still some things he was good for. On screen, the actress – Jennifer – slapped Chunky hard in the face. Good for her. He liked her. Shame she was dead.

He gestured at the scene with his glass.

‘Amit said she was a friend of yours.’

She gave him a nod, took another sip, then left her drink to settle on the coffee table.

‘I need to get ready. If I don’t see you again tonight, remember to take your statins before bed.’

That was a nice touch. It almost sounded like she cared. He turned to the PA.

‘Gemma, please inform the BBC that the illustrious Sweety Sahota is unavoidably detained this evening and that George Abercrombie will be doing the interview on his ownsome.’

The girl turned to Sweety and received a small, almost imperceptible nod.

‘Sure thing, George.’







DAY TWO
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CHAPTER 4

George

Someone was rehearsing ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ inside his head.

His mouth tasted like an ashtray. Like the sum total of a night of bad decisions. He blinked open sandpaper eyes to an upside-down world, then shut them again, tight.

For a moment he was back in that chair in Santa Monica, with the hygienist pointing the lamp in his face and the dentist sticking five-inch needles in his mouth like the Nazi from Marathon Man.

He turned over and tried again, steeling himself against the burn and opening his eyes slower this time. Above him was white ceiling and a crystal chandelier that had no business being in his bedroom. He recognised it though. It was his. It belonged to him, at least in the sense that Sweety had chosen it. It lived above the sofa. He’d once fantasised about it falling on her as she’d sat under it.

The lounge then.

With that deduction made, the rest fell into place. Slowly he peeled himself up off the leather and tried to sit. From the balcony, light streamed in through slits in the blinds, each scalpel-shaft slicing at his retinas. His head pounded like it was caught between the plates of a vice and someone, Sweety probably, was turning the screw. His stomach growled, then lurched and the room spun. He closed his eyes and slumped down again.

Oh God. What time was it?

Early.

Had to be. He didn’t sleep well these days, especially not after alcohol. And no sound of Ayisha, or Amit, or the cook whatever her name was, so probably not even 7 a.m.

He wondered where his shirt was, and his pants; opened his eyes again and saw the latter dancing a tango on the floor with his shoes. They shouldn’t be in here. If Sweety saw them she’d have a fit. He should move them. Yeah, he’d do that. Maybe in a few minutes, once the orchestra in his head got tired.

He shouldn’t have got drunk. He should have stayed home, taken his statins and had an early night, but he’d done none of that.

Alcohol is not your friend, George.

Not these days. Not any more.

Amit’s fault. He was sure of that, though he couldn’t remember why. Something to do with Sweety leaving, and then that car crash of an interview with the pinch-faced BBC woman, Alice Crab-Salad or whatever, and her damn questions. She’d been pissed from the start.

‘Where is Sweety, George?’

‘Are your careers moving in different directions, George?’

‘Did she make you move to India, George?’

Fuck you, Alice Crab-Face. Seriously. Why couldn’t she just have asked him about the film? About his vision. About how he’d bring it to reality. Why did he get the feeling she was doing a hit piece and secretly sneering at him the whole time? Fucking Brits with their noses in the air, thinking they were better than everyone else. He knew he should have gone with NBC.

None of that explained what he was doing dribbling on the sofa though.

The woman and her crew had departed. The cook had left his dinner in the fridge. Ayisha, via Amit, had offered to warm it up, and he’d said no, and substituted Scotch in its place, and then the Scotch had run out and, oh fuck, it was Amit’s fault.

‘We have wine, Mr George, sir.’

He hadn’t wanted wine.

‘The restaurant on twenty-two floor. You want I go there? Purchase whisky?’

Yeah, that had seemed a good plan, so he’d dispatched Amit with a chit and an order for whisky, and the guy had come back with a grin and a bottle of Glen fucking Doone.

That’s when he must’ve decided to go out for a drink.

The rest was still hazy: waking up Venky; telling him to get the car ready; cruising down to Bandra; finding some dive where the kids were half his age and left him alone. He must have called Cyrus Spoonwalla at some point, because he recalled the guy slumped over the bar next to him. Jonny Shroff was there too. And Jonny must’ve ordered those shots, because Jonny always ordered shots like he was still twenty instead of the wrong side of a half-century and downing tequilas was some test of his manhood. And then there was some club with flashing lights and doof-doof music and lines of coke on the glass table and Jonny with a couple of girls on his lap, and after that, it all went black again.

God, he was too old for this crap.

He should get up. He needed to get up; needed to find some Advil and to move his shoes, and after that, maybe he’d crawl into bed next to Sweety.

He got up. Bare feet on cold marble; the A/C blowing a gale like it had aspirations of being a refrigerator. Where the fuck was his shirt? He bent over to pick up his pants and regretted it as a spasm of pain shot from his calves through his buttocks and up to his brain. He righted himself slowly. The shoes and the pants could stay where they were for now. He wasn’t bending over again, not for them, not for anybody.

He stumbled to the door, turned the thermostat to thaw, then headed for the kitchen in search of painkillers and coffee. The apartment was a tomb. It was never this quiet during daylight hours. There was always someone here, someone whose place of work was his home. Ayisha, Amit, Venky, the cook – Rasika – was that her name? He really should get that straight. Not his fault. It was just that most of the time she kept to the kitchen and he hardly went in there because of the smell. Not the cooking – that smelled fine – but rather the smell when there was no cooking going on – like now. An odd smell. Gassy, like kerosene and boiled eggs. It turned his stomach. He took a breath, held it and rifled through the kitchen drawers looking for the tablets, finding them in the third one he opened.

He took two, chewed ’em down and dry-swallowed, then regretted it as the pieces scratched his throat. He gulped for air, and the stench of eggs and kerosene hit him like a tax bill. Coffee. He needed some damn coffee. The machine sat on the corner of the worktop, gold-trimmed and shining like a shrine to the god of caffeine. Top-of-the-line model, courtesy of the manufacturer. The commercials he’d done for them weren’t too bad, and they’d paid well. And then there was the free coffee for the rest of his life.

He found a cup, put in a pod and pressed the button.

The machine did its thing, whirring and frothing and extracting liquid gold and velvet crema. Shit, even in his head he sounded like the commercial. Still, the coffee was good, the shot of caffeine jolting him to consciousness for one thing, and for another the aroma doing a decent job of masking the smell of gas.

He sipped and heard noises coming from behind the door at the far end of the kitchen. The dull thud of something and the scrape of furniture. The door opened and Ayisha looked out, saw him, squealed like he was Freddie Kruger, then disappeared once again.

He didn’t have the energy for this.

‘Ayisha.’

Her head returned.

‘Sab theek hai, sir?’

‘Ayisha, you gotta stop hiding every time you see me. You got that?’

The girl gave him a nod.

‘No, sir.’

‘From now on, if you’ve got a question, I want you to ask me and not Sweety ma’am. Understand?’

Another nod, accompanied by a smile this time.

‘No, sir.’

Why was everything always so fucking difficult?

‘Breakfast, sir? Cook not come till… aath-baje.’

Her English was basic, which was generally a good thing given he and Sweety conducted their arguments in the language. What the maid didn’t understand, she couldn’t repeat, or sell.

Food sounded good, but the trauma of translation might be too much for the both of them.

‘Go back to bed, Ayisha.’

She disappeared once more, closing the door behind her. Was that her bedroom in there? He knew she lived with them – Sweety had told him so – but until that moment he had no real idea where. He’d never even noticed that door before.

He took his coffee through to the lounge, crossing the hallway, suddenly recalling Amit helping him into the apartment last night, hovering in the corner as, what exactly? He couldn’t quite recall. Hazy visions of Sweety, standing in a doorway, bawling him out. Did that happen? Is that why he’d been sleeping on the couch?

Amit would know. Where did he live?

Couldn’t be far seeing as the guy was never more than ten minutes away when called, but where exactly was another matter.

The room still felt like Siberia. The bedroom would be warmer. Sweety didn’t like the air con on at night, and for once he was okay with that. He’d just go in quietly, slip into bed and try not to wake her.

Yeah, and the Bengals might win the Super Bowl.

Didn’t matter where in the world they were or what time he came in, that sixth sense of hers meant she’d stir as soon as he entered the room – stir and complain that he was keeping her awake.

Every time.

Every. Single. Time.

He opened the door, held his breath and entered. He braced himself. The complaints would start any second. But they didn’t come.

Thank you, God.

It was cold in here too. In the gloom, he padded silently across yards of mahogany flooring (‘warmer than marble and therefore better for a bedroom’, so sayeth Her Highness). She had her back to him, a waterfall of dark hair cascading onto the pillow. Was she giving him the silent treatment? He hated that. He’d much rather she just shout at him for getting home at stupid o’clock smelling like a fish bazar.

‘Sweety?’

The bedsheets looked different. Not the pristine cream silk that she liked, but patterned with crimson flowers. Jeez, Sweety hated all that shit. Ayisha must have got a bawling when Sweety saw it last night. That made him smile.

It was only as he got to the bed and stood over her that he realised.

And then the coffee cup fell from his fingers and smashed to pieces on his mahogany floor.
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CHAPTER 5

George

Oh God. This couldn’t be happening.

‘Sweety?’

He whispered her name. Then said it again with more agitation.

‘Sweety!’

She was okay. She had to be. She was sleeping, that’s all. There was some explanation for all of this. Some prank she was playing on him. Getting him back for coming home drunk at dipshit o’clock.

‘Sweety?’

He moved her hair away from her face – that beautiful, captivating face; touched the skin of her cheek, and then there was no doubt.

Cold. Like nothing he’d ever felt before.

He closed his eyes. Felt the tears well up. This couldn’t be happening. How? Who would…? He… he fucking loved her.

He opened them again; took a step back; stared at the silk sheets stained crimson; felt numb, like his heart was gouged out.

There was a sharp rap and the door rattled.

Scared the crap out of him.

‘Miss Sweety ma’am?’

Ayisha’s voice.

He spun round. The handle creaked. The door slid open.

He dived for it, grabbing it, filling the space between it and the room behind him.

‘Ayisha!’

His breathing was fast; heavy, uneven. He doubted he’d ever been so physically close to the maid before. She looked up at him in horror, like he was some sort of serial killer. Shit. Was there blood on him? Sweety’s blood? He couldn’t see any and Ayisha wasn’t screaming. No blood then. That at least was something. She stepped back.

‘Everything okay, George sir?’

She tried to peer round him into gloom of the room. He made himself wider.

‘Fine,’ he said, affecting as much nonchalance as he could, given the circumstances. ‘A-all good.’

Hell, what a lie that was. Seriously. Things couldn’t be less fine, Ayisha.

‘I hear crash. Something broken?’

That was one way of putting it.

‘I clean?’

His neck was burning. Why was his neck so hot? He rubbed his hand across the back of it.

‘No, it’s, it’s all fine. Y-you go back to… What… time is it? Just erm, just go back to whatever it is you need to do, Ayisha.’

He shut the door in her face; waited till he heard the sound of her bare feet padding off down the hall.

Fuck!

He turned back to the bed, to Sweety, his Sweety, lying there… dead. He needed to… what exactly? Call a doctor? Bit late for that now, George. What then? The police?

No.

‘First rule of living in India, George. You don’t call the police unless and until you absolutely have to. Too much chance of blackmail or just damn incompetence.’ Sweety’s voice.

He shook his head. Ran a hand through his hair.

What then?

He needed to figure things out. Figure out who’d done this. Work out just what the hell had happened.

He walked back to the bed. The sheets. He should lift them. Check her body. He knelt down then stood up again and ran into the en suite, threw open the lid of the toilet and hurled up his guts.

For a second he felt better. He stood up, made for the sink, drank cold water straight from the faucet then remembered you shouldn’t do that here, not if you wanted to avoid the shits.

Dammit. Too late now, and not exactly his greatest concern at that moment.

He splashed some more of it on his face, then opened the cabinet and reached for the ibuprofen, there, next to the statins she was always banging on at him to take and that should’ve been in his bedside table drawer where they were supposed to live. Ayisha moving shit around again. Anyway, it didn’t matter. If he hadn’t had a heart attack this morning, he probably never would. He swallowed a couple of the painkillers before remembering he’d taken some not even twenty minutes earlier. Fuck. You couldn’t OD on four painkillers, could you? Could you? He closed the cabinet and looked in the mirror. Grey skin; red eyes; hobo vibes.

It was then he saw it. Its reflection an accusation aimed right at him. The sleeve of one of his shirts hanging out the washing basket.

It shouldn’t have been that colour.
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CHAPTER 6

Gemma

The phone buzzed.

It had to be George. Who else was gonna message her this early in the morning? Sweety? Not after last night. Or maybe that was the point. Maybe Sweety was calling. A 6 a.m. firing; a clean break followed by coffee and croissants.

At least it wasn’t Mom. She still only called on the US number. Too complicated for her to save another one to her contacts. Well, whoever it was would just have to wait. This was her time. Was it that much to ask for – one precious lousy hour each morning to herself? One hour before she painted her face and donned her armour and set her expression to acquiescent and dealt with all the crap the world in general, and George and Sweety in particular, could throw at her. Well, screw them, and screw the world in general.

Gemma Cairns turned up the volume and kept running.

A little voice in her head though, one that sounded like George’s, kept nagging at her. Answer the phone, Gemma.

No. Whatever it was, it could wait.

Still, wasn’t like George to be up this early… unless he’d been up all night of course.

Hell.

He’d gone on a bender, hadn’t he? Must’ve done. Sweety hadn’t done his precious interview and so he’d gone out and got drunk. That’d show her. Except it wouldn’t, would it, George? Because Sweety was one of the very few people whom your entitlement and arrogance and general fuckwittery-when-angered-type behaviour had absolutely no effect upon. Because while the rules of normal civilised society might not apply to George fuckin’ Abercrombie, they didn’t apply to her either. Because she was just as much of a star. Actually, she was bigger, and maybe that was why you were acting like a damn man-child all the time these days. Who needed kids when you had George fuckin’ Abercrombie to look after? The great GA, living proof that all the charm, on-screen presence and money in the world couldn’t buy you self-awareness.

She took a breath.

Calm down, Gem. You’ll give yourself an ulcer.

Maybe just check the phone?

Stop it! Stop thinking about it. Another 2K for Chrissakes; a final lap of the park and then the straight stretch home. George and his tantrums could damn well wait till then.

She needed to calm herself. Focus on the bay, what little of it was visible at least, in the gaps between the stunted, dust-strangled trees and the half-finished towers that looked like overgrown tombstones. The sight of water was meant to be soothing, right? Even though it was industrial grey and polluted and your chances of surviving a swim in it were about as high as making friends with a stranger on the New York subway, the sea was the sea, and that was something to savour; to have sight of, a luxury.

Certainly couldn’t see it from her apartment, that one-bedroom hole-in-the-wall in a lopsided block at the wrong end of Breach Candy. Whatever good intentions the builders might have set out with seemed to have got jettisoned halfway through, or maybe the men had just died. That would be fair enough. It was easy to die out here. People did it all the time. Whatever the reason, no one else had bothered to bring the place up to building code standards, assuming there were any.

That reminded her.

The electrician. She’d need to text him again. Let him know the power was still tripping, even after his second visit, and that he basically owed her the cost of the contents of the refrigerator. Jeez, hard to believe, but the apartment made her old place in LA look like Shangri-La, give or take the odd roach infestation. And then there was the rent. This place cost more. How was that even possible? Best not think about it. There were already enough things to discuss with her therapist.

She wiped sweat from her forehead and cursed George, the city, the incline and the heat. Not even six thirty and the place was an oven. People died in these temperatures and here she was running in it. What was it Ash had said? ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen, and now you too, Gemma.’

She’d smiled and nodded and googled the reference later when he wasn’t looking, but that was allowed, wasn’t it? She couldn’t know everything. Still, it was tough keeping up with him. Ash knew more than most. It was one of the things that made him… well, interesting.

Up ahead, the nariyal-wallah was setting out his stall, piling up green husked coconuts in the shade of a banyan tree with roots as wild as Medusa’s hair and a trunk that resembled Grandpa’s face.

Coconut water – now that was safe. ‘Just so long as the fellow cuts the thing open in front of you.’ More wisdom à la Ash. Tasted pretty good too. She stopped and asked for one.

‘ Sebhenty rupee,’ he said and from a trouser pocket brought out a card reader. You couldn’t make a landline call in this city without the wires melting or the handset catching fire, but the damn street vendors had 5G connected point-of-sale terminals. What a place. The most infuriating she’d ever been – and she’d been to Texas. Safer than Texas though, unless you counted the food as a weapon.

Another ten minutes and there it was, her apartment block, the Leaning Tower of Mumbai, the guard at the front entrance snoring like a buzz saw loose in a pine forest and all but falling off his white plastic throne while doing it. Hard life that, sitting there all day, forced to rise occasionally to open the gates for a car or, more often, just to move his seat a few inches to stay in the constantly shifting shade.

He stirred, some sixth sense rousing him to life as she passed, eyes opening and hand rising in salute as though she were a five-star general and he a crack marine. She gave him a flick of the head and passed into the lobby, skating over its cracked tiles under the sickly, life-sapping glow of the fluorescent tube light. She thought about the elevator, saw that it was on the top floor, and chose the stairs instead.

The lock on the front door stuck. It always stuck. There was a ritual to it, a whole choreographed dance routine required to persuade it into turning: pull door forward; push key in, slowly, slowly!, only so far till you feel the click; then turn it, quick!, while it wasn’t expecting it, and ha! Take that, you bastard!

The apartment was the same mess as when she’d left it. Meena should have had it tidied by now. Was she sleeping in? Dammit, the woman was taking liberties.

Did she really just think that?

Wow. Entitled, Gemma. What you gonna do next? Join the Daughters of the Confederacy?

No. Not her fault. It was the city’s fault; the country’s fault. This place, it changed you. Fast.

Not that long ago she was still all ‘please, Meena’, and ‘thank you, Meena’, like the woman was some sort of work colleague. And now? Now it was ‘do this, Meena’, and ‘do that, Meena’, and ‘get it done by lunchtime, Meena’.

‘Pride cometh before a fall, Gemma’.

Shut up, Mom.

The bile was rising. Good old-fashioned Baptist self-loathing. Still with her. Still festering, even here on the far side of the world. Pulling at her like gravity. It was comforting in a way. Like being with an old friend you hated.

She headed for the kitchen and the refrigerator and the ice-cold bottle of water that was always in there and that Meena was supposed to keep topped up and filtered but all too often forgot to. She opened the refrigerator door and savoured the mistral, then lifted the bottle, unscrewed the lid, took a sip and once more thought of her damn mother.

Don’t need a cup, Mom. No one else drinks from this bottle.

She screwed the lid back on and, from nowhere, the cat appeared, wrapping itself round her calves and purring like she was the only woman in the world.

‘Hey, puss.’

She knelt down and gave its black-and-white back a stroke.

She didn’t know its name. Didn’t know if it even had one. Didn’t know where it lived or who, if anyone, owned it or fed it. It was possible most of the folks in the block gave it food. Maybe it ate better than half the humans in this city. Now wouldn’t that be something?

It deserved a name though, even if just for her own personal use. Alan, she’d settled on, after that guy from Chula Vista she’d dated, and on account of both him and the cat looking like they’d just got back from a fight they’d lost.

Poor Alan. Poor both Alans.

She put back the water bottle and reached for the milk, poured some into Alan’s bowl, placed it on the floor. Alan stopped purring, extricated himself from her legs and stuck his face in the dish like he no longer even knew her.

Her phone buzzed again. Instinctively she reached for it, pulling it from the elasticated pocket of her running shorts. Be firm, Gem. Set boundaries. Whatever George wanted, she’d tell him it could wait.

Except it wasn’t George’s name on the screen. There was no name. Or number. Just the three dots of an ellipsis and a text message. More phone spam. It was a fact of life out here, as unavoidable as death and taxis.

She opened it, went to delete it and stopped. A video. Frozen, waiting to be played. Her own face visible in the still. Her face and her naked body.

And a one-line message.

I know all about you.
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CHAPTER 7

George

The shirt. He pushed it down into the basket. Deep. Right to the bottom. Piled towels on top if it. Bright white atop blood red.

He staggered back to the bedroom, to Sweety, lying there, cold amid disfigured sheets. His wife. He still loved her. He knew that now.

He needed fresh sheets; a blanket; anything to cover her, to offer her some dignity. Where the hell did Ayisha keep them? Were they even in the bedroom? He looked around. Where did people store bedsheets these days?

Sal.

He needed to call Sal, because Sal was his agent and because, hell, that’s just what you did when the shit hit the fan; because your agent was your mom, dad, priest and higher brain functions rolled into one.

Don’t panic, George. Don’t panic. Better call Sal.

First though, lock the damn door.

Did the door even lock? Yes! There was the keyhole. He stuck his eye to it, he wasn’t sure why. To make sure Ayisha wasn’t looking through the other side, probably. If she was, he couldn’t tell. He couldn’t see anything.

Where was the key?

Dammit, why was nothing ever where it needed to be?

Calm down. George. It doesn’t matter.

He ran a hand through damp hair then pulled up the chair from Sweety’s dressing table and wedged the back of it under the door handle like he’d done in The Actuary and watched as it promptly slid to the ground. Damn mahogany floor. He tried again, more carefully, and this time, hallelujah.

He reached for his phone, brought up Sal’s number, hit the green button and prayed.

Sal answered on the sixth ring. He sounded chipper. Maybe he was back on the Molly. Was that music? And voices?

‘George! Buddy! I was just talking about you.’ Sal’s voice a decibel too loud, his speech slurred like an oil slick, like he’d reached the stage in proceedings where everyone was his best friend. So much for the new and improved Sal Copeland. Hopefully the man was still sober enough to grasp what was coming.

‘Sal? Where are you?’

A pause.

‘Church.’

Odd place for a Jew to be, especially on a Thursday. It didn’t matter.

‘Sal. I need your help.’

‘Sure, sure, buddy. Anything for you, George, you know that.’ He was shouting now. ‘And for Sweety too. I love that girl. She’s got a great future ahead of her. You tell her I said so. You know I got a nose for these things. I –’

‘Sal, will you listen to me? I need you to go somewhere quiet. Somewhere you can talk without half the… congregation listening in.’

‘What? Oh, sure, sure, George. Hang on a sec.’

He hung on a sec, several secs, too many damn secs, listening to the sound of Sal doing what exactly? Weaving his way through the pews in search of silence as the choir sang Beyoncé?

A door closed. Beyoncé muted.

‘George? You still there?’

‘Sal. Listen. It’s… I need to tell you something.’ He took a breath. ‘It’s fucking terrible. It’s Sweety.’

‘What about her? She okay?’

No, Sal, she most definitely was not okay. She was lying on their bed in a pool of her own blood.

‘She’s dead.’

‘What? What happened?’

‘I don’t know. I… I woke up and found her dead.’

‘Shit, George. I don’t know what to say.’

‘I need your help.’

‘Of course. What happened? She OD?’

‘It’s worse,’ he heard himself say. ‘She’s been murdered, Sal. Someone… someone killed her.’

‘What? You’re sure? But that’s…’ He could practically hear Sal sobering up. ‘While you were in bed beside her?’

‘I… what? No. I slept on the couch. I was out last night. Didn’t get in till –’ When did he get back? ‘I don’t know when. I was drunk. I’ve only just found her.’

Silence on the line.

‘George. I gotta ask… I know things ain’t been exactly a bed of peaches between you two recently. You didn’t…?’

He thought of the shirt in the laundry basket.

‘What? Come on, Sal. I could never… I’m practically Buddhist.’

More silence.

‘George, this is serious.’

He closed his eyes. ‘No shit, Sal. You think I don’t know that?’

‘Anyone else know yet?’

‘You mean apart from whoever killed her? I don’t think so.’

‘Okay, listen. You need to do exactly as I say.’ Sal was all business now – captain consigliere. ‘Get rid of the servants: the maid, the driver, the fucking masseuse, whoever else you got in there. Lock the door and don’t answer the phone to anyone unless it’s me calling from my cell. Sit tight. I’ll call you back.’

‘Right, sure.’

Say what you liked about Sal, and he did, you could rely on him when the shit really hit the A/C.

‘Sal, wait!’

He needed to know how long he was supposed to sit tight. but the line was already dead.

Sal’s first commandment:

‘Get rid of the servants’.

He could do that. Amit, Venky and the cook – Shireen? Was that her name? – they’d be easy enough. A call to Amit, a text to Venky, a message passed through Ayisha to the cook. Ayisha herself, now that was more complicated. It was one thing giving her the day off, but she lived in the apartment for Chrissakes, he couldn’t exactly tell her to go home. So what then? Give her some cash, tell her to go out and treat herself? See family? Visit friends? Did she have friends? And family – were they in the city? Were they even within a thousand-mile radius? Save for her first name and her religion, he really didn’t know the first thing about her.

Sweety’s voice in his head. ‘Servants are migrants, George. They leave home and move ridiculous distances in search of a job, just like in America. Only difference is, here they don’t have to cross borders.’

Shit.

A different approach then? A job, maybe. Give her something to do. An errand to run. Something that would take her a good long time. But what?

He could think about it after he called Amit and texted Venky. Actually, Venky first. Text was simpler than talk. Tempting to text Amit too, but that was a conversation that needed to be had. He needed to make sense of last night, piece together the shattered mirror of his memory. And then there was the darker fear, the one he didn’t even want to think about…

The text to Venky flew into the ether to the chime of a digital ping. He pulled up Amit’s number and pressed call. The thing rang and kept ringing till it finally stopped and an automated woman spoke Hindi at him, asking him to leave a message.

‘Amit. It’s George. Where the hell are you? Call me. It’s urgent.’

He hung up. Then called again, just in case. Same result. Fuck. Where was that clown?

Maybe send a text too. Best to be safe.

That left Ayisha and the cook.

He looked to the bedroom door and the chair beneath its handle promptly slipped to the floor once more. It gave him an idea. He made his way over, picked it up and put it back in its place in front of the dressing table. He looked over to Sweety’s now shrouded body; felt hollowed out. Why hadn’t he shed a tear? Fuck, he could cry on command for a scene, so why was it impossible now? What was it? Shock? Panic? Or was he just a terrible fucking person?

Self-loathing rose within him like a wave. He just didn’t have time to wallow in it, not while Ayisha was still in the apartment.

He left the room. Closed the door behind him. Headed quickly for the kitchen. She wasn’t in there, which was good and bad. On the plus side, he could do what he needed to without her seeing, without needing to make it look like an accident. On the minus, he didn’t know exactly where she was, and that was a worry.

He worked fast; made for the counter where the coffee machine sat. It hurt him to do this. It was, in some ways, the closest thing he had to a friend in this city. Still, needs must et cetera.

He reached out and pulled it forward, to the edge of the countertop, to the precipice and then, with eyes closed, over it. It fell, toppling like an oak, hitting the ground, smashing into the marble with a shriek; limbs breaking, metal denting, components shattering. May God forgive him.

From the hallway, Ayisha came running, stopping at the threshold, raising a hand to her mouth, surveying the damage.

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what happened. It stopped working. I pulled it out to check and the thing just fell.’

In one swift movement she floated across the room, made for a closet in the corner and pulled out a wooden broom like Excalibur from the stone. And then, as he lifted the machine’s broken carcass back onto the counter, there she was, beside him, kneeling down, brushing broken fragments into a plastic pan.

‘Ayisha, could you do something for me?’

She paused. Cocked her head up at him.

‘I need you to go get me a new one of these.’

Her eyes widened. Maybe she was considering going back to hiding in the closet whenever he appeared. It didn’t matter. ‘I’ll write you a note. Take it to the shop – it’s in Parel. Tell ’em George Abercrombie sent you.’ A breath for effect. ‘Actually, take this one with you. See if they can’t fix it. Yeah, that would be better. Wait there while they repair it. Any problems, you call me.’

She stood up. Looked dubiously at both him and the machine as if deciding which was the bigger pain in her life.

‘But Sweety ma’am? She will be needing me. There is much work.’

He reached out and instinctively patted her on the arm. She flinched.

‘The work can wait. And don’t worry about Sweety. We have plans today. And why don’t you tell the cook –’ Mira was it? – ‘that we won’t be needing her today? Tell her to take the day off. I’ll get you the address of the store.’

Twenty minutes and she was making for the front door, he a step behind her, herding her toward it like a sheepdog does a lamb. She still wasn’t happy about it, kept casting glances at the bedroom door in the hopes that Sweety would come out and save her; tell her not to listen to any of George sir’s damn foolishness and to get back to her regular work. Well, that wasn’t going to happen, Ayisha. Not today, nor any other day from now until the end of time, and that was a tragedy for both of them.

She crossed the threshold and he almost cheered, closing the door behind her and double-locking it. He turned, leaned against the solid wood and slid slowly to the ground. The place was empty now. Just him and Sweety and silence.

He pulled his phone from his pocket. Checked the screen. Nothing. No reply from Amit. No missed calls from Sal. Not that he’d expected anything else. Today of all days he’d have heard the ring; felt the vibration. But still he checked, and checked again two minutes later, because that’s what you did when your whole life was suddenly fucked and you were waiting on a miracle.

Finally the thing burst to life. Sal’s name illuminated on the screen.

‘Sal?’

‘George. Listen. I’ve made a call. It’s gonna be okay.’

‘Is it? How? Sweety’s fucking dead, Sal!’

‘All right not okay exactly, but it’ll be handled. You’ll be okay. That’s what I meant to say. I’m sending someone.’

‘You’re sending someone?’

‘Yeah. To sort things out. Make sure you’re protected.’

‘Who? The ambassador?’

He heard a noise. Sal stifling a laugh?

‘No, George. I’m sending someone who can actually help you. A fixer.’

A fixer. That sounded good. That’s what he needed. Someone to come in, clean up this whole business, sort it out. Fix things.

‘How long till they get here?’

‘Within the hour, least that’s what they said. Stay strong, buddy. Sit tight and wait for the cavalry. You’ll get through this.’

Relief washed over him like dawn sunlight.

Thank God for Sal.

He should tell the guy, but the words were slow in coming, and by the time he’d said ‘God bless you, Sal,’ the man himself had hung up and he was alone again, once more with his thoughts and with Sweety in the other room.

What was he supposed to do with himself? He was a man of action, dammit! It went against his nature to just sit there. But if Sal wanted him to wait, then he’d damn well wait, though maybe in the lounge rather than here, on his ass, in the hallway, slumped against the front door like the world’s most depressed draught stopper.

It took more effort, and more pain, than it should have, hauling himself up to his feet and stumbling through to the lounge, every step seemingly heavier than the last. That would be the adrenaline – and the caffeine – in his system receding. The crash was coming, just like it had for his coffee machine. He all but collapsed onto the sofa which had been his bed only a few hours earlier; when the world had been a simpler place.

Light streamed in; the sun breaking through the clouds and shining into his windows. It felt wrong somehow that there should be such light at a time like this. It felt like a taunt from God, though maybe he deserved it.

How many hours spent worrying, questioning, envying? How much time wasted wondering if she still loved him; if she was only with him because he was George Abercrombie? And she’d taken it all – his moods, his bitterness, the complaining and the sniping – accepted it with tolerance and grace and generosity of spirit and still pulled him close at night.

She could have had any man but she’d chosen him, and he’d never understood why.

‘Because very little of this life is real, George.’ Her words, spoken to him while they’d sat on loungers, looking out at the sun-dappled waters of Lake Como. He’d asked her why she was smiling, and she’d replied, between sips of a mimosa, ‘You, me, our careers, it’s all an absurd twist of fate, a whim of the gods. The only thing that is real is love. You know we believe in reincarnation?’ He did know that – had even read up about Hinduism until the words got too long and it all became overcomplicated. ‘Well, in our particular strand, we believe that in each of your incarnations, each of your lives, you come back and seek out the same souls; the ones you loved last time round. The one you were with last time, maybe as a bird or a fish, will be the one you seek out in this life too.’

‘You’re saying we were together before?’

She’d smiled. ‘Maybe we were together many times before. Maybe we will be again and again.’

‘Soulmates for eternity?’

‘Is that so very strange?’ No. When he thought about it, it really wasn’t. He wasn’t sure he quite believed it but there was something rather wonderful about the idea. ‘Maybe,’ she’d said, ‘we are always destined to be together.’

He was always awed by that side to her – the Indian side – deep and philosophical. It was like she had a wisdom that not only belied her age but surpassed his own. Was that why he’d treated her the way he had? Was it fear that she was too good for him; that she’d realise as much? Was that why he belittled her and pushed her away and held her there at a distance? Jesus, Abercrombie. You had a goddess and you treated her worse than the maid.

He’d never deserved her. He saw that now.

Too late, George. As usual, too fucking late. At least in this life.

A shaft of sunlight fell across his face. He took his head in his hands and then, finally, the tears came.
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CHAPTER 8

Gemma

Breathe.

Breathe!

The screen dimmed. She jabbed at it, cajoling it back to life, the video starting to play through again. Her voice, her moans. His too. She shut it off as fast as she could.

The room spun.

She ran for the bathroom, raised the toilet seat, vomited.

The stink of sick mingled with the stench of bleach.

She flushed, closed the lid and staggered to the sink, reached for the bottled water, then spat the taste from her mouth. She looked in the mirror and the despair welled up and washed over her like a tidal bore.

She let out a wail.

That video? When had it been? Where?

Shit. That hotel. She remembered it now. The one in Juhu. But that must have been ten months ago. Why, Lord? Why this?

If this was another test of her faith, then the question was to what end? Hadn’t she been through enough already? Every time she got back on her feet, every time things seemed to get a little better…

Her mom’s voice rang out in her head like some demonic PBS broadcast.

‘For cryin’ out loud, Gemma, you’re having an affair with a married man. A heathen at that. And you ask why the Lord’s mad at you.’

‘Fuck off, Mom. He got married at eighteen – an arranged marriage. He’d no say in it. And I told you, they live separate lives, so stop being so judgemental. Jeez, no wonder Dad left.’

She turned on the faucet, cupped handfuls of tepid water and hurled them at her face like a rebuke, then stood straighter and looked in the mirror again. Still a fucking mess.

She sat back down on the toilet lid and thought of the video, all forty-eight seconds of it. Not long, yet still an eternity. More than enough time to destroy her life. Ash’s too, assuming she told him.

Ash.

Could he be…?

No, that was crazy, wasn’t it?

Wasn’t it?

His face was out of shot.

But that didn’t mean anything. Whoever it was might have more footage. But still…

No.

Why would Ash do such a thing? If things came to light, he’d have far more to lose than she did. But then, who else could have taken that video?

The phone rang and she jumped like it was electrified, the sound of it bouncing off the tiled walls and amplified by the closeness of the room, reverberating in her head like a 5 a.m. alarm.

The phone. Where the hell was it?

It took her a moment.

There. On the floor by the towel rack, dropped when she’d made a beeline for the toilet. She reached for it, picked it up and stared at the screen. No number, no caller name.

She steeled herself.

‘Hello?’

‘Gemma.’

‘Who is this?’

‘Did you enjoy the video?’

The voice was artificial. Male, deep, metallic and tinged with an Indian accent.

‘What do you want?’

The sound of breathing on the line.

‘We will come to that.’

‘Look, if it’s money you’re after, you should know that I don’t have any.’

‘I don’t want money. What I want is your employer’s laptop and password.’

‘What?’

‘Do not make me repeat myself.’

The laptop. It was in her bag. She should have given it back to Sweety last night but in the heat of things, well, it hadn’t exactly been a priority for either of them. Still, she couldn’t just hand it over. Okay, Sweety was probably going to fire her, but there was still such a thing as morality, not to mention getting her ass sued for theft and breach of contract and whatever else the lawyers had put in her contract and made her sign.

‘I can’t get the laptop and I don’t know the password.’

The voice was silent for a moment, the void filled by the thumping of her own heart. When he spoke again, he sounded pissed.

‘Do not take me for a fool, Miss Cairns. It would not be good for you.’

‘I’m telling you, I don’t have them.’

‘Then you should find them quickly. If you don’t, the video of you – and your illustrious co-star – will be sent to the news channels and put on social media. You will be famous. You have three hours.’

She struggled for breath.

The phone beeped.

‘Wait!’

But even as she said it she knew it was too late.

Fuuck!

What time was it?

7:35 according to her phone. Three hours. 10:35 then. Three hours before all hell broke loose.

What was she supposed to do? Betray her employer or her lover? Either way, she was screwed. She placed the phone on the edge of the sink and took her head in her hands, her breath coming fast and shallow.

Maybe she should call Sweety. Come clean, warn her, tell her everything. Get her advice and her help. Yes, that was the way to go. It was right, and proper, and Christian, and don’t be fucking stupid, Gemma, there was no way in hell that it was actually going to work, certainly not after last night. Sweety’d fire her on the spot and then what? She’d have no job, no apartment and her face – and ass – plastered all over the internet. She wasn’t some twenty-year-old who could just start again someplace else; she was a woman barely clinging to the right side of forty, living in a foreign country and having an affair with a married man, and not just any married man but a fucking politician. And she’d no desire to be outed as the Monica Lewinsky of Mumbai, no way, no thank you.

So what then?

There was only one answer.

Ashok.

She had to talk him. One way or another, he was part of this too.

And say what, exactly? Confront him? Ask him straight out if he was behind this? But that made no sense. Or just tell him that someone out there had a video of the two of them fucking like rabbits? Yeah, that would go down well. Not a good look for any guy with a wife and kids; career suicide for a politician. He was Mr Mumbai for Chrissakes, his face gazing down on the city from a million flyers, all the way from Colaba to Kandivali. Ashok K of the New Bharat Party – Honourable Minister for Civic Affairs. The literal poster boy for Indian values; Indian virtues.

She wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t going to leave his family – not for her, not as long as he had a career in the NBP. No, he’d kick her to the kerb before sunset.

Still, he needed to know.

She reached for the phone, punched his number and hit call. He answered on the second ring.

‘Gem?’ He sounded bright and awake, which was unusual for this time of the morning – for him and for pretty much any other rich Indian. ‘I miss you.’

‘I miss you too.’

‘Gem? Is something wrong?’

The quiver in her voice. He’d noticed it. He was sharp that way.

She took a breath, prepared words in her head then swallowed them down. She couldn’t do it. Not like this.

‘Everything’s fine, Ash. I’m just, I don’t know, tired, I guess. It’s Sweety.’

‘What about her?’

‘She’s… it doesn’t matter. We had a bit of a disagreement last night, that’s all.’

‘About what?’

He didn’t need to know the details. Didn’t need to know that Sweety’d found out about their affair and told her to break up with him.

‘Work stuff.’

‘Gem, my darling, you know I’m here for you. You can tell me anything.’

God, she wanted to believe that; to believe he was there for her, through thick and thin, in sickness and in health, but that was ridiculous. She wasn’t his wife. His wife was in Pune, in a big house her daddy had bought them and which she shared with their two kids, two dozen staff and more leather handbags than was seemly for a woman whose husband espoused the protection of all cows everywhere. But when he spoke to her like that, his tone all honey and molasses, it was hard to resist.

‘It’s fine. I’m fine. When you back?’

‘I’m here already. Managed to make the late flight last night.’

Why hadn’t he called her?

‘I was hoping to surprise you, but the Chief Minister was on the plane and insisted on dinner, and oh God, Gem, it was boring. I wish I could have got away and come and seen you.’ She heard him sigh. ‘Anyway, I want to see you now. Can you come over? You can tell me what’s on your mind. Whatever it is, I promise you I’ll have the answer by breakfast.’

She closed her eyes. If only it were that simple.

The tears welled up. She fought to keep them back. She would not cry.

‘Gemma? Are you still there?’

‘I’m here.’

‘Are you coming over?’

She took a breath. Checked the time.

‘Give me thirty minutes.’

She showered with one eye on the phone; considered her options; came to the conclusion that really there was only one. She had the laptop; she needed to get the password. Only when she had both could she be in a position to decide what to do.

‘Always negotiate from a position of strength, Gem’.

Dad’s words, good advice too.

She threw on pants and a top and checked the phone again. No more messages or missed calls. Nothing from Sweety either. That was fine. She knew what she needed to do.

First, though, she had to call Ravi.

He picked up quickly. ‘Yes, ma’am?’

‘Have the car outside in ten minutes.’

Then it was back to Sweety. She pulled up WhatsApp, tapped out a message, then read it over.

About last night. I’m sorry. I think we need to clear the air.

I’ll come over to the apartment later.
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CHAPTER 9

George

The doorbell chimed, snapping him out of his self-flagellation.

Sal’s guy? But how’d he get past the security? No one made it past the front gates without the third degree and a phone call up to the apartment. Well, that was good. Seemed like the guy knew what he was doing.

He got up and headed back to the hallway.

Wait a second though. What if it wasn’t Sal’s fixer? What if it was the police?

Someone out there knew that Sweety was dead already, unless he’d killed her himself and blacked out, and he was pretty sure that wasn’t the case. He’d never blacked out before, no matter how fucking debauched things might have gotten. But then there was that fleeting recollection of something; that glimpse of Sweety standing in the hallway, looking like a storm cloud and shouting at him; and then there was the shirt now nesting at the bottom of the laundry basket.

The bell chimed again.

He stood there, stuck like gum on a shoe.

Come on, Abercrombie. Get it together.

He made for the door, unlocked it, opened it a crack and peered out.

Fuck.

‘Mr Abercrombie?’

He didn’t know who the hell this was, but it sure wasn’t the guy Sal was supposed to be sending. He stared at her like she’d just walked into the wrong movie and she looked at him like she’d seen that expression before.

‘Are you going to let me in?’

He opened the door a little further. She was tall for an Indian woman and dressed head to toe in black, like a cat burglar, or an undertaker with an eye for fashion. Still, the expression on her face – the no-nonsense eyes and the determined set of the lips – suggested business. Maybe she really was Sal’s fixer. Either that or a tax accountant from the IRS, sent to audit the shit out of him.

‘Are you the…?’

‘Yes.’

‘From Sal?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, thank God.’

He stood aside and then she was walking past him into the hallway, looking around.

‘How’d you get past the security?’

‘Close the door.’

‘What?’

She looked at him. ‘Close the door, Mr Abercrombie.’

He closed the door.

‘Maybe you should call me George.’

‘Okay, George. Show me the scene.’

He led her toward the bedroom.

‘And what should I call you?’

‘You can call me Miss Singh.’

‘Missing?’

‘Miss. Singh.’

He opened the door, stood aside and let her enter first. It seemed the proper etiquette. She stood for a moment, sizing things up like a quantity surveyor observing whatever it was quantity surveyors observed, then walked round the bed.

‘You can fix this, right?’ he asked.

She looked at him as though he was an idiot.

‘No.’

‘It’s just that Sal said –’

‘Mr Abercrombie, I’ll be honest with you. You could have shot an endangered tiger or run over a whole family of homeless people on the street, those sort of things I can make go away, but this –’ she gestured to the bed – ‘this is Sweety Sahota dead in this bed. If she disappears, one point four billion people are going to notice.’

He knew that. Of course he did. It was just that in the movies the fixer came in and fixed things. The clue was in the name. This ain’t a movie, genius. This is your wife lying murdered in your bed and your life going down the toilet.

‘So what then? What do we do?’

She donned a pair of disposable gloves, blue plastic snapping as she pulled them up her wrists.

‘What we do depends upon what happened.’

Well, that was a pisser because he didn’t know what had happened. Didn’t have the foggiest.

‘You need to be honest with me. Did you do this?’

‘No!’

She stared at him. Scanned his face.

‘You’re sure?’

He wasn’t sure. But he was an actor. He could act sure.

‘Look, that’s my wife lying there. I could never –’

‘Do you know who did kill her?’

Amit’s face popped into his head. But that was impossible. The guy wasn’t a killer. He was just a shit manservant.

‘No.’

‘When did you find her?’

He ran a hand through his hair. ‘This morning, I don’t know, an hour ago. Just before I called Sal.’

She walked round the bed again, checking Sweety from all sides as though working out the angles for a photo shoot.

‘You sleep in separate rooms?’

‘No.’

‘Then why did you only find her an hour ago?’

‘I’d been out. I slept on the couch.’

‘Was anyone else here at the time you found her?’

‘The maid. She doesn’t know. I mean, she’s not aware of what’s happened.’

‘When you say you were out, did she see you come in?’

‘No, I mean, I don’t know. I was out drinking with some guys, came back late and ended up on the couch out there.’

He gestured toward the lounge, pointlessly as it turned out, as she was already back to looking at Sweety.

‘When did the maid leave this morning?’

‘Thirty minutes ago maybe?’

She seemed to take her sweet time over her assessment, finally giving him a nod.

‘Okay. We’ll need to call the police, the sooner the better. We’ve already lost an hour. The maid will testify to the fact that she spoke to you at least half an hour ago, so they’ll know when you were awake. We’ll need to account for every moment from then to the time you actually call them. But first we need to check the apartment and get your story straight.’

‘Check the apartment for what?’

She gestured to Sweety. ‘Your wife has stab wounds to the chest. But there is no weapon visible. We need to make sure it isn’t somewhere in this room, or anywhere else on the premises.’

‘And if it is?’

Her look chilled him faster than the A/C.

‘Then I would ask you again whether you killed your wife and whether there might be anything compromising to be found on it.’

‘You mean fingerprints?’

‘DNA.’

‘But my DNA is all over the apartment. I live here.’

She gave a tight smile. ‘But those stab wounds were made with what looks like a large knife, a kitchen knife maybe, and there would be little reason for a man like you – a rich man, with cooks and servants – to handle a kitchen knife. In the absence of any more likely suspect, the police will be looking for anything which might connect you to the crime. If they find a knife with your DNA on it, for whatever reason – you may have only used it once to make a sandwich – then they’ll put you in the frame for murder.’

He’d never made a sandwich, not in the apartment, not in Mumbai. That at least was something. No DNA on the knife was a plus, only slightly compromised by the fact of his bloody shirt in the laundry basket. How was he supposed to explain that? He could make up something. Say he was wearing it when he stumbled in and found Sweety; that in his haste to see if she was okay, he’d picked her up, his shirt coming into contact with her. Or he could tell the truth, admit he didn’t have a clue why his shirt was covered in blood. He swallowed hard.

‘There’s something I need to show you.’
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CHAPTER 10

Gemma

‘Pinnacle, ma’am?’

She could’ve walked it; could’ve made the distance in twenty minutes, but really, in this heat? Better to sacrifice a little more of the planet than arrive a stinking, sweating mess. She got in and he closed the door behind her. In the leather tote bag at her feet, two laptops: Sweety’s MacBook and her own; the former hidden inside a cardboard folder. Sure it was a risk, but right now she wasn’t letting it out of her sight.

The car was cool, damp almost, and smelled of cheap air freshener and Ravi’s sweat. The benefits of deodorant was a conversation she needed to have with him, but as of yet she hadn’t managed to find a way of doing it without sounding like the Dowager Lady Grantham or whatever from Downton Abbey.

‘Remember who you are, Gem.’ Her dad’s voice. ‘Remember where you’re from.’

Easier said than done, Dad, when where you were from was eight thousand miles away and labour in the place where you were at cost less than ten dollars a day.

The guard at the gate stood up from his chair and saluted as they passed and she gave him a wave from her air-conditioned seat.

I’m doing my best, Dad. But we’re not in Kansas any more.

She checked her phone. No response from Sweety.

Shit. What had she been thinking? She should never have got into that argument with her last night. The woman was her boss, and while she wasn’t perfect, she was far from the worst she’d had. But it’d been a long, hot, tiring day, Sweety had insisted they travel all over town – from Marine Drive to Juhu, to some church where she’d laid flowers on a grave and on to some anonymous apartment block in the middle of Sion. After that, just when she thought she might get home to dinner and bed, the woman had made her an accomplice in a lie to George before dragging her up to Bandra, just to stew in the car while she went somewhere she had no business going. And finally, upon her return and in the face of her own distinctly shady behaviour, she still had the audacity, the fucking nerve, to lecture Gemma on her relationship with Ash!

How the hell had she even found out about that?

Didn’t matter. Gemma should have just bitten her tongue; should have denied it all, feigned ignorance and laughed it off or at least kept her mouth shut. Instead she’d let fatigue and hunger and sheer pissed-offedness get the better of her.

But seriously, who the hell was Sweety to tell her how to live her life? And the timing of it, too. In the car, in front of the driver, at ten at night, after she’d lied to her own husband about where she was going. Gemma’s mistake – her biggest mistake rather – had been to point all that out to Sweety in rather direct terms. That had been stupid.

The look of disgust on Sweety’s face had been enough to send a shiver down her spine. It was bad enough jumping in where angels feared to tread, but also maybe jumping to the wrong conclusion – well, that was another thing altogether.

‘You think I’m having an affair?’

At least she’d had the good sense to shut her piehole at that point. Saying ‘Why yes, Sweety, I think you’re having an affair and that you’re a damn hypocrite’ was not going to help the situation, though it was probably too late anyway.

But if she wasn’t having an affair, then why lie to George?

Why didn’t you tell him where you were going, Sweety, and why did you need to do it just when he wanted you by his side for his stupid, precious interview?

She’d asked none of those questions, of course. That would have added insult to insinuation, but maybe something in her own expression conveyed her thoughts. Whatever, Sweety’d simply sidestepped the question and doubled down on her own accusations.

‘What I’m telling you is for your own good, Gemma. You must end this relationship.’

Like she was the first woman in history to have an affair with a married man. She could’ve told Sweety that Ash and his wife hadn’t loved each other in years, that they slept in separate beds – in separate cities for cryin’ out loud! – but she’d have known that already and it wouldn’t have mattered a jot. This was India, and in India the appearance of morality mattered as much as the actual thing, maybe more so. In that sense it wasn’t so different from a lot of places back home.

She wished she could resign. Tell Sweety where to stick her precious job, but that was out of the question. Resignation would mean losing her income and her apartment and maybe even her visa. And that would mean losing Ash.

‘Why do you hate him so much?’ she’d asked. ‘Is it his politics?’

Sweety’d laughed at that.

‘The man is a rabble-rouser. He deals in fear and hate. If he had his way, the rights of women and minorities in this country would count for nothing. You should hate his politics too.’

Yeah, she didn’t particularly like his politics either, but he wasn’t as bad as Sweety made out. That wasn’t the real Ash. That was just soundbites and social media perception; an image he needed to portray to gee up the vote base. Hadn’t he told her so himself? ‘This is India, Gem. Half the population hasn’t even got a high school diploma. You think I’m going to convince them to vote for me with arguments about economic policy or long-term infrastructure planning? You have to lay it on thick. Appeal to their emotions; to their grievances.’

As for Sweety, what business was it of hers who Gemma saw or what she did when she was off the clock? Why’d she have to stick her nose in? Worried about her own reputation, no doubt, like that was all that mattered in the world. Yeah, knowledge that Ash was sleeping with a white woman would of course destroy his career. All those raving Hindu nationalists who now fawned over him would suddenly turn on him and eat him for breakfast. If it came out that the white woman in question was PA to Sweety Sahota, well that might ruin Sweety too. She was already on thin ice with the Hindutva folks. Hadn’t hotheads in Bihar burned down a cinema for showing her last picture? And all because it featured a lesbian kiss. Seemed lesbianism was incompatible with Indian values, apparently, while burning down cinemas was not. Okay, Bihar was the Alabama of India, but in the current climate, intolerance had a nasty habit of spreading fast. Sweety couldn’t afford a scandal any more than Ash could. What lengths might she go to in order to protect her reputation?

Blackmail?

Was Sweety behind this? She gets back into the car, looking like hell, after some secret rendezvous and suddenly has a go at her about Ash; and then, the next morning, this video of her turns up? Wasn’t that one hell of a coincidence? And the things the blackmailer wanted – Sweety’s laptop and password – if Gemma handed them over, what better reason to fire her. A set-up by Sweety? Was that possible?

She looked out the window, at the vista changing from the world of the poor to that of the super-rich. Her attitude changed with it.

Yes. It was possible.

Well, if Sweety was behind this, if she was out to destroy Gemma, then she was in for a shock. Because Gemma could destroy her too.

She pulled out her phone and typed.

Sweety, there’s something you need to know about George.

Her heart thumped like a jackhammer. Last chance to back out.

She closed her eyes and pressed send.

She thought of Ash. In some ways it was a relief Sweety finding out about them. It wasn’t exactly ideal, him having a place in the same building as Sweety and George, but if he hadn’t, she’d probably never have met him, let alone got together with him, and it wasn’t easy, keeping things secret from your boss when your lover lived three floors down, not with the security and the passes that logged you in and out and the cameras everywhere watching you like you were inside an Orwell novel.

‘No cameras on the floor landings, though,’ as Ash said. ‘I made sure of it.’

Ash could make sure of a lot of things. Ash snapped his fingers and people jumped. He spoke and mobs set fire to things. She’d have dismissed him as an asshole if she wasn’t in love with him.

Why was that? How could she ever have fallen for him?

She could make up reasons – like that he was just more interesting than the other men she’d dated: from tanned, toned LA metrosexuals to unreconstructed rednecks back home in Sinkhole Ohio, where every second guy over the age of fourteen carried a gun and a grudge; but those would be convenient excuses. The truth of it was more prosaic. The truth was that, yes, money was an aphrodisiac and power a turn-on. What did that say about her? What did it say about everything she professed to stand against? What would her younger self make of her now? Well, her younger self could go and take a flying leap, and take the rest of the youth with her while she was at it, the Gen Z and Gen Alpha and whatever else came next. All those naive young folks who thought they knew everything by the age of twenty-five. At thirty-nine and with the clock ticking ever louder, she’d no time for bullshit ideals any more. It was better to enjoy the clothes and the gifts and the food and wine that came with Ash’s affections than to stick to sackcloth and principles. Because you couldn’t eat principles; only choke on them.

And if all that wasn’t enough, well, the sex was fucking great too.

She hated this drive – the one up to the Pinnacle. The road was narrow and the walls were high, shielding the rich on either side from scrutiny. No tea stalls here, no SIM kiosks or vegetable vendors or book-wallahs peddling second-hand Stephen Kings and forged James Pattersons from a tarp on the sidewalk. By Mumbai standards the route was sterile, like driving on the moon, or in Utah. Not even that many trees to offer shade, which in this country felt like a war crime.

And then there it was, up ahead, the Pinnacle, its twin towers glinting in the morning sun and rising skywards like an elevator to heaven, like Jacob’s ladder with en suite bathrooms. The gates drew closer, the golden signs on the whitewashed perimeter walls reflecting the light as though designed to make mortals avert their gaze. It was the sort of place to which the poor aspired, and the rich – well, they aspired to it too, because most of them couldn’t afford to live there either.

Ravi slowed the car and waited. She checked her phone again. Still nothing.

The security team swarmed over, darting around the car like cleaner fish sucking up to a shark, checking passes, opening the trunk, theatrically rolling a mirror beneath the undercarriage as though this was Mogadishu and not Mumbai.

They’d normally follow up with questions, polite to be sure, but still somehow petty: ‘Which apartment you are going, ma’am?’ ‘Resident is expecting you, ma’am?’ And then the call upstairs to confirm all you said was honest and true.

But not now; not any more. After twelve months of coming here practically every single day, they knew her, the blue-shirted security boys, all three teams: morning, evening and night shifts; and she knew their names and those of their families too, and brought them sweetmeats on puja days. Ash’s idea.

‘Get friendly with them and they won’t ask questions. They’ll just assume you’re coming to see Sweety.’

And they had. It was surprising just how quickly they’d dropped their guard. And all it had taken was a little of the milk of human kindness.

The mirror came back out from under the car. They waved Ravi on.

She lowered the window. ‘How you doing today, Prakash?’

The young man grinned at her like she might be the queen of England.

‘Very fine, ma’am. You also are good?’

Now there was a question best left unanswered.

The gates hummed open and the steel bollards dropped into the tarmac and Ravi drove through. She looked up at the towers and thought of Ash. Up there is where she’d first met him – at the sky bar that floated like a crown at the top of the East Tower, that private constellation of crystal chandelier and soft amber light, of Makrana marble and Italian leather and Middle Eastern oud. Was it only ten months ago? It felt longer. Like the end of a previous life and the start of another. Ten months since that night she’d been sitting on a bar stool, the remnants of a glass of Bordeaux beside her on the onyx and the strains of Melody Gardot singing ‘Baby I’m a Fool’ filling the air while she’d stared at the glow from her laptop, sorting out Sweety’s travel plans for a shoot in the south somewhere.

In he’d walked, off the balcony, past tables where heads turned and faces smiled, his figure framed by city lights and monsoon lightning beyond the panoramic windows. She’d watched him discreetly, as one does when not wanting to be seen watching; a slight straying of her eyeline above the boundary of the laptop screen. She caught the scent of his cologne as he passed and took up station a few steps further along the bar, then engaged the sommelier in conversation. ‘A full-bodied red ’, that’s what he’d wanted, before turning to her and asking her if she’d care to join him in a glass.

She’d said yes because it was polite and because her glass was almost empty, because this was the secluded safety of the Pinnacle and because he dressed like an Italian and didn’t have a belly like most middle-aged Indian men. And what was the harm in one glass of wine shared with a handsome man?

But that one glass had led to two more and the evening had taken on a golden, silken quality, the world reduced to the two of them, another bottle of wine, a backing track of wistful jazz, and a smear of city lights beyond the windows. They talked of India and America, of politics and family; she made him laugh and he made her forget about George and Sweety, at least momentarily, and she’d probably have slept with him that very night if he’d asked, but he hadn’t, instead inviting her to dinner at his apartment two days later, and after that, well, the rest was complicated, but that first evening, in her mind it remained encased in aspic, whole and perfect.

It was still another three or four minutes up the hill and into the parking garage and then up several floors to the spots reserved for the penthouse apartments.

Except she wasn’t going to the penthouse.

‘Just drop me off at the elevators, Ravi.’

She pulled a compact from her bag and checked her face as Ravi made a few more turns, passed under the sky pool and stopped in front of the entranceway to the West Tower. Her stomach lurched. ‘I’ll call you when I’m done here.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

With that she exited the car, the leather tote bag slung over her shoulder and clutched tight at her side. She passed through the automated revolving doors of the West Tower and into jasmine-scented air conditioning. Lobby music drifted listlessly over. A piano piece. Dull. Inoffensive. Richard Clayderman doing his damnedest to induce a coma.

The doorman raised his hand to his forehead and nodded. She carried on, across more marble than a warehouse of Wagyu steak, past velvet sofas and low tables, toward the oversized counter at the far end that looked like an upturned ship’s hull crafted by some ennui-ridden Scandinavian designer from a thousand-year-old pine tree.

The woman behind the desk sported a sari in gold and blue – the colours of the Pinnacle – and flashed a smile through lips painted bright red, the sort of colour that looked classy on a Ferrari yet more questionable on a woman; but then this was the Pinnacle. Maybe it was the only shade of red they allowed on the premises.

‘Good morning, Miss Cairns. You are going up to Penthouse C?’

She gave a nod.

The woman pressed her palms together in pranaam and gave her another smile for good measure. Gemma continued on her way, toward the penthouse elevator and the polo-shirted elevator boy who rose off his stool and pressed a golden button to summon her carriage.

‘Penthouse C, ma’am? Lift is here only.’

The doors slid open. The flunkey gave her a pranaam.

‘Good day, ma’am.’

‘Good day,’ she repeated as the doors closed. That was a sick joke.

The elevator leapt skywards. There were no buttons in here. You wanted to go somewhere, you told the guy downstairs or entered the details on the panel on the landing of each floor. She didn’t see why they couldn’t have buttons. They said it was progress, but she missed buttons. You had more control over your destiny with buttons.

The elevator slowed to a stop and for a split second she felt weightless before gravity reasserted its hold. The doors opened onto another marble-clad lobby, this one sixty-eight floors up. No music up here. Just the gentle hum of the air con or maybe angels whispering. Flowers too. A lot of them – all white – lilies and roses.

Through force of habit, she looked right, toward Sweety and George’s apartment, and almost stopped cold. A woman stood at the door. Tall, slim, Indian by the looks of her. Black jeans, black top, black hair. The woman began to turn. Gemma threw herself back into the elevator, pushing into the space beside the doors.

She heard the clack of footsteps on marble.

Calm yourself, Gem. You’re not doing anything wrong. You got every right to be here. If she asks, just say you’re here to see Sweety.

And then she heard the locks turning, the swish of the door, George’s voice, oddly quiet. More clacks on marble. She didn’t seem to speak, at least not loud enough for Gemma to make out, and then the door closed.

The elevator doors too began to shut. She stuck a leg out, catching the gap, stopping their motion, forcing them back open. She got out and headed swiftly for the stairwell, silent steps skating over the marble, reaching the door and pulling it open in one well-practised gesture, and then she was through, out of danger; at least of the immediate sort. She leaned back against the door and caught a breath.

Who the hell was that woman? Too well dressed to be staff. And Sweety had no meetings in her diary scheduled this early. Someone to see George, then? A prospective new PA for him? Someone a little more qualified than Amit; a little more easy on the eye. Someone more to George’s tastes. Or maybe… shit… what if wasn’t George who wanted a new PA? What if it was Sweety? But would Sweety act that fast? Could she?

Her mouth felt suddenly dry.

Stop it. She was being ridiculous. Sweety wasn’t that cold-blooded. Was she?

The slap of industrial disinfectant hit her, cheap and toxic and somehow worse than the smell of not cleaning at all. Still, by now she was used to it. This stairwell was sanctuary, the place she came when she needed five minutes away from Sweety and/or George. No one else ever ventured here, save for the occasional elevator jockey making their way to their apartment on a lower floor and whichever poor schmuck had the job of polishing the stairs and spraying the damn disinfectant. The domestic staff who worked in the apartments didn’t use it. Weren’t allowed to use it, other than in the event of fire – a nice dispensation laid out in the tiniest of letters at the bottom of a sign on the door and which assumed the staff could read English and would have the wherewithal to do so with the building burning down around them. They had their own stairwell, a narrow, whitewashed, concrete passageway. She’d seen that too, just the once, when she’d shared a cigarette with Sweety’s cook, its walls a jumble of electrical wiring and rubber-insulated cables and pockmarked with the red stain of betel-nut spit. Hard to believe it existed in the same building as the gilt-edged, jasmine-scented parts the residents inhabited, but that was the Pinnacle, and the rest of south Mumbai for that matter. All fur coat and no panties.

The disinfectant began to sting her eyes. Time to get moving.

She walked down three flights, lowering her head as she passed under the security cameras on the sixty-fifth. Even if it did catch her face, it wasn’t too much of a risk. It might see her and note her direction of travel, but not where she was going. There were no cameras with a line of sight to the door she was heading to.

Apartment W65-2. He had his name on a brass plaque by the door. She had a key to the lock, let herself in and called out.

‘Ash?’

‘In here.’

She took off her shoes (he was insistent on that) and walked through to the lounge. The place was smaller than Sweety’s, missing the 360-degree views, but it still had the power to impress. Mumbai looked good from sixty-five floors up, even in the company of a dozen stone idols of Hindu gods. The city stretching off into the grey distance, its fringes blurring into the haze. That view didn’t come cheap. And up here you couldn’t hear the traffic. That too was probably worth a couple million.

Ash put down his laptop, got up from the couch, met her halfway, held her close and kissed her. She closed her eyes, inhaled citrus and bergamot, and rested her head against his chest. She’d bought him it. A change from the sandalwood heavy stuff he always wore, and yes, marking her territory if only in secret. She looked up, kissed him on the neck, and then on the lips, harder, stronger, as if her life depended on it. In turn he kissed her back, then looked her in the eyes and smiled, that gentle smile that seemed almost innocent. So different from the man the world saw.

‘What is it, Gem?’

She looked around, making sure there were no domestic staff in the room. She had to do it. She had no choice.

She brought out her phone.

‘Ash. There’s something you need to see.’
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CHAPTER 11

George

He led her through to the en suite. To the linen basket, hidden under boxers and socks and a few of Sweety’s fresh T-shirts because there was nothing else in the room that needed washing save the bedsheets and that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. He pulled it out. Brown blood staining white cotton.

‘It’s the shirt I was wearing last night.’

She took it from him, held it up and examined it against the light like he’d once done for a detergent commercial – One wash and the dirt is gone! She raised an eyebrow.

‘And the blood?’

He went with the truth because he was too tired to go through the motions of another lie.

‘I don’t know how it got there.’

She sighed. ‘Mr Abercrombie, your wife has been murdered in one of the most secure buildings in Mumbai. There is no sign of any break-in and you are the only one here. Our police are uncomplicated types. They tend to prefer simple answers to their questions, and you, sir, are the simplest answer to the question of who killed Sweety Sahota.’

When she put it like that, he could see her point. ‘Maybe someone’s trying to frame me?’

‘Okay. So who?’

It was a good question. He should have asked it himself by now. Who could have got into the apartment, killed his wife, taken the shirt off his back and covered it in her blood? There was only one name he could think of, but he’d dismissed it already. Now he reached for it like a drowning man clutching at a reed.

‘There’s a servant we employ. Amit. He brought me home last night. Like I said, I was drunk; maybe a little more drunk than I should’ve been. He’s the one who made up the bed on the sofa. But why would he kill Sweety? I mean, there’s no reason for him to.’

‘It wouldn’t be the first time a servant murdered his employer. It happens now and again, though if you read the papers, you’d think it happened every other day. Half of India goes to sleep terrified they’ll be murdered in their beds by their servants.’

She headed back to the lounge. He followed, spending a moment imagining Amit as a killer, part of a national epidemic of homicidal manservants.

‘Is anything missing?’

He snapped out of his thoughts and looked around. Nothing seemed out of place. Sweety’s sculptures were still there. The TV was still on the wall.

‘Like what?’

‘Money, jewellery.’

His wallet. Where was it? Not in his pockets. There. On the sofa. He grabbed it up, opened it. It was all there: credit cards, driver’s licence; all there except the twenty thousand rupees in cash.

He looked up. The woman had a told you so look on her face.

‘How much?’

‘Twenty grand.’

She seemed to assess the amount.

‘It’s not enough.’

‘For what?’

‘To justify murder.’

He didn’t understand.

‘Twenty thousand rupees, Mr Abercrombie. That’s less than two hundred and fifty dollars. Don’t get me wrong, in certain parts of the country that would be more than enough to slit someone’s throat, but here? I’m not so sure. What is his salary?’

‘What?’

‘His salary, Mr Abercrombie. What were you paying him?’

How would he know? He didn’t deal with any of that shit. Sweety organised the staff and Gemma paid them, albeit from his bank account.

She read his face.

‘A manservant in downtown Mumbai is generally paid anywhere between twenty and forty thousand rupees a month, probably more where the employers are expats or fit a certain financial profile. Would your man really commit murder for less than a month’s salary? He might have seen your wallet when he put you to bed on the sofa and taken the money opportunistically and run, but that would mean losing a job which paid well. And why murder your wife?’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe she came out and caught him in the act?’

‘It’s possible. Or maybe he stole more than just that.’

‘More?’

‘Your wife’s possessions, Mr Abercrombie. Her jewellery, phone, et cetera. Is any of that missing?’

He didn’t know. Hadn’t really thought about it, what with his wife being dead. He headed back through to the bedroom; looked around. No sign of her phone on the bedside table. And the earrings? The necklace she was wearing last night? No sign of them either. She might have put them away, but generally she just left them on the table for Ayisha to deal with in the morning.

He turned to the woman. ‘Shit.’

She stared at him, hard. ‘What is it?’

‘Her jewellery. It’s gone.’
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CHAPTER 12

Amit

Shit.

Bloody bastard buffalo shit.

On his sandals.

On his toes.

He should have been looking where he was going, but there was a lot on his mind.

He had to clean it off. More time-waste. Bloody bastards.

He could not go back to his dwellings. Too much of a risk now.

The bottle of water in his bag, then? Was there enough? Because buffalo shit was stubborn, he knew from experience. But then he remembered the water tap at the end of the next gali. That was a better option. He had to hurry. He should have been out of town hours ago. Too much time spent waiting for Mehta, that lazy, good-for-nothing pawnbroker, to open up.

‘Arré, Amit bhai. Most people come to me in the evening. I sleep late, wake up late.’

Yes, and your wake-up late might cost me more than some lost sleep, Mehta-ji. But this whole thing was not Mehta’s fault. It was his own. He should never have tried to pull one over on Fat Moeez in the first place. Selling him whiskey and claiming it was from George sir’s own personal collection – it was stupid. And then, last night, what he’d been ordered to do. He pushed it from his mind.

Anyway, it was done now. He had his money. A fraction of what the earrings were worth, he knew that, but then Mehta knew he had no choice but to take whatever the bastard offered. He may as well have told Amit to drop his trousers and assume the position. Still, between that and the cash from George sir’s wallet, he had a decent haul of Gandhis. Certainly enough to get him out of town.

The bag slipped from his shoulder, its straps dropping, stopped only by the bony knot of his elbow. He forced it back up with a jerk of his thumb and set off, crossing the terrain with practised stride. The usual dangers – open drains, rubbish tips, oil-soaked patches of mud that never dried – he knew their locations like he knew his friends and avoided them just as assiduously. The buffalo shit, though. There was no planning for that.

The water tap was quiet. One young woman only, filling a battered steel matka. Still, her pot was big and the water flow was a dribble and she seemed to take an eternity to fill it. She was slim, though, with taut arms and firm breasts beneath her bodice and normally he’d have been happy to watch her, but today he was in a damn bloody hurry.

The bag slipped from his shoulder again. This time he let it slide down to the dirt. He checked the Casio on his wrist and thought of his father. How strange that he should make that connection. ‘It is belonging to my father. He is giving to me upon his deathbed.’ That’s what he told people. No one thought to question and no one needed to know the truth – that his father had never even owned a watch let alone a foreign one, and that in reality he’d stolen it from that old judge he used to work for. No harm done. Judge sahib didn’t use it. Memory gone. Deemenshah.

But in his own head now he had almost come to believe it had belonged to his father. Lies became truth if you said them often enough.

The young woman finished at the tap, knelt and lifted the pot of water onto the bun of cotton on her head without spilling a drop, then rose gracefully like one of the cranes at Tulsi Lake. With one hand she fixed the hem of her sari, then glided off without giving him a second glance.

He lingered to admire her, and even now, with his whole bloody bastard world collapsing, he still felt the need to pass comment. Nothing lewd – he wasn’t that sort of man – but something to show his appreciation of her beauty – not that he could make out much of that beauty in the gloom of the lane, but she was slim and elegant, that was a good start.

‘Sister. I’m in film industry. I know all the A-lister superstars, all the industry ka bada aadmi. You should be on the screen. Give me your cell number. I can make it happen.’ And part of him actually believed it too. What was he doing? Stoopid idiot. He needed to get out of town and instead he was chirpsing some girl.

She turned and looked him up and down. He stood a little straighter, pulled the tail of his shirt down tight to remove the creases. She smirked at him and walked off. He thought about shouting after her, but his heart wasn’t in it. He didn’t have the time right now for such things, and he had buffalo shit on his sandals.

Quickly he washed his feet, then once more raised the cotton bag to his shoulder. The straps dug into his flesh – the weight of his worldly possessions, including a few recently liberated from his erstwhile masters which not even Mehta thought he could sell, cutting into his bones.

He set off again, hurrying toward the tracks, the sound of horn-blasts piercing the air as he walked. The station at Sandhurst Road, that was an option, but he discounted it. There would be police there, and even if they were not looking for him, they would still make sure he bought a ticket, and who had money for that? Better to get on one outside the station where the trains crawled along waiting for a platform. There was a hole in the wall separating the tracks from the road near the post office – between the Priya Beauty Salon and the State Bank public toilet. So many people used it – the hole, not the toilet – that it was hardly a crime. Indeed, it was probably more popular than the station itself. Folks would jump off the trains as they slowed, then walk across the tracks and cut through the hole in the wall as though it were VeeTee itself.

Boarding a train there was harder, of course. The doors were five feet from the ground and in the absence of a platform, he would need to appeal to some kind-hearted soul to help him up. Good luck finding one of them in first class. Or even second class for that matter. The kindest passengers tended to be in the standing compartments – the hawkers and traders taking their wares to market or simply to a kerbside in the heart of the city, to labour for fifteen hours selling mangoes and matches and paan and chai on streets that were supposed to be paved with gold.

The track was close now, close enough to hear the clack-clack of train wheels. He rounded a corner and saw the gap in the wall where the monsoon rains five years ago had turned cheap concrete into mush and which no one had bothered to fix – not the railway authorities, not the municipal corporation. A stream of people were emerging from it: everyone from sari-clad washerwomen to shirt-pant wearing office-wallahs, late for their cubicles and desks and computer screens.

He headed past them, through the hole and onto the railway lines. Trains lurched forward like iron-husked serpents, the light from their mega-watt eyes cutting through the smog. He needed to get on board – it didn’t much matter which one. Trains for Panvel, Goregaon, Borivali, all were fine; what mattered was they headed north. Once he made it to Navi Mumbai, he’d figure out next steps.

It was a tragedy. After so many years. After so much toil. To be finally on the precipice of freedom, nearly out of the shit he was born into, and for it all to come crashing down. But then he should have known better. There was no escaping fate, and as his father had told him, he’d been born under a very bad star.

A ‘down’ train was coming. He had never understood why the ‘down’ trains travelled north and the ‘up’ trains south. He’d asked Venky, who seemed to know everything but guarded that knowledge as though it were gold.

‘A legacy of the Britishers.’ Venky had said, as though that were explanation enough, and in a way it was. So many things that were wrong with the country were down to the idiocy of the Britishers. What was surprising was that in the seventy-five years since they’d been kicked out, no one had thought to fix any of the problems they’d caused.

The train trundled along at walking pace and he fell into step beside it, then increased his pace, jogging along until he saw a standing compartment, then made for its open door, reached out a hand and called out to a hollow-cheeked man seated cross-legged on the floor beside a wicker basket.

‘Bhai sab! A little help!’

The man grinned through betel-stained lips, the silver-black bristles on his chin glistening like the spines of a porcupine. Then, securing one hand against the carriage wall, he extended the other downward. Amit grabbed it, then reached for the handrail beside the door and pulled himself up. An electric jolt of pain like ran through his neck, his arms, his wrists. The bag slipped once more from his shoulder and for one brief, fear-filled moment threatened to entangle itself with his legs. He had a vision of falling back, his feet being crushed under iron wheels. He kicked out, jolted his elbow, and through an act of limbic contortion, swung it free, wrenching his arm in its socket in the process, then finally swung forward and landed heavily on the floor of the carriage.

He lay there for a moment, gathering his breath and his wits and thanking Maa Durga and Maa Kali for their divine protection.

‘Oh-ré, bhaiya. Next time maybe buy a ticket. Isn’t your life worth more than a few rupees?’

He turned to see the man grinning at him. He smiled back and pondered the question. As of that particular moment, the answer was debatable. Indeed, given what the future might hold, it may have been better for all concerned had he simply fallen and been crushed to death under forty tonnes of third-class railway carriage.

He sat upright, thanked the man with a nod, rubbed the pain from his shoulder, then turned to see the carriage’s other inhabitants staring at him. Let them stare, these wretched farmers and hawkers. They were not the ones he needed to worry about.

As the train lurched into Grant Road, he lowered his head and moved into the shadows. It was best to be safe. Several of the hawkers rose from their haunches, picking up bags and baskets and bundles from the train floor and placing them on their backs and heads. The train shrieked slowly to a halt as though the very act of stopping was painful. The hawkers alighted, only to be replaced by a greater throng, similarly encumbered, fighting to clamber aboard.

Good. The more bodies around him, the better; the less risk of being seen. He would stay on at least until the crowd thinned. Hopefully that meant five or six more stops up – or rather down – the line; maybe as far as Cotton Green or Wadala Road. From there, he’d make a call: stay on the train all the way to Panvel or find a bus. It really depended on the police.

The train began to move once more. Away from George sir and Sweety ma’am, and toward, where exactly? His home? Ha! The boy would like that. How old was he now? Must be almost four. Bina would like it too, at least until she realised he had no job and no income any more, and then the shouting would start and the brickbats would follow. God forbid she should find out he was also a fugitive. Anyway, home was a long way off. Plenty of other things to worry about before facing Bina’s tender mercies.

He reached into the pocket of his trousers and took out his phone. It was a beautiful thing – glass and metal and crack-free. Mr George’s old one for sure, but still, better and newer than any he’d had before. He pressed the button on the side and watched in wonder as once more the phone recognised him. Him! He was its master and it knew him!

Four missed calls: two from George – shit; yet the other two were worse. Time to turn the thing off completely. He did so, then leaned back against the steel wall of the carriage and closed his eyes. Ten miles. If he could make it through the first ten miles then he could make it through the next thousand. It was just a matter of getting out of the city. Ten miles. Easy enough.

Even as he thought it, he knew he shouldn’t have. The gods hated it when you did that. He would pay the price for his presumption and they would have their fun.

In the end it was sooner than he expected. Almost instantaneous.

He felt the rough hard fingers around his throat. Opened his eyes in panic as his gullet constricted. He was hauled upwards, scrambling to his knees and then to his feet in order to relieve the pressure and then finally to the ends of his toes. He found Gullu ‘the Razor’ smiling at him through yellow teeth. His vision blurred.

‘Going somewhere, Amit bhai?’

He tried shaking his head, but that was impossible with Gullu’s claws around his neck. Words weren’t that easy either, seeing as how his windpipe was being crushed.

‘N-not at all,’ he gasped, and accompanied it with what he hoped was a smile or at least enough of an innocent gesture to placate the hoodlum. It seemed to do the trick. Gullu, the bloody bastard, slackened his grip somewhat; enough so that he could breathe but still tight enough to prevent any thought of escape.

He gulped a lungful of air.

‘I was only –’

Gullu cut him off, tightening his grip once more.

‘Glad to hear it. Because Fat Moeez would like a word with you.’
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CHAPTER 13

George

‘Call him.’

‘What?’

‘Call your servant,’ she said.

‘I have. I’ve left messages.’

‘Call him again. We need to be certain about this.’

‘What do I say if he answers?’

‘Tell him to come here, to the Pinnacle, and to wait in the parking garage.’

He got his phone out, pulled up Amit’s number and punched call and the thing went to voicemail. He looked to Miss Singh. She shook her head. He cut the call.

‘What now?’

The woman leaned down next to Sweety and with a rubber-gloved hand, carefully examined her wrists and fingers.

‘There’s bruising here. Signs of a struggle. Her attacker’s DNA may still be under her nails.’ She turned to him. ‘I need to ask you again. You say you came home drunk. You are certain you didn’t do this?’

Certain was a strong word. Certain required full recollection of the night before. What if the police found his DNA under her nails? Wasn’t it normal for a wife to have her husband’s DNA on her fingers? If it came to it, wouldn’t a good defence attorney be able to make that case? But then there was the shirt too.

‘There’s stuff missing,’ he said. ‘And Amit ain’t answering his phone.’

She acknowledged that with a nod.

‘Okay. If it was your servant, he may have come in here to steal and woken her. In a panic he tries to silence her, she fights back and he kills her before fleeing.’

That sounded plausible. And it sounded a damn sight preferable to the theory that he’d killed his own wife.

‘That’s what must have happened. He brought me home, killed my wife and then used my shirt to fucking incriminate me.’

And to think he’d trusted that sonofabitch.

‘I’ll need some time to sanitise the scene and deal with your shirt. In the meantime, I want you to search the apartment and see if anything else is missing. And if you come across anything unusual, like the murder weapon, come get me immediately and for God’s sake don’t touch it.’

He did as she asked. Scoured the apartment; tried not to touch anything. Just in case.

It was, in its way, a thankless task. Like proving a negative. How exactly were you to know something was missing if it wasn’t there and you weren’t aware of it in the first place? It made his head hurt, or maybe that was just the Advil wearing off.

The phone, now that was definitely missing. He couldn’t find it anywhere. And that made him think of her laptop. Top of the line, rose gold, hardly used. No, that wasn’t fair. She used it plenty on certain occasions. Stuck her nose in it whenever he wanted to talk to her.

‘I’m busy right now, George.’

Anyway, it wasn’t in the lounge or the dining room, the kitchen, the bedroom they used as an office or the one Sweety used as a walk-in closet.

He made his way back to the master bedroom where the woman was now on her hands and knees, checking under the bed.

He coughed and she turned toward him.

‘Sweety’s laptop. I can’t find it.’

She stood up and brushed dust from her shirt.

‘What about in here?’

He looked around, then checked the wardrobes and the drawers under the vanity mirror.

‘Nope.’

‘And her phone?’

‘No sign of it.’

‘Can you track it?’

‘You mean like was it tagged?’ Yeah, like that was ever an option. Sweety’d have bitten his head off if he’d even suggested it. ‘We never got around to setting that up.’

He reached for his phone, pulled up her number. ‘I’ll call it. Maybe it’s somewhere in the apartme—’

The woman lunged at him and he had flashbacks of that crazy woman on the red carpet at the premiere of The Last Diplomat. What the hell was she doing? Instinctively he went into a crouch, just like his old bodyguard, Sean, had shown him. Crouch and wait for assistance. Except there was no assistance coming. She was supposed to be the assistance.

She knocked the phone from his hand.

‘Do NOT call that number.’

He straightened himself, tried to hide the fact that he’d been on his way to the foetal position.

‘Why?’

‘Because the police will check the logs of both your phones. They’ll wonder just why you were calling it thirty minutes before you called them.’

‘So what then?’

She reached into her pocket and drew out a phone.

‘Use this one. It’s untraceable.’

He did as ordered, then listened for any noise of vibration. Nothing in the bedroom. He called again and went from room to room listening out for the soft drill of a vibrating phone but there was nothing. He called a third time. Once more to be sure. Same result.

He headed back toward the bedroom. The woman stood at the threshold.

‘I think someone just switched it off.’

‘Try your manservant again.’

He tried Amit’s number. Straight to voicemail. Not even a ring. He didn’t need to say it because she did.

‘Both phones now switched off.’

She walked to the kitchen with him a couple of paces behind like a lapdog. She leaned over the sink. He smelled bleach, and his shirt, or rather some tattered fragments of it – he made out the collar and cuffs – lay strewn on the counter.

The stench burned the inside of his nostrils. His eyes stung. He looked over her shoulder. She’d substituted her thin blue gloves for thick black ones and looked to be stirring something, the remnants of his shirt he guessed, with a thick metal rod. The liquid looked dangerous; the colour of dishwater, or battleships.

‘Another twenty minutes and I’ll be done here,’ her back told him. ‘When I’m finished, we’ll go through your story and call the police.’

He gave a nod, even though she couldn’t see it.

‘What should I do in the meantime?’

‘You could make me a coffee.’

‘Machine’s broken,’ he told her.

She looked him up and down.

‘Those pants. You were wearing them last night?’

‘Yes.’

‘Take them off. Take off everything you were wearing. Take a shower then put on fresh clothes. Pyjamas preferably. You have a laundry chute?’

He guessed so. He couldn’t say where though.

‘Find it. Put those clothes down them, together with one of your other shirts – white like this one – preferably one that doesn’t look like it’s just come out of a packet.’

He did as she commanded. Took off his clothes and donned a bathrobe. He found a white shirt, crumpled it, and chucked it into a pile with last night’s stuff, then went in search of the laundry chute.

It took a while, but a process of elimination, which he preferred to think of as a process of deduction, led him to the corridor off the kitchen, the same one behind which Ayisha’s bedroom lay – he knew that for a fact now. There, on the wall, was a metal hatch. He pulled open the handle, dropped in his clothes, pushed the thing closed and thought of the memory hole from Nineteen Eighty-Four. Good film. He’d auditioned for the part of O’Brien. Lost out to some British actor.

He took a shower in the en suite of the second bedroom. Washed off the stench of last night. Brushed his teeth. The world contracted to that small room and its steam-misted mirror. Whatever was outside seemed extraneous. He was cut off from it; numb to it. It did what it did and would call him back in when it was ready for him. In the meantime he thought about Sweety, and he thought about himself: of his life without her. What was he supposed to do? How was he supposed to go on? What purpose did his life serve now?

The answers didn’t come. Certainly not in the minutes before the woman who called herself Miss Singh called out for him. Maybe they never would.

He dried off. Put on his pyjamas. Towelled his hair. Walked back to the kitchen.

‘You done with the shirt?’

‘What shirt?’ she said. ‘There is no shirt. There never was any shirt.’ She checked her watch. ‘We’re out of time. We need to inform the police. We can discuss what you’re going to tell them while we wait.

‘What do I dial? 911?’

‘No,’ she told him, ‘100 or 112, but I suggest we call neither. Do you know the concierge?’

Course he knew the concierge.

‘Sure. Austrian guy. His name’s Felix.’

‘Austrian?’

‘Yup.’

She shook her head. ‘A white face to give the place a touch of class.’

‘You know what they say. Good people, the Austrians, give or take the odd historical exception of course.’

‘Yes, probably the next best thing to the Swiss,’ she said. Tell him there’s been an incident in the apartment. Tell him to notify the police and inform them it’s a Code Black-1. Tell him he needs to provide discreet entry and access to this level. You understand?’

He understood, told her as much and then placed the call to the desk downstairs.

‘Felix? It’s George here. Abercrombie. Penthouse C.’

‘Mr Abercrombie. How may I be of service?’

‘Felix, there’s been an incident.’
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CHAPTER 14

Gemma

Oh Lord.

There must be another way. Something less exposing, less embarrassing, less frightening. Some way she might preserve her dignity and their relationship. Some way to get through this without laying bare the contents of her soul.

But there wasn’t.

The Lord, and the others whose voices broadcast in her head – her mom, her dad – were silent. Her stomach twisted tight like a sodden towel.

She showed him the video.

Watched him intently for any reaction. The colour drained from his face.

He chewed at his lip. Asked the same questions she had.

‘Who? Why?’

She fought down the nausea.

‘I… I need to know this isn’t you, Ash.’

It took him a moment to figure out what she was saying. He took a step back, as though blown off course by her words.

‘You think I have something to do with this?’

Numbness enveloped her like an out-of-body experience. She was suddenly helpless; witness to proceedings rather than active participant. She didn’t reply, didn’t know what to say or even what to think, just steeled herself for the storm of indignation that was surely coming.

‘Gemma, I… I understand what you’re saying. I can see why you would think that. No one else was there. Only you and me. No one should even have known we were in that hotel room. If the tables were turned, I might think the same – that you were out to blackmail me.’ He took her hand. ‘I can only tell you I’m not responsible for this…’

Nothing made sense.

He wasn’t shouting. He wasn’t indignant. Wasn’t swearing his innocence from the rooftops or hurling invective at her for even thinking such things. He was merely saying he wasn’t responsible. For a moment relief washed over her. But it was only for a moment, and then the black clouds closed in once more. What did it mean? Was he lying? Telling the truth? And why was he so fucking calm?

‘It may be my fault.’

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry, Gemma.’

Shit. Was he was going to end it? Was that why he hadn’t exploded? This was it. This was the end. She could feel it. He was going to dump her, tell her it was over, that he couldn’t afford a scandal. It felt like the world was opening at her feet, a black chasm about to swallow her. She braced herself for what was coming.

‘None of this is your fault, Gem. I’m sorry you’ve been caught up in it. This is the work of my enemies, trying to destroy me.’

The room spun. He wasn’t dumping her. He was saying something completely different. She tried to get her head around it. He was saying this was about him. His fault, not hers. That she was being used. Nothing but a pawn to get to him.

‘Who?’ she asked. ‘Muslims?’

He laughed at that. ‘No, my real enemies, the ones within the party; like Viral Patel or Hemant Shah. People who want my job, or want to keep me from running for the top job.’

‘Surely you can you find out who exactly? You can stop them, right?’

She felt his arm around her, the warmth and strength of him.

‘It’s okay, Gem. We’ll face this together. I promise you we’ll figure it out. I won’t let them come between me and my green-eyed girl.’

She’d bristled the first time he’d called her that. Wanted to punch him in the face and say she wasn’t his anything, but she hadn’t. Now, it felt reassuring. An affirmation.

‘You think you can find out who’s responsible?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But not immediately. I shall need to be subtle; and you may need to buy us some time.’

Her tears began to well up. ‘Ash, I don’t know what to do.’

He gave her hand a squeeze, then walked to the window. She held her breath as he gazed out at the empty sky and the hills in the distance and the silent chaos of the city down below.

‘Have they said what they want?’

‘Sweety’s MacBook and password.’

‘You can get them?’

She should tell him she already had the laptop. That it was right here in the apartment, in her bag, but then he might insist she hand it over. And why would someone blackmailing Ash want Sweety’s laptop anyway? Didn’t he find that odd? Too many questions to come clean just yet.

‘I guess, but it’s unethical.’

He walked back; took her hands in his.

‘You are right. You mustn’t agree to any of their demands yet. But, Gemma, we need to be prepared. This video. If it gets out. My life could be in danger. At the very least it would finish me. Finish us.’

There was fear in his tone. If he was scared, then they truly were in trouble.

‘There’s something else. I think Sweety might be about to fire me.’

‘What?’

‘She found out about us – you and me. Said I was making a grave mistake being with you. Told me to break things off.’

He shook his head and sighed. ‘She’s never liked me. Just because I’m not a damn liberal.’

She looked up at him, resigned to seeing this through. ‘She’s right though, isn’t she? You’re never going to leave your wife.’

He held her tight. ‘You know divorce would kill my career, and there is much I still need to do; so many people I can still help. Give me time, my love. Once my position is secure, I’ll leave Savitri. You know that. But right now, I can’t afford the scandal.’

She understood.

India for Indians – that’s what the party stood for, and he’d built a career on the back of that slogan. And by that they meant real Indians, not the liberals or the intellectuals or the grasping minorities. And those real Indians believed his talk of purity and traditional values and the rejection of the foreign things that weakened the noble spirit of the country. If they saw a video of him butt naked and knocking boots with some white girl from Ohio, then some of them might see fit to tie him to a tree or stick a tyre round his neck and set him on fire. This was India. They did democracy different here.

His phone buzzed. He stepped away, checked the screen, his expression changing; his gestures telegraphing the need to take the call but also that he’d be as quick as possible. Heart pounding, she left him in the lounge, walked through to the bedroom, stared out the window and tried to let it all sink in – not that it did – relief, elation, fear, trepidation, all there, all at once, all fizzing through her synapses like the result of too many espressos.

He wasn’t behind this.

And he wasn’t going to dump her.

He was going to stand by her.

Maybe he did love her? Maybe those words, tossed around in passion actually had meant something in the hard light of day. The thought was exhilarating. And if he loved her, then maybe there was a chance that, one day, he’d find a way, maybe an election or two from now, to leave India, to leave his wife.

For a moment, the fantasy took her: life with him, out in the open, no longer having to hide; the parties; the holidays; maybe even the big fat Indian wedding.

Christ, what was she smoking?

None of that was going to happen, even if he did love her. Not without divine intervention. Without that, the best she could do was to take it day to day, enjoy his affection for as long as it lasted, be it months or years. But not even that would happen if they didn’t get through this first.

‘We need to be prepared.’

Ash’s words played in her head.

She needed to get the password; and with it, access to the laptop. She needed to buy time for Ash to figure out who was behind this and then… well, that was best left to him.

She checked her phone. Still no response from Sweety. The woman must still be mad at her. Typical. All she’d done was tell her a few hard truths. Tough love, as Mom would say. But the rich and famous didn’t take kindly to that. They’d no need to. If they didn’t like the truth, they changed it, bought a new one and shot the messenger. Is that what was happening? Was Sweety already in the process of replacing her?

She should call. Sweety would have to pick up, wouldn’t she?

She pressed dial. The phone rang. She held her breath. A click and then the line went dead.

She stared at the phone, open-mouthed at the audacity of it. To not even take her call. It was… it was rude.

Well, that was just fine. It was better this way. If Sweety was going to fire her ass, then it made things simpler. She wouldn’t owe the woman anything. She could give away her password and her laptop and even her damn health records if it came to that, without her conscience being troubled, at least not too troubled. Because it wasn’t betrayal if you’d been betrayed first.

It was revenge.
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CHAPTER 15

George

Twenty minutes. That’s what it took.

No flashing lights, no sirens, just the ring of the bell and the rap on the door. He knew the story by now. Knew what he had to say, and what not to. Miss Singh had been clear on the latter. Drummed it into him and then left, two minutes before the knock on the door as though she knew exactly when they’d turn up.

‘You’re leaving?’

She’d looked at him as though he were a child on his first morning of preschool.

‘I have to, George. You know the police can’t find me here. If they so much as suspect you’ve had someone assisting you, they’ll think the worst.’

Sure, if he’d been thinking straight, he’d certainly have known that, but the whole morning hadn’t really been conducive to thinking straight. His wife was dead and the police were on their way and now his fixer was walking out the door.

‘You can’t just go,’ he’d told her. He needed her there. He really did.

‘You can handle this, Mr Abercrombie. Just stick to what we prepared.’

Yes. She was right. He could handle this. He knew that, though maybe his face hadn’t got the memo, because she’d reached into her bag and pulled out a slip of paper and handed it to him. A cell number on it and nothing else.

‘You can call me on this number, but only if it’s an absolute emergency.’

And then she’d left him in the lounge and two minutes later the doorbell had rung.

The bell chimed again. The hand thumped louder.

He got up and made for the hallway, adjusting his face as he went: horror; wretched, hollowed-out bewildered horror. And to be honest it wasn’t at all hard. It was how he’d felt when he’d first found Sweety’s body.

He opened the door. Before him stood a short, moustachioed guy, greying at the temples, who looked like he’d just run through a hedge at speed.

‘Are you the police?’

The man gave him a nod.

‘I am the police.’ A bead of sweat fell from the side of his head onto a half-sleeve shirt made from some fabric that looked both flammable and an abomination against nature. ‘Detective Inspector Vikram Gill. At your service, sir.’ He held up an ID card with a picture of himself sporting the same shirt and tired expression as he now wore in the flesh, then turned and revealed a younger, leaner man standing behind him.

‘And this is Detective Constable Patel.’

Patel looked fresh and keen and gaunt, like he could do with a few burgers, even if they were the vegetarian sort.

Detective Inspector Gill shuffled on the balls of his feet.

‘May we come in?’

George stood aside, holding the door open, peering over their shoulders as they passed just in case there were any more small Indian detectives lurking in the lobby like Russian dolls. There weren’t, not as far as he could see, not unless they were hiding in the elevator.

He closed the door, turned to find the younger one, Patel, standing too close and staring at him like he was the last cookie on the plate.

‘Sanjay!’ Gill called out. ‘Give space to Mr Abercrombie.’ He turned to George. ‘Please forgive. He never before has seen a film star, not so close. Now please, what is the trouble?’

He took a breath.

‘My wife’s been murdered.’

Gill blinked. Patel let out a whistle and said something in Hindi or Marathi or whatever. Gill silenced him with a hand and then turned back.

‘She is here?’

He took them through to the bedroom, showed them the scene. Patel hovered by the door. Gill knelt down beside the bed, peered at Sweety’s body, then touched the skin on her neck. He turned.

‘You found her?’

‘Yes.’

‘When?’

‘I don’t know. Thirty minutes ago? Just before I called the concierge.’

Gill checked his watch. ‘You did not sleep in the apartment?’

He took another breath. This is where it got awkward.

‘I got home late last night. Had a bit too much to drink. I slept on the couch in the lounge. I only came in here this morning when I woke up.’

Gill’s eyes narrowed. ‘I see. You have servants?’

‘A maid.’

‘She is here?’

‘She’s in town, running an errand. She doesn’t know.’

Gill nodded as though he understood, or maybe like he’d heard it all before.

‘What she knows remains to be seen. We will question her. In the meantime we need to call in the forensic team.’

He fired off another foreign command to his subordinate who nodded and strode from the room.

‘Mr Abercrombie.’ Gill gave him an unblinking, uncompromising stare. ‘You have my condolences upon your loss. You are no doubt deeply affected by this, this occurrence, but you must understand that it is my duty to request of you some informations which may be pertinent to the matter.’

‘You want to ask me some questions?’

‘Precisely. Maybe we could adjourn to another room?’

He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Christ, man. Can’t it wait? I’ve just found my wife murdered in our bed. I’m not exactly at my best.’

Gill gave one of those ambiguous Indian nods.

‘Of course. It is understandable. However, with these matters, sooner is the better. The more you are able to tell us, the faster we may catch the miscreant responsible. You do wish to help us, no?’

He wished to help. Of course he did. It’s just that he couldn’t actually recall that much. And then there was the matter of his blood-soaked shirt.

He shook his head. No. There was no shirt. Not any more.

‘Mr Abercrombie?’

He focused. The detective was looking at him. Pull yourself together, Abercrombie.

‘Fine.’

He led the way toward the lounge. Gill sniffed at the air like a rodent searching for the scent of a threat. Who knew what the guy hoped to smell – the scent of the killer? Well, George couldn’t smell anything. He pulled open the double doors to the lounge, considered pouring himself a drink – just a sharpener – then thought better of it and pointed Gill to a sofa. The little man didn’t seem to notice.

‘Waah, what a view, sir! Most magnificent!’

‘It is.’ He made a gesture of agreement and took a seat.

Gill grinned and did a three-sixty turn like Julie Andrews up a mountain in Austria, then seemed to remember the circumstances under which he was standing there. His expression changed. He took a seat not far from George and brought out a little notebook and a stub of a pencil.

‘Mr Abercrombie, please, in as much detail as you can, tell me everything that occurred from when you last saw your wife alive until the most tragic discovery this morning.’

So he told him: about the BBC; about Sweety having to go out; about his own last-minute plans with Jonny Shroff and Cyrus Spoonwalla, though only in high-level terms and with no mention of the wrap of coke Cyrus had pulled from his sock at some point. He told him about Venky driving him home and Amit bringing him up to the apartment. He told him about waking on the sofa and finding his wife dead in bed. ‘And that’s when I called you, or rather when I called Felix downstairs, and he called you.’

Gill listened, fingers steepled in front of his chin like an Oxford don, occasionally dropping them to scribble some words in his notebook.

‘And did you tell the concierge about your wife’s condition?’

Condition. He made it sound like Sweety was in bed with flu rather than dead.

‘I didn’t mention anything about her. Didn’t think he needed to know.’

‘Oh, quite right, sir. No need to know. No need at all.’ He scratched at his cheek. ‘Though now I am wondering one thing.’

The room felt suddenly too hot.

‘What’s that, Inspector?’

Gill stared into the middle distance.

‘I am wondering, how did the concierge know to call us?’

‘I’m sorry?’ Was he missing something? Was the inspector stupid? ‘I asked him to call the police.’

‘Yes, but he did not just call the police. He called and reported a Code Black-1. That is a police term for the most serious affair, one requiring a senior response. That is why I and Patel are here rather than some constable from the nearest thana.’

Why did he get the sense that he’d just walked into a bear trap?

‘I’m not sure I follow.’

Gill inhaled. ‘I suppose I am asking how the concierge knew that the matter was serious and also the correct terminology to use.’

Sweat trickled down his back. This wasn’t a question Miss Singh had prepped him for, and yet, looking back, wasn’t it fucking obvious they’d want to know this? But then hindsight was a beautiful thing. Words came to him, though whether they were plausible was another matter.

‘He knew it was a Code Black-1 because I told him.’

Gill arched an eyebrow. ‘You? And how you are coming to know such terminology?’

Because a woman I’ve never met before, sent by my agent to sort things out, but who really hasn’t sorted anything, told me so half an hour ago.

‘Because Sweety told me. Her security has always been a big deal. She got some consultant in, big guy, to give her advice on safety – what to do in a kidnap scenario, all that stuff. He told her that if she ever needed the police – the big boys like you – then she should mention Code Black-1.’

Gill nodded; gave him a look which was less acceptance of his explanation and more like a stay of execution.

‘You like living here, Mr Abercrombie?’

What sort of a question was that? Where was the detective going with this? His wife was lying dead in the next room and this guy was asking him his views on Mumbai.

‘It’s an interesting place. Certainly vibrant.’ That much was true. Life here felt like living without the training wheels – not for beginners, as the millennials and Gen Zs said. Everything was more visceral. You were closer to life. And to death. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand the point of the question.’

Gill gave him a weak smile.

‘Apologies, I am meaning, living here in this building. The Pinnacle.’

‘I still don’t –’

‘Let me explain please, Mr Abercrombie. This is one of the most highly secure buildings in Mumbai. No one obtains ingress without appropriate clearance. It would seem to me highly unlikely that someone managed to gain access to the building and to your apartment without such clearances.’

But it was possible! He’d seen it done once this morning already.

Gill was talking again.

‘So I am wondering, sir, exactly how someone has managed to access an apartment in one of the securest buildings in the city and killed your wife without you or anyone else noticing?’

There was something in Gill’s tone of voice. Steel couched in the velvet of please and thank you and sir. Sweat prickled the back of neck. Shit. Was it visible on his face? Jeez, did he look guilty? He felt guilty – like that time he’d been stopped for speeding in Malibu and they’d breathalysed him. He hadn’t touched a drop, but still felt guilty as hell.

‘Mr Abercrombie?’

He snapped out of his reminiscence.

‘I don’t know,’ he said, because there was little else he could say.

Gill made a note in his book.

‘I am thinking, sir, whoever has murdered Mrs Abercrombie is being known to her, and maybe to yourself also? Have you any notion as to who might have done this?’

His mind went back to the shirt. His shirt. Covered with her blood. No. That wasn’t possible. He gave a sigh.

‘Our servant, Amit. The guy who brought me home last night. When I woke this morning the money from my wallet was missing.’

‘You say you were drunk last night. Is it possible you spent the money in your wallet?’

He hadn’t thought of that. Sure, it was possible… he guessed.

‘I think some of Sweety’s jewellery is missing. The stuff she was wearing last night – necklace, earrings.’

Gill’s face was unreadable.

He called out to Patel, words in Hindi which was either an order to find the manservant as soon as possible or to prepare a cell for an American actor who’d probably just killed his wife.
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Hazmat-suited officers crawled over their home like spider mites on a leaf. The shock had worn off. He was numb to it now. Numb to it all – the comings and the goings, the questions, the intrusions into his private life. He just sat there stupefied, on a chair in the corner of the lounge as they forensically dissected his apartment and the world went mad around him.

‘Scene-of-crime officers, Mr Abercrombie,’ that’s what Detective Inspector Gill had told him. He knew that already. Seen enough of them, or rather their film and TV facsimiles: faceless, line-less extras working for minimum wage. The real ones talked a lot more. That was a surprise. A constant back and forth between them in English and Hindi as they went through the place like a tsunami of white plastic, finding, bagging, boxing, everything – from Sweety’s hairbrush to things that they picked up with tweezers and which he couldn’t even see.

One other guy, too. A man who looked about fifteen and nervous. The pathologist by all accounts, though unless he’d been studying the subject from kindergarten, he didn’t see how that was possible. He’d examined his wife and pronounced time of death. Somewhere between midnight and 2 a.m., apparently.

‘Who was here between midnight and 2 a.m., Mr Abercrombie?’

Gill’s question had bored into him. Who? Apart from him, Sweety, Ayisha in her room and Amit, no one.

‘Mr Abercrombie?’

Gill was standing in front of him now, though George had no idea of when he’d walked over or how long he’d been standing there.

‘Do you happen to know where your wife’s cell phone might be residing?’

It might be residing on the moon for all he knew, but he couldn’t say so. Miss Singh had been explicit about that. ‘Do not tell them you know it’s missing. It will make them suspicious. A husband’s first reaction on discovering his wife’s corpse is generally not to enquire as to the whereabouts of her phone. You need to act surprised.’

He did just that; gave the man a look of confusion that was, if not Oscar level, then at least worthy of a daytime Emmy.

‘It’s not here?’

Gill examined his face like a high school head trying to divine the truth from a troublesome student.

‘No, Mr Abercrombie, it does not appear to be.’

George gave him a shrug of the shoulders and a raising of the palms.

‘I don’t know what to tell you. With everything that’s happened, I hadn’t considered it. But it makes sense. Maybe Amit took it along with the jewellery. You want me to call it?’

Gill shook his head. ‘No, sir, though I would like you to provide me with the number.’

He rattled off the digits. Didn’t even need to check his phone. Reciting them hurt – a sting he hadn’t anticipated. He didn’t know why exactly. How long would that number stay in his brain? A year? Two? Forever? And if and when a day came when he could no longer remember it, how would he feel then?

Gill turned and shouted the numbers at Patel. ‘Find it. Locate last ping and triangulate. And run the IMEI.’ He turned back to George. ‘Do you know which network she was using?’

He tried to recall. Probably the same network that he was on. Couldn’t be sure, though. Gemma had organised the phones.

‘Airtel, I think. Does it matter?’

Gill looked at him deadpan. ‘Indeed it matters, Mr Abercrombie. Very much so. I could explain how and why, but… maybe that is a conversation for another time. Now though I am afraid I must ask you about another matter. Bleach.’

The hairs on his neck seemed to flicker.

‘What about it?’

‘If you don’t mind me saying, when I entered the apartment this morning, I detected most clearly, its scent – sodium hypochlorite – I believe. I have since tried to locate its source, without success, though it was strongest around the drain in the kitchen sink…’

‘Is there a question there?’

‘I am wondering why there is such a strong smell there.’

He gave a shrug. ‘I don’t know. Maybe the thing was clogged. Maybe the maid was trying to unblock it?’

Gill made a show of considering it. ‘Yes, you are probably correct. I suppose we will just need to ask this when we question her.’

His stomach lurched. Fuck. He should’ve left the maid out of it. Told the detective he’d done it himself. Now Ayisha would come back and tell Gill she’d poured absolutely nothing down the sink, and then what? Fuck’s sake, what’s wrong with you, Abercrombie? Calm the fuck down. So the maid would say she hadn’t poured bleach down the sink. What did that prove? The square root of fuck all. The shirt was gone. Not a shred of it left. And it wasn’t a crime to pour bleach down the sink.

‘Is there anything else?’ he asked.

Gill scratched at the stubble on his cheek. ‘Not for the moment. But, sir, I would ask that you do not leave the building for now.’
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Chapter 16

Gemma

She pulled the door closed behind her, leaving sanctuary for shark-infested waters.

The bag felt suddenly heavy on her shoulder. As though weighed down with guilt.

The elevator this time; not the stairs. Only three floors, but if George or anyone else was waiting outside the stairwell, they might wonder what the hell she’d been doing in there.

Ash’s spare key card. It was in her bag. She took it and held it against the black glass panel beside the elevator. The screen came to life – asked her for a floor number. She pressed for Sweety’s penthouse floor and twenty seconds later the doors opened. She stepped in, checked her hair in the mirror as the doors closed behind her and the thing began to whisk her upwards.

The elevator opened to chaos. White sheeting in the foyer; voices in the corridor; khaki-clad cops at a doorway. Figures in face masks and forensic suits trudging past with bags and boxes like survivors of a nuclear apocalypse.

What the hell was going on? Was this even the right floor?

Yes. Yes it was. That was definitely the door to the Aroras’ apartment down the corridor, and that open door, the one with the cops beside it, was definitely the one to Sweety and George’s place. And suddenly all thought of what she might say to Sweety – and what she needed to do to get the computer password – evaporated.

One of the cops spotted her, met her halfway with an arm raised and a hand held out.

‘Sorry, ma’am, no entry.’

She peered past him into the hallway of the apartment.

‘What’s happening? Sweety? George!’

She tried to barge past him, telling him that she had every right to be in there. The use of English and an entitled swagger generally got you past the local cops. Rich Indians did it every day. Hell, she’d even done it herself a couple of times. This cop, though, wasn’t cowed. He just stood his ground, a pillar of stone blocking her path.

Maybe she should try again, speak louder, use bigger words, look more pissed. She considered it, tried building up the requisite umbrage, but then spotted movement in the hallway.

George?

‘George!’

And soon he was coming down the hall toward her.

Shit, he looked awful. Like he’d been an all-nighter with Dean Martin and Richard Burton, or a Vegas funeral. All red eyes and oatmeal skin and greying, old-man stubble. He pushed past the cop and stood in front of her like a refugee from a war zone.

‘Gem.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Not really.’

‘What’s happened?’

He didn’t answer so she talked into the silence.

‘Where’s Sweety?’

His mouth twitched. The focus seemed to come back into his eyes.

‘You better come in.’

She tried to follow him in but the cop didn’t budge.

‘George,’ she said, ‘you need to speak to this guy.’

‘That’s my wife’s PA,’ he said. ‘I need to speak to her, and your boss will probably want a word with her too.’

The foyer suddenly felt hot. Like a thousand degrees hot.

Why would they want to speak to her?

Did they know about the recording? About the blackmail?

Is that why the place was crawling with cops?

But that made no sense. The cops didn’t send in the CSI types to deal with a blackmail case. So what then?

Finally the guy stood aside. She followed George in a daze, into the apartment, past the doors to the bedrooms and on to the lounge and its almost 360-degree view. He stopped and looked out of the windows and she spoke to his back.

‘George, what the hell’s going on?’

When he turned, he looked worse than ever; a shell of the guy who appeared in movies and on magazine covers.

‘It’s Sweety. She’s dead.’

For the longest moment she just looked at him, the words stubbornly refusing to register in her brain. And then she felt as though her legs were matchsticks, as though they might give way at any second. She made it to the table, sought the support of a chair back, holding it tight.

Sweety. Dead.

No. She couldn’t believe it. Wouldn’t believe it. How long had it been – mere hours – since the woman had basically told her to go fuck herself, given her that steely-eyed look, gotten out of the car, and walked through the doors of the lobby downstairs. And now she was supposed to be dead? No way. It was impossible. This was a joke, a sick one, but a joke nonetheless. George’s idea probably.

But the police were here, pulling the place apart, and there was George, looking like he’d been hit with a five iron. She felt the tears well up. Poor, poor Sweety. She couldn’t die. She was too big, too famous, too loved for that.

George was walking over now, sitting down on a chair beside her.

Something, maybe muscle memory, maybe a whisper of the past, made her reach for his hand.

‘What happened?’

A shrug and slump of the shoulders.

‘I slept on the couch. Went into the bedroom this morning and found her there…’ He looked up at her. His eyes were bloodshot. ‘Someone killed her, Gem.’

Shit.

This wasn’t happening. It was a dream, a nightmare, a drug-induced hallucination – something she would wake from in a cold sweat and swear she’d never do again and then the world would go on as normal. No naked video, no blackmail, no dead Sweety.

But it was happening, wasn’t it?

It was real. It was happening, right there in real time and glorious technicolour. It was planes flying into the Twin Towers; it was the president winning the election. It was the end of her life as she knew it and the beginning of something far worse. The truth seeped into her like blood spilled on carpet, its ramifications paralysing, its finality unalterable.

‘Who?’

A shake of the head.

‘Amit,’ he said. ‘That piece of shit. After everything we did for him.’

‘Amit?’

Jeezus. That was nuts. Yes, he was a snake, a greasy low-life slimeball and a perv to boot, but a killer?

‘Why would he do that?’

Another shrug.

‘Money, I guess. Cash in my wallet’s gone. Some of Sweety’s jewellery too – the earrings and the necklace she was wearing last night. And her phone and laptop.’

She shivered, like somebody had just walked over her grave. The laptop, well, George wasn’t to know she had it. Probably best to keep it that way.

She took a seat on the chair next to him and hugged herself. She wanted to mourn.

That time, that first ever time she’d met her, on location for that God-awful film George had done in Vienna. In that cafe, George being particularly tetchy, even by his ridiculous standards – demanding his coffee be made warmer, no, warmer still, to the way he liked it. For goodness’ sake, George, it was Vienna, city of the damn coffee house. Let ’em make it the way they damn well please. You might even get to appreciate it. And then Sweety’d walked in and the man changed. Was it coincidence or planning that she’d entered when she did? Sweety would have said it was kismet. It didn’t matter. George was suddenly all sweetness and light; a gentleman. If he’d had a coat or a cape, he’d have laid it over a puddle for her. Not the first woman he’d taken a shine to. God, remember that Emily whatever-her-name-was, the one with the temper? Jeez, he’d liked her. But unlike Emily and the others, Sweety had spent as much time talking to her as she had to George. She’d treated her as a person, not just George’s hired help. She’d always treated her well. Right up until last night.

She needed to mourn. Sweety and George had been her whole world. Twin stars around which she was trapped in orbit; twin divinities that required her devotion from the rising of the sun to its going down and then some. And now Sweety, that most bright of lights, was gone, extinguished, and all she wanted to do was find a bed, curl up in a ball and cry.

But that couldn’t happen.

Because there was a knife still at her throat.

She could fall to pieces later. Right now she needed that laptop password.

‘I should cancel Sweety’s appointments. I can come up with some excuse. No need for anyone to know anything yet.’

He didn’t seem to hear her.

‘George.’

‘Hmm?’ From wherever he was, he snapped back to the present. ‘Yeah, okay, that’s, that’s sensible. Thanks. And call Ayisha. Tell her she won’t be needed till further notice.’

‘I’ll need Sweety’s diary.’ He looked at her as though she’d asked him for the lost plays of Aeschylus. ‘It’ll be in her office.’

‘Fine.’

‘I’ll also draft a statement you can release to the media and put out on the socials. And then there’s her parents. You want me to speak to them?’

Mention of her family seemed to hit him like a dose of smelling salts.

‘No. I should do that.’

‘Okay. And you wouldn’t know Sweety’s password, would you?’

Silence.

‘George?’

He shook his head. ‘No idea. And anyway, her laptop’s gone. That fucker Amit has probably pawned it already.’

Automatically she clutched at her bag. No, George. Whatever else Amit might have done, he hadn’t pawned the laptop.

‘What am I doing to do, Gem?’

Mourn your wife, she could have told him. Realise this is bigger than you. Instead, she gave his hand a squeeze, then stood and headed for the hall.

The cops were all over the apartment like ants on candy, the forensic team focused on the main bedroom. She waited, loitering on the threshold, her throat dry. How long did she have left? Twenty minutes? Thirty maybe?

She waited till no one was looking, then slipped past, down the hall and into the second bedroom, the one Sweety and George used as their office.

The room was a dichotomy, split down the middle, identical desks and chairs under identical windows, hand-crafted bookcases lining walls on either side. But while Sweety’s half could have graced the pages of Vanity Fair, George’s looked like it might have been slept in by a tramp.

She made for Sweety’s desk with its empty in-tray, its slimline monitor, keyboard and mouse set just so and missing only the laptop that it all plugged into. There was never going to be a Post-it with the password stuck to a corner of the screen – not in a million years, not unless it matched the decor – but maybe it was hidden somewhere?

The desk drawers. She took a seat, pulled at the topmost and it slid open like the runners were buttered. The interior was almost as ordered as the desktop. A Mont Blanc pen case, three pencils all sharpened to a point, two spiral-bound notebooks and, beneath them, Sweety’s daily diary.

She picked up the notebooks, opened the first, scanned Sweety’s looping, curiously dated handwriting setting out ideas, thoughts, reminders. She skimmed through the pages, looking for – what exactly? – the words ‘computer password’ written in block capitals and highlighted? No. So what then? Odd words? Combinations of letters and numbers? Needle-in-a-haystack stuff, assuming the needle was even in there to begin with.

She didn’t write down her own laptop password, so why should Sweety? But then she used her computer every day while Sweety, as far as she could tell, hardly ever picked hers up. She didn’t need to. That’s what she had Gemma for. So there was a chance, however remote, that she’d write it down.

She kept going, checking every line, every page, and moving fast, conscious that at any moment the door might open and the police would walk in and ask her what the hell she was doing. And then her heart leapt. There, near the back, untitled and written in blue and black ink, a list. Strings of characters: letters and numbers and symbols. She looked at them closely; the letters came first and were always the same: ‘Coffee’, less a beverage choice, she imagined, than a reference to Sweety’s first major film, or at least the one that made her famous, Coffee aur Confession. She’d starred opposite Chunky Malhotra. Gemma’d never watched it, but she knew what it meant to Sweety’s legions of fans. You couldn’t go two days without hearing the title track played on the TV or radio.

After ‘Coffee’ an asterisk, and then a series of numbers, all random. There were nine in all, none of them with any reference to what they might unlock. Websites? Bank accounts? A cipher for ancient Sumerian texts?

She took out her phone, brought up the camera and took a snapshot of the page.

Behind her, the door creaked.

Her breath caught in her throat.

A cough.

‘May I ask who you are and what you are doing in here, miss?’

She set her face. An expression of quotidian innocence, she hoped, though she’d settle for anything that didn’t make her look guilty as hell. In one motion, she closed the notebook and swivelled round in the chair, coming face-to-face with a short, greying Indian man, dressed like he might be a fruit vendor. If he was a cop, he looked like he’d given up all hope of promotion.

‘Gemma Cairns. I’m Ms Sahota’s PA. George, that is, Mr Abercrombie, told me what happened. He asked me to deal with a few things.’

He looked unimpressed by her answer.

‘This is a crime scene. You should not be in here.’

She shrugged.

‘George told me it was okay.’

The man gave a slow, tired nod as though he was used to such things, as though this wasn’t the first time some rich bastard decided the rules didn’t apply.

‘I am afraid it is not.’ He looked her up and down. ‘My name is Detective Inspector Gill. I would be grateful if you would come with me.’

Didn’t sound like she had much of a choice, but she had to try.

‘I have a lot of work to do.’

He gave her a stare that seemed to chill the room.

‘This is a murder investigation,’ he said softly. ‘If you do not comply with my request, I shall arrest you.’

And suddenly going with him didn’t seem such a bad idea after all.

She picked up her bag and followed him on suddenly unsteady legs, into the hallway, out the front door and back into the lobby. The cop pressed a card against the elevator panel.

‘Where are we going?’

He turned to her. ‘I believe there is a restaurant on the twenty-second floor. I thought we might have a little chat.’
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CHAPTER 17

Amit

His throat throbbed. He would soon have a nice bruise to show off, the imprints of where that ox, Gullu’s fingers had gripped him, all outlined in blue and black, the sort of Dharavi necklace he’d once seen on the body of a dead prostitute. At least he was still breathing – for now anyway.

Gullu had let go of his neck, which was good of him, but compensated by gripping his bicep between the fingers of an iron fist, ‘just so you don’t get lost, Amit bhai’. Chance would have been a fine thing. They were jammed in so tight now that Houdini himself would have suffocated trying to get out of the carriage, assuming he managed to first free himself from the manacle that was Gullu’s right hand of course. What did the man eat for breakfast? Bicycles?

He had tried explaining, tried telling the big oaf that he was going to talk to Fat Moeez, explain everything, only his sister had fallen ill and he needed to go see her – and it was perfectly possible, one of his sisters could most definitely have fallen ill – and anyway, a little emotional buttering couldn’t hurt, for didn’t Gullu have a sister himself and of whom he was apparently quite protective? Drugstore Prashant – the one with the eczema – said so. Hard to believe the man who spent his days carving second smiles onto the faces of unfortunate wretches was a family man at heart. In turn, Gullu had told him to shut his mouth because it was ‘far too hot in here to have to listen to your cowshit stories, Amit’.

He wondered what time it was. Not that it really mattered. Any hope he had of quitting the city before the police began looking for him was probably gone, but right now the police didn’t matter. Only Gullu mattered; Gullu and Fat Moeez.

With his free hand, Gullu took out his phone and called.

‘Tell the boss I’ve found him… hã… I know, quite a surprise… trying to run like a mouse, the fucker… hã?’

He turned to Amit. ‘You get what the boss wanted?’

‘It wasn’t there.’

Gullu relayed the information to whoever was on the other end, Nadeem, probably, or maybe Moose, one of his flunkeys anyway, then nodded at the reply.

‘… ji… okay.’

His lips thinned. He hung up and looked at Amit the way one does at a goat in the market about to have its throat cut.

The train began to slow once more, wheezing to a stop, though at which station exactly, he had no clue, seeing as he was stuck in the dead centre of the compartment, pinned between Gullu, the metal pole of the handrail and the sweating flesh of a dozen other passengers; as far from windows and oxygen as Mumbai was to Kashmir. Still, he would find out quickly enough no doubt, just as soon as Gullu dragged him off. The pressure around him slackened as commuters spilled out of the carriage. Gullu though just stood there, unmoving like the Qutub Minar.

‘We aren’t getting off?’

Gullu didn’t even deign to look at him.

‘Not yet.’

‘We aren’t going to see Fat Moeez?’

‘Got a job to do first. But don’t worry, Amit bhai, you won’t miss your date with the boss.’

He wasn’t worried. Absolutely not. In fact the opposite. Gullu, whether by chance or by design, was offering him a stay of execution; more than that, he was offering him an escape route, assuming Amit was smart enough to avail himself of the opportunity, and if there was one thing he would bet on – actually there were a good many things he would happily bet on – but really, if there was one thing more than any other, it was that he was smart enough to pull one over on that shit for brains Gullu any day of the damn bastard week.

One thing he didn’t understand though.

‘Hey, Gullu. Why are you on the train? I thought you had a Suzuki.’

The expanse of Gullu’s chest quivered.

‘Broken. No start. Kicked it a few times, it made one noise and then the damn thing died. Poori kharaab.’

Great. The one time he needed to get out of town fast was the day Gullu had seen fit to kick his own motorbike to death and needed to take the train. Haaye Ram. His father would have said it was his fate on account of the bad stars he had been born under. Well, fuck his father and fuck the stars.

The stations came and went. Passengers entered and exited. Gullu stood there throughout, still pinning him in place, still with his fingers squeezing his upper arm as though it were the neck of a chicken he was taking home for dinner. It didn’t matter. At some point even the pain stopped registering in his brain. What mattered now was to think; to bide his time; to lull Gullu to the point of complacency and then hit the eunuch bastard thaash on his bald head and get the bloody hell away from him.

He was lost in such fantasies when Gullu finally released his arm, instead grabbing his shoulder.

‘Okay, Amit bhai, time to get off.’

The train slowed. Gullu made for the exit, pulling him along in his wake as though he were a child. The passengers seemed to part for Gullu in a way they never did for him. He always had to fight and push and plead to get through, but then wasn’t that just the story of his life?

He recognised the platform even before he saw the rusting yellow sign with its black letters. Mankhurd. Shit. Bloody bastard Mankhurd, where the city seemed to have shrugged and stopped trying; where the skyscrapers gave way to scrapyards and tin shacks; where the concrete ran out and the road remained unfinished and where everyone attempted to escape from as soon as they could, even the rats. It smelled of diesel and burnt plastic and was home to a woman to whom he owed money and who hated his guts, though in truth, that could also be said for at least several other parts of town. But, there was a bright side to Mankhurd, he supposed. It was damn close to the bridge across Thane Creek. If he could give Gullu the slip and get across the bridge, he’d be pretty much out of Mumbai and Fat Moeez wouldn’t have a hope of finding him. The police, of course, they were a different matter, but even there, his chances of evasion were higher outside the city than in it.

The road around the station was the usual hungama of auto-rick and Uber stands, of vape kiosks, SIM shops and fast-food joints.

A few steps on sat a chai stall, the Lucky Tea and Snacks Emporium, a shack with four tables and a kerosene stove. By the entrance sat a dadu and a radio playing some old-is-gold Kishore Kumar song from before he was born: of love and torment and the extravagant lengths Kishore would venture to obtain the former and banish the latter. Still, the place presented an opportunity, and he could handle the music if it made getting away from Gullu easier.

‘Chai, Gullu? I’ll pay.’

The goondah stared back as though the question was as much philosophical as practical. He checked his watch.

‘Go on then, Amit bhai. Decent of you.’

‘No problem,’ he said, as Gullu yanked him forward toward the tea stall, and the grip on his shoulder suddenly felt lighter.

He waited for Gullu to sit, then took a place on the bench on the other side of the table, its Formica top cracked and pitted like crocodile leather. He gestured to the dadu, a scrawny old bird in a half-shirt, fraying trousers and sandals with soles worn down to nothing.

‘Dō chai.’

The man nodded, and with the practised rhythm of a lifetime, lifted an old steel kettle from its perch atop a blackened stove and poured steaming chai the colour of red clay into two cloudy glasses.

Gullu watched the dadu and Amit watched Gullu.

‘Something to eat, Gullu bhai? Vada pav? Bhajiya?’

Gullu shook his head, but he wasn’t about to give up that easily.

‘Suit yourself but I’m starving. Haven’t had a thing to eat since last night.’

He gestured to the dadu once more, stuck two fingers in the air and ordered a couple of vada pav. One for each of them.

Gullu tutted. ‘I told you, I don’t want any.’

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll have both.’

The vada pav arrived with the tea, and he made sure to push one in Gullu’s direction, then picked up his glass and sipped slowly. Chai was a funny thing. Hot, sweet, cardamom-infused and so thick that it coated your lips. He had drunk so much of it that these days he hardly registered the taste. So many stalls, so many street corners. So much of his life spent drinking and waiting: for employers, for acquaintances, for women, for the gods to offer him his big chance. All gone now. Indeed, the odds of him surviving long enough to enjoy another cup were fast diminishing.

He shook his head. What sort of thinking was that? That was his father talking, not him. If one’s fate was preordained, he would never have left his village in Kashmir, in the foothills of the Himalayas, he would never have come to Mumbai and he would never have met Fat Moeez or a star like Sweety Sahota or her American husband. He had done all that – him! – with the help of the gods no doubt, but the fact remained, it was his life and he could change the outcome by his actions, at least some of the time, so no, he was not dead yet, and that meant he still had a chance.

He took a bite of pav and considered his next move.

‘How’s life, Gullu bhai? You still playing tanni? Are the cards being kind?’

Gullu gave him a dirty look and reached for the other pav. ‘I wish. Fucking Chintu, chooth bastard. I swear he rigs the deck. One day I’ll catch him at it and make him pay. Give him a shave he won’t forget.’

Amit arched an eyebrow. ‘Shit, brother, you still play there? All of Chintu’s decks are marked. Check the corners. The aces all have a small vertical crease; the kings a diagonal. It’s a small thing, but it’s there.’

Gullu looked at him like a man who’d just had the wonders of the universe explained to him by a guru.

‘Is that true?’

He didn’t actually know. It was perfectly possible though. It may not have been exactly honourable, throwing Chintu into the fire like that, but to be fair, the man was an arrogant son of a bitch who liked to beat his own wife. People called him Chintu Battery, on account of his short fuse and willingness to beat her with whatever was closest to hand – so quite frankly Chintu deserved a beating himself. No, Amit had no qualms about it.

‘Check for yourself next time.’

Gullu slammed a slab of a fist down on the Formica, sending a quake the length of the table.

‘I knew it! Cheating son of a pig!’

Amit sipped his tea as Gullu expounded on the precise manner in which he wished to exact his revenge and extract his cash from Chintu’s no-good, money-grabbing fingers.

‘Whatever you do, just make sure I’m there to watch.’

Gullu looked at him and shrugged. ‘Well, that depends on whether you’re still with us, Amit bhai, or if Fat Moeez has sent you on the journey to your next life.’

He felt a sudden rush of heat – to his head, his neck, his sodden armpits. Bloody bastard, Gullu, sitting there, telling him his life was over while drinking his tea and eating his bloody vada pav that he’d bloody paid for.

He forced a laugh. ‘Oh, don’t worry, brother. The thing with Moeez, I’ll sort it. The people I work for – Sweety ma’am, George sahib – they’re fat goats. The fattest. Moeez knows that. He knows how much milk I can extract for him.’

It was a lie of course. He wouldn’t be extracting any more milk from them, not for Moeez, not for himself, but Gullu didn’t need to know that.

The big man shook his head. ‘Amit bhai, you think you know the boss? Fat Moeez is not some small-small guy, interested in little things. He drives a Mercedes and wears Italian shoes. He doesn’t need your goat’s milk when he can buy the dairy.’

‘Na, bhai,’ he said, affecting the air of one who knows more than they’re letting on. ‘Trust me on this.’

Gullu gave a snort and stuffed the rest of his pav into his big ugly face.

‘What did Moeez want from you, anyway?’

He shrugged. He could tell Gullu – all about Moeez’s orders; about Sweety ma’am and the computer. There was probably no harm in it now, but why venture the truth when a lie would do just as well? Better, in fact, if he calibrated it to Gullu’s foibles.

‘Nude photos of Sweety. I couldn’t find them. I think she keeps them in a safe.’

Gullu leaned in. For the first time he looked at Amit with what seemed a degree of respect.

‘So what’s she like, Sweety Sahota?’

And there it was.

The question he’d been waiting for. The one they all asked sooner or later.

‘Arré, Gullu, the woman is a goddess. Everything about her is beautiful: face, arse, perfume. And she’s friendly too. Down to earth. Not like some of them with their noses in the air. She talks kindly to everyone: servants, drivers. I tell you, if she was here now, she’d happily sit and chat with us.’

Gullu’s eyes lit up like a child confronted with chocolate.

‘Really?’

‘Really. And a guy like you, brother? I tell you, she likes muscles. Remember when she was dating Chunky Malhotra after they starred in Rickshaw-Wallah Cupid? Remember that? Ooof, what a film!’ He flexed what biceps he had, doing even by his own estimation the worst impression of Chunky Malhotra the world had ever seen.

Gullu sat back. ‘Bullshit, Amit bhai. I know your game.’

That might have been so, but Gullu still gave him the first benevolent smile of the day.

‘Fine,’ he said, leaning forward, maintaining proximity to the big ape, ‘what do I care if you don’t believe me? I tell you, she’s a real genuine person.’ He made a show of glancing around, making sure the world wasn’t listening in, then leaned in closer. ‘Once, I even glimpsed her undressing… she caught me looking.’

Now Gullu was hooked. Of course he was.

‘And?’

‘Arré, brother, she kicked up a stink, screaming this, that, calling me no good waster, pervert, pimp, all the usual things. I thought, this is it, Maa Kali, protect me. Today I lose my job, but you know what, she didn’t tell her husband, and she didn’t fire me.’

Gullu swallowed it.

‘And the husband? That gora she married, the whiskey guy.’

‘George Abercombee?’

‘Hã, Abercombee. He okay?’

‘He’s okay. Shorter than he looks on the TV. Shorter than you, definitely.’

Gullu shook his head as though that might be a mortal failing. ‘She should never have married a firangi. Good Indian girl like that. They should never have allowed it.’

‘Hã, absolutely, Gullu bhai. You’re right,’ he gushed, not sure whether by ‘they’ Gullu meant her parents or the government of India. These days either was possible.

‘I mean, whole country loves her. Number one heroine in all of India, and she chooses that old gora whiskey guy for husband, hã.’ He shook his head as though he no longer understood the world. ‘Hey, Amit bhai. If you do sort your business out with Fat Moeez, you think you could get me some of her underwear? Not much, just bra, panties.’

He sucked air in through his teeth.

‘I don’t know, brother. I don’t want to get fired. The maid watches me like I’m a leper. I don’t think I could get into her bedroom without being seen.’ The expectation in Gullu’s eyes dimmed. That was it. Just a little bit more. ‘I don’t think I could. I’m sorry, bhai.’ Yes, that was enough. Time to turn things around. ‘Unless…’ There we go, the spark was back in Gullu’s eyes, that spark of hope that kept us all going in spite of everything.

‘Yes, Amit bhai?’

‘The dhobi. When they deliver the laundry, the maid leaves the fresh clothes in the spare bedroom sometimes. I could possibly pinch a pair of panties when George sir sends me in there to fetch something.’ He nodded his head as though this plan of his was genius. ‘Won’t be easy though, Gullu. If I get caught… needs to be worth it.’

‘I can pay.’

The chap was eager, bless him.

‘I’m sure you can, Gullu bhai, but it won’t be cheap. Ten thousand.’

The light began to dim once more in Gullu’s eyes. He’d pushed it maybe a bit too far.

‘But seeing as we’re friends, don’t worry. Pay in instalments.’

That was it. That was the right balance.

Gullu, the idiot, nodded. ‘Deal.’

The fact that Amit would never again set foot in the Pinnacle, let alone inside Sweety and George’s apartment, was a matter that the stupid bloody bastard didn’t need to know.
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CHAPTER 18

Gemma

The views were panoramic. The tables were empty. The music was Perry Como.

On a white leather sofa near the window, two ennui-etched, Versace-clad teenagers sat with their feet up, and noses in their phones. Gill led the way to a table furthest from them.

She checked her phone. Twenty five minutes left. She didn’t need this. She needed to get back up to the apartment; needed to figure out what that damn password might be. The cop directed her to a seat. She placed the bag with Sweety’s MacBook at her feet and a moment later a white-coated waiter appeared from nowhere. Gill looked to her.

‘Would you like something to drink?’

‘Water,’ she said, as much to the waiter as to him.

‘Aur ek chai,’ Gill added.

‘One min’rel water, one chai,’ the waiter summarised, nodded and walked off with an alacrity that serving staff in the city hardly ever seemed to possess.

Gill peered out the window as though looking for something.

‘There,’ he said, pointing out into the city. ‘See? Poolis headquarters.’

She looked to where he pointed and saw nothing discernible amid the concrete sprawl.

‘And there!’ He pointed once more, further this time, out to where the city blended grey into the indiscriminate haze. ‘That is location of my abode.’

She nodded and felt time slipping through her fingers.

‘And you live where, Miss Gemma Keynes?’

‘Cairns,’ she corrected. ‘And I live in Breach Candy.’

He gave her a smile through unstraightened Indian teeth.

‘Breach Candy is very nice place. You like living there?’

‘It’s good,’ she said, and tried not to think of her apartment.

‘And Bombay? You like it here?’

It always surprised her when locals called the city by its former name. Enough of them did it, the older ones mainly, without feeling the need to correct themselves. Maybe it was force of habit, or maybe it was nostalgia. It didn’t really matter.

‘Mumbai? I’ve never lived anywhere quite so… vibrant.’

He smiled. ‘Mr Abercrombie used the same word. My mother. She used to work in Breach Candy. In the hospital.’

‘Nurse or doctor?’

He shook his head. ‘Cleaner.’

She wasn’t sure how to respond to that and so settled on silence.

‘How long you have worked for Sweety Sahota?’

‘About a year – just before she and George moved to Mumbai.’

From the breast pocket of his shirt, he extracted a dog-eared notebook and stubby pencil and began putting down some words.

‘And prior to that?’

‘Prior to that, I was George’s PA for several years.’

He looked up at her. ‘You moved from one to the other? Why?’

She took a breath. Composed herself. Said what she always did when folks asked. It almost came naturally now.

‘I fancied a change, just not a big one.’ The waiter returned, a tray with their drinks held aloft then placed it on the table. Gill ignored him completely but waited for him to disappear once more before resuming his questions.

‘You came to India with them?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And you work full-time for her?

‘Six days a week, seven sometimes, when she’s on set.’

‘You saw her yesterday?’

She took a sip of water. ‘I was with her most of the afternoon and evening.’

Gill scratched words onto his pad.

‘Please, continue.’

And so she told him, as quickly and succinctly as she could without arousing his suspicions as to why she might be in such a goddamn hurry – about Sweety’s lunch on Marine Drive with Priya Patel, interior designer and Instagram influencer (‘two hundred and sixty-three thousand followers, yaar’), the meeting with her Indian agent, Dinesh Yadav, at the Taj in Juhu, the trip to the church in Sion to give an offering, stopping off to talk to some security darbaan at an apartment block near there, the return home to –

‘Wait.’

She looked up. He’d stopped writing.

‘Which church?’

She thought for a moment. ‘Our Lady of Lourdes.’

‘She was Christian?’

‘No.’

‘So why did she give the offering?’

‘She said it was in memory of a friend. The anniversary of her passing.’

‘Did she say who?’

‘Jennifer Diaz.’

The little cop gave her a look. ‘The actress?’

‘They were friends.’

He nodded slowly. ‘Please, continue.’

‘We drove back to the apartment. That’s when it all kicked off with George.’

He looked at her blankly. ‘Kicked off?’

‘Got heated.’

‘She argued with her husband?’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘What about?’

She took another sip of water. ‘George had an interview lined up with the BBC. Sweety was supposed to take part but she had a clash in her diary.’

‘A clash?’

‘Another meeting.’

‘With whom?’

She needed to be careful. She was on thin ice now. She could repeat the lie, the one Sweety had told George – about meeting the director Bobby Panesar about a role – or she could tell the truth. The lie was stupid. The police, unlike George, would figure that out quick enough. One call to Bobby Panesar would do it. He’d tell them he hadn’t seen Sweety in months, and then what? They’d bring charges against Gemma for giving false evidence. The truth though? That was maybe even more dangerous.

A half-truth then.

‘She didn’t tell me.’

The cop abruptly stopped his scribbling.

‘But you were her secretary. Why would she not tell you?’

She gave a shrug like it was natural; like it was normal for Sweety to keep certain things from her.

‘It wasn’t a business matter. It didn’t concern me.’

He arched an eyebrow. ‘Not a business matter? So what then?’

She felt sweat at her armpits. ‘Like I say, I don’t know.’

‘And so you went home?’

No.

‘Yes.’

The cop looked down at his notes. She tried to read them too, but his damn handwriting was indecipherable.

‘So to summarise. After making an offering at the Our Lady church, you and Mrs Abercrombie –’

‘She preferred Ms Sahota.’

Gill smiled. ‘You and Ms Sahota came back to the Pinnacle, where she had an argument with her husband over an interview with the BBC which she refused to do on account of another engagement.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And to be clear –’ he looked up at her – ‘you do not know what that other engagement was.’

There was a queasiness in her stomach, like a bunch of bees having a fight.

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘I assume Mr Abercrombie will know.’

‘You’d have to ask him.’ The cop took his sweet time pondering; time she didn’t have. ‘Look, if there’s nothing else, I should get back to work. This situation, it’s…’

He took a sip of his tea. ‘Yes, it must be very trying. Only few more questions I am having. You are familiar with Mr Abercrombie’s servant, Amit?’

Of course she was. Slimy little bastard. The way he looked at her made her skin crawl.

‘Sure.’

‘Tell me about him please.’

She sat back and folded her arms across her chest. ‘Not much to tell. He works mainly for George.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Basically anything George wants.’

‘So he is George’s personal assistant?’

She baulked at that. Amit was a servant, barely able to read and write and speak English. Calling him a PA was a kick in the balls to proper PAs, PAs like… like her.

‘I wouldn’t go that far. He’s more of a gopher.’

‘A gopher?’

‘A fetcher and carrier. A dogsbody.’

‘And do you consider him trustworthy?’

No, she considered him a dick.

‘That wouldn’t be the first word that springs to mind.’

‘Then how would you describe him?’

‘Sly. Manipulative.’

‘Capable of murder?’

Now there was a question. She wouldn’t have thought so. But then Sweety was dead, and if George were to be believed, her phone and her jewellery were gone and Amit was missing.

‘It’s possible.’

Gill scribbled once more in his notebook.

How long did she have left? It must be mere minutes. She needed to get out of here. Get back to George’s apartment. Find that damn password.

‘Are you aware of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Ms Sahota? Anyone she had disagreements with?’

That was two different things. Disagreements – there were plenty of folks she’d had disagreements with: directors, actors, producers, the woman with the handbag dog that lived one floor down; but as for murder, film people – Bollywood film people at any rate – just didn’t seem the murdering type. As for the dog lady, well, she was eighty-five years old if she was a day. It was doubtful whether the desiccated old prune could even pick up a weapon, let alone use it.

‘There were plenty of people she had run-ins with – mostly in the film industry.’

‘Such as?’

She laughed. ‘You only need to pick up a couple of back issues of Filmy or Starblitz to find that out, Inspector. It would certainly throw up a few names. Jeez, you could probably go back over a decade and find a barrelful of them.’

And that was true. Names like Pankaj Shah and Sonny Mishra – she hadn’t been in a Mishra pic for a decade now, and if she was to be believed, with good reason. The guy had offered her a role, then taken it back when she’d refused to sleep with him. Then there were actors like Aroon Engineer and Juggy Dhaliwal, creeps who tried to fondle her on and off set; music impresarios like Garry Bose and Jacob Paul. There were a lot of people she had disagreements with – some of them among the most revered men in Bollywood, though that was hardly a high bar. Wasn’t that why she’d left India in the first place? But the inspector could find all that out for himself. She didn’t need to join the dots for him, lead him from A to B to sleaze. That might even be unhealthy.

Gill was looking at her. Staring hard.

‘And these names – you think any of them might wish to harm her?’

She shrugged. In light of her own current problems, it seemed the safest course of action.

‘Tell me, Miss Cairns, what were you doing in the apartment this morning?’

She’d told him already. Maybe he was testing her.

‘George asked me to draft a statement. I was working on that.’

Gill made a note. ‘You draft on a computer or with pen and paper?’

‘Computer.’

‘It is only that, when I found you, you did not have a computer with you. In fact, you were photographing something on your phone.’

More sweat at her armpits. She prayed it didn’t show through her shirt.

‘It was just some preliminary notes. I didn’t want to forget them before I started typing it up on my laptop.’ She gestured below the table.

Gill nodded. ‘Your computer is in there?’

‘Yes.’

‘May I see it?’

She reached down and prayed for a miracle. Oh Lord –

‘Ah, Inspector!’

She turned to see Ash standing at the entrance, a uniformed cop behind him. She let out a breath in sheer relief. He strode over, his police escort struggling to keep up.

‘I understand there has been an incident in the building.’

Gill rose from his chair, knocking the table in the process and rocking his tea cup in its saucer. He looked shocked. He recognised Ash. But then the whole city recognised Ash.

‘That is correct, Mr Honourable Minister.’

Ash was beside the table now, his eyes trained on Gill.

‘And you are in charge of the investigation?’

‘Again, correct, sir, but I –’

‘I would like to know what the hell is going on. Why are there helicopters outside and so many police in my building?’

She saw the penny drop in Gill’s head. The realisation that the Honourable Minister, his boss’s boss’s boss and the guy responsible for law and order in the whole state, had his home, or at least one of them, right here in the Pinnacle.

‘Of course, sir.’

She saw her chance.

‘If there’s nothing else, Inspector…?’

Gill turned to her almost in surprise.

‘No, no, that is everything for the time being. Please carry on, Miss Cairns. But leave your cell number with Detective Constable Patel upstairs.’

She stood up, grabbed her bag, and rushed for the exit and the elevator.

Twelve minutes left.

Twelve minutes to find the damn password and get back to Ash’s before the call came. She wouldn’t even have had that if it weren’t for Ash’s, possibly divinely inspired, intervention.

The elevator doors opened and she sprang from them like Flo-Jo out of the blocks at the Olympics. This time the cop at the door let her pass without a fight. She made her way to the lounge.

George was sitting on the sofa now, a blanket draped over his shoulders like a shipwreck victim, a mug of tea warming his hands. Poor George. No one deserved what he was going through. Outside, helicopters circled the building like sharks sensing blood, their wide-angle lenses all focused on the windows of this apartment. And as they watched him, George watched them right back.

She made for the wall and pressed a button and the blinds descended with a whirr. It seemed to jolt George to action, of a sort. He put down the mug, picked up the remote and aimed it at the TV.

Shit.

That was probably a bad idea.

‘Maybe leave it off, George.’

He didn’t look at her. ‘I wanna know what they’re sayin’.’

‘I’m not sure tha—’

The screen sprang to life, and there it was, an aerial view of the building they were in, a 360-degree shot of the penthouses complete with images of the blinds going down, the whole thing overlaid with the mile-a-minute narration of a female newsreader speaking Hindi. Along the bottom, a ticker in English:


INCIDENT REPORTED AT SWEETY SAHOTA’S RESIDENCE, PINNACLE, MUMBAI.



George hit mute but left the picture on and watched the revolving view of his own home like it was an act of self-hypnotism. She didn’t have time for this. She checked her phone. Eight minutes.

She headed back through to the office, stopped at the threshold and froze. Two forensic officers, going through the room like it was the scene of a toxic spill; Sweety’s notebooks and pretty much everything else, now bagged in clear plastic.

‘Ma’am.’ One of the officers was on his feet, walking toward her, hand outstretched. ‘Ma’am, you cannot come in here.’

Shit.

The fear rose within her, black, amorphous, unfathomable.

She pointed to the bags.

‘I’m Ms Sahota’s PA. I need to see those notebooks.’

The cop just stared at her like she was crazy.

‘This is a crime scene, ma’am. You cannot be here. Any attempt to tamper with evidence and you will be arrested.’

She felt sick, like she’d been punched in the stomach. The only hope now was that the password was on that page she’d photographed. She pulled herself away and headed down the corridor on uncertain legs, making for the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She sat down on the toilet and pulled out Sweety’s laptop. She flipped it open. Five minutes left. Stared at the login screen. Five attempts, and then the screen would lock – at least for a time – she knew that.

There was nothing else for it. She brought up the picture on her phone. Chose the first string of characters and typed it in and hit enter.

For a moment nothing happened. Then the login box shuddered and emptied.

She let out a sigh.

Four attempts left.

She typed in the second code, closed her eyes and pressed enter. Different characters yielding the same result. And then again, the next two times. One chance left, but it already felt hopeless. She picked the last one. Wasn’t that more likely to be the recent password? Typed it in with shaking hands. Please God, make it work.

She pressed enter.

The screen shimmered. For a split second she dared to hope.

And then a message came up telling her she was locked out.

She let out a sob, then quickly stifled it in case someone heard. The bile rose in her stomach. She got up, flipped open the lid of the toilet and threw up for the second time that morning.

Cold water and soap.

Towelling down her face.

Precious seconds seeping away.

She stared hard at the mirror, at the cold reality of her situation. It was over.

The alarm on her phone went off. Her time was up.

Her life was over.

Fuck.

She unlocked the door. The phone vibrated in her pocket. She ran from the bathroom, past the cops, out into the foyer, gasping for breath, George’s voice calling after her – not now, George; not fucking now! – reaching the doors to the stairwell, pushing through, diving down one flight of stairs. She pulled the phone from her pocket and pressed to answer.

‘Hello?’
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CHAPTER 19

George

‘Gem!’

Where was she going? Didn’t she see he needed her here? He headed down the hallway after her. The blanket fell from his shoulders.

‘Gem!’

But she was already out the front door, running like a scalded cat. He was about to shout again but that thin constable was watching him. Like he suspected him of something, like he suspected them of something.

He picked up the blanket and headed back to the lounge and his un-drunk cup of tea. It had gone cold, which didn’t make it taste any worse as far as he could tell. He turned to the TV, to the panoramic shots of the apartment. How long had the helicopters been here now? An hour? More? He had to hand it to the Mumbai police, they leaked faster than a Delhi rooftop in the monsoon; faster even than the LAPD. The choppers had turned up and then the calls had started: names he recognised and numbers he didn’t. Answering the first had been a mistake: Jonny Shroff wanting to know was ‘everything all right, dude? I’m watching the news and it’s craaazy, yaar! They’re saying some shit is going down at your place.’

It had taken a moment to get over the shock and to tell Jonny that things were complicated and that he’d phone him back in five minutes and then he’d hung up and then the phone had buzzed again. He didn’t answer – he wasn’t stupid – just let it, and the next twenty-seven calls, go to voicemail. A smarter man would probably have turned the damn phone off completely, but what if Sal called? In any case switching off one’s phone was an action that didn’t come easily to an actor.

There was also one call he had to make. The hardest one of all. There could be no more putting it off. Not with the police here and the press outside. It might even be too late already. He pulled out his phone and looked up the number. Major Shailen Sahota of the Indian Army, retired. He pressed the button. The phone rang. He felt sick.

‘Hello?’

‘Sir, it’s George.’

‘George, my boy! Wonderful to hear your voice! How are things? How is my girl?’

He pictured the old guy, dressed in tweeds and tie despite the heat, sitting ramrod-straight, moustache waxed to a point. Oh God, how was he supposed to do this?

‘I, I don’t really know how to begin. Sweety, there’s been an incident. I’m afraid she’s…’ his voice faltered. ‘She’s gone.’

Silence on the line. He should say something. No. Better to let the old man have a moment.

‘What happened?’

‘I… I don’t know exactly. The police suspect one of the servants is responsible. I’m sure they’ll find him. I just thought you should hear it from me before it makes the news.’

He said some more stuff, most of it in a daze, half of it just a rehash of what he’d already said: a request to let Sweety’s mom know; yes, he’d call with more information as soon as he had it; no, they shouldn’t fly up, not yet; and where had he been when it happened? – well, that was a tough one, sir. He’d been out, that’s all he could say.

He hung up, having left another two lives shattered, then sat on the couch with the blanket around him as little by little the shock wore off and the truth sunk in – the sheer, goddamn awful weight that Sweety was gone.

How long was it?

How long had he sat there after Gemma left? Ten minutes? Twenty? It didn’t matter. Outside, the helicopters kept on circling. Inside, the police kept ripping his home to shreds. He would’ve sat there even longer had it not been for the commotion in the hallway. Voices raised. Inspector Gill’s deadpan baritone and another, higher, louder, more clipped in its diction.

The conversation, if you could call it that, was taking place in English, two different versions of it. Gill’s accented, antiquated, Indian-English, and the international tones of someone from the millionaire or billionaire class; someone wishing to gain access to the apartment against the inspector’s wishes; someone who wasn’t taking no for an answer.

The door opened and in walked a woman in a silk shirt, leopard-print pants and stilettos, with Gill trailing in her wake. The face was familiar: plastic and pulled tight and wearing a shocked expression, though whether from what was going on in the building or just from Botox, he couldn’t be sure. The lips were full, painted glittering pink like a couple of caterpillars off to the disco. She lived upstairs – he knew that – in the real penthouse, the one on the top floor. What was her name? Bungle-something or other.

‘George!’ she called out, her voice nicotine-thick. She held toned arms wide and called out to him again like they were old friends. He stood up and gave her a nod and a faint smile which he hoped would pass for recognition. Once more his blanket fell to the ground.

‘George! What has happened? Why are these people running around my building?’

That was it. He remembered now. Her name. It was Roxanne. Roxanne Bunglewalla, and in a sense it really was her building, seeing as how her daddy had built the place. But that was beside the point. He wasn’t going to tell her any more than he’d told Jonny Shroff. No way. But even as he thought it, he knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. Jonny’d been on the end of a phone line. All it took was a lie and quick end to the call. Roxanne Bunglewalla presented a more concrete challenge. Maybe it was best to opt for the truth. The woman was going to find out soon enough anyway.

‘It’s Sweety. She’s been…’ It was too hard to finish the sentence.

Roxanne Bunglewalla raised a hand to her mouth in shock.

‘How? What happened?’

None of your business, Roxanne.

That’s what he should have said. What came out though was different.

‘The servant. He killed her and fled.’

She grabbed at the thick gold necklace round her throat like it was a life preserver.

‘Oh. My. God. What are you saying, George?! I can’t believe it!’

She walked over and caught him in an embrace that was vice-like and Chanel-infused.

‘That is absolutely… You must be… How terrible…’

The best thing to do was not to struggle. To stand still amid her bosom and let the storm pass. Finally, the woman loosened her grip and he dared to breathe, gulping at the air like a drowning man. She took a step back but kept her hands on him, pinning his arms to his sides.

‘Servants.’ She spat the word as though it were some disease – like leprosy or syphilis. ‘You cannot trust them. Even somewhere like here. The Pinnacle. The safest, most prestigious building in the country. You know my aunt was once accosted by a servant. Please, tell me. Is there anything I can do to help?’

Well, she could leave him alone for a start. She could go back up to her penthouse-penthouse apartment and keep her nose out of things.

‘That’s kind of you, Mrs Bunglewalla –’

‘It’s Ms. Ms Bunglewalla, but please, you must call me Roxanne.’

She smiled at him, a twenty-four-carat smile to match her necklace. He couldn’t help but feel there was something predatory about it. Like a hyena.

‘That’s, that’s kind of you, Roxanne, but I’m okay.’

A flicker of disappointment flashed across her eyes though her smile remained rigid.

‘Do you have somewhere to stay?’

‘What?’

She gestured around her, at the plastic sheeting and the crime-scene folks looting his home like grave robbers.

‘You can’t stay here, George.’

Couldn’t he? He hadn’t really thought about it, what with everything going on. He turned to Gill. The inspector coughed.

‘Madam is correct. The apartment is a crime scene. I am afraid no one will be able to remain within the premises until our investigations are complete. Maybe madam could suggest a hotel. Somewhere close by?’

‘A hotel?’ Roxanne Bunglewalla rolled her eyes as though the detective had suggested George sleep in a brothel. ‘He cannot stay in a hotel! The media, the paparazzi, they will pry and peak and poke their big noses into everything. He will get no privacy.’ She gestured with her hand, turning it into a claw and pinching the air. ‘The minute he leaves this building they will be like fire ants, crawling all over him, eating him alive.’

He had no wish to be crawled over or eaten.

Gill shook his head. ‘The fact remains, Mr Abercrombie cannot stay here.’

They were talking about him as though he wasn’t even in the room; as though he were a child and not a grown-ass man. He would’ve said something had it not been for the fact he didn’t have the first inkling of what to do or where to go.

God, he could do with a drink. Anything. Even Glen Doone.

Roxanne Bunglewalla inhaled like a mother rhino.

‘He will stay with me.’ She turned to George as though it were the only logical course of action. ‘There is plenty of room upstairs. Just take what you need. You can get other things later. And you will not have to face the bastards outside.’

Fifteen minutes later, he was heading for the elevator, a bag with the basics over his shoulder, wondering when he’d actually agreed to stay at Roxanne Bunglewalla’s. He’d no recollection of physically saying yes, but that probably didn’t matter, not to someone like Roxanne. She seemed like the type of woman who generally got her way regardless of the opinions of others.

The doors slid open and he followed her in, then turned and took a last look at the apartment. They’d been happy there, him and Sweety. Hadn’t they? Sure, it hadn’t always been wine and roses, but on the whole, it had been okay. He’d been happy, at least in hindsight. He guessed he couldn’t speak for her.







[image: Image of a tall skyscraper with a pointed top and vertical lines. The structure appears to be a prominent building.]








CHAPTER 20

Gemma

She sat down on the steps. Wished Ash was there with her.

‘Hello?’

‘You have them?’

The same metallic voice as last time. Like an Indian Darth Vader.

She took a breath.

‘I got the laptop.’

‘And the password?’

‘I… I couldn’t find it.’

A moment’s pause on the line.

‘That is… unfortunate.’

Her heart thumped in her chest like it was trying to escape.

‘I tried, I went to the apartment, but the place was crawling with cops.’

‘If you don’t want that video to see the light of day, you will need to find it.’

That was impossible. The guy must know that. Even if Sweety had written it down somewhere, there was no way of finding it now.

‘I can’t.’

‘That is disappointing. I had hoped to avoid the unpleasantness of posting that video.’

And then she saw it, like a shaft of light in the darkness. A way out of this. A way to open the laptop without a password. Damn! Why hadn’t she thought of it before? It was the phone. It held the key to this.

‘Wait! The laptop. There might be another way to access it.’

‘Explain.’

‘Sweety’s phone’s missing. Am I to take it that you’ve got it?’

She heard him breathing.

‘Yes.’

‘And you can open it?’

‘Yes.’

Her heart leapt. ‘In that case, all you need is her watch.’

She told him the sequence of things. Told him what he needed to do, then held her breath.

‘You can get the watch?’

‘It’ll be in Sweety’s apartment, but no, I can’t get it. The detective running the case is already suspicious of me. I can’t go there again.’

Vader was silent once more.

‘Very well. You will be contacted soon with details of when and where to leave the laptop.’

She closed her eyes, thanked the Lord and felt the weight dropping from her shoulders. Maybe, just maybe, she and Ash could get through this. She’d hand over the laptop and Indian Vader would hand over the video. She wanted to believe it. Really, truly, and if she was twenty instead of thirty-nine, she might just have done so, but she wasn’t a kid. Things were rarely that simple.

Sweety’s laptop was the only card she had. She couldn’t just give it away. She needed to be smart; play it as well as she could.

She needed to think fast. Any second now, he’d hang up.

She had Sweety’s MacBook. Vader had her phone. He must have gotten it from Amit. If that were true, then George was right: Amit had killed Sweety.

Amit. He was the key to this.

Shit.

‘Wait,’ she said. ‘I’ll hand over the laptop and you’ll give me all the copies of that video. But there’s one condition.’

WHERE ARE YOU???

One hour since she’d sent the message.

Still no reply from Ash.

An hour of sitting in his apartment, waiting. An hour for her thoughts to wander to the darkest places. Her confidence that he would stick by her, that they would stick together through this, unravelling, unspooling like film falling out of a can. And all of it triggered by the fact of his silence.

It was stupid. She knew that. He was busy, probably still dealing with the police, keeping her out of it. But knowledge didn’t make it easier to handle. She needed him, right there and then, because she needed to tell him what had happened, explain to him her plan, and because the space engendered by his absence was filled by her own demons.

His servant was gone. Whether it was his day off or Ash had simply thought it wise to get him out of the place, she didn’t know. She was grateful for his absence, even though it meant she had to fix her own drink.

A stiff one. Vodka. Neat. Just to take the edge off.

She drank it in silence. Shuddered as it went down. Poured another. It tasted like an oil change, but then she didn’t drink vodka for the taste. She drank it to dull the pain and because gin made her cry.

She sat down on the sofa and thought it through.

Amit had killed Sweety. There was no doubt now. He had delivered the phone to Indian Vader, the guy who had a video of her and Ash fucking. But why? Whatever this was, it was more than a robbery gone wrong.

Poor Sweety.

All the bitterness and resentment, all the righteous anger she’d stoked within herself since that argument the previous night had melted into nothingness. She saw it for what it was now, for what it had always been, just Sweety looking out for her, telling her the risks of carrying on with a married man and she, in her fragility, had taken it as an attack and had lashed out. It had been stupid and petty and she saw that now. Death had a way of putting things into perspective.

Still, shit was fucked up, pardon her French.

The day leached away, Sweety still in her thoughts when she finally heard the click of the door. She looked round.

‘Ash?’

The door opened and he stood there silhouetted in the light from the hallway. The sight of him was like a tonic. She stood up.

‘What are you doing sitting there in the dark?’

‘Just… thinking.’

He walked over and embraced her. She, for her part, held him tight like he was a rock amid the currents.

‘What the hell’s going on, Ash? Sweety… did the police tell you anything about how she died?’

‘For the moment, they’re groping about in the dark. They think the servant is involved, though they haven’t ruled out George. I’ve been trying to keep you clear of it.’

She let him go.

He headed over to the bar and reached for a bottle.

‘That inspector – Gill – he wanted to question you again. I spoke to his boss, told him this matter needed to be dealt with swiftly and delicately and that Gill should concentrate on finding whoever had breached the security of the building to carry out such a heinous crime instead of wasting his time drinking coffee with a woman who was clearly not in the Pinnacle at the time of the offence. That should keep Gill in his box, at least for a while.’ He turned, glass of whiskey in his hand. ‘Did that bastard call again?’

She gave him a nod.

‘And?’

‘We made a deal. Ash, I think I know how we can find this guy.’

His glass was halfway to his lips. He stopped, looked at her, then came over and sat down beside her. He set his glass on the table.

‘Tell me.’

And so she explained.

‘George thinks his servant, Amit, killed Sweety.’

‘That’s what the police think too,’ he said. ‘A robbery gone wrong.’

She shook her head. ‘Except it’s not. Amit’s a dick but he’s not a fool. He isn’t stupid enough to kill Sweety just for some cash and jewellery.’

He looked at her, a kindness in his eyes.

‘You still don’t understand, do you? These people. They’re not educated. They do not think about the long-term. He will have seen an opportunity to steal, and he’ll have taken it, and hang the consequences.’

She didn’t like it when he did that: just wrote off half the population of the country as ignorant. Too many people did that; too many people who should know better. They’d done that back in the States too, and look where that had led.

‘I don’t think so. Not Amit. He’s calculating.’

He seemed surprised by her pushback.

‘So, why then?’

‘I think he was ordered to, by whoever is blackmailing us. I think whoever’s behind this ordered Amit to get the phone and laptop. They ordered him to kill Sweety. Maybe they paid him a lot of money to do it, or maybe they just threatened him, I don’t know; but there’s something they want, something on her laptop.’

‘What exactly?’

‘I don’t know, but that’s not the point. The point is, if I’m right, then Amit knows whoever is behind this. He might know who’s blackmailing us. We need to find him before the police do. Get a name from him, and then…’

She left the sentence unfinished. Wanted to see his reaction. He took a sip of whiskey.

‘How do we find him?’

She took his hand. ‘I’m working on that. I’ve told the bastard that if he wants the laptop, the only person I’ll hand it over to is Amit.’

‘And he agreed?’

‘I told him if he didn’t, he could publish the damn video.’

His eyes widened. ‘You what? You know that would finish me! My life would be in danger!’

Yes, she knew that, but there was no other way.

‘I bluffed.’
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CHAPTER 21

Amit

The sun was low now, which was a relief, because his head was burning. Whereas his own inclination was always to seek the shadows – day or night – Gullu seemed to take the opposite approach – striding along the streets of Mankhurd like he owned the place, which was even more impressive when you considered the man was bald as a cricket ball.

Gullu had a tight grip on his arm, the tea and vada pav having done nothing to soften his attitude, and if anything, seemed to have refreshed his strength.

An hour had been spent traipsing the galis of Mankhurd, lanes so narrow that even the vermin walked single file; from car-khanna to phone kiosk to paan-wallah to cycle-repair shop. At each, the owner would look at Gullu with the same expression that Amit himself had upon being accosted by the bastard earlier – the same fear and trepidation with which one greets a dentist or a police-wallah – then wordlessly reach under the counter or into his cashbox, extract an envelope and hand it over.

Now they were at a place called Mahavir Fone Repair, a concrete shell of building behind a plywood shopfront and a sagging roof of bright blue plastic sheeting held in place with half-bricks and old tyres.

The man behind the counter looked like most men in this city who scrabbled to make a living: short, thin, dark, instantly forgettable. He rubbed at his neck.

‘Gullu sahib, business is –’

Gullu silenced him with a finger and opened the cashbox on the counter. A mere handful of Gandhis stared up from brown banknotes. Letting go of his wrist, Gullu picked up the notes and began counting.

‘Mahavir bhai, are you trying to make a fool of me? Six thousand? You expect me to believe this is all you took in?’

Mahavir’s face contorted. ‘The police came,’ the explanation dying in his throat as Gullu looked from the cash to him.

‘You want me to tell Fat Moeez that Mahavir the vaunted businessman can’t even manage to make ten thousand a week?’

Mahavir shook his head. ‘Things will be better next week. I’m due some money –’

‘That’s good to know,’ Gullu told him. ‘I’ll take this six thousand now and fifteen next week.’

Sweat glistened at Mahavir’s neck. ‘Gullu sahib, be reasonable. You’re taking every paisa I have.’

Amit could sympathise, or rather he might have if he wasn’t quietly stepping away. Yes, this is what he had been waiting for. A time when Gullu was distracted enough to forget about him for a moment; and yes, it was dangerous and reckless and any second now Gullu might turn, see him, catch him and beat him to a pulp. But what was the alternative? Let the bastard just take him back to Fat Moeez like a sacrificial goat on a puja day? At least this way he might have a chance.

Mahavir was pleading now, hands pressed together in supplication, saying something which Amit didn’t quite catch because he was by now backing away at quite a substantial rate of knots. The gods willing, Gullu would take another minute or two threatening the man. That would be enough time to disappear into the maze of backstreets, or better still, find a taxi or even an auto-rick and make for the bridge across the creek and then Navi Mumbai and freedom.

But the gods weren’t willing. In his case, it seemed they never were. Before he had even made it ten steps further, he heard Gullu shout out.

‘Amit! You bastard!’

His blood chilled.

‘Get back here!’

Not bloody likely.

He ran, with Gullu chasing after him, raging, bellowing, calling him all manner of things, telling him just what he was going to do to him when he caught him, just how many of the bones in his puny body he was going to break. So he ran like he hadn’t done in a decade, not since the police had chased him after that robbery in Colaba, his legs pumping, his heart pounding, his sandals flying, first one, then the other spinning off into the dust of the road. It didn’t matter. He ran faster without them. Anyway, they were shit sandals and he could always get new ones, assuming Gullu didn’t break his legs off.

Gullu was now invoking the gods: Indra, Kali, Vishnu; swearing in their names the nature of the retribution he was going to mete out, adding a touch of religious fervour to his pursuit.

The threats didn’t matter. He just needed to keep going. Gullu might indeed be able to snap him like a twig, but he’d have to catch him first, and by the gods, Amit wasn’t about to let that happen. He might or might not be a skinny, puny, son of a pig or any of the other things Gullu was currently alleging, but he was sure he could outrun Gullu. Or he was, right until he chanced a glance over his shoulder and saw the man only some ten paces behind, raging like a mad bull. Shit! How was that possible?

Sneakers. Gullu was wearing footwear like Usain Bolt while he was running barefoot like a street urchin. Bloody bastard. He skidded round a corner, taking it at pace, digging his toes into the ground, almost losing his footing and a toenail, righting himself then sprinting down the road ahead for all he was worth.

He glanced back. The sharp turn had won him precious seconds. Still it wouldn’t take Gullu long to make it up.

There! An auto-rick! Green and yellow and parked up on the roadside, its driver taking a casual piss against a wall. He ran for it with everything he had left. The auto wallah finished his business and zipped up his flies. Behind him, he felt Gullu closing. The rickshaw driver was getting back into his chariot. If he started the motor and drove off, it would be all over.

He was a hundred metres away. Amit raised a hand and called out.

‘Bhai sab! Wait!’

The guy turned lazily. Seventy metres now. Gullu was on his heels. He wouldn’t reach it in time. Still, he had to try. He kept on, shouting for the guy to wait. Fifty metres now. Gullu’s voice loud in his ears.

Suddenly the auto-wallah started his engine. No! What was he doing? Was he blind? Amit reached into his pocket and pulled out a fistful of notes – notes he’d liberated from George’s wallet last night – and waved them frantically at the auto-wallah.

‘Bhai sab!’

And then a miracle seemed to occur. The auto-rick turned and headed toward him. Gods be praised! It slowed. He jumped in.

‘Navi Mumbai ka-bridge! Jaldi!’

The driver nodded, began turning the vehicle once more. He was going to make it! Fuck you, Gullu, fuck Fat Moeez, and fuck everyone else who wanted nothing more than to see him suffer. If they were here now he’d kick them in the balls. All of them!

And then the world caved in.

Gullu called out: a name Amit didn’t quite hear. Not his own name certainly. He shouted it again, and this time, Amit caught it.

‘Pandu! Stop the bloody auto!’

Even as the vehicle slowed, he realised his mistake. The driver was swearing now. Not in an angry way, but in the way one does when realising that a colossal error of judgement has been made. He switched off the engine and jumped out, his palms pressed together.

‘Gullu sahib? I didn’t know it was you.’

Gullu ignored him, stuck his sweating face into the back of the auto and grimaced. Amit felt the rancid stickiness of his breath followed by the smack of his fist as it smashed into his nose, and then there was an exquisite moment of white nothingness before the pain hit him like a bloody bastard hammer.
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CHAPTER 22

George

Roxanne Bunglewalla’s place was best viewed through sunglasses, ideally with the lights off, seeing as it was decked out in more gold than the US Olympic team and Jay-Z put together. It was like King Midas had come to Mumbai, got hammered with Louis XIV and then both of them decided to enter the interior design business for a bet. Everything was dazzling.

Almost everything.

The couches were relatively tame, bedecked in zebra skin, with little zebra heads – faux little zebra heads hopefully – for armrests.

Roxanne gestured to the rococo handle of a door.

‘Your room is through here, George.’

He gave her a smile and hoped to God she wasn’t a psycho.

‘Why don’t you get settled? Have a shower. Would you like something to drink? I have gin, vodka, whiskey.’

He opted for coffee. Roxanne Bunglewalla reached for a little gold box, shorter and fatter than a TV remote, pressed a button on its surface and then the room was filled with the tweeting of electronic birds. A moment later a maid appeared.

Roxanne Bunglewalla grinned at him. ‘You like my little toy to summon the staff? Nicer than ringing a bell, don’t you think?’

‘As long as it doesn’t ruffle their feathers,’ he said, which was as lame a line as he’d used in a while, but which still caused Roxanne to giggle like an overgrown, leopard-printed schoolgirl.

‘It’s good for a small flat like this, yaar, but useless at my mom and dad’s place. The gardeners can’t tell the difference between it and the real thing.’

‘Life’s full of misfortune,’ he said, but she didn’t seem to hear.

‘There we use walkie-talkies. Seriously. It’s very efficient, even though you have to finish each sentence with the word over.’

He could have done with that back at the house in Malibu. Maybe he could use it wherever he ended up after Mumbai. He’d have to think it over… over.

‘Madhu, ek coffee for George sahib, aur ek Bloody Mary.’

He headed for the door Roxanne had directed him to, turning the handle and finding a suite on the other side: a sitting room with a gilt-encrusted coffee table and another couch which, if not fashioned from zebras, was certainly zebra-adjacent. Beyond that was the bedroom proper, looking out over the ocean and with a four-poster bed so large that Magellan might have used it to circumnavigate the globe.

He set down his holdall.

How had it come to this? Twenty-four hours ago, things were looking up. The financing for the film was almost in place, he could finally give up those ridiculous commercials, and the BBC were coming to interview him. And now, all of a sudden, his wife was dead and he was a refugee, hiding from helicopters and news reporters in an apartment fit for a Bond villain.

He regretted the sentiment as soon as he’d thought it. This wasn’t about him. This was about Sweety. He sat down on the bed. Why the hell did you have to kill her, Amit? If you needed money, you could have just asked for it; and yes, okay, there was a good chance he, George, mightn’t have given it to him, but shit, he’d have sat the guy down and listened damn well to what he had to say. Instead the bastard had brought the world to an end. Three worlds – Sweety’s, George’s and, when they caught him, his own.

They had the death penalty here, he knew that much. The right-wing Hindu fundamentalists were always banging on about it on the news; reserved for the most heinous of cases – the rarest of rare – as they called them. Well, if any case met that threshold, surely it was Sweety’s murder.

There was a soft knock on the door. The maid, he assumed, as Roxanne Bunglewalla didn’t exactly seem the type to knock – or do anything else – softly. He wandered back through to the suite’s sitting room.

‘Come in.’

The maid, a demure woman in a faded blue salwar, entered, a gilded tray in her hands, laden with pots of coffee, cream and sugar and a black-and-gold mug. She looked grey, at least in comparison to the crockery, as though the colour had been drained from her. She placed it all on the coffee table, then left the room, all without once raising her eyes to look at him.

He took the mug through to the bedroom, scavenged two Advil from the crevasses of his holdall, sat on the bed, swallowed and washed them down with the coffee. Lying back, he closed his eyes. Fatigue hit him like a right hook and five minutes later he was asleep.

He woke to the taste of dirt in his mouth and the hum of voices a few rooms away. For one blissful moment the world was just him in that bed, in that room. But then the dam broke, context returned and reality came flooding back in.

He rolled off the bed, his back stiff, his knees aching like a seventy-year-old’s. Or maybe just a fifty-year-old’s. His head spun. He needed food.

He wandered out of his bedroom, into his sitting room, then out of that and into the rest of the penthouse. The muffled voices grew louder. Excited tones, emanating from a TV. A news channel? Not a Bollywood channel certainly, because no one had broken out into song in the last five minutes. He followed the sound to its source, a den of sorts, not the formal lounge Roxanne had led him to earlier, but a smaller, softer, less ostentatious room furnished in beiges, whites and greys. On one wall sat the offending television, and opposite, sunk into a large, misshapen sofa, sat Roxanne, drink in hand.

She looked over at him, her eyes widening.

‘George! I thought you were asleep.’

He could have told her that no, he was quite awake and that he was famished and could eat a buffalo, but his attention was caught by the ticker running along the base of the screen. His wife’s name.


SWEETY SAHOTA FOUND MURDERED. COPS SEEKING SERVANT. QUESTIONING HUSBAND.
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CHAPTER 23

Amit

The auto-rick was moving. Not east and toward freedom but south, back into the dense mass of Mumbai, back into the lion’s den. He was seated in the back, holding a rag to his nose and wondering why the gods hated him so much.

Gullu was seated beside him again like a malevolent Siamese twin, fingers clamped firmly around his arm once more.

Well, that was it then. There would be no escape a second time. Gullu was hardly a hundred-watt bulb, but not even he was going to be fooled twice. He would take him to Fat Moeez who would question him, then torture him and then most probably kill him and cut his balls off and keep them as a souvenir. And if he didn’t? If by some miracle Amit managed to talk his way out of things, well, then there was the small matter of Sweety and George and, by now he imagined, also the whole of the Mumbai police force. Maybe it was better just to get it over with. Maybe it would save everyone time and effort.

‘Gullu bhai,’ he said, ‘you going to kill me?’ His own voice sounded different: flat; distant.

‘Who knows, brother?’

The auto made its way through alleys, then joined the main road, squirting between lorries, diving into gaps in traffic. He looked out at the city and swallowed diesel fumes.

‘You ever think about getting out?’

Gullu turned to him. ‘Out of what?’

‘This. Breaking legs, collecting hafta for Fat Moeez, all this shit. You could go clean.’

Gullu lit a bidi, took a drag, didn’t offer him one.

‘You think people are queuing up to hire men like me? Lakhs of PhDs and MBAs chasing one gov’ment job, crores of poor wretches looking for any decent work in this city, and you think something will just fall from heaven and into my lap? Maybe I hit you harder than I thought.’

He could have told Gullu that yes, he certainly had hit him too hard, but also that jobs did sometimes fall from heaven. You had to fight and hustle and claw your way to the top of the shit pile in order to catch them, but they did come. The hard part was holding on to them. And on that subject he had no advice to give.

‘What about bizness? You interested in starting one? I know people. I could help you.’

Gullu looked disappointed in him. ‘Amit bhai, you can’t even help yourself. As for business, you need capital. Without it, you’re just another sap having to go cap in hand to the likes of Moeez, prostrating yourself at his feet for a loan and the chance to pay him a thousand per cent interest. That’s no life, Amit bhai, not for a man with a backbone.’

Maybe Gullu was right. It was hard for a man with a backbone to exist in a place like Mumbai, where every day and every hour required compromise or supplication or downright abasement simply to get by. Gullu did it too of course, despite what he might say; Amit had seen him do it: the way he’d jump at Moeez’s command; the way he’d maintain a silence and look to the floor while the fat prick bawled him out for some perceived slight. He might not see it in himself, and that was fine; that too was a compromise a man made with his conscience to survive in this city, this country; and in his experience, only one food contributed to the growing of a spine and that was money. A lot of it.

That reminded him.

‘How’s your sister keeping?’

Gullu turned sharply this time. An electric spasm of pain convulsed him as Gullu squeezed hard on his arm.

‘Why the fuck you talking about my sister, bhenchod?’

He was quick with his apologies.

‘I didn’t mean anything by it, Gullu bhai, only you mentioned her last time we spoke. You remember? In that shebeen in Parel?’ Gullu’s searched his eyes for evidence of deception. Good luck to him. He’d been lying for so long now that truth and deception appeared as twins on his face. ‘You said she was studying. That’s good, right? Women need to have qualifications these days. You can’t trust men any more.’ He thought of his own sisters, then banished the memory. ‘You paying for her classes?’

The pressure on his bicep relented. Gullu gave a nod.

‘And home tuition. I tell you, those chooth bastard teacher sahibs, they’re raking it in from all the private lessons. They teach nothing in class just so the students need their coaching simply to pass let alone get into a college. It’s a racket. You might be a crook, Amit bhai, but you’re a saint compared to teachers, fleecing everyone and still being revered – oh, master-ji, please help my daughter, please give my son extra tuition… ’ He gave a sigh. ‘They’re worse than the temple priests.’

‘What she studying?’

‘Commerce.’

He made sure to be quick with his appreciation, nodding sagely as though the choice was most wise and that yet another commerce graduate was just what the country needed.

‘She’s hoping to be an accountant.’

And once more he reacted with big-big eyes while wondering just where a sixteen-year-old girl got such ideas from.

The sun was low now, its red disc almost directly ahead, turning the sky into a dirty, smog-tinted flag of Japan. Usually, he liked this time of day; appreciated the beauty of it. Sunsets were a time to pause, to breathe, to prepare for the opportunities and the dangers that the night would bring. This night though, the one that lay ahead… He felt a hollowness in his chest, a shortness of breath as though the life force was already leaving him. They were in the slums now. Midtown somewhere. Dharavi possibly, though not a part of Dharavi he knew. The auto slowed. Gullu leaned forward.

‘Left, then straight till you pass the pizza joint…’

The shacks gave way to walls and compounds and sheds and godowns. Gullu was still holding him round the arm, still leaning forward, still passing instructions to the driver, the one who had cut short his escape and possibly signed his death warrant. Amit bore him no ill will. It wasn’t his fault. He’d have done the same himself if their roles were reversed.

‘There.’ Gullu pointed to one side. ‘That one.’

The auto creaked to a stop, and as the engine idled, Gullu turned to him and released his grip. He got out, then leaned back in.

‘Come, Amit bhai.’ The words said almost softly, like a father coaxing a child to his first day of school.

Ahead, two silhouettes pulled open a pair of metal gates causing them to shriek in complaint. He caught the sulphurous stench of an open drain.

‘This way.’

They crossed the threshold, Gullu a half-step ahead of him, not dragging him as such, for he was hardly resisting, but leading the way with a sense of purpose. He exchanged hushed words with one of the figures – who exactly, or what was said, Amit didn’t know – he hadn’t caught the conversation – hadn’t been listening.

Gullu stopped and turned toward him.

‘Amit bhai. Is it true, what they’re saying about you on the TV?’

The TV? Had his crime been reported so soon? Were people talking about him? But how? Of course. The police. They must have put his picture out, on account of this being a crime perpetrated on an important celebrity. Things like this happened every day in this city to poor people but the police never even acted, let alone put pictures out on TV, but in this case, of course, things had to be different.

He gave Gullu a limp smile.

‘Fuck, Amit. I never thought you had the balls. Sweety Sahota? Well, you really are in the shit now, bhai.’

He didn’t give Amit a chance to respond, just marched on, toward a rusting iron godown with a sloping roof and a couple of walls missing, its innards stacked with crates and bales. Beside it, a couple of cars. An SUV – the kind with blacked-out windows and wheels that could run over an itinerant family sleeping in the street without anyone inside even noticing. It was the other one, though, that sent a shiver through him. He knew that car. He’d even sat inside it once. The white Mercedes of Fat Moeez Darzi. S-Class.

A few men loitered at the warehouse entrance, smoking. Even in the gloom, he could make out Chiky Balwani. It was hard to miss him, the thick golden chains around his neck glinting in the headlamp-light. Ironic really, given he was only four foot six. Chiky was gesticulating about something, hands wide. Maybe the size of his manhood? The others seemed unconvinced. The conversation died as they clocked Gullu.

‘Arré, Gullu bhai!’ Chiky called out. ‘And who’s that with you? Oh shit, is that Amit? Fuck, man. It is! Amit! You big tough guy! Wow! Whole of Mumbai looking for you and here you are just wandering around with Gullu as your own personal bodyguard.’

The whole of Mumbai sounded a bit much. They’d not even passed a police checkpoint all day, or even been stopped for a shakedown by one of the grasping bastards in khaki.

‘Cut the bullshit, Chiky,’ Gullu advised. ‘Where’s the boss?’

Chiky gestured with his head in the direction of a small door in the wall of the warehouse. As he did, it opened and out stepped the man who would decide whether Amit would live to see the dawn.
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CHAPTER 24

Amit

What was there to be said about Fat Moeez Darzi? He was stocky, moustachioed and had killed more men than Salman Khan had in all his films combined. If you crossed him, he’d happily invite you to dinner and slit your throat between starter and main course and have no compunctions about finishing the rest of his meal right down to dessert and paan supari afterwards. People whispered that he was an agent of the Pakistani ISI, but in Amit’s opinion, he was more likely an agent of the devil.

The thing was, he wasn’t even that fat these days, cholesterol posing him more of a threat than the Mumbai police ever did. What Amit wouldn’t give for the man to keel over and die right there and then. He wouldn’t, of course, because only the good died young. Indeed, if someone was going to die tonight, the odds were stacked heavily in Amit’s own bloody favour.

Fat Moeez looked positively spritely as he walked over wearing a tracksuit that, while tight around the arms, fitted his gut most flatteringly. The material shimmered in the half-light, just like the chain around Chiky’s neck. Amit had always wondered about that material, what made it glisten like that. He liked it; hoped maybe one day to own a garment made of it himself. Some trousers possibly.

A step behind Moeez stood his minder, Nadeem, a man of few words, most of which were followed by fucker. No sentence, when it fell from Nadeem’s lips, seemed complete without that particular garnish. His job was to keep the boss safe and to bring him whatever he wanted, whether it be women, the head of an enemy, or just chai and samosa.

Moeez looked at him curiously.

‘Amit beta, I thought we had a deal?’

Suddenly his throat fell dry. The words, the explanations, prevarications, excuses and entreaties, none of them would come. Moeez seemed to sense as much. The man could smell fear the way Amit smelled an opportunity to make a few Gandhis. The mob boss looked at him as though he had disappointed him in some way, or possibly many ways.

‘I didn’t think you had it in you.’

Had it in him? Had what in him? What was Moeez talking about? Did he mean trying to flee town? He couldn’t have been the first to try and evade the man’s ire.

‘First time was it?’

Maybe he had concussion, from that smack in the face Gullu had given him earlier. Still it seemed like Moeez wanted an answer.

‘First time,’ he repeated imbecilically.

Moeez clapped his fat hands together like two pillows.

‘Shabaash, Amit beta, shabaash! Seems you have balls after all.’

This was getting stranger. He’d failed Moeez not once but twice now – most recently last night when he’d failed to find Sweety’s computer. Rather than face Moeez’s wrath, he’d run. And now, standing here, he fully expected that wrath to fall upon his head like the Pandavas falling upon their enemies in the Mahabharata. Instead Moeez seemed almost pleased with him.

He gave Fat Moeez a smile and a nod of confirmation. Yes, he did have balls! Definitely!

‘And how did you do it?’

Do what?

The penny dropped. Moeez was talking about the same thing Chiky had been. His face on the TV. Seemed he really was famous. Famous enough to have impressed even the boss. Still, he needed to explain his failure.

‘You know, boss, I went into the bedroom, I looked for the computer, but I couldn’t find it.’

‘And then what? She woke, did she? Did you stab her or slit her throat?’

What? No. He’d stolen the cash in George’s wallet and a little of Sweety’s jewellery, just the earrings and necklace that were lying on the dining table. And whose throat was Moeez going on about? He’d done many things in the last twenty-four hours but slitting someone’s throat had certainly not been part of it. He would have remembered.

‘Why’d you do it, beta? You’re almost lucky Gullu found you first. Imagine if it was her damn fans who’d caught you. They’d have set you on fire by now.’

The world spun. He felt nauseous. What was Moeez saying? Fans? Was Sweety dead? Murdered? How was that possible? He’d seen her only yesterday. He tried piecing it together but it made no sense. Was Moeez saying that he, Amit, had killed her…? Oh God, he was. The blood rushed to his head. This was wrong. This was totally, utterly, bastardly wrong! He needed to set things straight.

‘I didn’t kill her! I just went to get her computer like you told me! I couldn’t find it. I knew you’d be angry given it was my last chance, so I ran!’

‘Save it, Amit-beta. You’ve made it easy for me. Won’t even need to cut up your corpse. We’ll just kill you and take you to the police. You know there’s a reward on your head? One crore rupees. Dead or alive.’

A crore rupees. That was a lot of Gandhis.

Moeez looked to Nadeem and then to Gullu.

‘Bring him.’

And before he knew what the hell was happening, the two of them had grabbed him by the arms and were manhandling him into the godown. He tried struggling but he was not sure they even noticed.

They dragged him inside, shoved him forward. So this was it then. This was where he was destined to die. In a bloody bastard godown in some godforsaken bustee that smelled of shit and kerosene. Worst of all, he was not even sure precisely why they were going to kill him. Was it because he’d conned Fat Moeez in the first place, or failed him last night, or for the reward that was on his head? He needed to sort this out.

‘Wait, Moeez sahib, I didn’t kill her, and we can work the other things out. Firstly, I didn’t know that whiskey was fake. I swear! They were Abercrombie’s own bottles.’ And it was true. The bottles were George’s, though, admittedly, the contents might not have been. ‘And last night – the laptop – I told you, I couldn’t find it, but I can make amends –’

His words ended in a scream of agony as Nadeem twisted his arm and told him to ‘shut up, fucker. Boss doesn’t want to hear your lies.’

Fat Moeez though, he was a gentleman, and he seemed open to a little more discussion, as long as that meant him talking while Amit listened.

‘Beta, it’s too late for all that. I gave you a chance to make up for the whiskey but you failed, and now, after what you did to that poor girl, I hardly have a choice. You see how it is.’

‘I didn’t kill her!’ he shouted, but no one seemed to be listening, not Moeez or Chiky or Nadeem or even Gullu. They just kept on carrying him to the far end of the godown.

He shouted it again, and this time Moeez smiled at him.

‘So who did, Amit?’

How should he know? He wasn’t the police. And then it hit him. Bloody bastard fucking George. It must have been him. No one else was there. He would have woken up drunk in the middle of the night; gone into the bedroom, probably looking to stick it into his wife while stinking like a brewery; she would have shouted at him; they would have fought; and he would have killed her. And who better to blame than Amit, the wretched manservant? And oh fuck, the missing money, the missing jewellery – the police would trace those to the pawnbroker and the pawnbroker would identify him. And then they would assume he’d murdered her. A robbery gone wrong they’d say. Another servant killing and robbing innocent rich people, and oh shit, fuck, bloody bastard, he’d signed his own death warrant.

Somewhere a switch was flicked and the sickly yellow-blue glow of a tube light fell upon him and his dance partners. He made to turn, to plead with Fat Moeez, but Nadeem punched him in the gut before he could make it halfway. The air rushed from his lungs as though punctured. His legs buckled and the dirt rose to meet him. The next thing he felt was Gullu’s hand, gentler now, lifting him up, helping him back to his feet, whispering in his ear.

‘Sorry, Amit bhai. You know how it is.’

He should have said something. Should have told Gullu this was his doing, that his death would be on his conscience and would haunt him through this life and into the next, but he said nothing of the sort. Instead he mumbled absolution.

‘It’s okay, Gullu.’

After all, Gullu wasn’t the villain here, or if he was, he was only one of several. Many scoundrels had played their part in bringing him here: Moeez, Nadeem, George, even himself. He couldn’t blame Gullu for following orders. The man had a mother to care for, and a sister with tuition fees to pay.

They were walking away from him now, Nadeem and Gullu. Nadeem drawing something from his waistband: black, metallic, glinting in the sick yellow light. He felt the tears well up, his self-control falter.

‘Please, Moeez sir, I beg you.’

‘Turn around, beta.’

He didn’t understand.

‘Turn around, fucker,’ Nadeem snarled at him.

Moeez was laughing now. ‘Trust me, Amit beta, it’s better this way, for you and for us. If I’ve learned anything from the Mumbai police in the last thirty years it’s that you should always shoot a man in the back. That way, when my security boys hand you in tomorrow, it looks like it happened while you were trying to escape.’

‘You think of everything, Moeez sahib,’ he said, and turned slowly to face away. The faces of his wife and the son he hadn’t seen in almost a year floated into his mind. His mother’s too, and those of his sisters. He owed them so much. Wished to give them so much more than he had. Why was life so cruel? If this was all predestined, if this had always been his fate, then what had been the point of any of it? Who had benefitted from him being on this earth, incarnated into the form of a shit poor boy from a flyspeck of a village in the arse end of this land? Certainly not him, or those whom the bonds of family and duty tied him to. And then for some reason he thought of Sweety. Fair and beautiful and rich beyond anything he could ever imagine, and yet it seemed their fates were to be little different. Where was the logic in that? Where was the justice? The only way any of it made sense was if the gods were all just a bunch of capricious bastards. And even as he thought it, he knew he shouldn’t.

He heard a click, and though he had never heard it before, he knew instantly what it meant. He screwed his eyes shut, clenched his fists and waited those final seconds for the bullet that had always been destined for him.

And then he heard it – the shrill tone of a phone ring that made his heart leap to his mouth.

‘Wait.’

Moeez’s voice.

Nadeem let out a curse, and then Moeez, the fat bastard, was speaking again.

‘Hã? Yes, sir… Of course, sir… No no, we have him here, only… No, nothing. Nothing! Believe me, yaar. If I wanted to, I’d have killed him already… Ha ha, sir, okay… Okay… Arré, fine, no problem, sir. Ji… Ji… Okay.’

Sir? He would have liked to meet the man whom even the feared Moeez Darzi called sir.

The call ended and then Nadeem was seeking permission to get on with things.

‘Okay, boss?’

‘Nadeem, wait. Amit beta, turn around.’

He swallowed and did as he was told. Fat Moeez stared at him as though he were some degenerate.

‘Sweety Sahota. You still got the keys to her apartment?’

Why did Moeez want to know? He realised it didn’t matter, and that there was only one answer.

‘Yes, Moeez-ji, absolutely. Not on me right now, of course, but yes, sure, I can get them. You can trust me.’

The bastard spat a laugh.

‘No, I can’t, beta, but this is your lucky day. I’m giving you one last final chance – assuming you’re not lying of course. Because if you are, I’ll make sure Nadeem cuts off your prick before he kills you. Clear?’

He heard himself agreeing. ‘Crystal clear, Moeez sahib. Min’rel water clear.’
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CHAPTER 25

Amit

He did have the keys. He had made copies at great personal risk and greater personal expense, because they were not normal keys but some fancy-schmancy special type with dots and dimples and made on a special machine in Germany. But this was Mumbai and you could get anything here, even Chinese machines that copied special German key-cutting machines, and looking back now, with that bastard Nadeem sitting next to him just itching to put a bullet between his balls, the expense of those keys seemed a wise investment.

‘So, bhenchod, where the fuck are they?’

There was a sadistic smile on Nadeem’s face, as though he rather hoped Amit was lying.

‘Dongri,’ he said. ‘Back at my place.’

Nadeem leaned forward toward Gullu in the front seat. ‘You know it?’

‘Course.’

Outside, outlined in amber, the sleeping city sped by. The night was a strange time in this city. He was not a creature of the night, and while he had grown to understand its ways, its threats, its opportunities, he was never truly comfortable in it, never truly confident of what lay waiting in its shadows.

The distance passed all too quickly, the landmarks suddenly becoming familiar: Santacruz, Kurla, Chembur, and then the Eastern Expressway and the straight road south to his neighbourhood.

Gullu turned in his seat. ‘Where exactly?’

‘Navroji Hill Road. You know it?’

‘Show me.’

‘The HP gas station on Sardar Patel Road. One street behind. Close to Cafe Coffee. Pink building.’

He was not sure why he added that final coda. The colour was immaterial in the dark, and anyway, these days the building hardly looked pink in the daylight either.

Gullu nodded and minutes later brought the car to a halt next to the cafe.

‘Wait here,’ Nadeem told him, opening the door. ‘I’ll go with this fucker, make sure he doesn’t try to make a run for it.’

If Gullu even bothered to give a response, Amit didn’t hear it, what with that Muslim bastard Nadeem dragging him out of the car by the scruff of his collar.

‘Come on, fucker. Which way?’

He crossed the street, past a pack of sleeping dogs, toward the small door hemmed in between Sita’s Fashions and the Good Luck pharmacy, both boarded up against the night. He took his key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and passed through, into the communal hallway with its mailboxes and bicycles and tangle of electrical wiring that fed stolen power and cable TV and God knew what else into the myriad dwellings into which the building was subdivided.

With Nadeem a step behind, he groped for the stairs.

‘Where’s the light switch, fucker?’

‘Who knows,’ he said, though that was not true, and for a split second, he considered making a run for it. The back passage was not far away and the geography of the hallway was familiar enough that he could negotiate it in the dark, but then what? He still had no shoes and the alley beyond was treacherous even in daylight. One shard of glass serrating his foot would be enough to end the chase and then his life. What was it the old judge he’d worked for used to say? Discretion is the better part of value.

‘It’s not far,’ he said, ‘just up the stairs. Second floor.’

The stink from the communal toilet hit him like a familiar friend, guiding him by smell toward and up the stairs. There, he took out another key, this one for the padlock that kept his own door secure. The door opened, the desolation of his room illuminated by the glow of the street light outside the window. And to think, this morning he thought he was leaving this place, if not for good, then at least for a very long time.

He reached for the light switch, accidentally switching on the fan instead.

‘Where are they, fucker?’

Why was Nadeem even asking? He didn’t need to know where Amit kept the keys to Sweety’s place. All he needed was for Amit to locate them, which he did, from behind the loose tile to the left of the sink. It was, he decided, an issue of power. Nadeem had to be seen to be in charge, giving orders, asking the questions. Well, fuck him.

He held up the keys, their dimples catching the light.

Nadeem looked at him like he’d never seen a key before.

‘That’s it?’

‘VIP keys,’ he said. ‘For VIP building. What did you expect? Some gold thing? Or something so big you could use it to unlock the gates of the Red Fort?’

The bastard gave a snort. ‘No, but at least something bigger than your dick, Amit.’

Still bigger than your brain, Nadeem bhai, he wanted to say, but refrained on account of the other man’s propensity to take offence at the slightest provocation and to expunge that offence with a bullet or two.

Three minutes later, and with his old pair of sandals on his feet, they were back on the street. Gullu was leaning against the car, the end of a cigarette glowing red between his fingers. Nadeem reached for the door.

‘Get in,’ he said, emphasising the request with a hard palm pushed into Amit’s back.

Gullu threw away the cigarette and made for the driver’s seat and then, before Amit had even righted himself, the car was moving, heading west toward Chor Bazar – the thieves’ market. They used to say that if you ever lost something in Mumbai, you’d probably find it for sale in Chor Bazar. Maybe it was still true. Maybe Sweety’s earrings, the ones he’d pawned earlier, would be on sale there right now.

Mutton Street, devoid at this hour of the colour and life of its flea market, looked sad and empty and he was glad when they’d passed it. Then it was onwards, toward Opera House and finally the skyscrapers of Altamount Road.

The lights were on at the Pinnacle. The lights were always on at the Pinnacle. Because the rich feared the dark even more than the poor did. A string of stark white neon lined the outer wall of the compound, and beyond lay the yellow of the car park levels which gave way with altitude to the gentler colours of the apartments and the aquamarine of that pool in the sky. More than once he had marvelled at it. Nearly as many times as he’d tried to ogle the women in their bikinis and swimsuits as they cruised along it. It almost made him want to learn to swim.

In front of them all though, the harsh spotlights illuminating the front gates and the security cabin. Even as they approached, two sleep-deprived guards were emerging from its interior like cockroaches from an open pickle jar.

‘How do you propose we get in?’ he asked.

Nadeem gave a smirk. ‘We’re going to drive.’

Amit shook his head at the naivety. To think they could just drive into the Pinnacle. The guy was obviously no smarter than Gullu.

‘You need a pass, ID and a letter of introduction to get inside, Nadeem bhai. It would be easier to drive into the Reserve Bank of India.’

The car stopped. Gullu dropped his window. A security guard looked inside. Ram, he thought his name was. One of the guys who’d checked Amit’s ID a thousand times already. The guy locked eyes with Nadeem. A nod passed between them, and then the security guard was addressing the other guards, shouting a command to his friends in the cabin. The gates began to open and Gullu rolled the car forward.

‘How…?’

From the front, Gullu gave a laugh. ‘These security-wallahs. Who you think owns the company that supplies them?’

He couldn’t help but blurt out the only possible answer. ‘Fat Moeez?’

‘Shabaash, Amit bhai! Correct, first-class-first! And now you know why he’s fat. Because he has his fingers in so many pies.’

As he drove the car up the parking ramp, Gullu chuckled at his own joke.

‘Maybe once we’re done here,’ Nadeem said, ‘we should stop off at the Reserve Bank and see what we might pick up.’

Gullu brought the car to a halt between two concrete pillars, as close to a service door as he could manage. He gestured through the windscreen, toward the ceiling.

‘Camera. There, also.’

Nadeem opened the door and once more Amit felt the man’s fist grip his collar and pull him out, as though he were incapable of exiting a car without assistance. Though to be fair to Nadeem, he would actually have preferred not to get out if at all possible.

It was only as Nadeem guided him toward the stairwell that the full weight of what he was doing began to hit home. Sweety was dead. George had murdered her and pinned the blame on him. Him! Who had never hurt so much as a cat. The police were looking for him. Shit, all of India would be looking for him, ready to tear him limb from limb, and here he was walking straight back into the lion’s den. His legs seemed to weaken beneath him. What was he doing? This was madness. But what choice did he have?

‘Wait.’ He clutched his side. ‘It’s sixty-eight floors. You must be mad if you expect me to climb that. In fact you might as well just kill me now.’

Nadeem turned to face him. ‘Don’t tempt me.’

But Amit could see the doubt in his eyes. Sixty-eight storeys. That was a lot for anyone, even a homicidal maniac like Nadeem.

‘What then?’

‘Service lift,’ he said. ‘It’s big, and there’s only one camera, pointed straight at the door. As long as you cover your face when you get in, and stay out of its view, it can’t see you.’

Nadeem stared at him. ‘You’re sure?’

‘Hundred per cent. How else do you think I smuggle things out of the building?’

He pressed the button, waited for the lift to ping, then covered his face with his hands as the doors opened and walked in. Nadeem, he assumed, did something similar. He pressed the button for the sixty-eighth floor, then stood underneath the camera and out of its field of vision. The doors closed. He liked this lift. It was slow. It ate up time – time when he would otherwise be working. And it had real buttons.

‘Nadeem bhai, what are we looking for?’

‘You don’t need to worry about that. You just need to get me into the apartment. And I’m not your bhai.’

That was fair enough. He didn’t really see Nadeem as brotherly material. Still, his question stood unanswered. What was in the apartment that Fat Moeez, or rather whoever had been speaking to him, wanted?

The lift pinged and juddered to a halt.

The doors opened. Nadeem took a tentative step forward, glanced around before covering his face and turning to him.

‘Come on, fucker.’

He led the way, through the stairwell and through the door into the sixty-eighth-floor lobby, pausing on the threshold, half expecting to see a policeman or two standing there, but of course there was none. If Moeez could buy the contract to provide security guards for the Pinnacle, he could no doubt also buy the services of at least a few of Mumbai’s boys in khaki.

There, across the landing, was the door to George and Sweety’s place, barred by nothing more offensive than three or four strands of police tape. Nadeem pulled carefully at the ends of each while he fumbled the keys into their respective locks and turned.

‘Listen, Nadeem,’ Amit said as the door creaked open, ‘if you don’t need me and you won’t tell me what we’re looking for, I can just wait here till you’re done. Make sure the coast stays clear.’

Nadeem pushed him into the hallway of the apartment, closed the door and then pinned him against the wall with one arm. He brought his face close.

‘You think I’m stupid, Amit, is that it?’

‘No,’ he said, mainly as it was, he felt, the answer that Nadeem wanted to hear.

‘Good. Because I’m not. I hear you tried to pull a fast one on Gullu earlier today. You didn’t even manage that, did you? And that’s Gullu who has the brain of a donkey! If you couldn’t outsmart him, what hope do you think you’ll have with me?’

‘None,’ he said. ‘I was just trying to help.’

Nadeem stepped back, freeing him from the wall.

‘Okay, then help by showing me where that Sweety bitch keeps her things.’

He did as ordered, led Nadeem to the room Sweety ma’am had used as her walk-in closet, then stood by the door as Nadeem put on a thin pair of rubber gloves, took a moment to appreciate how film stars lived, then set to work on his hunt, opening drawers, sifting through the contents, then moving on to the next. He had to admit, there was even a certain grace to it, a methodical lightness of touch, like watching Ravi Shankar strum sitar strings or Vishwanath Anand move chess pieces.

‘You’ve done this before?’

Nadeem looked up at him. ‘In a previous life.’

‘I didn’t think you people believed in those.’

Nadeem gave him a smile, or as close an approximation to it as the man was capable of.

‘We don’t, but it was still a previous life. I was a kid. It was my first calling. I was pretty good at it. Robbed places all over Dadar and Sion. Never got caught. Not even once.’

The minutes ticked by. Nadeem concentrated on his work, tackling each drawer, each cabinet, each wardrobe shelf with a meticulous dedication. The problem for him was that there were another two rooms of drawers and cabinets and wardrobes crammed full of Sweety’s things to go, and as far as Amit was concerned, that was just fine. The longer the better. It could take Nadeem from now till eternity to find whatever he was looking for, and he wouldn’t mind.

It took forty minutes for Nadeem to crack, though the signs were visible earlier. His temporary good humour had soured like milk in the noonday sun and soon enough the muttering had started, followed by the epithets.

He considered making another offer of help but decided against it. There was no need. Nadeem would see sense soon enough, and indeed, any entreaty Amit made might actually have the impact of delaying the inevitable. It was better to wait.

Nadeem checked his watch, then looked over.

‘You going to just stand there, sucking your thumb, fucker?’

And there it was.

‘Just tell me what I can do to help,’ he said, in a tone he hoped sounded reasonable.

Nadeem sighed. ‘We need to find a watch.’

‘Why?’

‘How should I know? Those were Moeez’s orders, so that’s what we look for.’

‘George has got a whole drawer full of watches in the other room,’ he said, and it was true. Boxes of them, all packed away neatly. Beautiful things, with faces that shone and sparkled, with windows for the date and hands that seemed to glide along like they were buttered, though why any man should need so many watches was beyond him. You could have all the watches in the world, but there would still be only one time. He’d tried a few on, when George was out and the maid Ayisha was busy having her siesta, but they were all far too big for him. They rattled around his wrists like bangles.

‘Not George’s watch,’ Nadeem said. ‘Sweety’s. Apple-ka smartwatch.’

His stomach leapt. He knew the watch. He’d seen it – on Sweety’s wrist, and also in the wardrobe where she kept it, the one with the special charging socket. It was two along from where Nadeem currently stood.

He didn’t know why exactly, but it felt important to remain impassive.

He puffed out his cheeks. ‘If you want, I can check the other room?’

Nadeem looked up. ‘No, you’ll stay here, where I can keep an eye on you.’

He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said, then pointed at the wardrobe. ‘You want I should look in there?’

Nadeem’s silence, he felt, was acquiescence if not quite affirmation, and that was good enough. He walked over, opened the wardrobe, slipped out the middle drawer and saw it sitting there. A square black face on a silver strap. The minute he handed it over to Nadeem, he would have served his purpose. Surplus to requirement. Fat Moeez might even have ordered Nadeem to kill him there and then. He stared at the watch – his death warrant, or maybe, if he was clever, his ticket to go on living just a little longer.

Could he get it out and palm it into his pocket without Nadeem noticing? It was possible, but it was best to wait a little, just in case the bastard was keeping an eye on him. He slid the drawer back and set to work on another one, going through the motions of a search with his fingers while his mind and his ears concentrated on Nadeem.

Five minutes. No more. After that Nadeem would move on to the next wardrobe and that would bring him closer, almost next to where Amit now stood. He waited, counting the seconds as his heart beat faster. Behind him, Nadeem was swearing again – something unpleasant about someone’s mother. It was now or never.

Once more he slid open the drawer. Only as he touched the watch did he realise how slick with sweat his fingers were. Still, there was nothing for it but to keep calm. Nadeem shifted, closing a wardrobe and moving to beside him.

‘Anything?’

His heart was in his mouth now, thumping fast like Zakir Hussain playing the tabla.

‘Not yet, Nadeem bhai.’

As if from nowhere, Nadeem reached out a hand and smacked him on the back of the head. It felt like he’d been hit by a cricket bat. The watch slipped from his grasp, landing back in the drawer with a thud. He held his breath.

‘I told you, don’t call me bhai.’

‘Sorry, Nadeem,’ he said.

The bastard opened the next wardrobe, and for a second its door came between them. Now or never. Once more he lifted the watch, and in one fluid movement, transferred it from its home and into his pocket.

Elation, relief, euphoria, all washed over him and through him. Fuck you, Nadeem, you limp prick! In his moment of triumph, he almost gave thanks to the gods, until he remembered that he was still standing beside his probable executioner and in the flat of his former employer, who’d murdered his wife and sought to pin it on him, and that he had no way out and nowhere to go. He was still a dead man walking, only now with a watch in his pocket, though he still had no real idea why.

He needed to get out of there; needed to get away from Nadeem and Gullu and however many paid security men there were in the Pinnacle working for Fat Moeez.

Think, Amit. Don’t panic.

And then it hit him.

Panic.

There was a button. A panic button, George had called it. In the lounge and in each bedroom. You pressed it and ten minutes later the police came. He knew that because he’d pressed it already. When he’d first started working for George. It wasn’t his fault. It was a square, red button. It was all but begging to be pushed. He’d pressed it and nothing had happened and then, ten minutes later, the police had rushed in and pinned him against a wall.

The police would know that the apartment was empty. If he pressed it, they would descend upon the place like lions upon deer. He would hide, and in the commotion, maybe even get away.

It wasn’t foolproof, but it was better than nothing, and certainly better than being shot by Nadeem. He walked over to the window, leaned on the wall beside it, and pressed the button.

It didn’t take ten minutes, not according to his own watch. It took eight, yet they felt far longer, each moment drawn out till it was as taut as his nerves. He did what he could to maintain his composure, going through the motions, continuing the pretence of looking for the needle already transferred from the haystack to his pocket.

Nadeem turned to him. ‘The damn thing’s not here.’

‘We can try the next room,’ he said, rather surprised at Nadeem’s use of the mildest of epithets as opposed to something stronger.

‘Right,’ Nadeem agreed. ‘Come on, useless fucker.’

And so he led the way, sweat soaking his back, from the walk-in closet to the master bedroom. If the police arrived now, he’d be right in the midst of things. And if they decided to shoot first and ask questions later, well, that would be just typical of his luck. Yet thankfully they didn’t come through the door while he was moving from one room to the other. They came through approximately ninety seconds later, with shouts and threats and making the sort of noise villagers do when trying to scare a tiger.

Nadeem looked at him in shock. ‘What the fuck did you do?’

‘Nothing!’ he said, and in that moment he suddenly wished that that had been true.

Nadeem reached for the gun at his waistband, though whether to take on the police or take aim at Amit wasn’t clear. It was best not to take chances. Amit rushed for the light switch, plunged the room into darkness and then ran for the hallway. Shadows moved around him. Voices shouted. Nadeem swore his epithets. Amit kept his head down and made for the kitchen. From behind him, a flash of light, the crack of a bullet. A scream. He turned the corner into the kitchen and threw himself on the floor.

He’d planned this, thought it through in the eight minutes between button press and police arrival, though to call it a plan was rather misleading, rather it was a desperate course of action pursued in the face of no better alternatives.

Ayisha’s room. That was the place to hide. People forgot about servants. If he was lucky, the police might not even search it. Even if they did, they’d hopefully give it just a cursory glance. In an apartment as opulent as this, no one would wish to spend much time in a spartan maid’s room.

The commotion in the hallway grew louder. The watch – he needed to hide it. Stash it somewhere in case the worst happened and they found him. Nadeem was shouting like a madman. He heard a thud and then Nadeem wasn’t shouting so much. He picked himself up and ran, opening the door to the back room. He stopped at the laundry hatch. If this was a film, he might have thrown himself down it and made his escape, but the thing was too small for anyone but a child. Still, it made him think… His thoughts were interrupted by more shouts – among them, Nadeem yelling his name.

Shit.

There was no more time; he moved on, into the maid’s room and threw himself under the bed. The voices grew louder. The door to the kitchen opened. Footsteps in the passageway, then voices almost above his head. He closed his eyes and held his breath and uttered the start of a praye—

A hand grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled. He let out a gasp of pain, slid himself out and looked up.

Above him stood a small man with greying hair. He gave the merest of smiles.

‘Hello, Amit,’ he said.
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CHAPTER 26

Amit

They handcuffed him, then hit him a few times. Not the grey-haired inspector sahib, the damn lathi-wallahs, the khaki-uniformed constables who basically lived for bribes and the administration of beatings.

And then they threw him in the back of a police van and took him to some big police building and pushed him into a cell. He had been inside police thanas before, though nothing as big as this place. If he had to guess, he would say it was police headquarters at Crawford Market, judging by how old everything looked. Solid, though. The walls, the steel door, the wooden shelf he lay upon. All strong as granite. British-made prison. Best in the world. It was understandable. When it came to locking up Indians, they’d had more practice than anyone.

He had stayed there, lying upon the bench until the pain of the beatings had ebbed and the fear of what lay ahead surged. They would charge him with Sweety’s murder; they would build a case against him; they would try him; and they would execute him. He had no doubts about that. Sooner or later, he would face the gallows or the firing squad or the electric chair or whatever the government stipulated – he was not sure of the specifics. Poor people always faced punishment for their crimes – real or imaginary. It was the way of things in this country; elsewhere too, probably. The poor were powerless to escape retribution, while the rich could turn almost any setback to their advantage. He did not have the words or the education to consider it in depth, but he strongly suspected that keeping the poor in their place, all in the name of justice, was a fundamental plank of the society he lived in, maybe of all societies. After all, there were far more of the poor than there were of the rich. If things were fairer, would it not be the other way round?

Someone – a guy he’d known who’d lived in America – had once told him that it was different there. A man with brains could, with hard work and the blessings of the gods, go from nothing to become a billionaire, or even the president. Maybe it was true, but that guy hadn’t become a billionaire. Instead men in masks had arrested him, put him in a cell with twenty others, then onto a plane back to India. And all without giving him the chance even to make a phone call.

Speaking of which, wasn’t he owed one of those? Didn’t the police need to give him the chance to phone someone – a relative or a lawyer? He’d seen it in soap operas. There was only one way to find out.

He banged on the steel door.

‘Ay, bhai sahib!… Bhai sahib!’

Eventually, a small slit of a window in the door opened.

‘Kya?’

‘Phone call.’

‘Kaun-si phone call?’

‘Law says I get one phone call.’

The thing about the low-level lathi-wallahs was that half the time they knew even less about the law than the people they arrested. In this city, where policemen waited on street corners to fleece passers-by for some supposed infraction, it paid dividends to be a part-time lawyer. The trick was to appear confident and to use as much English words as possible.

The lathi-wallah stared back dumbly like an ox at an intersection. It was important to maintain momentum.

‘Call your supervisor! Senior ko bulaao! Abhi bulaao! Call him!’

‘Wait please.’

The man closed the window slot. Amit sat back down on the bench with the satisfaction of a job well done. There was no guarantee, but he felt confident he’d obtain his phone call. The cop had said ‘wait please’ in English, possibly from a very small stock of words, and the final one, please, well, that was the clincher. Cops didn’t use that word unless they were cowed.

Moments later, the slot clanged open, wider this time, followed by a hatch in the door. His own phone was passed to him on a wooden board.

‘Ek phone call only.’

He did not bother to thank the guard. Better to keep up the pretence that he knew his rights. As for who to call, he had no family, no lawyer, but there was one man who would want to hear from him. He pulled up the number and pressed the green button.

Fat Moeez answered on the first ring.

‘Where the hell are you? Where’s Nadeem?’

As greetings went, it wasn’t the worst he’d ever received, not even the worst in the last twenty-four hours.

‘I don’t know about Nadeem, but I’m in jail. Crawford Market.’

There was a pause on the line.

‘So? Why are you telling me?’

‘Because I found something. I thought you might quite like it. But it won’t be available for long. Seven hours at most. And right now I can’t give it to you, obviously. Because I’m in prison.’

The sound of Moeez’s breath came down the line.

‘Crawford Market?’

‘That’s right, Moeez sahib.’

The line went dead.

He thought about making another call, but a voice from beyond the door, deeper, more threatening than the lathi-wallah from earlier, shouted at him to stop.

‘Ek call only!’

He stepped back as keys clanked in the lock. The door flew open and a guard, a big Sikh bastard with a beard like a bush and stripes on his shoulder, strode in, grabbed the phone and then smacked him in the face with a hand that felt as solid as the bench he’d been lying on. He fell backwards, landing hard on his backside.

The man aimed the usual curses at him, then turned and headed for the door. It took a while for his head to clear, during which time it was easier just to sit on the floor than to move. Eventually, though, he got up and returned to his perch on the bench and thought of Fat Moeez.







DAY THREE
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CHAPTER 27

George

He woke early. Which is to say he got up early without having really slept. But he must have done, because he remembered the dreams – of searching the apartment, going from room to room, of finding Sweety, dead in their bed.

Sweety. How he wished he could go back and change things. He should never have gone out. Should never have got drunk. Should never have trusted that bastard Amit. Because it was Amit who’d killed her. He accepted that now.

Fuck.

He pressed the button to part the curtains. Outside the sun was still red, rising over the city’s halo of smog. He could get up. And do what? To what end, George? What is your purpose now?

How was it that a man like him, a man who prided himself on his independence, could suddenly feel so… so useless, so hamstrung? It was like he’d lost part of himself. The better part of him. Maybe it was genetic. Hadn’t it happened to his dad? The man had basically given up when the cancer took his wife. A year later he was in the ground himself, dead of a broken heart.

But Mom and Dad were different. They’d been together for forty years. Couldn’t function without each other. Shared everything from meals to medication. He and Sweety’d been together for about five years all told, and not all of that had been happy.

Speaking of medication, he should take his statins, Sweety would have wanted that. They were in his holdall. He’d do it when he got up.

Now, though, he sat, positioned the pillows behind his back, reached for the TV remote and clicked. It took a minute to skip through the game shows and soaps and find a news channel, but it was easy enough to spot when he reached it, seeing as it was graced by a shot of a sea of flowers and candles and pictures of Sweety all placed next to the gates of the building in which he was currently sitting abed on the topmost floor.

The picture changed and he sat up straighter. There on screen was a photo of Amit, surrounded by khaki-clad police officers and looking like he’d been trampled by a herd or two of buffalo.

The chyron at the bottom of the screen made it official.


SWEETY SAHOTA MURDER CASE: MANSERVANT APPREHENDED… DEVELOPING…



He gave a sigh.

Thank God.

It wouldn’t bring Sweety back, but at least she’d get justice. She deserved that. They both did. And as for that snake, Amit, well, George wasn’t one for capital punishment. He even signed an open letter to the Hollywood Observer calling for its nationwide abolition, but in this case he was willing to make an exception.

He turned up the volume. A young woman in a dark jacket and a voice an octave lower than he’d expected was announcing in exuberant tones, the daring capture of Amit and an accomplice, and that… no, that couldn’t be right… he’d been caught inside their apartment.

It took a moment for that to sink in. The bastard had returned to the scene of the crime. Even as George had been tossing and turning in this damn bed, Amit had come back and once more violated his and Sweety’s apartment. To steal more stuff? What a piece of work.

The newsreader’s voice became more animated. Something was happening. He looked to the screen. The picture changed again, this time to shaky footage. Night-time, what looked like the entranceway to an apartment block. Not the Pinnacle. Something smaller, but still upmarket by Mumbai standards going by the doorman’s uniform. It was dark, and the footage was grainy. Taken on a phone, most likely. A figure – a woman – entering the shot, passing through the glass doors and emerging into the night, tucking a stray hair behind her ear, ignoring the nod from the doorman, heading quickly away, the camera following her, to a car. For a moment it’s hard to make out her features, and then, suddenly, as she opens the car door and gets in, she comes into focus, illuminated by the glow of the vanity lights and –

His blood froze. The chyron filled in the blanks but only told him what he already knew deep down.


SWEETY SAHOTA SEEN LEAVING APARTMENT BLOCK OF EX-LOVER HOURS BEFORE MURDER.
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CHAPTER 28

Gemma

Shit.

No, no, no, this was all wrong. All wrong!

The TV was muted and playing out its silent cavalcade of news and hearsay and what passed for analysis from the same bunch of stale, male talking heads. Who’d have thought that the best people to opine on the murder of the queen of Bollywood were all white-haired old men. But then, in this country, as elsewhere, it seemed as though a bunch of geriatric males were the ultimate authority on pretty much every fucking thing.

The analysis was bad enough, but the actual factual news was worse. If the chyron was to be believed – and she hoped it wasn’t – Amit had been arrested. Great. The police in this city didn’t so much as take a dump without a bribe, but when it came to arresting the one man in the country she needed to speak to, they managed to do it in less than forty-eight hours. And now this – this bullcrap about Sweety at Chunky Malhotra’s place.

Yes, okay, she’d been there – there was no denying that – but the news made it sound like she was having a long-running affair, and that, most definitely, was grade-A horseshit. But that was a matter for another time. Right now she needed to talk to Ash. Maybe she should have stayed over, but he’d been adamant. It was too risky, what with helicopters outside the windows and reporters with wide-angle lenses camped out beyond the wall. And maybe he’d been right. If they could get a video of Sweety leaving Chunky’s place two nights ago, they could probably get one of her in Ash’s apartment. After all, there was that video of the two of them in flagrante at the hotel in Juhu. Someone had taken that too.

She reached for the phone and pressed Ash’s number. He answered almost immediately.

‘Gemma?’

There was no time for pleasantries.

‘The police. They’ve arrested Amit.’

‘I saw that.’ His tone was animated. ‘And as for your Sweety – having an affair – I told you she was a bloody hypocrite. Criticising us! Telling you to leave me, and all the time she’s running around behind her husband’s back with that Chunky Malhotra.’ He gave a snort.

‘Ash. She hated Chunky’s guts.’

‘Certainly doesn’t look that way. Maybe she just told you that to keep you off the scent.’

Could that be true?

‘Look, it’s not important right now. What’s important is that the police have Amit.’

‘You need to keep calm, Gemma.’

Calm? How could she be calm? The one person who might lead them to whoever was blackmailing them was now in police custody. How were they supposed to get what they needed from him? Unless…

‘Can you get to him? I mean. Can you get him a lawyer or something? Someone who can give us access?’

A moment’s silence on the line. Heat at her armpits.

‘It’s not that simple, Gem. I can’t be seen organising a lawyer for a murderer, especially not for Sweety’s killer.’

‘So what then? What the hell are we supposed to do?’

He sighed. ‘We need to buy time. I’ll find a way to get to this Amit, but I think maybe you need to be prepared to hand over that computer in whatever fashion they demand.’

He couldn’t be serious, could he? Hand it over and then what? More blackmail?

‘What’s to stop them taking it and then posting the video anyway?’

‘It’s a risk,’ he said, ‘but why would they? That video – that night – it was almost a year ago. Whoever took it has probably been holding on to it for some time. If their objective was to extort us or even to destroy us, why wait this long? Why not start the blackmail earlier? No, my feeling is if we give them the laptop, they’ll refrain from posting anything for now. They will prefer to hang on to it. That way they still have a hold over us… over me, but it would still give us time to find them.’

She sat back on the bed. She couldn’t fault his logic, but it was still a hell of a gamble. But he had more to lose than she did, a helluva lot more. If he was willing to take that risk, shouldn’t she also?

The damn tears welled up. Well, fuck ’em. For forty-eight hours she’d held it together; even after the news of Sweety’s murder, she’d been strong. The last twenty-four hours, and with practically no sleep, she’d held on, fortified by the hope that if they found Amit, then there might be a way through this. He would know who Vader was and they – well, Ash anyway – could force a name from him and then they would deal with the bastard. But now, now the Lord knew she was at the end of her tether. The phone shook in her hand.

‘Ash, I don’t know how much more of this I can take.’

‘Baby,’ he said, ‘I need you to be strong. We’ll get through this, I promise you.’

Maybe he was right. Maybe, by some miracle, they would get through this, but then what? She had no job any more, and did she really want to continue to be a politician’s mistress? And for how long? Another five years, maybe ten, and then she’d be pushing fifty. What were the chances of Ash leaving his wife then? No. This felt like a turning point, or a sign from God. It was now or never.

‘Let’s run away, Ash. Let’s leave here. Let’s go to Mauritius like we said we would and start again.’

She thought she heard a hint of a laugh.

‘But what would we do there, Gem?’

We’d live, Ash! We’d fuckin’ live! It wasn’t as if they’d need to work for a living. Christ, he was a millionaire. Just selling his place in the Pinnacle would set them up for the rest of their lives. He could give the rest of his cash to his wife and kids for all she cared.

‘We’d be together. We wouldn’t need to hide any more, and that damn video – it’d lose its power over us. It’d be worthless. We’d be happy and we’d be free.’

‘Gem, my love. It’s not that simple. You know that.’

Why? Why wasn’t it that simple? His kids were pretty much adults; his wife spent more time with his credit cards than she did with him. What was it keeping him here? His career? His constituents? A lifetime spent around sharks and sycophants – is that what he wanted?

He must have sensed her disappointment.

‘We’ll do it, Gemma. I promise you. It’ll just take a little time. There are things I need to sort out.’

‘Fine,’ she told him. ‘Well, if there’s things to sort maybe add getting access to Amit to the top of that list. Otherwise you might not have anything left to protect.’







[image: Image of a tall skyscraper with a pointed top and vertical lines. The structure appears to be a prominent building.]








CHAPTER 29

Amit

How many hours had he been in there? Long enough for night to have turned to day, or if not actually day, then at least for the first birds to start cawing.

Twice he’d called out for the guard in the hope of obtaining food, and failing that, simply the emptying of the stinking bucket in the corner of the cell. The first time, he was ignored; the second time, the door opened and the Sikh bugger had come in and given him another thappad for his troubles, yet two minutes later it had opened again and another guard, a young, skinny chap with traces of acne still on his face, came in with a steel bowl of dal and some thin roti wrapped in tinfoil. He’d acknowledged this kindness with a nod, then set to work on the food, polishing off every last lentil.

Eventually the cell door had opened once more. The Sikh bugger again.

‘Up! Up on your feet, chutiya!’

‘No dessert?’ he asked, rising, and received a thick slap on the back of his head for his troubles.

They put the handcuffs on him again, great big steel things, heavy, like a deadweight, led him along a corridor that stank of piss, took a right then a left and then he stopped caring. A few more turns, this way, that way, and then they dumped him in a room of high walls and no windows, an antiquated tape recorder on a steel table at its centre and a dust-covered fan on the ceiling.

The smell in here was of sweat, though the stench that came not from heat but from fear. The stench of helplessness and hopelessness. He knew the difference. All his life, that stench had been close at hand, from schoolroom to sweatshop to vice den to police thana. And this room reeked of it… or maybe it was him.

The door opened and the grey-haired detective walked in, the one who’d pulled him from under Ayisha’s bed; the one who’d known his name. Behind him came a younger man, leaner, sallower, with the thin arms and wrists of a vegetarian.

They took the chairs opposite, the older man staring at him while the younger one put a cassette tape in the machine and pressed a button.

‘Interview commencing –’

The senior one rattled off the date and time, then turned back to him.

‘Name?’

‘Amit.’

‘Full name!’

‘Amit Gopal Kamblé.’

This time he received a nod.

‘Well, Mr Amit Kamblé, I am Detective Inspector Gill; this is Detective Constable Patel. I take it you know why you are here?’

He was not sure how to answer. He was here for many reasons. He was here because a rich American had killed his wife and framed him; he was here because the idiot Gullu killed his own motorbike; he was here because Fat Moeez wanted Sweety’s watch; he was here because he’d pressed a big red button; he was here because it seemed his destiny to suffer. So yes, he knew why he was here. The better question was why exactly this Inspector Gill thought he was here.

‘You are here because two nights ago you murdered your mistress, Ms Sweety Sahota.’

He objected. He had to object. Because that wasn’t true. This inspector sahib could have chosen one of a hundred reasons, but that one, the murder one, well, that wasn’t right. He hadn’t killed her.

‘No, sir.’

Gill arched an eyebrow, just like the police-wallahs did in the movies when questioning the bad guys.

‘Come on, Amit bhai. Don’t be silly. This is the simplest of cases. We have video from the lobby of you helping Mr Abercrombie back to the apartment. We also have video of you in the car park leaving with what looks like Sweety Sahota’s handbag. No one else came to or left the apartment between then and the time Mr Abercrombie informed us of her murder. The concierge and the entry log confirm it. Your master was drunk. You saw an opportunity to steal. Sweety discovered you and you killed her, then left with her possessions.’

He felt the nausea rise within him; the dal fighting its way back up his gullet, hot and rancid. This was how they got you. They made up tales; stories that sounded so sensible and simple; stories a judge would believe, especially when the alternative was the word of a gutter rat like him.

‘Just tell the truth,’ the younger one suggested. ‘It will go easier for you.’

Except the opposite was true. The truth was not going to make things easier. The truth was strange and complicated and not something even he completely understood. What they wanted was not the truth but his agreement, his acquiescence in what they wished to be true. And that was the problem with the truth. It carried very little weight when it was inconvenient or uttered by the wrong person.

He took a breath.

‘That’s not what happened. I did not even see Sweety ma’am. George sahib was drunk. I took him home and then I left.’

‘So if you didn’t kill Ms Sahota, who did?’

He looked at the detective, gave him his most innocent expression.

‘Sir, is it not obvious? It must have been George sir. He was most angry at Sweety ma’am for missing an interview with the BBC. They argued about it. She left. He ordered me take him to Bandra where –’ he shook his head as though disappointed by his employer’s conduct – ‘he got drunk, and… I don’t like to say… but he took drugs… harassed girls. Even when I brought him home he was swearing and cursing Sweety ma’am. That is why I made bed for him on sofa in the sitting room, so that he would not fight with her again. He must have woken in the night, and in a rage, killed her.’ He pressed his palms together in entreaty. ‘Sir, I am a simple village boy. My whole life I didn’t drink or smoke or partake in wicked things. I came to Mumbai to earn money so I could care for my parents, my wife, my son. I am not a killing person. But George sir? That foreigner is doing terrible-terrible things: drinking, drugs, Eve-teasing. He is the one you should arrest.’

Gill assessed him as coolly as the mountain does a mouse.

‘And yet you are the one who left with Sweety ma’am’s handbag, containing her phone, her laptop, money and jewellery.’

Sweat trickled down his flanks.

What? What was this bullshit? No. He didn’t have her phone or her laptop. Someone else had those – who exactly, he had no clue. Yes, he’d left George snoring on the sofa, gone down to the car park to sleep a few hours on the back seat of George’s car – he’d done so numerous times before, it made more sense than going back to his hole in the wall in Dongri. Yes, Fat Moeez had called him while he lay there, telling him to go up to the apartment and find the laptop or else he’d cut his balls off and his throat open. And so yes, he’d gone back up to the apartment, at great personal risk, but had comprehensively failed to find the laptop and, when he heard George stirring, decided it was better to flee town than face Moeez’s wrath. Yes, he might have taken some of George’s money, and yes, also Sweety’s jewellery to aid in that flight; but no, he most certainly had not killed Sweety, nor taken her phone or computer!

‘Nahin, sir.’

Gill sat up straighter.

‘No?’

‘No, sir.’

‘So how do you explain her jewellery ending up in a pawn shop? And before you deny it further, there is video of you entering the shop.’

His head dropped to his chest as though the answer might be found in his lap. It went against his instincts, but maybe the truth, or at least a modicum of it, was worth trying. Still, he had to be careful. Any mention of Fat Moeez coercing him could be fatal. The man had eyes and ears and razor blades everywhere. Yes, the line he needed to walk was narrow indeed. He glanced up at the inspector, put on that look of subservience which had become second nature to him and pressed his palms together in supplication.

‘Sir. It is true, I took the money and the jewellery, but not the phone or the computer, I swear it, and I only took those because…’ a sigh for effect and to formalise the lie, ‘I am ashamed to say it… I fell into debt. I needed money to pay for medicine. My mother, she is ill. I borrowed from a lender in Lokhandwalla, but,’ once more the drop of the head to the chest, ‘I could not afford to pay it back. On the wages George sir and Sweety ma’am paid me, the interest alone was too much for me, and it just kept mounting up. The moneylender threatened to kill me. I had no choice, and to my eternal disgrace, when I…’ fingers to eyes, the wiping away of an imaginary tear, ‘when I saw Sweety ma’am’s bag and earrings lying on the table, I thought it was a sign from God. You know, I do so much for them, George sir always is drunk. A real scoundrel he is. I try my best to keep him out of trouble, I bring him home when he can’t do it himself, I keep riffraff away from Sweety ma’am, but they treat me like a dog and pay me like a peasant.’ A real tear came this time, which felt like a boon. ‘I regret it now, of course I do, but at the time, well, you tell me, sir, what else could I do?’

He looked at the inspector’s face. It was hard, implacable like the north-west slope of Kanchenjunga, but then he was yet to meet any cop with a heart.

‘And you regretted it so much, you went back again last night. How exactly did you get past the police sentry at the entrance to the flat?’

Was the man seriously asking such a question? Had the inspector sahib arrived only today in Mumbai on the back of an elephant, innocent to the ways of the city and its police?

‘There was no sentry when I got there.’

The detective exchanged a look with his subordinate, then turned the weight of his gaze back upon Amit.

‘Why exactly did you go back? Were you hoping to rob the place properly, this time with an accomplice? And please don’t tell me you were so racked with remorse that you went back to return the money you’d stolen.’

Shit.

He had a story prepared – of course he had – an explanation for what he was doing there when they found him hiding under the bed, but now, in the hot light of day and even in his own head, it seemed less convincing than he had anticipated. He summoned up his outrage.

‘Accomplice? What accomplice? That man? That ugly-looking goondah? Not at all! I had nothing to do with him. Who do you think pressed the alarm button to call you cops in the first place? Me! No, I, I went back to the apartment because Sweety ma’am, though she was not a generous employer, she was a kind lady. I wanted to go back to show my appreciation and to say sorry. I wanted to lay some flowers at the door of the apartment. When I got there, though, the door was open and I heard noises from the interior. I ventured quietly inside and saw a figure moving in the dark. Well, I thought, who is this good-for-nothing miscreant fellow? A thief, no doubt, come like a vulture to prey upon the possessions of Sweety ma’am at this darkest of hours. So I crept to the bedroom where I knew there was an alarm button and I pressed it. But before I reach the front door, he saw me and I ran, finally hiding under the bed in the maid’s room, and thank the gods you and your men came so quickly. Thank you, Inspector sahib, thank you!’

He sat back. Actually he thought he’d delivered that quite well. It was plausible, and he had pressed the button to call them. Maybe the inspector would believe him?

But the bastard just sat there looking at him as though he hadn’t heard a single word. The silence began to drag. He thought about filling it, telling the inspector that he should throw the book at Nadeem because, robbing the dead, well, it was somehow worse than robbing the living, no? But that would be counterproductive. The silence was a weapon, wielded by Gill like a knife, cutting through his self-control. He needed to be strong. He balled his fists and waited it out.

Finally Gill gave a slow nod.

‘I see. I have one question. The flowers. What happened to them?’

‘’Scuse me?’

‘The flowers. The ones you so thoughtfully and remorsefully brought to lay outside the apartment. Where did they go?’

Shit.

He raised his arms, shrugged theatrically.

‘How should I know? I paid good money for them. Almost a thousand rupees. And now you’re telling me they’ve gone? The building security guards probably. Between you and me, they are not the most trustworthy fellows. Of course, the boss-wallahs in the building will say “best security in Mumbai”, but really, they employ people who are very low types. Always stealing things – laundry, groceries, flowers.’

Even as he said it, he felt himself believing it, felt himself growing angry at the sheer audacity of someone stealing those imaginary flowers, those bloody bastard no-good security-wallahs. He should carry on, maybe even lodge an FIR and ask this cop to open a case investigating the theft of his beautiful bouquet.

Before he could, though, the other officer – the skinny Gujarati, Patel, was on his feet, leaning across the table. He grabbed a fistful of Amit’s shirt and suddenly Amit felt himself pulled forward, off his chair and over the steel table till he was face-to-face with the man.

‘You expect us to believe all this bakwaas, you snake? You kill a woman, have the audacity to go back and rob her house and then blame everyone else? You think we are stupid?’

He was not sure, seeing as his field of vision was limited on account of being held in a semi-prone position betwixt chair and table, but he thought he saw a look of distaste on the older officer’s face. Still, it didn’t cause him to intervene.

‘I didn’t kill anyone, I swear it.’

The words came out in a higher pitch than he’d anticipated, but the sentiment remained true, not that it cut any ice with Patel.

‘You lying chutiya, I ought to beat you to a pulp.’

The police-wallah raised a hand. Amit closed his eyes, steeled himself for its impact. Instead he heard a noise, the door opening, maybe. What it was he did not have an opportunity to find out, as a moment later Patel had grabbed his head and slammed it downwards, and then the pain exploded as his face made violent contact with the table. Fireworks behind his eyelids. The sound of the bone and cartilage of his nose crunching against steel and then the warm, metallic taste of blood in his mouth.

‘Enough!’

It might have been Gill’s voice. It might have been Vishnu or Krishna or the voice of any one of the gods, for all he knew, but in that moment he was thankful for it. Patel let go of him and he slumped back onto his seat. With his tongue, he felt cautiously around his mouth. One of his teeth felt loose.

‘What is the meaning of this?’

Not Gill’s voice. He was certain this time. He pushed himself slowly upright. A man in a black suit and tie – the kind the Christian undertakers wore – stood near the door. Maybe he was here to measure Amit for a coffin? His hair was grey, his face set in an expression of distaste. He wondered who this saviour was exactly, but it didn’t really matter. In that moment, Amit loved him.

Gill, it seemed was asking a similar question.

‘And you are?

‘My name is Mahmood, and I am Mr Kamblé’s attorney.’

Amit’s head began to clear. An attorney? Not just that, but his attorney! Now that was a turn-up for the books. He’d had an attorney before, one time when he needed a marriage certificate annulled, but that had been a local vakil working from one room above a photocopy shop in Srinagar. This man though was almost a different species. His last attorney didn’t have a suit or tie. And he certainly didn’t have gold cufflinks.

The man was speaking.

‘Now, I understand my client denies all charges against him relating to the matter of the death of Ms Sahota. He will not be answering any further questions at this time, certainly not after the physical violence I have witnessed here just now. In fact I shall be lodging a formal complaint of brutality against both of you.’

Amit looked up at him, his head haloed by the whirring fan on the ceiling and wondered if he’d ever witnessed such an impressive sight.

Gill was on his feet now.

‘You do what you deem necessary, but this man is the prime suspect in a murder case. We will question him until we obtain the truth.’

The lawyer seemed to find that amusing.

‘You already have the truth. My client is innocent. The real killer is his former employer, the American, Mr Abercrombie. If you actually do your job, you will find he has far more motive to murder his wife than the rationale of petty theft you are attributing to Mr Kamblé.’

How long had he been waiting outside the room? Had he heard all of Amit’s words before he walked in? Or was he just psychic? Either was fine as far as Amit was concerned. Somewhere a phone buzzed. The inspector reached into his pocket, pulled out his cell and held it to his ear.

‘Gill… Hā… Hā… What? You cannot be serious – this is a murder cha—… No… No… But, sir, we have not had the oppor—… No… No, sir… Hā, sir… Very well, sir.’

It seemed a rather one-sided conversation, with Gill on the wrong side of it. His face darkened. He hung up and turned to the lawyer.

‘This is a case of murder. There should be no question of this man receiving bail.’

The lawyer gave a hint of a smile, the sort a crocodile gives its prey.

‘It would seem your superiors disagree, and unless you wish me to file charges of brutality against both you and your subordinate here, this interrogation is over and my client is free to leave the premises in line with the terms of his bail.’
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CHAPTER 30

George

He sat there, on the bed, deaf to the TV and the A/C and the hum of construction from the new block going up next door. Taller than the Pinnacle, they said. There was a message in there somewhere.

He pressed mute on the remote.

What was he supposed to do now? What was he supposed to feel? Anger? Revulsion? Humiliation?

Truth was, he felt none of that. Truth was, he felt nothing.

So she was having an affair. The confirmation, he supposed, was useful. There was a finality to it, a full stop, as she would call it, at the end of their relationship, like shooting a pet to put it out of its misery. So much for being soulmates for eternity. She’d lied to him and yet he didn’t hate her for it. There was no point now, anyway. But sitting there, taking it all in, one thing did still rankle, did still cut him to the quick. Of all the people she could’ve run to, why did it need to be her ex? The guy was a dick. She’d said as much, called him a bastard, an asshole, a four-day hangover in human form; and yet she still went back to him. Shit. What did that say about him?

He closed his eyes and tried to shunt the train wreck of the last forty-eight hours from his mind and succeeded for approximately six seconds. Then it all came back again. The same questions, the same accusations, the same self-flagellation. He had this sudden urge to call Gemma. Did she know about this? Surely she must have. Dammit, she was even with Sweety when she’d apparently left for Chunky’s place the other night.

Gemma must have known.

And she’d said nothing to him. Another betrayal then.

He should call her. Where the hell was she, anyway? And he would call her, just as soon as he’d worked out what to say.

For the moment though, he lay back, for how long exactly, he wasn’t sure, and he’d happily have gone on lying there for a good deal longer if it hadn’t been for the knocking at the door – not the door to the bedroom – the door further away – the one to the lounge area judging by the softness of the sound. And it was the very softness which gave him hope that he might ignore it, yet half a minute later it was louder, closer – the bedroom door this time for sure.

He didn’t even get a chance to answer.

‘George!’

Roxanne Bunglewalla burst in like she was on fire.

‘George! You need to get up! You need to see this!’

He wanted to tell her he’d seen it already; knew about Amit’s arrest and of Sweety’s trip to see her ex. He didn’t need his nose rubbed in it any further. But one look at Roxanne’s stretched face told him that was probably a battle he was destined to lose, so why fight it? Better to accede and let the whole thing wash over him.

‘I’m so sorry!’ she said, while looking like she was having the time of her life. She reached for the remote, turned on the sound and sat down on the bed a little too close to him.

A shot of a white apartment block. It looked familiar. One of the blocks further down the road possibly. Palm trees around a gilded entrance lobby. A scrum of reporters gathered around the entrance, jostling, jockeying for position. A middle-aged man in front of them, flanked by a bunch of flunkeys that had appointed themselves stage managers of whatever was going on, ordering the journos and gawkers to stand back and offer some space to the guy.

It didn’t take long to recognise him: Chunky Malhotra, swaggering down the steps with his unnaturally black hair (head and chest), sunglasses, ripped jeans and black leather jacket straining at his gut like a balloon about to burst. Chunky fucking Malhotra. Bollywood bad boy. The Maharaja of Mumbai. Sweety’s ex.

The flunkeys calmed the crowd and shouted for silence. Lights went on, flashbulbs popped, and from somewhere a bunch of fat-headed microphones was thrust under Chunky’s chins.

He whipped off his Ray-Bans to reveal bloodshot eyes. Was he wearing make-up? It certainly looked that way. Seriously, what the hell did Sweety ever see in him?

With a gesture of his hand, he silenced the crowd.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, thank you, thank you. You will have seen the wideo shot a few nights ago outside this building. I want to just say that Sweety was a special person. Wery, wery special.’ He paused to choke back the emotion. ‘We were, as you know, wery close friends. And I am in shock at her passing. She was a beautiful soul, the best of Indian womanhood, and a most wonderful actress. I will not be making any more statement after this and I ask that you will respect my priwacy.’ He wiped a tear from his eye.

Jeez. If they gave awards for melodrama, Chunky might actually have won something.

The scrum of reporters broke into voice.

‘Chunky! Chunky! Is it true you were having a tryst with Sweety?’

Tryst. What a shit word that was. It sounded so pathetic, so English. He tried to think of a better term, an American term, but all he could come up with was booty call. Maybe tryst wasn’t so bad after all.

Chunky gave a wry smile to camera. ‘No comment.’

Fuck you, Chunky.

Roxanne Bunglewalla placed a hand on his arm. ‘I’m sooo sorry, George.’

‘It’s okay,’ he said, basically because he couldn’t think of what else to say.

‘No,’ she said, taking his hand, ‘it is not. This sort of vile insinuation cannot stand. We must put out your side of the story. Show them you are the victim here, but that you are strong and unbowed.’

He didn’t feel strong and unbowed. On the contrary, he felt nauseous and dizzy. Before he could make a point to that effect, however, Roxanne had brought out her phone, leaned in next to him, made a V for victory sign with her fingers and puckered her lips. The flash on the phone went off and suddenly he was seeing stars.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked, as she started thumbing away at her phone.

‘Aaaand done,’ she said, before tearing her gaze from its screen. ‘I’m posting a pic showing how nobly you are dealing with all this. Don’t worry, it’s fine. It’s my pleasure.’

For a second he sat there, stunned, from the weight of her words as much as from the flash.

Shit. He suddenly wanted to strangle her, but a second death in the building in forty-eight hours might look bad on him.

‘You can’t do that, Roxanne. I don’t want any pics of me on the internet right now. Please delete it.’

She reassured him like some fucking millennial – dismissing his concerns while staring at her phone.

‘Trust me. George. I know what I’m doing. You need to show everyone you are unbowed.’

There was that word again.

‘Please, Roxanne. I can’t have that pic out there.’

‘Fine,’ she said and made exaggerated swipes of her fingers over her phone.

On screen, Chunky, after asking for privacy, was now taking questions from the paps.

‘Chunky! Over here! Chunky!’ A woman’s voice, dripping honey. Chunky gave her the sort of smile older men like to give young, attractive women, mainly because the rest of the package having gone to seed, the smile was all they had left.

‘Yes?’

‘Chunky, who do you think is responsible for Sweety’s murder?’

He lowered his head and gave her a bashful glance. ‘Well, ma’am, I do not know much about these things. I’m just a humble actor. I know they have arrested the servant, but, you know, in terms of responsibility, sometimes these people are led astray. Maybe it is best to start looking closer to home.’

‘What the f—?’

The woman was talking again.

‘You think Sweety’s husband was involved?’

Chunky was quick to raise his palms. ‘No, no, I’m not saying anything. Only that you need to look at culture. Here we have a poor village boy. Why would he kill the princess of all our hearts? All I am saying is that it is not in our culture to kill. Other people, foreign people, with their guns, they do not walue life the way we do. There must be something more behind this.’

Well, that was just too damn much. It was one thing sleeping with a man’s wife, but then to all but accuse him of killing her… Fuck you, Chunky, you sanctimonious hack. It was fucking libellous. He should call Sal, call his lawyers, sue the pants off the guy, assuming you could even peel those skinny jeans off his fat ass.

He needed to get out of bed, but Roxanne was still sitting there.

‘Roxanne, could you –’

She was staring at him, in a way subtly different to before, warily, the way one looks at a wild animal, not wild wild, like a tiger, but unpredictable, and potentially dangerous, like a llama.

‘Roxanne, you know that’s all BS. That guy’s a real piece of work.’

‘Oh yes, I know. I don’t really like him. He is very low class.’

On screen, the picture cut to the Pinnacle, to the shrine outside its walls, of flowers and candles and soft toys and placards and fans holding vigil in the dark, with saffron-robed priests saying prayers. And then it cut to another vigil, smaller this time, outside a church. The chyron changed.


SWEETY SAHOTA MURDER CASE: ACTRESS KILLED ALMOST EIGHT YEARS TO THE DAY AFTER SUICIDE OF FELLOW ACTRESS JENNIFER DIAZ…



‘Ha! Driven to suicide. That is what it should say.’

‘Excuse me?’

Roxanne gave him a look that suggested it was obvious. ‘She stood up against all the crap and they killed her for it.’

‘What crap?’

‘The misogyny. She led the whole MeToo business. Big thing it was here. Very big! At least for a while. Women, finally plucking courage to talk about all the bullshit: the rapes, the harassment. You know what they call such things here? Eve-teasing, like it is a game, some harmless fun, rather than what it really is. And the film industry, well, you can imagine. So many pretty young girls looking for a chance; so many dirty old men ready to prey on them, like it’s their birthright – they don’t even think they are doing anything wrong. Anyway, Jennifer was one of the first to speak openly about it. You know Bully Balwani?’

‘The director?’

‘Hã, that one. She called him out, accused him of raping her on set. Bully denied it, but he would, wouldn’t he? Still, he had to quit the film he was working on.’

What the fuck? He’d met Bully at cocktail parties; seen him at a damn premiere. Sweety’d had meetings with the guy for Chrissakes. For someone who was cancelled, he seemed to be pretty high profile.

‘But he’s still working.’

‘Of course he is.’ She looked at him as though he was an idiot to be surprised. ‘The police launched an inquiry, then quickly closed it. Lack of evidence. Six months later, he was back making films, and Jennifer?’ She sighed. ‘Well, her life fell apart.’

She looked at her glossed, manicured nails.

‘India isn’t like Hollywood, George. That was Jennifer’s mistake. Bully came after her. Filed a defamation suit. And then his industry friends piled on. All the men with something to hide. All the rumours – about her taking drugs, about her being unstable – they all started after the Balwani thing: the gaslighting, the online abuse. It got too much for her. They “say” she got high and killed herself.’

Shit.

‘And she was a friend of Sweety’s.’

Roxanne shrugged. ‘When Jennifer spoke out against Bully, Sweety was very quiet, but of course she wasn’t a big name back then. In fact, she probably benefitted as much from Jennifer’s death as anyone. That role she became famous for – Ria in Coffee aur Confession – Jennifer was supposed to play Ria before she was dropped. And it was on the set of that picture that Sweety and Chunky got together.’

He didn’t want to talk about this any more. Sweety’s career, her relationship with that bastard Chunky; all of it stemming from the death of this woman, Jennifer Diaz. It felt ugly. Maybe that’s why Sweety had never mentioned any of it to him.

‘You know, there was a party Chunky organised that night.’

‘What night?’

‘The night Jennifer killed herself. Her, Sweety, a lot of the young acting crowd. I mean, we were young at the time.’

‘You were an actor?’

She gave a laugh. ‘I dabbled. I was in Jhoothi Muskaan, opposite Vaseem Khan. You’ve heard of him?’

He gave a shrug. ‘No.’

Her expression changed, a certain wistfulness in her eyes.

‘Anyway, I gave it up. Daddy said I shouldn’t have anything to do with the industry. He said I wasn’t some small-time girl from the villages. I didn’t need to lower myself to those things. He was right, too.’ She looked to him. ‘You know, they gave Bully Balwani a lifetime achievement award last year.’

He wanted to ask more, about Jennifer Diaz, about Bollywood, about other women who’d suffered, but something made him stop. A discomfort brewing in his gut, a warmth spreading to his chest and prickling at his neck. Was it thoughts of his own past actions? But hang on a minute, that wasn’t fair. Okay, he’d done stuff he wasn’t proud of, but hell, he wasn’t a Weinstein or an Epstein or a Bully Balwani. He was one of the good guys, for Chrissakes, an ally. Always had been. Sure, it was easy to condemn a man in hindsight, but the past was a different country. They let you do things differently there. He was not a bad man. It’s just that the goalposts had shifted.

And then a thought hit him, about why he and Sweety never really discussed all this – what she must have gone through to get to the top. Okay, he’d rarely asked, but when he did, she’d laugh it off or go silent or change the subject. When he worried about a particular actor or director being handsy, she’d tell him that she was too big a star for anyone to try anything, and he’d leave it at that. But she’d not always been too big, had she? Maybe she didn’t talk about it because she was ashamed of what she’d had to do. And maybe he hadn’t pushed her because of his shame at what he’d done.

‘Look, Roxanne, I –’

The sentence died in his mouth. On screen, the church and its vigil were gone, cut unceremoniously as the network transitioned to another feed, a scrum outside a building, and at the centre of it, flanked by two police officers, bruised face blinking in the sunlight, stood Amit.
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CHAPTER 31

Gemma

The call came later than expected. Maybe Indian Vader was working out what to do about Amit.

It gave her time to get home, and to think; and the more she thought, the less cut and dried it all seemed.

Would it really be the worst thing ever for that video to get out? Yeah, the world would see her tits, but there were already a hell of a lot of tits on show on the internet. Would anyone even notice another pair? Okay, yes, her mom would, and her mom’s militant Baptist sewing circle too, if it ended up on Facebook, but come on, was destroying her mom’s social life really so much of a price to pay? Chances were, even those Nazis would find someone else to whisper about soon enough.

But there was Ash to consider. It would end his career. But would that be so bad? His politics weren’t exactly progressive. Hell, he didn’t even believe half of what he spouted. ‘A means to an end, Gemma.’ If the video came out, it might force him to choose; might persuade him to stop living a lie.

But it might also get him killed.

She pressed to answer the call.

‘Miss Cairns.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m afraid I must alter the terms of the deal. Amit will not be able to pick up the computer.’

‘I’m not interested in handing it over to anyone else.’

The sound of breathing came once more.

‘Need I remind you that you are in no position to bargain? You will listen, you will follow my instructions, and you will drop off the computer exactly where I tell you to. Otherwise you and your friend will find yourselves at the centre of a storm you want no part of.’

Yeah, well, she had half a mind to tell him to stick it. They could weather that storm together.

‘I told you. I’ll only hand it over to Amit.’

He was silent for a moment.

‘You think that video is the only detail we have on your indiscretions?’

She felt her blood rise.

‘More videos won’t make a difference.’

‘Not videos, Miss Cairns. Text messages.’

Big deal. A few texts between Ash and her was hardly going to move the needle.

‘Text messages,’ he continued, ‘between you and George Abercrombie.’

The phone pinged. She looked to the screen. The breath caught in her throat. A screenshot of messages between her and George.


YOU GET BACK TO YOUR ROOM OKAY?




I PASSED THE BELLBOY IN THE CORRIDOR. HE DIDN’T SUSPECT A THING. I DESERVE AN AWARD FOR NONCHALANCE.




THEY DON’T GIVE OUT OSCARS FOR THAT, GEORGE.




HOW ABOUT BEST PERFORMANCE IN THE SACK, THEN?!



Just reading them made her cringe.

‘Yes, I know about your little affair.’

Shit. But that was years ago, and something she’d regretted ever since: a mistake, an error, an aberration, a… a nothing. At least that’s what George had said. Ash though, he wouldn’t see it that way. He’d assume it was still going on; wouldn’t see a difference between working for Sweety and for George. She couldn’t let that happen.

‘What guarantees do I have that you’ll destroy all copies of that video? The texts too.’

He gave a laugh. ‘None, Miss Cairns. None at all. Now here’s what you’re going to do.’
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It wasn’t right. Every cell in her body screamed it was a mistake, to hand over that laptop, but there was no choice now. To handle the ridicule of the world was one thing; to lose Ash was quite another.

Whoever Vader was, they would find him eventually, and they would smite him. But for now, she needed to give the guy what he wanted. Maybe it would placate him for long enough for them to get to Amit. And if not, well, she had another plan.

She glanced at the laptop, sitting there, peaking out of her bag.

Lord, give her the strength to do the right thing…

She picked up the phone and called up a number.

‘Ravi? Have the car out front. Soon as you can.’
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Outside, the day was burning.

‘Where to, ma’am?’

‘Colaba,’ she told him. ‘In front of the Taj Hotel.’

It didn’t take long. Not by Mumbai standards. Not even thirty minutes, first winding down Malabar Hill, then along the great arc of Marine Drive before cutting into the narrower streets around Nariman Point and then Colaba. She knew this part of town with its boutiques and galleries and shops selling things at American prices. It was as elegant as Mumbai got. And then Ravi turned a corner and they were in tourist land, on the waterfront, the sidewalk lined with horses bedecked in gaudy colours and tin carriages that shone like silver, their drivers calling out, touting for business, enticing yokels to tour the big city.

The place was rammed, all human life present and correct, from street vendors and vacationing Indians to the white tourists venturing out in their linen shirts and factor 50.

‘Taj Hotel, ma’am.’

Still twenty minutes before her contact showed up. Time enough to do what she needed to.

Ravi brought the car to a halt in the circular drive outside the entrance. A white-uniformed doorman in a starched turban helped her as she stepped out onto faded red carpet, made her way through the metal detector, waited for her bag to be screened, then headed through the doors. Inside was the waiting room to Nirvana, all marble and rose petals and soft music and jasmine on the breeze.

She headed for the stairs, to the first floor and the Sea Lounge with its art deco furniture and shameless colonial nostalgia; its views out over the water and, more importantly, the Gateway of India. Down there, among the myriad milling tourists, she would meet her contact.

She’d asked what he looked like, so that she might recognise him, and Indian Vader had given her short shrift.

‘You don’t need to worry, Miss Cairns. He will recognise you.’

And that was why she was here now, speaking to the maître d’, asking for a window table, slipping him a little something for his trouble. It was already getting busy, but he led her to a free table in a spot that should work for her. Thanking him, she took a seat and ordered a cup of Darjeeling.

She looked out of the window, at the honey-coloured stone arch that rose three storeys high on the quayside. The Gateway of India. She didn’t know much about its history other than the Brits had built it to show how important they were, and now it was where hawkers sold plastic trinkets and middle-class Indians posed for family photos.

From her bag, she took out a camera and pointed it out of the window. It was all about the set-up, positioning it at just the right angle and zooming in to give the largest picture without losing focus. There. A clear shot of the base of the pillars of the Gateway, the faces clear as they walked in and out of shot.

The tea arrived. She put down the camera and poured out a cup, then drank it slowly and counted the minutes: five till the appointed rendezvous time; fifteen until she’d actually show up. She figured that would work. This was India after all. No one ever turned up on time. And those extra ten minutes? She’d spend most of them taking snapshots of faces and videos of the area around the Gateway, and, God willing, she might just get a shot of whoever was waiting for her. She’d analyse the footage later and then, if she found the guy, she’d take the image to Ash and see what he could do about tracking them down.

She sipped and pictured Ash’s face when – if – she managed to capture an image. Surely this would show him how much she loved him. How committed she was to him. And once they got through this, she’d tell him about that fling with George.

She checked her watch.

It was time. She picked up the camera once more and started filming, first the general panorama, then focusing in on a few individuals, all of whom seemed to be hanging around. Maybe they were touts waiting for gullible tourists, or lovers waiting on their dates. Or maybe one of them was the guy waiting on her to deliver Sweety’s computer.

The minutes went by. Long enough. She paid her bill, picked up her bag, and with one last look out of the window, headed out, back down the stairs and out into glare of the sun.

After the air-conditioned opulence of the Taj, the heat and the noise and the stench hit like a passage from Revelations. The Gateway was only across the road but by the time she reached it, the sweat was already trickling down her neck.

She scanned the area. The men she’d been concentrating on seemed to have vanished.

Keep calm, Gem. The pillars of the Gateway were larger close up. They affected line of sight. She took up position beside one of them, in front of a woman selling postcards and trinkets from a blanket on the ground. She picked up a brass elephant; made a show of examining it, its eyes of coloured glass glinting in the sunlight.

‘How much?’

The vendor looked up at her and smiled. ‘Five hundred.’

It was probably worth fifty, but in that moment she felt a certain solidarity with the woman. She fished some notes from her purse. Here you go, sister.

The woman began to wrap her purchase in newspaper.

‘Miss Kennes.’

The voice came from behind her, rough and masculine. She spun round. A big guy stood in front of her – bald and thickset. Had he been one of the guys she’d filmed? She couldn’t recall. Certainly not one of the men she thought might have been waiting for her. Maybe she’d picked him up in the wider shots. Either way, she made a mental note of his face, his features, his sweat-stained green shirt and brown pants.

‘Yes?’

‘You have?’

Rudimentary English. Definitely not Indian Vader. A foot soldier then, or a random, or maybe even a servant.

‘I have.’

From her bag she took the laptop in its silicone case and showed it to him.

‘Your boss said you’d have something for me.’

It took him a moment to get the gist of what she was saying.

‘Oh, hã.’ He reached into his pocket and extracted a USB stick. It meant nothing. There could be a million copies of that video by now, stored in a thousand places. She passed him the laptop and in return he handed over the memory stick and turned to go.

She was about to leave herself when she remembered the elephant. She turned back to the woman who held it out, wrapped neatly and string-tied.

‘May it bring you good luck.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ she said and, once the guy was out of sight, headed back quickly to where Ravi was parked.

‘Where to, ma’am?’

She told him to wait, then got out her phone and opened the tracking app. It was a risk. Course it was. If they searched the laptop case, they might find the tag taped to the bottom of the inside pocket, but if they did, she could claim it was Sweety’s and she knew nothing about it. Maybe she should have mentioned it to Ash but he’d just have told her ‘no’. And maybe he was right; maybe Indian Vader would find it and decide their deal was over and send Ash the text messages she’d sent George and put the damn video on the internet. But she had to do something. She couldn’t let that guy – whoever he was – weigh over their lives forever. So yeah, it was a risk, but it was better than surrender.

A map loaded. A red dot flashed at its centre, moving away at speed toward the north-west.

She turned to Ravi.

‘Marine Drive.’
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CHAPTER 32

Amit

You had to hand it to Fat Moeez. The man had good friends: fancy lawyers; bail judges; maybe even a police commissioner or two.

Amit followed the lawyer down the corridor, struggling to keep up with his stride. He would have liked to have been a lawyer – one like this man anyway, not like the one who sat in that room above the Xerox shop in Srinagar and charged him two thousand Gandhis for a piece of paper with a government stamp on it. It didn’t matter. He would never be a lawyer. Not in this life anyway.

Mahmood-ji stopped at a desk beside a set of wooden doors and gestured to the police sentry.

‘My client’s possessions?’

The cop handed over a metal tray containing a significant proportion of Amit’s remaining belongings: his belt, his sandals, his wallet (empty), his phone, and a watch – his watch, not Sweety’s Apple Watch of course. That was somewhere else.

The lawyer watched as he looped his belt into his pants.

‘All there?’

He thought about the missing Gandhis, all the money he had in the world: his own cash, the money from George’s wallet and what he’d gotten from pawning Sweety’s jewellery. All gone. He thought about mentioning it to the lawyer but what would be the point? And anyway, at that moment he simply wanted to get out of the place.

‘Yes, Mahmood-ji.’

The lawyer looked to the policeman and pointed to the doors.

‘Open them.’

The constable did as ordered. Mahmood turned. He looked weary, almost disgusted, as though he had no clue how things had come to the point where he was having to talk to, let alone represent a man like Amit. He sighed.

‘There will be a crowd outside. Reporters, camera crew, the usual mobs with nothing better to do. We will stop. I will say a few words, you will keep your head down, and then we will leave in my car. Understood?’

He had many questions: Why the crowds? Did the mobs want to hurt him? Mobs, by their very nature, tended to want to hurt someone. What was Mahmood going to say exactly? And where would they go in Mahmood’s car? But he thought better of asking them. Mahmood-ji was clearly a busy man. He didn’t have time for such questions.

The doors opened and he was assailed by a wall of noise and light. Voices shouted, cameras flashed. He shielded his eyes, then remembered what the lawyer had said and lowered his gaze.

Mahmood began his speech. At first Amit was too distracted to pay it much attention, but that changed when he heard the man’s tone. There was indignation, a real disgust at the way his client, this poor innocent Indian, had been treated, no, mistreated. To listen to him was to understand the slings and arrows and brickbats and punches that had been thrown at Amit’s innocent, noble, yet humble, personage; and Amit too felt the outrage welling within him. He had been treated shabbily: by the police; by the media; by that foreign bastard, George Abercrombie; by the rich and powerful who had nothing but contempt for the common man. Oh yes, Mahmood-ji was really going for it.

And then it was over, lathi-wielding police were clearing a hole in the crowd and Mahmood was striding headlong into it. For a moment, Amit simply stood there watching, till someone pushed him forward and he took off like a scalded monkey after the lawyer. Around him, all was noise and heat and human flesh, jostling for pictures, throwing questions at him.

‘Amit! Tell us what happened!’

‘Amit bhai! Who killed Sweety?’

‘Amit! Amit! Amit!’

Ahead, Mahmood was approaching a car. A big one. A Mahindra, he thought, maybe even a Mercedes. The driver opened the rear door. Mahmood stood to one side and gestured for him to get in. He did just that, moving over so that the lawyer could follow. Within seconds they were on the move, passing through the crowd and out onto the main road.

It took a moment for him to regain his composure.

‘Thank you, Mahmood-ji. Thank you for getting me out of there. Thank you for arriving when you did. Another few minutes in that interrogation room and they might have murdered me.’

The man didn’t turn to look at him.

‘Yes, well, you are out now.’

‘Only because of you, Mahmood-ji. Thank you. Is there anything I can do to repay you?’

The man wrinkled his nose. ‘I would not worry about that, Mr Kamblé.’

Amit pressed his palms together. ‘No, but I am in your debt.’

Mahmood shook his head. ‘You are not in my debt. I was paid to represent you. I am officially your lawyer, and as your lawyer, my advice to you, Mr Kamblé, is to give Mr Moeez Darzi what he wants and then to leave town. Disappear before the police rearrest you or Mr Darzi decides you are surplus to requirements.’

The car stopped in Kala Goda, outside a large building which he presumed was the lawyer’s office. Mahmood opened the door.

‘I’ll leave you now, Mr Kamblé. I hope you’ll remember what I said.’

Amit gave him a nod, a most energetic one to prove the seriousness of his intent.

The lawyer looked sceptical. He uttered some words to the driver before getting out and closing the door, and then they were on their way again, just him and Mahmood-ji’s driver. He leaned forward.

‘Drop me in Dongri.’

The driver, a dark-skinned chap with thick curled hair like steel wool, gave a laugh.

‘Nahin, bhai, nothing doing. I have my orders.’

He knew the answer, but he had to ask.

‘So where are we going?’

Before the man could answer, though, a phone buzzed. With one eye on the road, the driver rummaged among the detritus of the storage area in the console till he found it.

‘Hello… hā… hā… ’

He reached backwards, and held the phone out.

‘It’s for you. Mr Darzi would like a word.’

He took the phone and swallowed back the fear.

‘Moeez-ji? Hello?’

The voice on the other end growled like a Tata truck.

‘So, chooth bastard, I held up my end of the bargain. Now it is time for you to deliver upon your side.’

Shit.

‘No problem, Moeez-ji. I can go and get it straight away.’

‘No. Gullu will go with you, to help you just in case there is any problem with the cops. I don’t want any repeat of last night.’

Right. That was rich. If the cops turned up, Gullu would be about as much use as a dialogue coach in a Jonny Shroff movie. No, Moeez’s reason for Gullu tagging along was simple enough: to make sure there was no problem with Amit himself.

‘Fine, Moeez-ji, good idea.’

‘Now give phone back to driver.’

He did as asked and sat back while the fat bastard passed on whatever orders he had to the chauffeur. He needed to think; needed to come up with some way of getting through this, preferably in one piece and still breathing. If he retrieved the watch, if he gave it to Fat Moeez, then what? Forgiveness and debt settled and bygones be bygones? That would be nice but the name Fat Moeez wasn’t exactly synonymous with magnanimity or generosity of spirit.

No, Moeez would probably still want to make an example of him, hand him over to the police or just pick up where he left off and have Nadeem shoot him, and if not Nadeem, who for all he knew was still enjoying the hospitality of the Mumbai Police department, then some other lowlife, maybe even Gullu, whom they were now racing to meet.

Shit.

That watch, it was an insurance policy of sorts. He just needed a plan to find it and get away from Gullu.

Before he could give it further thought, the driver turned in his seat.

‘So, did you do it? Did you kill Sweety Sahota?’

He didn’t have time for this.

‘It wasn’t me,’ he said. ‘It was that American bastard, George Abercrombie.’

The driver eyeballed him in the rear-view mirror.

‘So what happened? To Sweety, I mean.’

‘I don’t know. The American was drunk. He must have killed her.’

The driver nodded. ‘Hã. They say she had fallen back in love with Chunky Malhotra. Went to his place the night she was killed. Husband found out. Became jealous. Killed her.’

‘Chunky?’

Sweety had been at Chunky’s place that night? Bloody bastard shit, he hadn’t seen that one coming. It was kind of upsetting, insulting even, as though Sweety had cheated on him too and not just on George.

‘Hã. She was there, at his place. Reporter took photo. It’s all over the news.’

Amit pulled out his phone. The charge was low. Still, there was enough juice to check the websites. Sure enough, there they were, grainy pics of Sweety leaving an apartment building which they said was Chunky’s. She was wearing the salwar she’d had on when he’d last seen her two nights ago. He tried to take it all in but the driver pulled to a stop underneath a flyover. He recognised Kemps Corner.

‘Why we stopping here?’

The driver reached for a cigarette.

‘Boss’s orders. Your date is meeting us here.’

He stared out the window, looking for Gullu. No sign of him, at least not alongside the bunch of men seeking respite from the sun beneath the flyover. They were squatting beside a concrete pillar decorated with political posters for the New Bharat Party, with Ashok K’s face smiling benevolently in shades of saffron and white. Clever man, that Ashok K. He understood the little guy. He understood that at the end of the day, for most people, life was shit and getting worse and that, dammit, someone needed to be blamed for why things weren’t like a Bollywood movie. He knew too that there was no point blaming the rich because, if you were poor, you couldn’t do anything about that. You couldn’t punch or kick or set fire to the rich because they paid people to protect them, people who’d punch and kick and set fire to you ten times as hard and then burn down your house into the bargain. But minorities – Muslims and refugees and the like – they were poor too – you could take out your anger on them; vilify them, beat them and burn them to a crisp if you wanted to and there would be no real repercussions. Minorities were a safety valve, society’s ibuprofen. Beat up a few for instant relief. You would still be unable to afford your mother’s medication, or your daughter’s dowry, or next week’s rent; you were still drowning in debt and shit and misery, but you felt better, at least for a while, because you had taken it out on the Muslims who bred like rabbits and stole what was rightfully yours and now you’d taught them a lesson, one they wouldn’t forget until the next beating you gave them.

His thoughts were interrupted by Gullu the goat-brain’s fist rapping on the glass of the rear window. The door opened and he got in, a computer laptop case in his hand.

‘Right, Amit bhai, where d’you hide the watch?’

He scratched at his ear. ‘See, here’s the thing, Gullu bhai. I wasn’t entirely honest with Moeez-ji. Truth is, Sweety ma’am’s watch, the one he’s looking for, well, I already stole it, a few weeks ago, even before she was murdered.’

It was a lie, of course, but Gullu didn’t know that.

Gullu’s lips thinned. He looked like he was getting ready to launch a punch.

Amit held his palms up. ‘The important thing is, I’ve got it. I just didn’t want that bastard Nadeem shooting me the minute I handed it over. You, though, I trust. You’re a man of principle, a man of honour.’

Gullu seemed to like the sound of that.

‘So where, then? Where have you stashed it?’

This was it. This was the acid test.

‘You’re not going to believe this Gullu, but it’s at Ice Town.’

Gullu blinked. ‘Amit, if this some sort of trick, I swear I’ll rip your balls off.’

‘No trick, Gullu bhai,’ he said, ‘I swear.’

And even as he said it, he knew he couldn’t afford for Gullu to find out the truth. The image of the man ripping off his balls and dropping them in the snow suddenly entered his head and refused to leave. It gave new meaning, he thought, to the word snowballs.
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CHAPTER 33

Amit

He thought it was a con when he’d first seen the commercial. A piece of the North Pole right here in Mumbai. A million square feet of snow and ice and ski slope and Santa Claus, all at minus fifteen degrees Celsius and situated in what had once been the Taj Mahal textile mill.

He’d had to see it to believe it, but praise the gods, it was true. Ice rink, ice cream, igloos, snowfields, skiing. All under one roof.

For Mumbaikers, people brought up in forty-degree heat, snow was a miraculous thing. Something to be marvelled at and frolicked in like giddy children, preferably while wrapped in the special jacket and socks and boots that were rented for a fortune per hour.

He sang the jingle in his head.


COME TO ICE TOWN,

DON’T THINK TWICE,

ICE TOWN, ICE TOWN,

IT’S SNOW NICE!



‘Why the hell would you hide it there?’

Gullu didn’t look entirely convinced, but at least it wasn’t Nadeem sitting there. That Muslim bastard would never have believed a word of it. He’d have cut Amit’s tongue out for having the gall to even try telling such a lie. Gullu though, well, Gullu was a romantic, as well as being as dumb as an ox.

‘Gullu bhai. I’m from Kashmir. The land of snow. Can you think of a better place?’

‘So where exactly did you hide it?’

‘It’s buried deep, behind the penguin pool.’

Gullu looked at him wistfully. ‘I’ve never seen a penguin, not for real. There are the ones in the Hanging Gardens of course, the rubbish bins dressed up to look like penguins, but they’re not the real thing.’

He patted him on the arm. ‘Then you’re in for a treat, Gullu bhai.’

They left Mahmood-ji’s driver and the laptop in the car park and headed for the entrance. The queue was half a mile long, but that was India for you. Fat, middle-class parents with chubby kids in tow, country-bumpkin tourists from third-tier towns, college students, romantic couples – all queuing for entry; and around them, the ice-cream vendors and daab-wallahs and trinket merchants buzzing like flies around overripe mangoes. How did so many people find the time to come here in the middle of a working day? It always fascinated him how, in this city, in this country, where for so many every second counted in the battle simply to survive, others had the time and the money to take a day off and come to places like this or the aquarium or the water park or any of the other wonders of the modern world.

Ice Town though. That was a class apart. Ice and snow. Here in a place that had never witnessed it. Now that was a miracle. They said there was a bigger one in Dubai. A proper mountain-sized one, and he believed it. Everything was better in Dubai; everything except the way the Indians and Pakistanis and Bangladeshis who built it all were treated of course. It had made him wonder – were there poor people in the rest of the world or were they all just from here, crammed together in this smouldering subcontinent? There were, of course, in places like Africa, he’d seen them on TV, but what about Europe and America and China? How come their people didn’t end up dying of thirst in the desert, building football stadiums and hotels for the Arabs? He’d have liked to consider it further, but already Gullu was making for the front, toward the VIP line, pulling him along like a child.

There was no queue there, just a faded red carpet and a rope separating it from the main queue. At its end, a ticket booth with a rather large fellow standing beside the turnstile. Gullu ambled over and the man stood up. He was big, even bigger than Gullu.

‘Tikit?’

Gullu reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of Gandhis – the good ones, the five hundreds – and peeled off four or five and moments later the fellow was tucking them into his breast pocket and directing them both into the air-conditioned lobby where more queues waited to rent hats, scarves, coats, boots, skis and ice skates. You had to hand it to the owners. People paid not once, but twice – for entry, then clothing, and thrice even, if they wanted food.

The big fellow seemed most accommodating now, leading them to a small room with padded velvet chairs, tables and metal lockers lined up against three walls.

‘Tell me what you need – coat, hat, glubs, boot? You’ll need to pay, but I’ll bring them to you.’

‘You should get all four, Gullu,’ Amit advised. ‘It gets very cold out there.’

The oaf didn’t seem to appreciate the advice.

‘What would you know about it?’

He shrugged. ‘Nothing, Gullu. Maybe you’re tougher than me.’ Or maybe you didn’t grow up in Kashmir like I did, you donkey’s arse. The winters are cold in Kashmir. We know how to survive it.

Sure enough, the idiot requested only the coat.

‘Coat and boots,’ Amit told their new-found friend.

Gullu laughed. ‘Are you a woman, Amit, that you need special boots?’

He gave Gullu an obsequious smile.

‘Gullu sahib, look.’ He pointed to his worn-out sandals. ‘You can’t expect me to walk in snow and ice wearing these? I’ll get frostbite. Do you want to tell Fat Moeez the reason he hasn’t got the gift he’s waiting on is because you had to take me to hospital to get my toes amputated?’

In the end the idiot acceded and paid the extra seven hundred for boot hire.

‘Now what?’

‘Now, Gullu sahib, we go get that watch.’

They headed through the connecting corridor, through thick steel doors and out into the snow. The cold hit him in the face like his wife. It took a moment to acclimatise, to remember the winters of his childhood in the mountains, and then he welcomed it like an old friend.

Gullu, for his part, seemed not to notice the cold, but that was to be expected. The sheer wonder of it all – the snow, the ice, the damn penguins – it was captivating the first time you experienced it. He was grinning like a child at a puppet show. That was good. The more distracted Gullu was the better.

Beside them a family of four, in rainbow-coloured jackets, waterproof pants and with skis in hand, walked toward an escalator. Gullu looked on as though they were visitors from another planet.

‘People skiing in Mumbai, Gullu. Did you ever think you’d see the day?’

He followed suit, reaching the escalator and holding on to the rail as it jerked upwards, with Gullu a few paces behind.

‘You sure it’s this way, Amit bhai?’

The question contained no hint of suspicion, and Gullu was referring to him as bhai, that was a good sign. It was best, he thought, to answer with a white lie.

‘Not really, Gullu bhai, but we’ll get a good look from the top. And the view from up there. Trust me, you’ll love it.’

Gullu was already looking around like a kid in a sweet shop, and any misgivings he might have had seemed to be swamped by his sense of wonder. The top wasn’t far off now. The rainbow-coloured family in front of him were getting ready to disembark. On the slope beside him, kids were skidding downwards on snowboards and bright red plastic sleds. He gestured to a pond in the distance.

‘There! Look, Gullu bhai, the penguin pool.’

Gullu looked to where he’d indicated, then stamped his feet. His sneakers were wet, as were the cuffs of his trousers. His feet would be soaked through. He really should have hired a pair of boots for himself, but there was just no telling some people.

They reached the top and he stepped off, with Gullu just behind.

‘Right, Amit bhai. Where is it?’

Some of the magic of the experience seemed to be wearing off for the man.

He made a show of taking his bearings.

‘It was behind the penguins, near the Santa house. There!’ He pointed left and Gullu followed the direction of his finger. He took a breath.

Now or never.

In one swift movement, he pushed Gullu in the back. The oaf lost his footing and went sprawling down the slope. For a millisecond he stood there in shock, surprised at his own audacity. Well, there was no going back now. Gullu would kill him for sure this time – or at least rip his balls off – if he caught him. He turned. A child with a red plastic sled under his arm was jumping off the escalator. He ran over, grabbed the sled and, deaf to the wails of the child and the roar of Gullu, sat down, braced himself, then careened down the slope in the direction of the exit.

Within seconds he was flying. He chanced a look back. Gullu was chasing after him, one minute ankle-deep in snow, the next minute flat on his arse and rolling downwards.

Ha! Fuck you, Gullu bhai, you big donkey! Give my regards to the penguins!

A minute more and he reached the bottom, jumped off the sled and sprinted for the exit, slamming through the doors, ripping off the coat as fast as he could and throwing it at the guard at the exit. And then he was through, out into the heat of Mumbai in a pair of arctic boots. It didn’t matter. He quite liked them.

He looked back. No sign of Gullu yet, but that meant nothing. He had a minute, ninety seconds maybe, before the oaf came bursting through the doors after him. He needed to get out of sight before that.

There. Up ahead. A taxi rank.

He had no money, but that was a problem for the end of a taxi ride. Right now, getting away was all that mattered. He ran on, sweat streaming down his face and his feet on fire. Only as he got close did he notice that the crowd milling around the taxi rank was a bloody bastard queue.

Shit.

Without cash, he couldn’t even bribe his way to the front. Still, all was not lost. He turned. Again, no sign of Gullu. If he stayed calm, hid himself in the queue, he might still make it.

He did just that. Stood in line, in his furnace-like boots, hiding, waiting, inching forward toward the taxis. Two minutes, then another two, every so often venturing a look, a search for Gullu. Nothing. He was close now. Two from the front, then one, and then he was beside the taxi marshal, ordering a cab to Navi Mumbai. Words were exchanged, a price quoted, he was moving forward now, walking to the taxi, opening the rear door, lowering his head.

That was as far as he got. He felt a hand on his collar, grabbing his shirt, stopping him in his tracks, all but choking him. Gullu spun him round.

‘Bhenchod! Once more you thought you could give me the slip? You dumb bastard, haven’t you learned anything?’

He pulled back his fist. Amit closed his eyes and braced for the inevitable.

And then he heard the roar of an engine and the squeal of tyres and the thud of flesh and bone hitting metal. He opened his eyes and there, where Gullu had been standing, was a car. Its back door opened and he could not quite believe what he was seeing. Sweety’s PA, Gemma Cairns, was sitting there.

‘What the hell you waiting for, Amit? Get in!’
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CHAPTER 34

Gemma

‘Step on it, Ravi.’

In front of them, the bald guy in the green shirt – the one she’d handed the laptop to at the Gateway of India – was getting up off the ground. That was good in that, well, she really didn’t want to kill anybody, but the guy looked pissed. Shit. He better not have seen her. If he had and it got back to Indian Vader, then the Lord alone knew what he might do. Come to think of it, maybe it would’ve been better if Ravi had killed him, or at least injured him a bit more.

He was on his feet now, looking like he was about to take a swing at the car, maybe even try and rip a door off like they did in those Bollywood films, but before he got the chance, Ravi had put the car in reverse and stepped on the gas. Among a chaos of auto-ricks and taxi horns, he executed a perfect turn.

She looked out of the back window. The guy in the green shirt was chasing after them, approaching like a bull in heat. He lunged forward and she ducked, closing her eyes as the sound of his fists rang out on the metal of the trunk.

‘Get a fucking move on, Ravi!’

He didn’t need telling thrice, and suddenly she felt the jerk of acceleration as he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road, and the guy in the green shirt began to recede like the vestiges of a bad dream.

She turned to Amit. He looked almost catatonic.

‘That a friend of yours?… Amit?’

‘Hã?’

She tried again. Once more with feeling.

‘You okay?’

‘How? How did you…?’

She gave him a smile. It was good to see the cocky bastard lost for words.

‘A tracker. And I wasn’t actually looking for you; well, not at first. But when I saw you, I just knew I had to have you.’

‘What?’

‘It doesn’t matter. What I need to know is who got you to kill Sweety?’

He looked at her in confusion.

‘I did not kill Sweety! I swear it! Even the police don’t think I did it. That’s why they let me go. It must have been George! He’s trying to frame me.’

Dammit.

‘Don’t lie to me, Amit.’

‘I’m telling you the truth!’

There was no time to figure out the veracity of the thing.

‘But her phone? Who told you to steal that?’

Again he stared at her in incomprehension.

‘I didn’t steal any phone.’

Her blood began to boil. She’d just saved the ungrateful bastard from a beating, maybe even more, and here he was lying to her.

‘Bullshit! Now if you don’t tell me the truth I’ll have Ravi turn the car round and take you right back to your friend with the big fists.’

He placed his palms together.

‘I swear to you. I took some money and jewellery but only what was sitting there on the dining table. If her phone had been there too, I might have taken it, but it wasn’t. I didn’t steal it.’

Shit.

He was lying. He had to be. But why?

‘Ravi, stop the car.’

He pulled over to the kerb and she turned back to Amit.

‘So why don’t you tell me what you’ve been doing for the last two days and why the guy who’s now got a laptop belonging to Sweety was about to make steak tartare out of your face?’

She caught the look in his eye. Bewilderment.

‘Gullu has Sweety’s laptop? But that is impossible. That is what got me into this mess. I was asked to retrieve it from Sweety and George’s apartment, two nights ago. How do you know Gullu has it?’

Shit. In her haste, she’d said too much.

‘It doesn’t matter how I know. I’m asking the questions. Who ordered you to retrieve it?’’

‘A man called Moeez Darzi. He’s a gangster. We had a disagreement over something, and he told me that if I didn’t get the laptop, he would kill me. I couldn’t find it, so I took what cash and jewellery I could find and I ran.’

Moeez Darzi. The name meant nothing to her. Why the hell was he out to ruin her and Ash?

‘So how come you’re still here?’

The shifty SOB looked like he was working out what story he might tell that she would believe. Well, fuck that and fuck him.

‘Right, Ravi! Turn the car round. We’re going back.’

That seemed to focus his mind. He raised his hands in supplication.

‘No, no, Miss Cairns. I will tell you. It… it will just sound strange, but it is the truth. That man back there. His name is Gullu. He caught me before I could leave town. He took me to Moeez who was about to have me shot, but gave me one last chance. He asked me to find Sweety’s watch. I don’t know why exactly.’

Well, didn’t that just take the cake? She tried not to smile.

‘And did you get it?’

He was silent once more.

‘Amit! Did. You. Get. It?’

‘Yes, memsahib, and no. That is to say, I found it but I don’t have it right now. And if I don’t get to it soon, it will be lost.’

‘What does this Moeez guy want with Sweety’s watch?’

‘I don’t think he wants anything with it. Someone else told him to steal it.’

A shudder of excitement passed through her.

‘Who?’

‘I don’t know. It was a phone call. Moeez didn’t say who was on the other end.’

Fuck.

‘Please, Miss Cairns, we need to get that watch before it is too late.’

‘Why? Why does it matter to you?’

Amit sighed. ‘Because it is the only thing keeping me alive. As long as I have the watch, Moeez won’t kill me; at least I hope he won’t.’

An insurance policy then. She got that.

‘So where is it?’

He gave a hint of a laugh. ‘It is rather hard to explain, but we must hurry.’
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CHAPTER 35

George

If he’d had his shoes on, he’d have taken ’em off and thrown at least one of them at the TV. Amit, standing there, his face looking like an eggplant, but still, outside of what looked like a police station instead of in it.

Roxanne seemed as shocked as he was.

‘What nonsense. They are letting him go?’

She turned up the volume. There was a lot of shouting coming from the TV, all of it delivered at a hundred miles an hour and in a language he didn’t understand.

‘What’s going on?’

Roxanne looked at him like he was something to be pitied.

‘It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about it.’

No, telling him not to worry only worried him further.

‘I’d like to know.’

Roxanne Bunglewalla sucked in a great double lungful of air.

‘Well, where to start? The police have let him out on bail, and the fool is saying he is innocent. His lawyer is saying he had nothing to do with it. He is calling you a…’

‘A what? What is he calling me?’

‘A drunk. He said you were very much drinking on the night that, well, you know which night. He says Amit brought you home and then left.’

‘But that’s bullshit!’

Okay, so it wasn’t complete bullshit, but still, Amit had stolen his cash and Sweety’s jewellery. How’d he explain that? He asked Roxanne the question.

‘The lawyer… he does not mention anything about these items.’

Christ, this was ridiculous! Amit had stolen those items. The police knew he’d stolen them. How could they just let him go? And how’d he even make bail? He asked Roxanne as though she might somehow pose the question to the television.

‘Maybe it has to something to do with the lawyer?’

He focused on the man in the black suit, with his shirt buttoned to the neck and a silk tie knotted to his Adam’s apple despite the heat. The guy had a rather pinched expression on his face, as though he found the whole media circus, or maybe the whole world in general, all rather tawdry and somewhat beneath him. Where did Amit get the money to hire such a fancy lawyer? And more importantly, where did the guy get off bad-mouthing George? Dammit, the lying, thieving, murdering bastard was trying to frame him; trying to put his head in the noose in place of his own. And what’s more, someone rich was helping him.

And then the pieces fell into place.

Chunky. It could only be Chunky.

Shit.

Why though? Why would Chunky do such a thing?

Had Sweety gone round to break things off with him? Tell him she was sticking with her husband? Had he, in a jealous rage, paid Amit to murder her? If so, Chunky couldn’t afford to let Amit crack and reveal the truth, so he hired him that lawyer and started insinuating that George was the real killer.

It was Chunky.

Bastard.

Beside him, Roxanne took her little maid-summoning box from her pocket, pressed the button and released a chorus of imaginary birds.

‘Tea? Something to eat? You must be starving. You missed lunch. You need to keep your strength up.’

Food. He could do with something. A dosa, a couple of samosas, a sandwich even. It might help him think.

‘Anything’s fine,’ he told her.

The maid appeared. Roxanne got up off the bed and barked something at her, receiving a nod and a ‘yes, ma’am’ in return. He took the opportunity to get up himself. He needed to change. He couldn’t hang out in shorts and T-shirt any more. He needed to get out of there. Figure out how to get to Chunky.

Roxanne followed her maid out of the room.

‘You make yourself fresh, George. I shall make you some food.’

That was sweet, the idea of Roxanne actually making him food. Had she ever set foot in her own kitchen? He could think that without any irony, because he knew where his own kitchen was now. He’d spent enough time in there yesterday as Miss Singh made his shirt disappear.

He took his time. The shower was where he did much of his best thinking. Maybe it was the steam or the smell of shower gel. He needed to speak to Detective Gill, get him to cancel bail and rearrest Amit. He needed to tell him about Chunky. And he needed to speak to Sal, work out how best to sue that fat motherfucker for every last lousy rupee.

He came out of the shower, and with the towel wrapped round his waist, opened the door of the en suite, checked that neither Roxanne nor her maid was in the vicinity, then walked into the bedroom.

The TV was still on. Wall-to-wall Sweety; like there wasn’t anything else newsworthy going on in the whole fuckin’ world. Pictures of the front gate, of the shrine there with its cards and flowers and candles; of the mothers and the schoolkids with blue-and-white uniforms and tears in their eyes. But there were more of them now – more moms, more kids; and men too. Angry men, with placards and furious faces and fists in the air.

What the hell was happening?

Whatever it was could wait till he’d called Sal.

He picked up his phone. As it rang he rehearsed his lines – the need for the finest criminal and litigation lawyers in the whole country. Could he sue Chunky in the States? Surely that was a possibility? He was a US citizen after all. He paid his taxes, mostly. Sal would know what to do. Why was he taking so long to pick up?

He hung up, then called again and waited, his thoughts not on lawyers this time but on Sal. It was probably ridiculous o’clock back in LA, but this was urgent, dammit. The ringing stopped. The call died. He tried once more, this time getting his old friend the polite automated Indian woman telling him it was not possible to connect his call at this time.

Fuck you, Sal.

It was possible the guy’d suffered another medical emergency, a stroke or another heart attack, and if that was the case, he’d forgive the guy, but if Sal wasn’t dying, if he had simply cut the call, well, there’d be consequences, abso-fucking-lutely, bet your bottom dollar. He’d find another agent; he’d go on Fallon or Kimmel or any other Jimmy with a late-night talk show and eviscerate the guy; he’d, he’d –

The picture on the screen cut him short. He was looking at himself. Or rather a picture of himself, in that very bed, taken not even an hour ago, naked from the waist up, with Roxanne Bunglewalla draped around him making a face like a goddamn duck and a V sign with her fingers.

Oh Jeezus.

The screen cut back to the crowds and the placards: people shouting at the security guards, assailing the gates of the Pinnacle like it was the damn Winter Palace. Did that make him the Tsar? Things hadn’t ended well for the Tsar.

There was a knock on the door. Loud, urgent, masculine. The thing flew open and a man he didn’t recognise strode in with Roxanne a couple of steps behind him.

‘You! Mr Abercrombie! How dare you?’

He wasn’t quite sure what he’d dared to do, or even what right this guy had to call him out on it, but he didn’t feel as though he was in much position to remonstrate seeing as he was dripping water on the floor and wearing nothing but a bath towel and a somewhat surprised expression.

Roxanne though was somewhat less inhibited.

‘Daddy! You’re embarrassing me!’

The man turned and held a fat finger to his lips.

‘Chup!’ He turned back to George. ‘Have you no shame, sir? Your wife is murdered and within days you are here, gallivanting with an innocent girl!’

He wasn’t sure he’d ever gallivanted with anyone, and certainly not with Roxanne Bunglewalla. As for innocent girl, the woman was in her thirties if she was a day. He didn’t get a chance to say any of that though, because Roxanne was speaking again.

‘Daddy, George is my friend! He asked to stay here because he has nowhere else to go!’

Again he thought about remonstrating, but it seemed neither Roxanne nor Bunglewalla senior were much interested in what he might have to say.

‘He can go stay at the Taj! He can go back to America! He can go to hell for all I care, but he is not staying here one minute longer!’ Bunglewalla reached for his daughter’s hand. ‘Look, my putloo, think of our family. Think of your reputation. This… this man will sully it.’

Roxanne whined at him like a teenager. ‘But, Daaadddyyy…’

He was getting sick of this. He was George Abercrombie for fuck’s sake. He’d almost won an Oscar, twice. He deserved some respect.

‘Look. Give me an hour and I’ll be out of your hair. Is that okay with you, Mr Bunglewalla? And for the record, there wasn’t, isn’t and never will be gallivanting of any sort. Roxanne kindly offered to let me stay here because she saw I was grieving. It’s the sort of hospitality you Indians are famous for. I guess she must get it from her mother.’

It would have been good to walk out at that point, but that really wasn’t an option, so he headed back into the en suite and, with what he hoped was an appropriate degree of both dignity and finality, shut the door firmly. Only then did he remember that his clothes were in the bedroom. He’d have to wait for the Bunglewallas to vacate the place before he could step out again. Problem was, they seemed to have commenced on a full-scale, force-nine row.

He sat down on the toilet seat. Maybe Papa Bunglewalla had a point, though. Maybe he should get the hell out of town. Shit, why not just leave the country? From the looks of the crowd outside, it didn’t seem like anyone here would be too upset to see the back of him. But there was the funeral. He would stay for that. He would honour Sweety’s memory, and then he’d get the hell out of Dodge, at least until he could mourn and process his grief.

But what about justice? Sweety deserved that, didn’t she? And didn’t he? Some fancy lawyer had just got that bastard Amit out on bail and now Amit was lying through his teeth and his damn lawyer had the temerity to insinuate that George was responsible! He needed to set the record straight. He needed to make sure justice prevailed. He needed to see that motherfucker swing. And he needed to stay in Mumbai to make sure that happened. But before all that, he needed his clothes.

Outside the bathroom the decibels decreased, the commotion drifting, he thought, rolling like thunder from the bedroom to the living area and punctuated by the slamming of one door, then another. It was his cue to get back out there, put on some pants and work out where he was going to go.
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CHAPTER 36

George

Screw them. Screw them all.

With his clothes on, he felt better. Clothes maketh the man – whoever said that knew a thing or two. They certainly makethed him feel better, ready to face the world again. Yeah, he needed to find somewhere to stay, but more than that, he needed to do something, anything, to figure out what had happened to his wife. If the police weren’t going to do their jobs, he’d damn well do it for them… and for Sweety.

Where to start? The security office downstairs – that was the obvious place. Okay, the police would probably have appropriated all relevant CCTV footage, but maybe there were cameras they missed; cameras outside possibly; something showing Amit leaving the building. More to the point, he should speak to the guards on duty that night. See if any of them saw anything.

Place to begin was the lobby. Speaking to Felix.

He left the apartment, called the elevator, and on his way down worked out what exactly he was going to say.

The lobby was its usual tableau of marble and gold, soft furnishings and jasmine-scented, bottled air. A smattering of the stinking rich and the silver-spooned lounging on its sofas to the soundtrack of Mantovani piped through invisible speakers. Hard to believe his own personal lynch mob was only a few hundred yards away. Sure, a few heads turned to stare at him a touch too long, but none of them looked like they might attack him with the light fittings, not at the risk of chipping a nail anyway.

The desk was manned by a woman in the regulation gold-and-blue sari. He thought he recognised her, but he couldn’t be sure. The women behind the desk all seemed fashioned from the same mould: young, slim, attractive, overly helpful – like Pan Am air hostesses from the sixties. The name badge pinned to her sari read Priti, and she gave him a smile that suggested she didn’t consider him a wife-murdering bastard, which was nice. Maybe that was Pinnacle training, or maybe she just didn’t watch the news. A lot of the young folks didn’t these days – just doom-scrolled the shit the tech billionaires shovelled into their socials. Way things were going, he could hardly blame them. There was a lot to be said for the ostrich approach to life.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Abercrombie. How may I help you?’

‘I need to speak to Felix, Priti. Is he around?’

Another wide smile.

‘One moment please.’

She picked up a phone and pressed a button while he turned to look between the potted palms and out of the glass frontage, down the hill to the main gates. There, in the distance, as the gates opened to let a car pass, he caught sight of them – a few of them at least – the grieving masses who wanted to string him up. Hard to make out any detail. From here they were just a blur of colour and heads and placards. Were the police out there, managing the crowds, or was it just down to the building security? Shit. If it was the latter, then Felix might have his hands full.

‘Mr Abercrombie?’ He turned back to the woman. ‘Mr Pfennig is coming down. Please take a seat.’

He told her he preferred to stand.

Pfennig? Was that really Felix’s surname? Like the coin? Funny what you found out when the world went crazy.

The man himself arrived a minute later. Black suit, gold tie, shined shoes, side-parted hair. If this was Vienna, he could have been a banker, or a particularly flamboyant undertaker. He looked tired, like the last man at the Alamo as the Mexicans closed in, or the captain of the guard at the Bastille as the mob came storming up the drawbridge. Come to think of it, hadn’t Marie Antoinette been Austrian?

‘Mr Abercrombie, I am so sorry for your loss. If there is anything we at the Pinnacle can do for you at this time, please feel free to ask.’

He thanked the guy. Apologised for all the trouble, like it was his fault Amit had murdered his wife. Felix was suitably accommodating, dismissing it with a gesture and a few anodyne words as though, while a regrettable business, these things happened.

‘I need to speak to the nightwatchman, Felix. Whoever was on duty two nights ago.’

The man gave a weak smile, like an airline employee about to tell you your flight was cancelled.

‘Mr Abercrombie, it is highly unorthodox –’

‘Of course it’s unorthodox, Felix. My wife being murdered in your building is highly unorthodox. Look, I just want to make sense of it all.’

Felix looked at him impassively, in that inscrutable manner of the Germanic peoples, then looked to the elevators.

‘Okay, Mr Abercrombie.’ He held out an arm. ‘Please come with me.’

They took an elevator up one floor. Felix strode down a carpeted corridor and he did his best to keep up, past a suite of glass-fronted offices populated by administrative-looking folks – accountants, clerical staff, secretaries, the types that brought their lunches from home.

Felix opened a door.

‘Something to drink, Mr Abercrombie? Tea, coffee, water?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Please take a seat.’

He took a seat, at a conference table in a conference room, on a swivel chair with rubber armrests and a wheel missing.

Felix left, closing the door behind him.

When it opened again, there was a security guard a step behind him. The guy kept his eyes down, looking to the floor. Felix stood by the door as he entered, then introduced him.

‘This is Ram. He was on duty in the West Tower on the night –’ he cleared his throat – ‘on the night in question.’

Of course. It would have to be Ram. There was something about the guy: a haughtiness, a stand-offishness, a significant degree of fuck-you-ishness, which was unusual in a Pinnacle employee. Most of them treated him like a god. Not Ram, though. Ram treated him like something unsavoury he’d found on his shoe.

Felix’s phone buzzed. He read it, then looked up. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll have to leave you to it. Some matters which need attending to.’

He didn’t elaborate.

Ram took a seat as Pfennig left, once more closing the door behind him.

He gave George a stare. Thin lips, set hard, under a moustache that might have been fashioned from steel wool. He placed his hands on the table, then looked down at them. A ringlet of curled black hair fell forward, covering a dash of vermilion in the centre of his forehead – some religious thing, probably.

‘Mr Pfennig say you wish to speak to me?’

’That’s right. You were on duty inside the building two nights ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you do all the floors?’

The guy didn’t look at him.

‘Top floors only. Other guards do lower levels.’

‘And what time did you come to our floor?’

The guy scratched at a tattoo of a trident on his arm and looked at him as though this was a waste of both of their time.

‘Sir, I am not knowing anything. I am not hearing or seeing anything.’

‘Please just answer the question.’

He gave a sigh. ‘Rules say each floor is patrolled once every hour, between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. Each floor, five minutes, then ten-minute break.’

‘And that’s the schedule you stick to?’

A shrug.

The guy seemed even more obtuse than usual. You’d think he might have cut him a bit of slack, seeing as how his wife had been murdered. Or maybe he was one of the people who believed George had done it.

‘Do you have a problem with me?’

‘No, sir,’ he said, but with a look that might have said go fuck yourself. He didn’t have time for this.

‘Do you know Amit, my manservant?’

‘I have seen him.’

‘And did you see him two nights ago?’

‘Yes. I saw him help you into your apartment.’

‘Did you see him after that?’

‘No, sir. I told you. I saw nothing.’

This wasn’t going anywhere. And suddenly he felt foolish for trying.

‘Sir, if there is nothing else, please may I get back to work?’

There was nothing else.

The guy got up and was halfway to the door.

‘Wait,’ George said. ‘You ever see Chunky Malhotra in the building?

The guy’s eyes flickered for a second. No more than that and then they were dead again. ‘I have never met him.’

Something about the denial rang hollow. Maybe it was that thing with the eyes, or maybe George was going mad or paranoid or just simply clutching at straws.

‘You sure?’

A blink, a hesitation and then the stare was back and a confirmation of the denial.

‘Sir, I have already told you. Now please, the situation outside is most dangerous and I have duties to attend to.’

Oh, that was sweetly done. He had to hand it to the guy. Making it sound like this was all George’s fault; pissing in his ear and telling him it was raining.

He was out the door before George could think of anything further to say. Still. The guy knew Chunky. He was sure about that. Sixty per cent sure, anyway, which made him think…

It was stupid, and he knew he shouldn’t, but fuck it, he was out of sensible options. He texted Jonny Shroff.

I need Chunky’s number.

And Jonny, always keen to help if it meant putting himself closer to the centre of things, sent it to him within sixty seconds.

Don’t call it. There is no benefit whatsoever to calling it.

He called it, waited as it rang.

What the fuck was he doing? What was he going to say? Hey, Chunky, what the hell were you doing fooling around with my wife, you fat fuck, and why are you insinuating that I killed her? Yeah, Chunky was sure going to answer that.

It kept ringing. He should hang up. There was no way any conversation with that bastard was gonna be anything other than a car crash. Yeah, he should hang up. It was the sensible thing to do.

Chunky answered.

‘Hello?’

Shit.

‘Chunky, it’s George.’

‘Which George?’

Dammit how many Georges could the man know?

‘Abercrombie.’

A pause on the line.

‘George –’ a sigh which sounded almost theatrical – ‘I am sorry about what happened to Sweety. You hawe my condolence.’

Just one of them? It didn’t matter. Chunky sounded businesslike. Was that odd? It felt odd. But then what were you supposed to sound like when the husband of a woman you were having an affair with suddenly called you out of the blue after she’d been murdered?

‘I want to know where you get off bad-mouthing me and casting aspersions about my wife.’

It took a moment or three for Chunky, he thought, to pick himself up off the floor and conjure a response. Or maybe he was just looking up what aspersions meant.

‘Surely you knew?’

‘About what?’

‘About, well, I don’t like to say, not now, but if you insist. Surely you knew about Sweety and me? You know we were wery close back in the day. And obwiously, she wasn’t happy, and, well, you know how these things happen. She fell in love again and you killed her for it.’

What? No. This was madness.

‘I didn’t fucking kill her!’

’Then who did?’

‘Just tell me why she was at your place two nights ago.’

He heard the fucker laugh.

‘Face it, man. She only married you because she thought it would boost her career. And hey, maybe it did. But then, look what happened to your own career. It’s too ironic, yaar. Shit, what did it feel like to hawe to follow your wife from Hollywood back to India? Was it the shame that pushed you ower the edge?’

‘Fuck you, Chunky.’

‘Goodbye, George.’

‘You’re a lousy fucking actor, Chunky! You’re nothing more than a hack!’ he shouted, but the line was already dead.

He took the elevator back up to Roxanne’s. So much for George Abercrombie private investigator. Two conversations and he’d found out the square root of fuck all and sent his blood pressure skyrocketing.

The maid opened the door for him, and looked at him like he was vermin. Which reminded him. He needed to get out of there. Needed to find somewhere new to hole up. Gemma. He’d call her, get her to find him somewhere quiet and private, and safe. That seemed to be becoming more important by the minute.

He wandered through to the lounge. Things on the TV hadn’t improved. Pictures of crowds growing bigger. He wasn’t even sure it was outside the Pinnacle now. How could they grow so fast? Sure, this was a country of 1.4 billion people, half of whom seemed to live in Mumbai and have nothing better to do than join whatever rent-a-mob was assembling in the streets, but still, it was kinda scary. And there, in the crowd. Was that an effigy of him? Shit, it was. A stuffed sack with blue pants and white shirt and a smug-looking picture of his head from a Glen Doone poster stuck on top. He didn’t know much about effigies but he had a feeling their fate was never good.

Where the hell was Gemma? First Sal and now her. Why wasn’t she answering? He pressed cancel and typed out a text.

Gem. Call me. It’s urgent.

He sent it and stared at his phone as though that might jolt Gemma into calling back. It seemed to work almost immediately. An incoming call. No name. Maybe she was using a different phone.

‘Gemma?’

‘No. This is Miss Singh.’

It took him a second. Why was she calling? Fuck, Sal had probably not paid her. Maybe he really had suffered another heart attack.

‘This really isn’t a good time, Miss Singh.’

‘That much is true. I’m afraid I have some news. My sources in the police tell me that you are about to be arrested and brought in for questioning.’

‘What?’

‘You are to be arres—’

Yes, he’d got that. He told her as much. It was just the shock of it. This morning he woke up a grieving widower and now, within a matter of hours, he was being effigised (was that a word?) and about to be arrested.

‘I just thought you should know. Indian justice is slow. Once they arrest you, they will take away your passport, so if you were planning on leaving, now would be your last chance.’

His head was spinning. What was she saying? Was she telling him to leave?

‘You think I should go?’

There was a pause on the line.

‘Whether he is guilty or innocent, your servant obtained bail in record time. And he has a lawyer whom no servant could ever afford. None of that is usual. I believe it would be in your best interests.’

‘But if I run away, people will assume I’m guilty.’

‘People will believe what they want to believe. It should not affect your course of action.’

Wait. He needed a moment. It was all taking place too quickly. The world was spinning out of control. He was innocent, for Chrissakes. He didn’t kill his wife. He didn’t even know she’d been having a damn affair with Chunky. Gemma would testify to that – wherever she was. He had no motive to kill her. The police knew that, didn’t they? Now Amit on the other hand – he was the one they wanted. But the crowd outside weren’t burning his effigy. No, course they weren’t. Easier to blame the foreigner than one of their own.

‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘Because I don’t like clients of mine getting arrested. They can say too much under questioning. It’s bad for business.’

‘Can you get me out?’

‘Yes. But at short notice, it will not be cheap.’

‘Understood,’ he said. ‘How long?’

‘I’ll be there in half an hour.’

‘I’m not in the apartment.’

‘I know where you are, Mr Abercrombie. I’ve seen the photos on Instagram.’
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CHAPTER 37

Amit

He didn’t understand.

How had Gemma Cairns, of all people, managed to save him from Gullu? It was a mystery. No, not a mystery: divine intervention. Had the gods changed their minds? Were they on his side now? He imagined them, huddled around a table, weighing his fate. He uttered a prayer of thanks to them all, but in particular to Hanuman, the remover of obstacles. If he got through this, he would make a most generous offering to the god at his temple in Bandra.

‘So where then, Amit?’

Gemma was getting impatient.

As the shock wore off, his suspicions rose. Why was she so interested in this whole thing? Was she part of it? Was she using him? He had to stay calm. Whatever was going on, whatever games Gemma might be playing, he had little option but to go along with it… for now.

‘Pedder Road.’

Gemma’s driver turned to him.

‘Where on Pedder Road?’

That was a good question.

‘Give me a minute,’ he said, pulling out his phone. It might die at any second. He brought up a number and prayed he’d get through. What’s more, he prayed she’d answer.

She answered on the third ring, and he thanked the gods.

‘Hello?’

‘Ayisha?’

A pause on the line as she tried to place his voice.

‘Amit? Where are you? How did you get my number?’

She sounded more curious than angry. Normally she never said more than two words to him unless she had to, and they always seemed tinged with disgust. Today though she sounded different. He should take advantage of it.

‘It’s a long story. Everything that’s happened, it’s crazy. How are you?’

‘I’m okay.’

‘It must have been a terrible shock, finding Sweety ma’am like that.’

‘I didn’t find her.’ Ayisha’s voice hardened, as though she felt cheated in some way. ‘George sahib sent me out of the house. He broke the coffee machine and asked me to get a new one. When I got back, the police were there only. Buggers wouldn’t even let me in to get my things.’

Waah. Smart man, George. Clever of him to get her out of the apartment like that.

‘I saw you on the television,’ she continued, her voice softening. ‘You’re famous. They’ll pay you lots of money for your story.’

If he lived that long. Still, now he thought about it…

‘Hey, Ayisha, I’m sure I can get money for you too. People will want to hear from you also.’

‘You think so?’

‘Definitely.’

His phone beeped. An incoming call. Fat Moeez’s number. He ignored it. Ayisha was talking again.

‘How much money?’

‘Lots. But only once I clear my name completely. Now listen. I need your help. Where are you?’

He hung up. Asked the driver to charge his phone, then directed him to an alleyway just off the main road – to a tea stall in the shade of a banyan tree.

The driver stopped close by. He turned to Gemma.

‘Please. Wait here. I need to convince Ayisha to help.’

The woman looked at him as though she trusted him as much as she did a cobra not to bite.

‘What exactly do you need her for?’

‘It is hard to explain.’

He didn’t wait for her to object or probe further, simply opened the door and got out.

Ayisha was at the corner, dressed in jeans and a kameez and sipping a Limca. He’d never seen her in jeans before. She didn’t wear them on duty. Sweety ma’am preferred her in uniform. He took a moment to admire her arse, then walked over.

‘Ayisha, am I glad to see you.’

She gave him a smile, which must have been a first.

‘Amit bhai. Your face. They beat you in prison?’

‘Oh yes,’ he told her. ‘What a drama. They tortured me. Tried to get me to confess, but I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. I held out. The police-wallahs were amazed. They said they’d never seen anyone last so long under torture. That’s why they let me go. They knew I was innocent.’ He wasn’t sure she believed him, but she didn’t laugh in his face, which was a step in the right direction. ‘But it’s not over yet. I’m going to need your help. Once they arrest George sahib and I’m in the clear, I’ll speak to the TV and the radio and make sure we both become famous.’ He thought of her arse. ‘You could end up in films.’

She brightened at that. Beamed him a bigger smile, then hid it behind a wave of embarrassment.

‘But what can I do, Amit bhai?’

He took a breath. ‘This is going to sound strange, I know, but do you know where the laundry goes?’

‘What?’

‘George sir and Sweety ma’am’s laundry. When you put it down the chute, where does it go?’

Her lips thinned. ‘Is this some sort of joke?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m deadly serious. There’s something in the last batch of laundry which I need to find. It will prove my innocence. I need the address of the dhobi-wallah.’ It was a lie of course, but a lie pressed into the service of saving his skin was a noble one, was it not, and these days, the distinction between what was truth and what was lie seemed to matter little.

Ayisha considered his words. Weighing the chance that they might be true against her own scepticism.

‘Sainted Mother Laundry. Other end of Pedder Road.’

‘And they know you?’

‘No. I only know Santosh, the man who comes to drop off the clothes once they’re washed and ironed.’

‘Good enough,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’

She made to object, complained that she couldn’t possibly go with him, but then still walked with him to the car, got in beside him, seemed shocked to see Gemma there and then gave the driver the directions. What was the point of it? he wondered. Was it for show, but if so, for whose benefit? Neither Gemma nor the driver would care, and nor did he, so why go through the act? City girls. He would never understand them.

The Sainted Mother Laundry looked like it was falling down; a dilapidated old shed of a place that probably hadn’t been repaired since the British left. The only thing that looked maintained was a small statue of that Mary Mother that the Christians worshipped. To one side, trucks and carts lined up, a stream of men offloading bulging sacks of what he presumed was laundry.

He turned to Ayisha.

‘We’ll go in together.’

Suddenly she seemed in two minds. ‘You don’t need me.’

But he did need her. Sometimes a woman’s touch, or face, was worth more than a thousand words from a man’s tongue or a hundred Gandhis from his wallet. This might be one of those moments. He could explain it to her, but it was quicker just to make up a lie.

‘I might need you to speak to your friend, Santosh.’

She bristled. ‘He’s not my friend.’

‘Fair enough. Just as long as he recognises you.’

He turned to Gemma.

‘Please wait here.’

She gave him that look, the one she always did when she thought he was bullshitting her.

‘The hell I will. I’m coming too.’

He was about to protest but then thought better of it. Maybe a white face would also help. He gave her an ingratiating smile and a nod of the head.

‘Very good, Miss Cairns.’

The driver was told to wait and the three of them got out. He took a look at the building. That the place was still operational and had not yet totally crumbled into the sea was a miracle in itself, possibly attributable to the statue out front. As they passed it, he touched his forehead as a mark of respect. He might be a Hindu, but divinity took many forms, his mother had taught him so. Indeed, the only god totally off limits in their house had been Allah, the god of the Muslims, though to this day, he could not say exactly why.

Even before they were within twenty feet of the entrance he could hear the noise, the industrial clank of machinery, the hiss of steam, the slap of wet textiles. He opened the door and stepped into a different world. The place was infernal; not just the heat; the sheer humidity too. The air was wet and laden with the scent of bleach and lye and human sweat.

Around him, men and women moved with a curious synchronicity as though performing some ritual dance. Men pushed trolleys of teetering laundry sacks, some marked with the names of buildings or the logos of hotels, and all with tags bearing the black-and-white zebra stripes of a barcode. In the distance, a woman with a scanner flashed a red light onto each. Maybe the Sainted Mother Laundry had moved with the times.

He turned to Miss Cairns. ‘I might need some money.’

She stared at him. ‘How much?’

‘A few hundred.’

She reached into her bag, brought out a fistful of Gandhis and held them out.

He took them with a smile.

‘Please. Stay here and appear stern,’ he said, then looked to Ayisha and gestured to the woman with the scanner. ‘Come. That’s who we need to talk to.’ He took her hand and headed over the wet floor toward the barcode mother superior. Ayisha struggled against his grip.

‘What are we going to say?’

‘You don’t need to say anything, but please, try to cry. A few tears, that’s all. I’ll do the rest.’

‘I can’t cry just like that!’

‘Yes you can,’ he told her. ‘Just think sad thoughts.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like all the money you’ll lose if I don’t pull this off.’

She hissed something at him but he missed it amid the noise. They were almost level with the woman now. She looked up as they approached. In her fifties, he thought. Short and round, with the first streaks of grey in her hair and with arms thicker and probably stronger than his own. He gave her his most obsequious smile, the kind he reserved for the rich and for foreigners.

‘Auntie, please, you must help us.’

The woman took a step back. He pulled Ayisha out in front of him. ‘My younger sister, she’s a maid at the Pinnacle. She accidentally dropped something belonging to her memsahib in with the laundry, and if she doesn’t get it back, she’ll be sacked.’ He pointed to Gemma. ‘You see, that memsahib. She is her employer. She’s a terrible woman. You can tell from her face. Auntie, I’m begging you. We have a sick mother, and without both our wages –’ he ran a hand through his damp hair – ‘we won’t be able to afford…’ He cast a glance at Ayisha. He had to say, she was doing a good job of looking wretched. It may just have been the steam in the air, but it looked like she might actually have been crying.

Barcode auntie looked from him to Ayisha to Gemma and seemed to soften somewhat.

‘Please, auntie!’ Ayisha whined.

She wasn’t half bad. He wished he’d seen this side of her before. With a bit of practice and some guidance from him, they could have made decent money together. Not his fault. She’d never even given him so much as the time of day until now.

The woman took Ayisha’s hand.

‘Don’t worry, beti, we’ll find it. Now which building did you say? And which apartment number?’

He let Ayisha do the talking and soon they were heading off across the floor together. He gestured to Gemma to stay where she was, then began following the two women, past machines and trolleys and ironing tables to an area stacked almost to the roof with laundry bags.

The washerwoman stopped in front of a pile as high as Mount Kailash.

‘This is Altamount Road.’ She scoured the pile with her finger. ‘Pinnacle, Pinnacle… ah, up there.’

‘Arré, Jeet! Jeet! Come here!’

A barefoot boy in shorts and a string vest skipped over. She knelt over and pinched his cheek.

‘Jeet, beta, I need you to find a laundry bag.’ She pointed to the mountain. ‘Apartment Penthouse C, 1-A West Tower. Bring it to me.’

The boy gave her a nod, ran for the mound and began climbing, rummaging between bags, checking labels, reviewing tags. He climbed higher and then disappeared from sight as though consumed by the pile.

Ayisha turned to the woman. ‘Is he okay?’

The woman snorted. ‘He’s fine. He loves it up there. He’d happily spend every hour up there if we didn’t force him to go to school.’

Suddenly his head reappeared, almost five feet higher up the mound than where he’d last been.

‘Found it?’ the woman called up to him.

A flash of a smile. White teeth illuminating his face, and then he was making his way south, laundry bag in hand, clambering down the mound like a monkey with a mango. Reaching the ground, he ran over and handed it to the woman, who checked the label.

Amit bent down and gave the boy a twenty, then turned to the woman. She opened it, felt inside, then looked up at Ayisha and him. He reached out for the bag, but the woman held on to it.

‘One moment.’ She turned to Ayisha. ‘You didn’t say what it was you were looking for in here.’

Ayisha gave her a smile and hugged her.

‘Tell her, bhai.’

‘Memsahib’s watch.’ He reached into his pocket once more and extracted the rest of Gemma’s cash. ‘Let me give you something for your trouble. It’s not much, but it’s all I have.’

The woman looked at him as though she didn’t believe a word of it, which was ironic given it was the one totally true thing he’d said.

She held up a hand.

‘Save it. You will need it for your mother,’ and with the other hand, she fished out the watch and passed it to him. Maybe he’d been mistaken. Maybe that look he’d taken for disgust at the paltry sum he was offering was actually in response to him offering anything in the first place. Not everyone in this city, it seemed, did things solely for money. He’d forgotten that.

‘What now?’

They headed back toward where Gemma stood waiting.

‘What now, Amit?’

He didn’t have an answer; just kept walking, kept feeling the watch in his pocket, Sweety’s watch, there in his hand, its screen dead, its battery out of charge. Hard to believe that this thing was responsible for him still being alive. Question was, what was he to do with it? And why was Gemma helping him? What was its significance? Somebody wanted it, that was for sure, enough to keep Fat Moeez from shooting him; enough to have a hotshot lawyer get him out of jail. And now he had it.

‘Amit bhai?’

‘Now, Ayisha, you go back to your friend’s place. Once I have sorted things out, I’ll give you a call. The papers, the TV, they will all want your story. I’ll make sure you get paid well.’

Talking of payment, his thoughts returned to the watch. The way he saw it, he had two options. One: call Fat Moeez and try to cut a deal, though that carried the risk of Moeez killing him; and two: well, she was staring him in the face right now.

‘Did you get it?’

‘Yes, Miss Cairns.’

She gave him a satisfied nod and held out a hand.

‘Let me see it.’

He took a step back, then took it from his pocket and held it up.

‘If you don’t mind, Miss Cairns, I shall hold on to it for now.’

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Hold on to it. But don’t lose it. We’re going to need it.’
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CHAPTER 38

George

He still didn’t know how she got in and out of the building.

Miss Singh was outside Roxanne Bunglewalla’s door sooner than he’d expected, which wasn’t a problem, seeing as how he’d nothing but the stuff in his holdall to take. His passport, change of clothes, statins, blood pressure meds, toothbrush.

He said his goodbyes to Roxanne, thanked her for her hospitality and begged her not to post anything ever again about him on social media; all while her father stood brooding, staring at him from across the room like a pit bull with trust issues. Roxanne, for her part, tearfully told him she was sad to see him go, and said nothing on the issue of social media.

Miss Singh was dressed in a blue boiler suit, her hair tied up in a ponytail under a baseball cap whose brim did a decent job of obscuring her face. From her bag, she extracted a boiler suit like her own and passed it to him.

‘Put this on.’

He did as ordered and she took the cap from her own head and handed it to him.

‘You’re now a delivery man. Congratulations.’

She looked him up and down and stopped at his loafers.

‘Nice,’ she said. ‘Take them off.’

‘What?’

‘A delivery man would not wear five thousand dollar shoes, Mr Abercrombie.’

What the fuck did she know? They hadn’t cost more than two. Still, there was no point quibbling. Once more she dipped into her bag, this time pulling out a pair of old leather sandals with the stitching coming loose and the heel worn down to razor-blade proportions. She held them out and he swapped them for his Louboutins.

‘Ready?’

He looked around. The last time he’d ever set foot in the Pinnacle.

‘Yep.’

‘Come, then.’

He followed her out into the hallway. Her phone pinged. She pulled it out of her overalls.

‘Shit.’

‘What?’

‘The police. They’re already here.’

‘Where?’

‘In the lobby. They’ll be coming up any second.’

He looked up at the screen above the elevator doors, the numbers increasing every second, 15, 16, 17.

She turned to him. ‘Come on.’

He followed her, running down the corridor, through a doorway and into the stairwell.

‘It’s seventy floors,’ he told her.

‘Seventy-three,’ she corrected him. ‘We’re going to the basement.’

And then he wished he was still wearing his loafers.

She took the stairs two at a time, and he did his best to keep up but it wasn’t easy, not in those sandals, and not in his fifty-year-old body. And then it got worse. Voices floated up from somewhere. Male voices. Police voices.

Miss Singh stopped dead.

‘Change of plans.’ She headed past him, back up the stairs. ‘Come on!’

He wanted to ask her where the hell they were going now, but she was already half a flight ahead of him, and he was probably better off saving his breath for the climb. He counted the floors, 36, 37, 38. By 40 his legs were on fire. By 45 his heart was doing the ‘Macarena’.

‘Wait. We gotta stop.’

He gasped for air.

Miss Singh was having none of it.

‘Just a few flights more.’

A few flights? Where were they going exactly? Back to his apartment? Back to Roxanne’s? Much more of this climbing and the only place he’d be going would be the hospital. Above them somewhere, a door slammed. More voices.

She stopped on level 50 and waited for him to catch up. He reached her, bent over and tried to catch his breath.

‘What now?’

‘This way.’

She pushed through the doors and he followed, rushing into the lobby, along a corridor, past the doors to apartments and turning the corner into another corridor. Up ahead, a new set of doors. The changing room to the sky pool.

‘We’re going to hide in the changing room?’

‘No.’

‘Then what?’ And then it hit him. ‘You’re kidding.’

‘You have a better idea?’

He didn’t have a better idea.

She burst into the changing room and started stripping off her overalls. ‘Get out of your clothes. Everything but underwear. Hand them to me. Quickly!’

Oh shit. The pool. He needed to tell her. About the vertigo. The damn, crippling, panic-inducing vertigo.

‘I can’t.’

She looked at him. ‘You can’t take your clothes off in front of me? Really?’

‘No, I, I can’t get into that pool.’

‘You can’t swim?’

Sure he could swim. Swimming wasn’t the problem. It was swimming seven hundred feet in the air in a see-through box that was the issue.

‘I have a fear of heights.’

‘You live on the sixty-eighth floor of a skyscraper.’

‘I stay away from the windows. It only hits if I look straight down.’

‘But I’ve seen you jump out of planes. Mission Improbable, all the sequels.’

‘That was Gary. My stunt double.’

She shook her head. ‘Well, Gary isn’t here now. You are just going to have to manage for yourself.’

Two minutes later he was ready, standing there trying to keep his stomach in while Miss Singh stuffed his clothes and her own into her bag.

‘Come on.’

He followed her into the pool area, past residents on loungers, and wearing nothing more than his boxers and a pained expression on his face. The trick was not to look down. Yeah, that was it, just don’t look down, George. Everything’ll be okay. He took the first tentative steps into the water and looked up at the sky through the Perspex roof at the birds up there, circling on a thermal. Wait, were those vultures? Shit, they were. Horrible fucking things. He looked away, to his left, to the city and the hills beyond. The water was up to his waist now.

‘We need to hurry!’ Miss Singh broke into a crawl.

Instinctively he looked at her. It was hard not to. And then it hit him like a mallet to the head. The vertigo. Of all the… how was that fair? He wasn’t even looking down. The fear gripped him. A claw holding him in place, spinning him till he didn’t know left from right or up from down. He reached out, feeling for something to hold on to, but there was nothing. Of course there was nothing; he was trapped inside a damn plastic box.

His lungs burned. Was he breathing? He didn’t know. Couldn’t tell. It was either not at all or too damn fast. Certainly didn’t feel normal. He looked at his chest, and then at the floor, at the police cars fifty floors down, drawn up haphazardly at the entrance. Oh shit. His peripheral vision dimmed. The world contracted. Oh God, he was going to faint. He was gonna faint and then he was gonna drown and –

‘George?’

He felt someone grab his arm.

‘George!’

And then a slap. Sharp and to the point. The world snapped back into focus.

‘Close your eyes and hold my hand.’

He did as she ordered and then he was walking, onwards like a World War I grunt blinded by gas. He thought of the protesters beyond the perimeter wall. What would they do if they knew that the object of their anger was fifty floors above, being led through a Perspex box in only his underpants?

His toe stubbed on something. A step. And then another one. And then they were out and Miss Singh was letting go of his hand. He counted to three, then opened his eyes. She was reaching for a towel on an empty lounger. By the time he stumbled over, she was almost dry. She threw him a towel and he rubbed at his hair as they passed through the doors into the changing room of the East Tower.

She tossed him his clothes.

‘You okay?’

He gave a nod.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘No police in this tower, not yet at least. We should hurry though.’

He dressed as quickly as he could. Slipped on the sandals and followed her, still dripping, into the corridor, through the lobby and to the service elevator. From her pocket, she pulled a security pass and pressed it against the pad summoning the elevator.

‘Where’d you get that?’ he asked.

‘I have friends in low places, Mr Abercrombie.’

The thing arrived with a creaking and a wheezing that didn’t exactly inspire confidence. The doors of the steel box scraped closed behind him and then he felt the momentary lurch as it commenced its descent.

‘Where we going?’

‘Santacruz. There is a private plane waiting at the airport. It will take you to Dubai, and then you will have to make your own arrangements. All of that is assuming you can access your bank accounts and transfer a hundred and fifty thousand dollars to pay for the extraction.’

His bank accounts? He didn’t have the first clue about how to access them. He couldn’t even tell you the names of the banks his accounts were with. Sal handled all that. Sal and the damn accountants.

He cleared his throat. ‘Not a problem. I’ll make a couple of calls.’

‘And if they don’t go through?’

‘I’ll put it on my credit card.’

The doors opened eventually onto a level he’d never seen before – a basement level of heat and concrete and yellow strip light; a stench in the air of things rotting and rotten; a couple of men sitting on their haunches beside the betel-spit-stained wall opposite, smoking what looked like cheroots and smelled like weed.

Miss Singh led him past them, down a dank corridor, through a set of double doors and into a parking lot for trucks – for deliveries, he guessed – and then onwards, winding a path through the shadows until stopping beside a concrete pillar.

‘Wait here. I’ll fetch our transport.’

The humidity hit him and suddenly he was young again, back in LA in those early days, that job as a valet at the Beverly Palm. The screech of tyres, the growl of engines, the stink of exhaust fumes; it was all here, thirty years later and ten thousand miles distant.

The minutes passed. Other thoughts crowded his head. Should it take this long? Was she okay? Had the police stopped her? Was she even coming back?

Headlights blinded him. A truck approached. A squeal of brakes and then a door flew open and Miss Singh got out.

‘Please, get in the back. There are blankets. Cover yourself and stay behind the crates.’

She opened the cargo doors to the sound of footsteps. He turned to find a security guard walking over. Miss Singh clocked him too.

‘Go round the side. Pretend to be checking something under the truck. I’ll handle this.’

He did as ordered. Walked round the side, crouched down, and with one eye on the approaching guard, began to inspect a mud-encrusted tyre. Miss Singh met the guy halfway, pointed toward the vehicle and fired off words he couldn’t make out.

His knees began to ache. He’d need to stand up soon. Whatever Miss Singh was saying didn’t seem to be cutting much ice with the guard, and a moment later he was brushing past her, heading towards the truck. She followed him, gesturing behind his back for George to get out of sight.

He didn’t need telling a third time. With more effort than it should have warranted, he got down on his back and hauled himself under the truck like some damn mechanic.

With one hand he banged on the bottom of the truck, he wasn’t sure why exactly. Maybe he hoped it might sound like he was carrying out repairs, though what sort of repairs the sound of a man hitting the undercarriage of a truck with his palm represented was debatable.

The guard hit the side of the truck. Miss Singh raised her voice. The conversation sounded like it was getting out of control and then suddenly it died. The words faltering, the decibels lowering. And then, as if from nowhere, the sound of a laugh.

The guard walked off. He slid out from his berth. Miss Singh looked down on him.

‘We should hurry.’

He got up and dusted himself off.

‘What was that about?’

She watched the guard turn a corner before replying.

‘Our friend there was of the impression that we were parked here without permission. He wished to report us to his superiors. A thousand rupees convinced him he was wrong. But there is no point in procrastinating.’

The back of the truck smelled shitty. Literally shitty.

‘What the hell was in here?’ he asked.

‘Most recently? Goats, I think. Now, we must be going.’

He lay down and covered himself in a blanket that smelled almost as bad as goat shit, as Miss Singh closed up the cargo door and things went dark.

This wasn’t how he imagined leaving India; wasn’t how he’d imagined leaving anywhere, sneaking away like a thief in the night. It felt cowardly. It felt wrong. Sneaking away was what men like that fat French fuck Didier Dauderoux did, running off to Moscow to avoid those charges of seducing a minor. And what happened? He froze his ass off and the whole world thought he was guilty anyway.

He felt the truck start up, the shrieking into life, the shuddering of its frame and the creaking of an axle as it drove up the ramp toward ground level, tossing him first one way then the other, then coming to a halt at what he presumed were the gates. Another couple of minutes and they were off again, bumping over potholes and speed humps till it felt like his head was being used as a cymbal. Fuck this. He wasn’t going to spend the whole journey to Santacruz being thrown around under a blanket on the floor of a truck that smelled of goat shit. He’d rather go to prison. Just as he started to rise, the truck braked sharply to a stop. The world shifted beneath him and he went flying.

Next thing he knew, Miss Singh had opened the doors and was staring at him.

‘You can get out now. Come to the cab.’

He picked himself up, staggered unsteadily to the doors and lowered himself gingerly to the ground. Consciously or otherwise, Miss Singh had seen fit to park underneath a thirty-foot billboard of him holding a glass of whiskey.

GLEN DOONE, it read, FOR FUN TIMES!

Fun times indeed.

He settled into the cab and Miss Singh started the engine. He checked his phone. Still no word from Sal or Gemma. One of them needed to come back to him. If not, he’d have to pay the hundred and fifty grand for the plane with his credit card, and that assumed they took American Express. A lot of places didn’t.

Best thing to do was to text Gemma again. Tell her he needed access to his cash. Outside, the city went by. Shops, apartments, malls, palm trees coated in dust, and people, tens, hundreds and thousands of people.

Miss Singh’s phone pinged, the screen lit up. A message of sorts. She read it quickly.

‘Shit.’

‘What? What is it?’

‘An alert. It’s set to search for your name. Apparently the president mentioned you.’

‘What?’

She passed him the phone.

‘You need to check the news. CNN or BBC.’

He felt suddenly nauseous. Still, he brought up the internet and googled CNN. The page took a second to load. It took less time to find his name. Top article.

President gives rambling speech, says Abercrombie should stand trial.

Shit.

He clicked on the link. A page loaded, complete with video. He skipped to the latter, jabbed at it with his thumb. He turned to Miss Singh.

‘How long to the airport?’

She kept her eyes on the road. ‘Ten, fifteen minutes. It’s not far now.’

The video started playing. He turned up the sound. The president, in a gaudy-looking room, sitting on a sofa in front of a portrait of himself. A couple of microphones in shot. A woman’s voice:

‘Mr President. What do you make of the reports from India about the death of the actor Sweety Sahota?’

The president leaned forward, his tie draping to the floor.

‘Beautiful question. What’s your name? Doesn’t matter, tell me later. Who are you with?’

‘Truth Daily.’

‘Good. Good people at Truth Daily. All the truth, all the time. Not always true – once or twice they’ve said some not nice things about me, but on the most part, good people. You know I came top of their poll for most admired president of all time, right? Look, in terms of what happened to that actress, it’s terrible. And for the Indians. I feel bad for the Indians. They loved her. Really. And I love Indians. No one loves the Indians more than me. Their prime minister, he came over here, he said to me, “Thank you, Mr President. India has no better friend than you.” He gave me a peacock. Beautiful thing. He said it was a special one; they don’t let them export them, but he brought one, just for me. Invited me to their great country. And you know, they’re saying maybe the husband did it.’ He raised his hands and leaned back. ‘I don’t know anything about that of course, but it wouldn’t surprise me. George Abercrombie, nasty man. Failing actor. I don’t like him much. He’s said some very nasty things about me. I don’t care. But I don’t like him. No one has suffered more at his hands than me, except maybe the folks who go to see his movies. But that’s okay; there’s not that many of them. Like I say, failing actor. I don’t like his movies, I don’t watch them. I prefer Clint Eastwood, now there’s an actor. But look, if he’s guilty, they should arrest him. And if he comes back here, I’ll make sure we put him right back on a plane to face charges. We don’t want murderers coming into the country. Do they have the death penalty there? I think they have the death penalty –’

He switched it off.

‘I can’t get on that plane.’

This time, Miss Singh did look at him.

‘What?’

‘The president of the United States pretty much just accused me of being a murderer. I can’t leave. I gotta clear my name here.’

‘We’re five minutes from the airport, George.’

‘I don’t have a choice. Stop the truck.’

She pulled over. He handed her the phone. Made her watch the video of the president throwing him under a bus. She gave a nod.

‘I see the gravity of the situation.’

The gravity of the situation? Did she mean the shitstorm he was stuck right in the middle of?

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘the situation is fucking grave.’

‘I can take you back to the Pinnacle, but they will arrest you.’

‘Somewhere else then?’

‘Where exactly? Your face is known throughout the country. The only way you could be more conspicuous is if you walked down the street carrying an actual bottle of whiskey or a cup of that disgusting coffee.’

What? The coffee was good. It was the whiskey that tasted disgusting. Now wasn’t the time for that discussion though.

‘You must have somewhere. A safe house or something?’

She laughed in his face. ‘A safe house? You know how much rent is in Mumbai? I’m lucky I make enough to manage to pay for my own house. And anyway, any room or apartment or building not being used twenty-four/seven is certain to be broken into and then you have the problem of squatters. Have you ever tried to get squatters evicted in Mumbai, Mr Abercrombie? It takes decades. You will be in the ground and your children will still be fighting the case years later.’

‘Well, your house then.’

She laughed once more. ‘I’m afraid that’s out of the question. I don’t take clients to where I live. It would be unprofessional.’

‘And it’s not exactly professional to leave them to the wolves when they need you the most.’

She gave a sigh. ‘I was hired to clean up the mess in your apartment. I fulfilled my duties. You then hired me to organise your departure from India. I have done that as well. There is no agreement for me to hide you from the authorities.’

‘So let’s make one,’ he said. ‘Name your price. Enough to pay for that safe house you’ve always wanted. A hundred grand? Two hundred?’

She shook her head. ‘It is not about the money, Mr Abercrombie –’

‘A million then. A million dollars, US.’

This time she paused.

‘That is a lot of money, Mr Abercrombie. Maybe even too much for your credit card. How do I know you’ll pay me?’

He wasn’t sure how to answer that. He could walk into any casino in the world and they’d give him however much of a line he wanted. He was George Abercrombie. His credit was good. Shit, the last time someone had asked him that had been twenty years ago: a card game in NoHo. He’d handed over his car keys as collateral. Lost it too. He didn’t have car keys any more. Ironic, given the number of cars he owned. He did have one thing though.

He slid off his watch and handed it to her.

‘This is a Patek Philippe Nautilus 5711 18 carat in rose gold with diamond baguettes. It’s worth at least two-fifty K. Consider it a down payment.’

She looked at him. ‘Keep it. At least for now.’
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CHAPTER 39

Gemma

‘Where we are going?’

He hadn’t said much since they’d dropped the maid off at that place near Pedder Road, just sat there with his hand in his pocket, clutching that watch. If worst came to worst, she and Ash should be able to relieve him of it, possibly with the help of Ravi or a few of the Pinnacle security guys who treated Ash like a god. Still, hopefully it wouldn’t come to that, especially if Amit was, as he said, innocent.

‘We’re going to see a friend, someone who can help you.’

‘That is most kind of you, Gemma ma’am. Who exactly?’

‘A friend. An important man. Ashok K.’

His eyes widened as though she’d just invoked the name of the Lord.

‘From the NBP? The minister? You know him?’

She bit her lip. ‘A little. I’ve met him at functions. He has a place at the Pinnacle.’

‘Is that where we’re going?’

‘Yes.’

He sat forward, turned to her and shook his head. ‘No. We can’t go there. You must believe me. That is the worst place we can go now.’

She scanned his face. Was this one of his games?

‘Why?’

‘It is not safe, ma’am.’

Well, that was bullshit.

‘It’s just about the most secure building in the city. There are more security guards than there are residents.’

‘That is the problem. The security guards, they are supplied by a company owned by Moeez Darzi.’

‘The man who told you to get that watch?’

‘Exactly. If he finds out I’m there, we will both be in danger.’

Shit.

She needed to think this through.

‘Are you saying the security at the Pinnacle is controlled by a gangster?’

He puffed out his cheeks. ‘In Mumbai, many things of value are controlled by gangsters. Sometimes even the politicians.’

She bridled at that. Still, it didn’t change the fundamentals. If they couldn’t go back to the Pinnacle, they’d have to go somewhere else, but where? Her apartment? It was the only place she could think of. The security was shit – just that lazy darbaan at the front gate – but it might be safe – just as long as the guy in the green shirt hadn’t recognised her when Ravi hit him with the car. If he had, then all bets were off. He’d report back and Indian Vader would know she was with Amit.

But if he had seen her, wouldn’t he have reported back already? Wouldn’t Vader have sent her a threat or two by now, ordering her to hand over Amit? She checked her phone. No messages.

Her apartment it was, then.

‘You hungry?’

He looked at her from his seat at the dining table; the watch – Sweety’s watch – charging on a socket nearby.

‘Very much so, Gemma ma’am.’

‘All I’ve got is fruit and oatmeal and bread in the fridge. Knock yourself out.’

It was probably a poor choice of words, given the state of his face. She picked up an apple and took it over to him.

‘Who beat you up? The guy in the green shirt?’

Amit shook his head. ‘His name is Gullu, and no, he didn’t beat me up. Not this time at least. No, this was the work of the police.’

She reached for the remote, pointed it at the TV and clicked. The news channel came on, but the picture was of a cricket match – a newsworthy one apparently. She pressed mute and turned back to Amit. He was already halfway through the apple.

‘Is he important?’

He all but spat out a mouthful.

‘Gullu? No, Gullu isn’t important. Gullu is an idiot. He is a friend of mine.’

‘So the other guy, Darzi. Tell me about him.’

‘Fat Moeez? Yes, he is important –’

Her phone buzzed. Amit went silent, locked eyes with her. She held her breath and reached for the phone. Ash’s name on the screen. Thank the Lord. She headed for the bedroom.

‘Gimme a minute.’

She waited till she’d closed the door behind her before answering.

‘Ash?’

‘Gemma, are you okay? Where are you?’

‘I’m fine. I’m at my place.’

‘Thank God. I’ve been worried.’ He sounded it too. ‘Did you hand over the laptop?’

‘Yeah. It went off fine. A guy met me there. I gave it to him. He gave me a thumb drive in return. I got a pic of him, I think. And I know his name. His first name anyway.’

‘He told you it?’

‘Not exactly, but that’s not important. What matters is I got a name and picture. You can do something with those, right?’

‘Gem, that’s… that’s amazing!’

It fucking was amazing. And he didn’t know the half of it yet. But that could wait.

‘Can your people trace him?’

‘It’s possible. You think he’s the one behind this?’

‘No, he’s just a minion. He works for a guy called Moeez Darzi.’

‘How do you know all this?’

She looked toward the door, thought she saw the shadow of Amit’s feet under it. She lowered her voice to a whisper.

‘Amit told me. I found him, Ash. He’s here with me. He might know more than he’s told me so far.’

She heard him breathing; heard her own heart beating too.

‘Gemma. Listen carefully. Moeez Darzi is a dangerous man. You need to come here. I thought we’d agreed that?’

‘I can’t. Amit won’t go there. He says the security guards all work for Darzi.’

He gave a sigh. ‘Look, Gemma. If Darzi is looking for Amit, then you’re not safe anywhere near him. You need to come here. You need to get away from him.’

‘Not yet,’ she told him. ‘He might have more information.’ The door creaked behind her. She turned quickly. ‘Look, I should go.’

She hung up, then sat down on the bed. Ash might be right. She might be in danger. That guy Gullu had been mighty keen to keep a hold of Amit. But she needed Amit too if she was going to have any chance of figuring this out, and she needed that watch in his pocket.

She got up and headed back through to the dining area. Amit was on his seat, looking as though he’d never left it, getting to work on a banana. He turned to her and arched an eyebrow.

‘My mom,’ she told him by way of explanation.

‘I hope she is in very fine health,’ he said, and took another bite.

She walked over and took the seat opposite.

‘You think Moeez Darzi is looking for you?’

He swallowed a mouthful, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in a little dance.

‘It is most likely. Whoever called him was very keen to acquire Sweety’s watch.’

‘Do you have any idea who that might be?’

He shook his head. ‘As I told you, I have no clue.’

‘Think. Any idea at all. Someone who Darzi does business with. Someone who might be connected to Sweety. It’s vital. It might save you.’

He nodded appreciatively. ‘I am trying, ma’am. One question though, if I may. Why are you so intent on helping me? And how did you find me?’

‘That’s two questions.’ She gave a sigh, thought of what lie to tell him. ‘I’m not helping you, Amit. Or at least I didn’t start off with that intention. I was trying to find Sweety’s killer.’

‘That’s easy,’ he said. ‘It’s George.’

He pointed to the TV. A stock picture of George on a red carpet somewhere, wearing that smouldering look he liked to put on when the cameras were on him; below it the chyron running across the base of the screen.


SWEETY SAHOTA MURDER: GEORGE ABERCROMBIE ABSCONDS.



But that was ridiculous. George was one of life’s natural cowards. She’d seen him faint at the sight of fake blood on set. Fake fucking blood. There was no way he was killing anyone, certainly not Sweety. She’d have slapped him into next week if he even came near her with a knife. And she’d seen him yesterday. The guy looked like he’d been crushed by the Chrysler Building. He couldn’t have killed her.

‘George didn’t do it. Whatever else he’s guilty of, he isn’t a murderer.’

‘Men do terrible things out of jealousy, Gemma ma’am.’ He gave a shrug like it was the most natural thing in the world. ‘Sweety ma’am was having an affair with Chunky Malhotra. George found out, and in his rage, he killed her.’

‘Jeez, Amit. She was not having an affair with Chunky.’

He pointed to the TV again. ‘They showed pictures of her leaving his apartment the night she was killed. She told George she was going to some audition.’

‘I know she went to Chunky’s apartment. I was in the car with her. But I can tell you now, she wasn’t having an affair. She told me she loathed Chunky. Thought he was a slimeball. Had done for years.’

He raised his palms. ‘Of course, ma’am, you are obviously correct. I did not mean to cast aspirations, but then, please ma’am, tell me what she was doing there that evening.’

That was a good question. Sweety’d been cagey that night, but then she’d been cagey all day. Ever since she’d gone to Jennifer Diaz’s grave and spoken to that darbaan at that apartment complex in Sion. Whatever it was, she’d been fired up about it. She certainly wasn’t going over to sleep with Chunky. It felt more like she was going to bury him; and it probably hadn’t gone well, given the way she bit her head off over Ash when she got back to the car.

‘I don’t know, but I can tell you it had nothing to do with any love affair.’

He was silent for a moment, nodding his head to let her know just how much he valued her insight and that he was pondering what she’d said.

‘So then who actually is killing her?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.’

He didn’t seem to be buying it.

‘Forgive me, Gemma ma’am, but why do you care?’

She gave him a stare. ‘Because I don’t want to see an innocent man go to prison.’ And that was true, at least in the sense that she’d much rather see the guilty go there instead. ‘The police will do whatever they can to get a quick result. If that means throwing George or you under the bus, then that’s what they’ll do. George, at least he can afford fancy lawyers. You on the other hand…’

‘I have a lawy—’ He stopped mid-sentence. ‘So, what then?’

‘We find out who wants Sweety’s watch.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Ma’am, I don’t understand.’

This was it. This was where she needed to tread lightly.

‘According to the police, Sweety’s phone and laptop are missing.’

‘So?’

‘The laptop, the phone, the watch, they’re all linked. Whoever wants that watch doesn’t want it as memorabilia, they want it to unlock the computer. If you have the watch, and it’s unlocked and you’re wearing it, you don’t need a password to unlock the laptop. It means most likely there’s something on that laptop they want. Something they were willing to kill Sweety for. If we can unlock that laptop, we can find what they’re looking for, and if we find that, we find them.’

‘I do not see how that will help us. We have the watch, yes, but we cannot unlock it, and more importantly, we do not have the laptop.’

‘That’s the thing.’ She got up and walked over to her work desk in the corner with its table lamp and files and monitor, and from a drawer pulled out a computer. ‘We do have it.’

He sat there, blinking.

‘How?’

She shrugged and told him a white lie.

‘Mine and Sweety’s look the same. She bought them at the same time; one for her, one for me. I guess I must have accidentally picked up the wrong one the other night.’

‘So that is Sweety’s laptop? That is the device they are all looking for?’

‘Yup.’

‘So let us open it! Let us see what is on it.’

She shook her head. The poor guy wasn’t the brightest.

‘We can’t. I don’t have the password. But like I said, if we can unlock the watch, it’ll automatically unlock the computer. We just need the code for the watch.’

His face fell. ‘But we do not have that. So we are back to square one.’

Not necessarily, she wanted to say, but she didn’t get the chance.
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CHAPTER 40

Amit

He heard it too. The raised voices; the clang of iron.

‘It’s probably nothing,’ he told her, then headed for the window and lifted back the curtain. In the darkness it was hard to make out the detail. Figures, four of them, he thought, gesticulating beside the front gate. One was the darbaan, he was pretty sure of that, his outline illuminated in the pale light from his little hut. The others though… Two big ones and a short-arse. There was something familiar about the little one. Around his neck a chain glinted in the gatehouse light. A thick, golden one. He’d seen such a chain before on such a short man. Chiky.

Shit.

He half turned. ‘Switch off the lights. Switch them off. Now!’

A scream rent the air. He turned back to the window. The darbaan seemed to have disappeared. No, he was still there, just prone on the ground now. Another scream and then one of the big guys was kicking him and shouting something. He thought he heard the word ‘fucker’.

The lights clicked off. He closed the curtain, headed back into the room, grabbed the watch and the charger.

‘Moeez’s men. We need to go.’

She grabbed the laptop and headed for the front door.

‘Not that way!’

‘Then where?’

‘You have a servants’ entrance?’

‘You mean the fire escape?’

‘Same thing. Let’s go.’

She led him through the apartment to the laundry room and a door at the far side. She tried the handle.

‘Locked.’

‘Where’s the key?’

‘The maid has it.’

From the other end of the apartment, a ring of the doorbell.

‘The window then.’

He ran for it, pulled at the lever and opened it as far as it would go. It would be tight.

The ringing had been replaced by a thumping; a battering on the front door. Then a crash, or maybe it was an explosion – he could not quite tell – filled the room, followed by the sound of Nadeem shouting his expletives. That was clear enough.

She was by his side now, looking into the darkness and the distance to the ground.

‘It must be at least eight feet.’

He did not know why she was pointing out what he could already see.

‘It would have been another foot or two if your building didn’t lean so nicely this way,’ he said. ‘So, silver lining. We need to lower slowly, then drop. I’ll go first, then help you.’

Nadeem and his companions were in the living room now. He could hear them. It was time to hurry. He clambered onto the windowsill on all fours, then turned and lowered himself down till he was clinging by his fingers. His feet dangled in mid-air. There was no time to worry about the drop. He closed his eyes and let go.

The ground came up faster than he’d expected; his legs buckled, he fell backwards, landing on his arse.

‘Amit?’

‘I’m okay. Now you. Pass me the computer and then lower yourself down.’

She was hesitating. He could sense it.

‘Gemma ma’am, there is no time!’

She passed him the laptop, and for a split second he was master of his own destiny. The laptop, the watch. He could hand them over. Surely Moeez would forgive him? Maybe even offer him a reward. Above him, the American woman was turning herself at the lip of the ledge.

‘You ready, Amit?’

He didn’t say anything.

‘Amit?’

Bloody fuck bastard bullshit.

He made his decision.

‘I’m here.’

She lowered herself off the ledge till he caught hold of her legs. Above them came the sound of the laundry-room door bursting open. Chiky’s gravel-toned voice uttering words he couldn’t decipher over the noise of his own breath. He helped her down to the ground, then put a finger to her lips.

For a moment they stood there, frozen. A taller man would have been able to look out the window. Chiky though would have needed a chair. If that didn’t prove the gods had a sense of humour, then nothing would.

‘Where is the parking lot?’ he whispered.

She pointed the way and they ran for it, across the dirt and gravel, keeping to the shadows.

A single light bulb flickered in the lot. He searched for the car.

‘Your driver. He is still here?’

‘He’s gone home for the night.’

Shit.

‘The key? You have it?

‘Not on me. The spare’s in the kitchen.’

Double shit.

‘You see the car?’

‘There.’

He ran for it, uttering a prayer as he went. If he was wrong, then this was going to be just about the worst escape since, well, the one he’d tried to make yesterday. Best not to think about it. He thought of George’s driver, Venky, instead. The man always kept the keys under the front wheel on the driver’s side at night, just in case the boss needed the car in an emergency. It was also useful when Amit needed a place to sleep in the Pinnacle. Maybe Gemma’s driver did the same. A lot of hired drivers did when the overnight location was secure.

He reached it and checked under the front wheels, first one, then the other; then the back wheels; then the entire length of the ground beneath the car.

Bastard.

He got up, panting like he was having a seizure. He heard shouts, not in the apartment but on the ground somewhere. He was about to tell Gemma to run again when she pulled at the passenger door handle. It clicked open. Praise be to Ganesh! He threw open the driver’s door, bent over and with his hands began searching the footwell, feeling for anything, praying his fingertips might touch metal.

Gemma looked at him. ‘Why the hell are you crouched over? Are you praying?’

‘What? No, I’m looking for the keys. Check the floor on your side.’

She did as he asked and he moved on to the searching the back of the car – the parcel shelf, the footwells, even down the back of the seat. Nothing.

Gemma let out a whoop. He looked up.

‘Got them!’

‘Shaabaash! Can you drive?’

‘Yes, but not stick.’

‘In that case, pass them over.’

She threw him the keys. He turned one in the ignition. The car growled to life. The headlights came on, illuminating the fucker Nadeem’s face no more than ten feet away. The man raised his pistol.

‘Head down, Gemma!’

The gun went off. The wing mirror disintegrated. He put the car in gear and stepped on the gas.
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CHAPTER 41

George

He didn’t know this part of town. Hadn’t even thought Mumbai stretched out this far. She must have driven for over an hour but it all still looked the same, just a continuous smudge of apartment blocks and advertising hoardings and traffic fumes and storefronts all fading to grey as the daylight ebbed, and then resurrecting, coming to life once more in the darkness, illuminated by street light and tube light and low-wattage bulb.

Once he’d asked her, ‘Where are we?’ and she’d responded, ‘Does it matter?’ And he guessed it really didn’t.

For a lot of the time, though, he barely noticed the outside world. And why should he? The outside world was news channels and the police and half – or maybe even the whole – of India thinking he’d killed his wife. One point four billion people. That was a lot of people to piss off. More possibly than the Kardashians managed. Good work, Abercrombie.

So yeah, forget the outside world. Stick to the inside of the truck. It might smell of goats and the seat springs might be sticking into his butt, but no one in here actively wanted to string him up or disembowel him or send him to the electric chair, which was nice, seeing as all three options were currently being discussed as appropriate punishment for him on the internet. Yeah, checking it had been a mistake – on several levels. He knew the police could use it to track you, but he needed to know what folks were saying about him because, well, because he was an actor and he was needy that way, and didn’t they say there was no such thing as bad publicity? Well, if nothing else, he’d at least proved that was horseshit. And if he’d didn’t feel bad enough already, she’d caught him looking at it and shouted at him for being an idiot and ordered him to switch the damn thing off.

Still, lesson learned. No more phones or internet. He’d just sit in the truck and stare out the window and tune out the smell of goats.

The night drew in, not that it meant much. Mumbai, like LA, didn’t sleep, just changed colour and kept on going, suddenly painted in the neon hues of a million shop signs and restaurant frontages and halogen billboards like some tarted up old hooker.

She seemed pissed with him, so when she spoke again, it came as a shock.

‘We’re here.’

She brought the truck to a halt in front of a metal gate and pressed on the horn. A guy came running. The block warden or darbaan or whatever they called them here. He gave her a wave, then pushed at the gate till it opened and smacked and clanged against a pillar.

The apartment block beyond was nondescript, even by Mumbai standards: a dilapidated concrete box maybe four storeys high and set on cement stilts, to provide room for a bunch of cars underneath; balconies festooned with washing; and walls pockmarked by air-con boxes, scarred with pipes, and garlanded with electrical cables and telephone wires.

She drove through and parked up close to the perimeter wall.

‘Get your bag.’

He did so, got out and followed her, up concrete stairs, into the building, past a fossilised elevator cage, up a couple more flights of stairs, tiled this time, to a lobby of four doors from which Bollywood music and the smell of fried spices carried. Three of the doors sported nameplates, little wooden squares with hand-painted white lettering – surnames and initials. The nameplate on the fourth was blank. Miss Singh shoved a key in its lock.

‘Mā! I’m home. I have someone with me.’

A response came back in what he thought might be Hindi, to which Miss Singh responded in kind but with a greater number of words and at an increasing level of volume.

‘You live with your mom?’

‘Who else is going to look after her?’

‘Don’t you have like extended family? Brothers or sisters somewhere?’

‘That is none of your business, Mr Abercrombie.’

He was about to apologise, again, but she seemed to feel the need to answer his question anyway.

‘But yes, I do have siblings. However, they live seven hundred miles from here and this is the twenty-first century, Mr Abercrombie. We don’t all have to live together in the patriarchal home. Besides, Mā thinks it’s boring there. She prefers the city. If she left, she would miss her book club. Now please wait here.’

She left him there, at the threshold, as she went inside. The conversation started up again, a to-and-fro in a language he didn’t understand but in a tone that was pretty much universal and comprehensible to anyone over the age of thirty and with elderly parents to manage.

It took a few minutes for the discussion to subside, time he spent looking round the small hallway with its pot plants and rack of tired shoes along one side and its calendar on the wall. When was the last time he’d been in a home with a hallway quite so compact? Possibly New York. Probably Arkansas.

She came back out and for the first time since he’d met her, she looked flustered.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to put you to this sort of trouble.’

‘It’s… It’s fine,’ she said. ‘I’m earning your million dollars. You better come in.’

He made to follow.

‘Shoes,’ she said.

By the time he’d taken them off and placed them by the wall, Miss Singh had disappeared and in her place stood a small, silver-haired woman, a shawl around her shoulders and a dot on her forehead, staring at him like he was a thief, or maybe something worse, like a Pakistani.

He gave her the old Abercrombie smile, or as close to it as he could muster given the circumstances, and instantly the woman’s face transformed into a grin.

‘You! Whiskey-wallah!’

Miss Singh shouted something from another room and the old woman gave as good as she got. She turned back to him.

‘Glen Doone-wallah! Come! Come! Please to meet!’

She led him into a cramped living room furnished with the usual trinkets – photos on the sideboard, TV on the wall – and gestured to a stiff-looking sofa.

‘Sit please.’

He sat.

‘Tea? Coffee, you want?’

‘He doesn’t want tea or coffee, Mā!’ Miss Singh came into the room and battle was rejoined. He wouldn’t have said no to a tea but it seemed better not to get involved; to just stay out of it and hope that tea might at some stage be forthcoming. It ended with the older woman shaking her head, giving him a smile and leaving the room.

‘Hope I didn’t cause an argument.’

She looked at him as though exhausted by his stupidity.

‘That? That wasn’t an argument. That’s how we show our love.’

‘By shouting?’

‘Not everyone is like you Americans, Mr Abercrombie, with your happy-clappy have a nice day baloney. In India, we shout at those we love.’

‘You must love each other a lot.’

She gave him a stare.

‘Believe me, the Indian way is far better for your mental health. Anyway, instead of worrying about my issues, maybe we should concentrate on yours?’

It was a fair point, not that he much fancied talking about it. Every time he faced up to the situation, things just got worse. He was like a boxer climbing off the canvas, staggering back to his feet only to get hit even harder.

‘Fine,’ he said, ‘but please, can we first get some food? I complain less on a full stomach.’

She ordered Chinese, because it was close and quick and because they delivered. She said the food was good, in the sense that it was extremely unlikely to kill him, and well, he couldn’t think of any other criteria which was more relevant, so agreed. It arrived efficiently enough, dropped off by a stick-thin, bookish-looking young guy on a scooter with steamed-up glasses and sweat dripping down his temples. Jeez, he remembered those days: the menial jobs; the night shifts; the overtime; anything and everything just to survive, to buy another day in which to roll the dice in the hopes of the big break.

Good luck to the kid. Maybe one day he’d be a doctor or lawyer or tech billionaire. Something to make his mom proud. Anything but an actor.

Miss Singh set out the foil cartons on the table alongside spoons, forks, chopsticks and two plates.

‘Your mom not joining us?’

She glanced to the hallway.

‘Mā has eaten already. Besides, she doesn’t like Chinese food. She says it’s unpatriotic. And it gives her gas.’

He took a seat under the ceiling fan. She walked over to a cabinet.

‘A drink? I have whisky.’

‘What kind?’

‘Your one. Glen Doone.’

‘Got any beer?’

‘Sure.’

She headed to the kitchenette, returned with a large bottle marbled with condensation, stopping off at the cabinet for glasses and a bottle opener before coming back to the table and prising the lid off. She poured out two glasses and passed him one.

‘Cheers.’

He took a sip. It was cold and crisp and went down smooth. He should speak to Sal, see if he couldn’t get a gig advertising it. ‘Here’s to getting through this.’

She reciprocated.

‘As I see it, you have three options. First, you could find a friendly country, one without an extradition treaty with India, and move there.’

‘You got a list of countries?’

‘Not an exhaustive one, but from memory, you could try Russia, China, North Korea?’

‘None of those are particularly high on my bucket list.’

‘There’s always Pakistan.’

‘Anywhere else?’

‘Cuba?’

‘Yeah, not sure the president’s gonna appreciate me camped out in America’s backyard. He’ll probably sanction the shit out of the place just out of spite. And the Cubans have suffered enough. What’s the second option?’

‘You prove your innocence.’

‘How?’

‘You find your servant, Amit, and get him to confess.’

‘And the final option?’

‘You go back to the Pinnacle, wait for the police to arrest you and hope they aren’t being directed by someone somewhere to find you guilty.’

Great. Finding Amit it was, then.

‘You think we can get Amit to confess?’

Miss Singh sat back. ‘It’s possible. Even the innocent confess if given the appropriate incentive.’

‘We hurt him?’

‘We pay him, Mr Abercrombie. Most people have a price. Most have loved ones who could benefit from some money. A mother in need of an operation; a sibling requiring a dowry; debts to be paid off. You would be surprised at the lengths to which people will go to take care of their loved ones.’

There was something in the tone of her voice. He recalled the photos on the sideboard: her with her arms around some kid who looked maybe seven or eight; a couple more of the same child.

‘The pictures next door. You have a kid?’

‘My daughter.’

The words seemed to fall heavily from her mouth. And suddenly his stomach knotted. There was no sign of the girl in the apartment. Had she died?

She sighed. ‘She lives with my ex-husband.’

‘How old is she?’

‘Almost ten.’

Sadness in her voice. Maybe he should’ve shut up, but before he knew what was happening, he was asking her another question.

‘You see her often?’

‘As often as I can, but it’s difficult. They are in Pune, almost a hundred miles away.’

‘Why isn’t she with you?’

She took a swig of beer. He thought she was going to tell him to fuck off and mind his own damn business again.

‘My ex-husband’s family is, shall we say, prominent; not to mention rich. They convinced the judge that they could provide a more stable home environment, financially, emotionally, educationally.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘What’s her name?’

He wasn’t sure why he was asking these questions. Maybe it was the beer, loosening his tongue; maybe it was the fact that he just wanted to talk about something that didn’t revolve wholly around him or Sweety; but more likely, it was because he was just actually interested. It didn’t matter. By the look on her face, it didn’t seem like she was too keen on taking that particular strand of conversation much further.

She shook her head, pushed a stray hair back behind her ear. ‘Let’s talk of other things.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like the life of an internationally renowned actor. It must be nice.’

Renowned? That was stupid word. Nice, if anything, was worse. Truth was, acting was the only thing he ever wanted to do; the only thing he was qualified to do. No, that wasn’t true. He could strip an engine, sort of, and pump gas with the best of them, but yeah, acting, that was his passion, and his cross to bear. People only saw one side of it, though: the fame, the money; they never saw the long, hard, near-impossible slog to get there; and they never realised the pain and doubt once you made it, or the fear that folks smarter than you, who you relied on, were stealing your money.

An actor was like that god, Janus with two faces, never settled, constantly looking back to struggles and past glories while worried about the future – about ageing and fading into irrelevance and the fear that you were yesterday’s man, because there was always someone younger, better, more talented coming along to steal your limelight.

But you couldn’t tell someone any of that. They didn’t want to hear it. They wanted the dream to be true, and if you told them any different, they considered it false modesty. Even his shrink had a hard time empathising.

‘It’s cool,’ he told her. ‘Though sometimes you miss the anonymity, the ability to just walk down the street without being asked for a selfie; or to enter a bar without folks staring or some drunk calling you an over-the-hill loser or wanting a fight.’ Yeah, what he’d give for that.

He picked up his glass and downed the rest of his beer. She cleared their plates, then headed for the lounge and he followed her. She lifted the remote from its perch on the coffee table.

‘We should check for any more developments.’ She turned to him. ‘Are you okay with that?’

It didn’t feel like he had any other choice, not unless he wanted to wait in the bathroom till she was done. Besides, he did want to know what the hell was going on out there, even if it was just more bad news.

The screen flared to life. For once, Sweety’s face wasn’t the first thing that came on. Instead it was the prime minister. He looked pissed. Angry gestures, lots of pointing.

‘What’s he saying?’

‘Who knows. Having a go at Muslims probably. Or Pakistan. Or how everyone in the country should be speaking Hindi, even though most of them don’t and have no wish to. Wait. Ah, no. He’s talking about you… well, Sweety, anyway. He says he’ll make sure there’s justice for India’s beloved daughter.’

Shit.

Was the whole world run by hypocrites? It couldn’t have been more than ten months since he was calling on folks to boycott her last picture over a lesbian kiss which wasn’t even a kiss. He thought about telling Miss Singh this, but what would be the point? It wouldn’t change anything. The PM in Delhi, the president in Washington, and Chunky Malhotra down the road; all had co-opted his wife’s memory for their own ends. You might not be able to libel the dead, but it seemed you sure could appropriate them. And with each sour, malevolent invocation of his wife’s name, his heart hurt a little more.

As if on cue, the feed cut from the PM to Chunky Malhotra, standing outside his building, eyes bloodshot, holding a picture of Sweety with a garland of flowers round the frame. He didn’t ask what the guy was saying. It didn’t matter.

The picture changed again: a new face, but one known to him. The dark, crease-lined features of Inspector Gill, sitting at a table in front of a bunch of microphones, looking like he hadn’t slept in a decade, squinting in the glare of lights, flinching at the pop of flashbulbs. Miss Singh turned the sound up. The questions came in Hindi or Marathi or something, which was a pain, and Gill had the ill grace to answer in the same language.

‘What’s he saying?’

She looked at him and suddenly he regretted asking the question.

‘He’s saying that Amit was supposed to report nightly to his local thana, but that he has failed to do so. He’s saying both you and Amit have absconded, and that they are working on the theory that you are in this together; that you corrupted Amit over several months and persuaded him to kill Sweety.’

‘Corrupted Amit?’ What the fuck did that even mean?

‘They think you took this innocent village boy, subjected him to alcohol and your debauched Western ways and turned his head. You convinced him to kill Sweety and that you paid him to do it.’

The room spun.

Alcohol? Debauched ways?

Okay, he wasn’t a saint, but he was hardly debauched. He was suave, sophisticated, debonair. You just needed to look in GQ and Esquire or any other thing published by Condé Nast to see that. And Amit wasn’t exactly Mother Teresa to begin with. Sure, he might have taught him a few things about good whiskey, but when it came to alcohol, Amit already had a PhD in under-the-counter liquor. The guy knew things about illicit hooch that would floor an Ozark redneck.

This whole thing was Alice in fucking Wonderland weapons-grade bullshit. They were through the looking glass; up was down and white was brown, and the truth mattered less than rumour and prejudice and hearsay. Or maybe that was just the way of everything these days; stop the world, George Abercrombie wants to get off.

‘This is bullshit. More than that, it’s racist.’

She gave him a cold stare. ‘Yes, you tell them that. Go on TV and tell them you’re innocent and that this is all a matter of racial prejudice. See how long you live, rich Hollywood white man.’

‘But it is!’ It might sound whiny and privileged, but fuck, it was true too!

She looked to the ceiling and sighed. ‘It doesn’t matter either way. People always believe whatever story best fits their own prejudices. You want to prove your innocence? Find Amit and get him to confess. But that is tomorrow’s task. Now you should get some rest.’ She gestured to the sofa. ‘You’re sleeping on the couch.’
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CHAPTER 42

Amit

He did not know how to drive. Not officially anyway. Yes, when dadu, the judge he’d worked for, could no longer walk, he had sometimes driven the old man in his Ambassador from his house to the paan shop and back, but that was the sum total of his driving experience – less than a kilometre each way.

This car was a different breed to that old Ambassador, a different species, to be honest. The gearstick was on the floor rather than a stalk beside the wheel, and unlike the Amby, which could lose a race with a snail, this thing accelerated like the horses at the Turf Club coming out of the traps.

He’d already lost a wing mirror to Nadeem’s bullet and then the other to a concrete pillar before scraping the bodywork off the side of the building. The real test though would be the gates at the end of the enclosure. One was open, the other closed, the darbaan still lying close by, being attended to by a couple of people. No time to stop and open it, not with that fucker Nadeem running after them and shooting off his pistol like an Afghan at a wedding.

There was no alternative. He aimed for the gap, put his foot down and hoped for the best. The car jerked forward then hit the gate at speed to the screech of metal against metal, the ripping of iron and the smashing of headlamp glass, and then the gate flew off and they were through, with Nadeem eating dust and gate hinges. He gave thanks to Lord Ganesh and to the builders who’d constructed the gate just as shoddily as they had Gemma’s actual building.

‘Where to?’ he asked.

She didn’t respond. Shock, he guessed. Maybe she had never been shot at before, but she was from America so that was unlikely. She would come to her senses soon enough probably.

‘Gemma ma’am?’

Again there was no response. He glanced across. Noticed a tear glistening on her cheek.

‘How could they know your address?’

Maybe she was thinking the same thing. Maybe the magnitude of their predicament was dawning on her.

The question seemed to bring her back to the present.

‘That guy who was chasing you at Ice Town. He must have seen me.’

‘Gullu, you mean?’

He hit the main road, the car screaming as he attempted to change gear before remembering to depress the clutch. He looked over at her.

‘How would Gullu have known who you are?’

She was silent for a moment. Maybe she was trying to work things out; or maybe keep things hidden.

‘It can’t have been that hard. Everyone knows I’m Sweety’s PA. What other white woman was likely to pull your ass into a car?’

It was a fair point, but for Fat Moeez to make that connection was impressive. What was he thinking? It had probably been made by whoever Moeez was working for. Either way, it didn’t alter the situation, at least not for him. He had been on the run before Chiky and Nadeem and Gullu had shown up at this woman’s flat, and he was on the run still. Only now, a different hiding place was needed.

‘What now, Gemma ma’am?’

He heard her sharp intake of breath.

‘I know you don’t want to hear it, but we don’t have any choice. We’ve got to go the Pinnacle. We go there. We explain everything to Ashok K and let him sort it out.’

He thought about it. There was something appealing about Ashok K. Whenever he thought about him, he pictured his face smiling benevolently from those flyers pasted on derelict walls and underpasses across the city. Yes, he was a politician, and no, you couldn’t trust any of them, but Ashok K understood the frustrations of the little guy. If anyone had the clout to save him, it would be Ashok K. There was just one problem with that. He should have told Gemma earlier, but there was no getting away from it now.

‘Gemma ma’am, I am afraid we cannot do that. Ashok K and Moeez Darzi, they come from the same neighbourhood. They know each other.’
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CHAPTER 43

Gemma

Her stomach flipped.

Ash knew Moeez Darzi. But why hadn’t he said anything when she’d mentioned the name when he’d called earlier? Was he trying to protect her? Darzi was a gangster after all. But if Amit was right, and Ash knew the guy, then maybe even right now he was leaning on him to find out who was blackmailing them. Darzi might be an underworld don, but Ash was a powerful man too. He could come down on Darzi like the heavenly host if he didn’t cooperate. But how to explain that to Amit without arousing his suspicions?

She turned to him.

‘Maybe Ashok could speak to this Moeez guy, find out who’s pulling his strings. We find that out, we’re halfway to clearing your name.’

‘It is not that simple, Gemma ma’am. Why would esteemed minister Ashok K decide to help me? Why would he get involved? More likely, he will simply tell Moeez where I am.’

Good questions. Ones she didn’t have an answer to, not off the top of her head, anyway. But then, she didn’t need to go to the Pinnacle. She could simply text Ash; tell him that Darzi’s men had shot at them. Amit wouldn’t even need to know.

Her phone buzzed, interrupting her thoughts. Three ellipses and a withheld number. She didn’t have time for this. She pressed the red button and killed the call.

‘Fine, forget the Pinnacle. But we still need somewhere to hide. Somewhere your friends won’t come looking for us. A hotel somewhere.’

‘As a foreigner, the law says you will need to hand in your passport to book a room. Do you have it?’

‘It’s back at the apartment.’

‘In that case, it would have to be the sort of hotel that doesn’t mind looking the other way. The problem with those is that many are run by people in the pocket of Fat Moeez. I don’t think we want to take that risk.’

‘So where then?’

He stared out the windshield, concentrating on the road or maybe lost in his thoughts, then turned and smiled.

‘I think I know somewhere suitable.’

They drove northward toward Worli.

Her phone buzzed again. The same three dots coming up on the screen. Well, Darth, you could go to hell. She cancelled the call again. Another buzz. A text this time.

I know who you are with.

She typed out a reply.

I gave you the laptop. You gave me the video. Our deal is done.

The response wasn’t long in coming.

It’s not that simple.

A second later, a screenshot. Another conversation between George and her.


Thinking about you again.




It’s 3am, George. Not the time for thinking. Go to sleep.




That’s impossible. You could come over. It’s only down the hall…



Shit. She remembered that. She’d gone down the hall. She shouldn’t have. The phone pinged again.


Get the watch or we release your messages. The police might like to see them too. Maybe you were part of the plot to kill her? You know what you need to do.



A chill ran through her. This was crazy. No one would believe she was party to Sweety’s murder. Would they? And then she thought it through. The messages between her and George, two years old for sure, but that wouldn’t matter. The way things were going – the mob outside the Pinnacle; the talking heads on TV pontificating on the sanctity of Indian womanhood – it would play into their hands. And if the police found her with Amit, what would they make of that? India had as many conspiracy theorists as America. It didn’t take a genius to see how they’d spin it.

Shit.

At least he hadn’t figured out she’d given him the wrong laptop, but what if he did? What then? He’d wanted whatever was on it bad enough to send guys with guns after them. And not just any guys, but guys working for a gangland kingpin. That took clout, and cash.

She heard her mom’s voice playing in her skull. A soundtrack of self-doubt.

God’s punishment for your sinfulness, Gemma. The only way through this is to give them what they want – give them Amit and the watch and the laptop. Hand it all over, repent your sins and get the hell out of that country.

And for once she didn’t even have the wherewithal to tell the woman to fuck off.

She needed time to think it through; figure out her next move. She texted back a message.


It’s not that simple. He won’t give me the watch.



A ten-second pause and then the reply came through.


Find a way. You have till 9am tomorrow.



Nine hours. That’s all. Nine hours to figure this out or risk losing everything.

Fuuuck!

She was close, she could feel it. She had most of the pieces. The laptop, the watch (or at least Amit had it, and she had him). There was one last piece of the puzzle though, and for that she needed George.

They were on the Sea-Link now, the city just a sea of lights to their right, shimmering off the water; to their left, just the blackness of the ocean. And suddenly the fear in her belly rose higher. What if they were being followed? The road was empty now, the lights of Bandra twinkling in the distance.

‘How much further?’

‘Not far,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes; maybe twenty.’

‘Put your foot down.’

It was forty minutes before the car slowed, creaking into a side street in a part of town she didn’t recall ever before setting foot in.

‘Where are we?’

‘A friend’s house.’

He killed the engine, craned his neck and looked out the windshield at the two-storey building in front. He opened the door and got out, then stuck his head back in.

‘Come!’

She grabbed the laptop, got out and followed him, toward an iron gate built into a high wall. Amit pulled at its bars.

‘Locked,’ he said.

‘I see that.’

‘No tension,’ he told her, then stuck one hand behind the bars and began to fiddle with the lock, his face contorting, before finally breaking into a smile.

‘There it is!’

A click and the gate swung open.

‘Come.’

The building seemed to be a relic from the colonial period; unusual in a city where pretty much every building of character had been sold to developers, knocked down and replaced by apartment blocks.

‘Whose place is this really?’

He didn’t look back, just kept walking down the path to the front door.

‘I told you. An old friend, an acquaintance anyway.’

Didn’t seem like the sort of place any acquaintance of his would own. Two plant pots, the size of buckets, framed the door. He reached down into one and pulled out a key, stuck it in the lock and turned. The door opened.

‘Please. Enter.’ He held a finger to his lips. ‘But quietly.’

It was hard to make out much in the dark. She stumbled inside, trying not to walk into anything as he closed the door behind them.

‘Are we breaking and entering?’

She couldn’t believe this. What with the police and the gunmen on their tail, weren’t they in enough trouble already?

‘All will be explained,’ he whispered, ‘but please keep voice down. Dadu is sleeping upstairs. His servant also.’

He led the way along a corridor to a room she guessed was near the back of the house.

‘We can bed down here for the night.’

From what little she could see or trip over, it seemed the interior was as time-worn as the exterior. She took a seat on what she hoped was a sofa.

‘Are we safe here?’

‘Absolutely. Well, most likely.’

‘Who’s Dadu?’

‘That is not his name. His name is Hemanta Majumdar. He is retired judge of the High Court. People simply call him dadu because he is old, and in the language of his people, it means grandfather. I used to work for him.’

‘And he doesn’t mind you using his home as a flophouse?’

He shrugged. ‘We have never discussed it, though in his current situation, I doubt he would have much to say on the matter. Nevertheless, we should take care. We would not want his carer waking up and thinking we are here to murder them.’

That was fair enough.

‘So we sleep here?’

‘If that is okay with you, ma’am? You can take the sofa. I will manage on the floor.’

It was hardly ideal, but then, nothing about the last three days came close to being ideal.

‘Fine.’

He sat down on the floor. Made a show of putting Sweety’s watch round his wrist, fastening the clasp tight.

‘Good. We will rise before dawn and be out before anyone is aware we were even here. The question is, then what?’

Then she’d have about three hours to find out what was on that laptop. And if not, then she’d hand over the whole shebang to Vader – laptop, watch, Amit – lock, stock and barrel. Not that she was going to tell him that. All she needed was to give him an answer he’d believe. She turned away, got out her phone, fired off a text to Ash, telling him not to worry.

Suddenly Amit was at her back.

‘What are you doing?’

Shit. Quickly she pulled up News India on the internet. There it was. Just what she needed.

‘I’m answering your question about what we do next. We find George.’

He laughed. ‘Why?’

She held out the phone. Showed him the headline.


SWEETY SAHOTA MURDER: HUSBAND AND SERVANT IMPLICATED. POLICE BELIEVE BOTH WORKING TOGETHER.



‘Because it looks like you’re both in the same boat now.’







DAY FOUR
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CHAPTER 44

George

He blamed the crows. The greasy fat fuckers were making such a racket he couldn’t get back to sleep. So why not check the time? And seeing as he couldn’t read his watch in the dark, why not check his phone? Okay, so she’d told him to keep it switched off, but it was the middle of the night, he was groggy and not exactly thinking straight. Besides, he knew how these things worked; he’d played special agent John McGruder in McGruder’s Revenge after all. The Feds used phone signals to triangulate a location; accurate to a couple hundred yards or so, and in this city, that meant an area covering a couple thousand people.

The screen lit up and the messages and missed calls rolled in. Some numbers he didn’t recognise, some names he did. Nothing from Sal, but one did jump out at him. Gemma. Three messages and two missed calls.

No harm in checking the messages.


GEORGE, WHERE ARE YOU?




CALL ME. URGENTLY.




I’VE FOUND AMIT. I CAN GET YOU OUT OF THIS.



Wow.

Gemma. Looking out for him, just like in the old days. After everything that had happened, she still had his back. Thank God for her.

He needed to tell Miss Singh. But which room was she in?

He pulled on his pants, padded into the tiny hallway and knocked softly on the first door.

‘Miss Singh?’

Behind him another door flew open, half scaring the bejeezus out of him.

‘What are you doing, Mr Abercrombie?!’

It took a moment for his heart to settle.

‘Looking for you.’ He held up the phone. ‘It’s Gemma. She knows where Amit is!’

She grabbed the phone, then got hold of his shirt collar and dragged him back into the living room.

‘You ullu! I told you to keep this switched off! The police will be able to find it!’

She made a point of killing the power and taking out the SIM card. He raised his hands in supplication.

‘Look, it’s okay, so they can triangulate us to this neighbourhood. They’ll never find the exact location.’

She sighed like he might be a moron. ‘This isn’t the nineties, Mr Abercrombie – phones have GPS chips. They can pinpoint your location to within a few metres. If the police have asked the court for a warrant, they can get that GPS information from the telecom company and they’ll be breaking down my front door within the hour. Get your things together. You need to leave. Right now!’

He took a step back.

Seriously? Was she kicking him out? Her face suggested she wasn’t joking. But, that was… what was… where was he supposed to…?

He put his hands up.

‘Look, I fucked up. I’m sorry, but you can’t just kick me out.’

She glared at him like a tiger about to maul his head off.

‘I can and I am. This was always a mistake.’

‘But we had a deal.’

‘Yes, and you broke the terms of it. The deal was you would obey by instructions. The deal was, you wouldn’t do anything almightily stupid, but you did it anyway! I told you not to switch on that phone, but you thought you knew better. Well, good luck to you, Mr Abercrombie. I wish you well, now get your things and get the hell away from my flat.’

Shit.

He walked back to the lounge. He could beg her to reconsider. Tell her once more how damn sorry he was and that going forward he’d follow every single command of hers to the letter. He should do that. It was the sensible thing to do, and who knows, it might work. Or he could offer her more money. Hell, who was he kidding? If the woman was willing to kick him out and say goodbye to a million dollars, she wasn’t going to change her mind for a few hundred grand more. Looking at her, standing there with a face like a storm cloud, the very mention of more money might make things worse.

He started gathering his things. She was behind him now, watching him from the doorway. And then he saw them. The photographs.

He turned to her.

‘Your daughter.’

‘What about her?’

‘You keep helping me and I’ll make sure you get her back. I promise. The best lawyers. As long as it takes.’

It was a gamble. She might just slap him in the face for trying to pull at her heartstrings. Hell, he hated himself for even trying it, but then, what option did he have?

She stared at him for what felt like the longest minute. He turned away and got on with gathering his stuff.

‘You promise?’

He looked over. ‘Yeah. And the money still stands too.’

She walked into the room, reached into the bowl on the sideboard, fished out the truck keys, then headed for the door.

‘Come on. We need to go, now!’

Shit.

‘What about your mom?’

She turned and stared at him as though she’d the inclination to strangle him.

‘Oh, now you think about my mother? That might have been useful before you switched your damn phone on! Now let’s go!’

He didn’t speak again for a while. It seemed for the best. It wasn’t till they were back in the truck and ten minutes down the road before he plucked up the courage to open his mouth.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise. I…’

What was he going to say? That he didn’t listen to her because he assumed he knew better? He’d put her and her mom in jeopardy out of what exactly? Hubris? And then that little voice sounded in his head – the one he seemed to be hearing more frequently these days. World’s changed, George. And you ain’t on top of it any more. Just face facts, you fossil.

She kept her eyes on the road.

‘We should follow up on that message from Sweety’s PA.’

Her tone was still somewhere between frosty and ice cold, but at least she was talking to him.

‘You think she really does know where Amit is?’

‘Only one way to find out. We call her. And yes, I know you probably don’t remember her number by heart, and so, yes, we will have to switch your phone back on, and that is why we are driving as though we’re heading out of town.’

‘What?’

‘We are going to switch it on two more times. Once in a few minutes, then again ten minutes after that. Those three points will hopefully make the police think we’re heading out of town, and that the first point was not my flat but the road outside. After that, we switch it off and head back into the city.’

Smart. He wouldn’t have thought of that. But then, that’s what he was paying her a million dollars for.

She didn’t stop the truck. Just passed him the SIM and told him to switch the phone on and make a note of Gemma’s number. He did, then switched the phone off. Ten minutes later, he turned it back on, and another message pinged in from Gemma.


GEORGE, CALL ME.



He held it up, showed it to her.

‘It could be a trick. The police trying to lure you into a trap.’

Gemma as bait? It was possible. Hell, it might even be the more likely explanation. Still.

‘But it might be real. We can’t ignore it.’

She pulled the truck over to the side of the road.

‘We’re not going to. Give me the number.’

He read it out and she punched it into a phone she pulled from her pocket. An old Nokia, a tiny thing, then typed out a message on the primitive number pad like it was Morse code and pressed send.

The response came back seconds later. This time, she dialled the number and held the phone to her ear.

‘Gemma? This is a friend of Mr Abercrombie’s. You have Amit with you?’

He couldn’t hear the reply.

‘Fine. I’m sending an address. Be there with him in one hour’s time.’
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CHAPTER 45

Amit

He was thirty-three years old. Roughly. The actual date had been obfuscated, the year massaged until the truth was lost to the mists of time, but he was fairly sure he was in his early thirties, and most of that time had been pain and struggle and slaps in the face and kicks up the arse. The point was, he hadn’t survived those thirty whatever years without developing a keen sense of self-preservation; a nose which excelled at sniffing out trouble; and this bullshit smelled like trouble.

The call had come before daybreak. She had taken it, speaking in whispers, which at first he’d thought had been to keep from waking dadu upstairs, but now he felt might just as easily have been to keep pertinent facts from him. After all, she hadn’t told him she’d been sending texts to George.

‘Who was it?’

‘A friend of George’s,’ she’d said.

Who? What friend? He’d met all of George’s friends in Mumbai and none of them, to a man, would go out of their way to help him at the cost of their own reputations.

‘A woman,’ she had clarified.

Well, that was just ludicrous. George had no female friends, not in Mumbai at any rate. Unless she meant that Bunglewalla woman from the top floor of the Pinnacle whose face was in that photo of George that had been coming up on the news. What was that all about?

But George was not at the Pinnacle. The police had said as much. So who then? Who was this mystery woman? It sounded like a trap. The police trying to lure him back so that they could arrest him again, and this time Fat Moeez’s lawyer wouldn’t be there to get him out.

‘Fine,’ Gemma had said. ‘You wait nearby. I’ll meet them. If George is there, I’ll come get you.’

‘And if he’s not?’

‘Then I’ll lead them away from you. If I’m not back within twenty minutes, get the hell out of there. You can call me when you’re safe.’

Why was Gemma still helping him? She could have run off to Ashok K or simply handed him over to Nadeem last night and she would be out of it, but here she was, still by his side. Was she working for George? Is that what was going on? Maybe she was taking him to George not in order to clear his name but to pressure him into a false confession.

His head hurt.

He’d slept even worse than usual.

He should make a run for it. Now, while he still had the chance.

And go where?

Back to his wife and child in Kashmir? He was a wanted man. The whole country was looking for him. And he was broke, with not even enough money to get an auto-rick to Santacruz, let alone effect an escape to somewhere safe.

No. There was no alternative. He would go along with Gemma and follow her instructions because, well, it was either that or just lie down and die.

They left without a sound or a look back, which pained him more than it should have. He hoped dadu was all right. The old man had been good to him. There had not been many in his life who had. And something told him he would never see the man again.

The car, despite its injuries, started on the fourth try; a tribute to Indian – or was it Korean? – engineering. She gave him the address: some place in Andheri West, off the New Link Road and close to the Crystal Point Mall.

‘How long?’ she asked.

‘This early in the morning? Twenty minutes.’

She doubted his estimate and told him to step on it.

In the end it took thirty, which he felt was a sort of vindication. He parked in a gullee some blocks away and once more she set out the plan.

‘Wait here. If it’s safe, I’ll come fetch you.’

She was about to get out of the car, then paused and held out a hand.

‘The keys.’

He wondered what she was talking about.

‘The car keys,’ she clarified.

‘Why do you need them?’

‘It’s my car,’ she said. ‘I’ll hold on to the keys.’
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CHAPTER 46

Gemma

Three hours, Miss Cairns.

Like she didn’t know that. Like she hadn’t been up half the night thinking about it, going over it again and again in her head. It came down to a stark choice: find out who this bastard was in the time she had left; but if she failed, hand over the laptop and the watch and the means to unlock it, even if it meant betraying George and Amit.

Missed calls from Ash too, and messages in response to her text the night before. She texted him again. Told him not to worry. Told him she was okay. Told him she’d fix this.

The city was waking. Street vendors setting up pitches, traders opening shopfronts, commuters queueing for buses. Usually, she liked this time, her time, when the city was at its best, or maybe its least objectionable.

The rendezvous wasn’t far: the parking lot of a drive-through coffee place.

She turned the corner.

Five minutes early.

Enough time to grab an Americano.

She paid, took it outside to a bolted-down seat at a metal table. A car pulled into the lot. She craned her head, looking at the windshield, trying to divine the faces of those inside. Two moustachioed Indian men. Not George, then, or his little helper.

Behind it, a beat-up truck growled up the ramp. A single person in the cab. It stopped close to where she was sitting. The window came down; a woman inside. She looked familiar. Where’d she seen that face?

‘Gemma?’

‘Y-yes.’

‘Where’s Amit?’

That was it. The woman outside George’s front door the morning it all went to shit. The one she thought might be George’s new PA. Looked like she was right, but hell, when did abetting a fugitive become part of the job description?

‘Close by. Where’s George?’

‘Not far.’

‘Take me to him.’

A thin smile graced the woman’s lips.

‘I will take you both to him.’

Things were moving too fast. She needed to think.

‘How do I know this isn’t some sort of trap?’

The woman looked at her. ‘To what end? You called George, not the other way around. If anyone should be wary of a trap, it is him. Now if you don’t mind, we should hurry.’

The seconds ticked by. She made a decision.

‘Fine,’ she said, and got in.

The truck smelled funny.

‘Where is Amit, Gemma?’

‘A few blocks away.’ She gave the woman directions. ‘And what’s your name?’

‘You can call me Miss Singh.’

‘You got a first name?’

‘No.’

‘Okay.’

The truck began to move.

‘Miss Cairns, why are you with Amit?’

‘What?’

‘Why are you assisting him?’

She looked out the side window. Best to avoid letting the woman see her face while she told a lie, even if it was only partial.

‘I think he’s innocent.’

‘And what makes you so sure?’

This time she did look round.

‘Look, Amit may be a sleazebag, but he’s not a murderer.’

‘You think he’s sleazy?’

Well, yes, she did. Like so many men out here.

‘He is. Always leering at practically anything in a skirt or a salwar.’

Miss Singh seemed to ponder this for a moment.

‘May I ask you a question?’

She wondered where this was going.

‘Sure.’

‘How long have you known him?’

‘Bout a year.’

‘And he has family in Mumbai?’

She shrugged. ‘Don’t think so. He’s from a village up north somewhere. Has a wife and son there.’

‘And in the year you have known him, how often has he had time off?’

‘He gets two half-days a week.’

‘And how often does he get longer?’

She knew this because she’d been the one to hire him.

‘A week every six months.’ It was standard, apparently.

Miss Singh nodded. ‘So he is a young man who sees his wife at most once every six months. Do you think that is healthy?’

Well, when it was put like that, she guessed, maybe, well, she hadn’t really considered it.

‘Do you think it normal?’

Well, no, of course it wasn’t.

‘We take these poor men from their conservative villages, expect them to travel hundreds of miles from their families for work, to places like Mumbai where they see men flaunting wealth and women and alcohol. They see rich men treating women as little more than trinkets. They come to think this is normal. Is it any wonder then that they turn their heads and leer at anything, as you say, in a skirt or salwar?’

She didn’t know quite what to make of that.

‘Doesn’t make it right,’ she said, even if it was a tad defensively.

‘It is not right. But should not one blame the organ grinder as well as the monkey?’

The alleyway came into view, the car still sitting at the kerbside. Of course it was – she had the keys. More to the point, Amit was still sitting in the driver’s seat.

The woman pulled in behind it; surveyed the damage. She seemed impressed.

‘Your car appears to have led an eventful life.’

She could have told the woman it had all been lived in the last twenty-four hours, but what would be the point? Instead she just got out.

Amit must’ve been dozing, because he seemed startled when she opened the passenger door and got in.

‘Start the car.’

His eyes widened. ‘George is here?’

‘No, but his friend is. She seems legit.’

‘Seems?’

‘Well, I didn’t have time to ask for her birth certificate or her résumé, but my gut says she’s not the police.’

‘And if you are wrong?’

‘If I’m wrong, then the police will be descending upon us any second now, so either way, I suggest you start the car. Now let’s go.’

He turned the key. The starter motor whined, then died. He tried again, then a third time. The fourth time they were met with nothing but silence. He smacked a hand on the steering wheel, setting off the horn.

‘Bloody bastard car.’

First time she’d ever heard him cuss. He seemed to realise it too.

‘Sorry, Gemma ma’am.’

‘We’ll need to go with her, then.’

‘Excuse me? We don’t know her. She might be working for the police or, worse, Fat Moeez. Who is to say this isn’t a trap?’

‘The car’s dead, Amit. Now unless you’ve got a better idea, we’ll just have to go with her.’

Looked like he was about to argue but thought better of it. He swallowed down his words and then she was out the car, walking back to the truck. A moment later, he opened his door, got out and, with a look of a man heading toward the gallows, joined her.

She got in next to the woman and Amit got in the back. He didn’t seem troubled by the smell. It was probably the least of his worries. The woman turned the truck around and then they were off, heading east if she had her bearings right.

Forty minutes of driving, or thereabouts, and then the woman pulled into the parking lot of an apartment complex. Not a top-notch one like George and Sweety’s place, not even as ‘exclusive’ as her own, but a bog-standard, middle-class enclave of half a dozen ten-storey blocks with monsoon-weathered paint, rusting pipework and less than ample parking which meant cars parked to the nearest millimetre of each other and spilling onto the communal areas.

The woman killed the engine.

‘Let’s go.’

With Amit a step behind, she followed the woman along a crazy-paved path between two of the blocks. Ahead was a small park ringed with flower beds of orange marigolds, and at the far end, a smaller building, three storeys high, with a banner above the entrance that read LITTLE BUTTERCUPS NURSERY in multicoloured letters next to a crudely drawn picture of a smiling sun.

They weaved a path through the park and up a set of chipped steps to the building. Miss Singh pushed open the swing doors and ushered them in, then up the stairs to the top floor. Beside her, Amit looked nervous, like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, as if expecting the police to jump out at any moment. That struck her as particularly pointless, because for one thing, if this was a trap, they’d walked into it the minute they’d agreed to meet Miss Singh; and for another, of all the places the police might choose to catch him, the kindergarten of a mid-town apartment complex seemed a somewhat esoteric option.

Miss Singh opened a door. There, in the middle of the room, sitting on a chair several sizes too small, sat George. He got up and gave her the sort of exhausted smile that reminded her of Alan – the one from Chula Vista, not the cat – a smile that quickly turned sour when he saw Amit.

Before she could stop him, the idiot had lunged past her, sending mini furniture flying, and grabbed Amit by the throat, pushing him over an undersized desk. She caught the anger in his eyes, saw him look around for something, anything, and settle upon a plastic doll which just happened to be nearest – and while strangling Amit with one hand, proceeded with the other to beat him with the doll while calling him pretty much every name under the sun.

You had to hand it to him. For a guy who had stunt men do anything remotely physical for him these days, George seemed to have a lot of energy this morning. Before she knew what was happening, she found herself grabbing his hands, trying to pry the doll from one and the other off Amit’s neck.

‘George! Stop!’

He turned to her, his hair flying, his face wearing the sort of demonic expression the possessed folks favoured at Mom’s church before the preacher healed them.

‘He fucking killed Sweety, Gem! He murdered her!’

Amit was trying to say something but it was difficult to make out on account of his throat being crushed and his face turning purple from doll hits. There was nothing for it. She let go of George’s arms, took aim, then punched him hard in the face. It seemed to do the trick.

George loosened his grip and turned to her, and this time she slapped him.

‘Knock it off, George! Amit didn’t kill her!’ Amit made to say something but she cut him off. ‘Neither of you did!’

They stared at her like the idiots they were; so much so that she felt she ought to explain.

‘Someone has Sweety’s phone, right?’

Neither of them demurred.

‘And, Amit, you didn’t give it to them?’

‘That is right,’ he managed to croak.

‘And before you say anything, George, he’s not lying. So that means someone else must have taken it. Someone who broke in that night you got hammered, someone looking for Sweety’s phone and laptop. They found the phone, but she’d left her laptop with me. They probably tried to get her to tell them where it was, and when she didn’t they killed her.’

George stumbled a step back, sat down on a kid’s desk, dropped the doll and held his head in his hands.

‘In that case we’re both well and truly fucked.’

‘No, you’re not,’ she told him. ‘Not if we figure out who’s actually behind this.’
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CHAPTER 47

George

She explained it to him, slowly, because his heart was beating a mile a minute and he was struggling to concentrate.

‘Sweety’s laptop. There’s something on it they want.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know.’

Well, that was fucking useless, wasn’t it, Gem? Except it was best not to say that exactly.

‘So how does that help?’

‘It helps because we have the laptop right here.’ She reached into her rucksack and lifted it out.

‘And you can open it?’

Her lips thinned. ‘No. But there is another way. Her watch.’

‘What about it?’

‘It’s linked to the laptop. If it’s unlocked, it’ll automatically unlock the laptop.’

Shit.

It took a moment to sink it.

She was right, dammit! His own laptop did that. He didn’t know how or why, and right now he didn’t much care, but it would unlock automatically when he was wearing that smartwatch Sweety got him to make sure he got his steps in.

‘You got the watch?’

Amit reached into his pocket and pulled it out.

Gemma took it from him and held it out.

‘We just need the code to unlock it. Please tell me you know it.’

He gave her a smile. Yes, he knew it! He hadn’t chosen it – that’d been her call – but he knew it. He took it from her and slipped it on his wrist. The screen lit up. He entered the digits of his own birthday, and then the smile vanished.

‘I… It’s not right.’

‘What?’

He felt like a balloon deflating. Gemma was staring at him like he was as big an imbecile as had ever graced the planet.

‘I, I don’t get it. It’s supposed to be my birthday. I know that for a fact. She told me so when she set it! January 26th, 1973. 01 – 26 – 73.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I know my own damn birthday, Gem.’

‘I mean, you’re sure that’s what she used?’

He felt his blood pressure rising.

‘That’s what she told me. You think she lied?’

She sidestepped the question. ‘We need that code. You need that code. Without it, we can’t get into the laptop.’

Miss Singh cut in. ‘Maybe she changed it?’

‘To what? Her own date of birth?’

Gemma grabbed his wrist; entered the digits; shook her head. ‘Nope.’

‘What then?’ Miss Singh said.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ he heard himself say.

They stared at him. He couldn’t believe they were being this obtuse.

‘She was having an affair. With that fat fucker, Chunky Malhotra.’

Gemma’s face contorted. For a second he thought she might hit him again.

‘No, George. She wasn’t. She thought he was a sleaze.’

‘Then what was she doing round at his that night?’

‘She went over to confront him about something, and before you ask, I don’t know what it was. She wouldn’t tell me.’

Her words, true or not, felt like a balm to his heart.

‘So why’s he going about acting like he was the love of her life?’

‘Who knows,’ she sighed, ‘but right now we need to figure out the code to that watch.’

Amit let out a laugh. The three of them turned toward him.

‘Americans!’ he said with a smile.

Miss Singh was the first to react.

‘What about them?’

‘They do the date wrongly. Remember, George sahib? The time you had that Zoom call with LA? We sat up half the night because I had put wrong date in your calendar. It was 5th of June, but I recorded it as 6th of May.’

The guy was talking gibberish. Maybe the oxygen still wasn’t flowing properly to his brain.

‘Sixth of May!’ he continued. ‘06 05. But you say May 6th! 05 06. You told me so! Sweety ma’am would not have said Jan 26th, She would have said 26th Jan. If she used your birthday, she would have entered 26 01 73.’

It was worth a try. He typed in the digits. His heart jumped.

He looked up at them all.

‘I guess we should open the laptop.’
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CHAPTER 48

Gemma

He’d done it. They’d done it. The damn watch was unlocked. She blinked. Even now, staring at it on George’s wrist, she didn’t quite believe it. They weren’t there yet though. She brought out the laptop and placed it on a dinky little kids’ table. The rest of them huddled over her, blocking the light. She lifted the lid and the screen came to life.

Please Lord, let it work.

The password prompt appeared.

She felt sick.

The computer whined. The screen went black – one second, then another. The longest seconds of her life.

Then it brightened once more.

Oh. My. Lord.

She looked to George and Amit. Both of them stood there, slack-jawed.

‘We’ve done it, boys. We’re in.’

It took a moment to sink in. A feeling of exhilaration, like an out-of-body experience. Around her, George and Amit, hugging like best friends; Miss Singh looking stoic, like this sort of shit happened every day. In front of her, the laptop screen glowed, showing her Sweety’s desktop.

Two hours left. Two short hours to make sense of it all; to figure out what Vader was looking for, and then figure out who he might be.

She clicked on the Finder. A list of folders fanned down one side, at least a hundred of them, and who knew how many files were in each. She scanned the list, everything from Admin to Zoom. It would take forever to check them all.

It was the woman, Miss Singh, who rode to her rescue.

‘Search by files most recently accessed. It will tell us what she opened last.’

‘You can do that?’

The woman nodded. ‘May I?’

Why not? She moved over and let her loose at the keyboard.

A few keystrokes and the order on the screen changed. At the top, a file called ‘Jennifer’.

‘Open it.’

She clicked.

A single audio file inside.

Another click.

A box, a treble clef at its centre and a progress bar underneath. The thing began to play, static at first, then voices: Sweety, clear, unmistakable, and someone else, a man, distant, muffled.

Miss Singh looked up. ‘Sounds like she was recording this clandestinely. On her phone maybe.’

The clack of footsteps – high heels on wooden floorboards. The other voice became clearer. It was George who recognised it first.

‘Chunky.’

‘What’s he saying?’

Miss Singh maxxed the volume.

‘… wasn’t even there! You know that. You were at the party. You were with me all –’

‘Tell the truth, Chunky. You owe her that!’

The sound of something, a glass maybe, smashing against table or wall or floor. Chunky’s voice again.

‘What is this bullshit? You think you can come here and intimidate me? You think you’re a big shot now? Untouchable? You think anyone is going to believe you?’

‘It’s not me they’ll believe. It’s the darbaan’s testimony, the video recordings. I’m giving you fair warning, it’s all going to come out. So you tell your friends, it’s over.’

‘Wait. Are you recording this?’

A pause, then voices, noises, unclear and indecipherable; a door slamming, footsteps running. Running.

The recording ended. Gemma turned to the others.

‘I guess this is when she came out of the building and back to the car. I was waiting for her.’

George exhaled. ‘Didn’t she tell you what happened?’

No, George, instead we got into an argument about my boyfriend.

‘I asked her. She wouldn’t tell me. And when I pushed her on it, she lashed out at me.’

‘The folder is marked “Jennifer”,’ Miss Singh said. ‘It stands to reason that they are discussing her death. The verdict was suicide. Looks like Sweety found out there was more to it.’

‘And that bastard Chunky’s behind it,’ George piped up. ‘Maybe he had that woman killed, then murdered Sweety when she cottoned on. And now he’s trying to frame me.’

She couldn’t fault his logic.

Chunky was Vader. Vader was Chunky. It had to be. He was rich enough to hire Moeez Darzi to do his dirty work. How he got her number, let alone her messages to George from years ago, was still a mystery, but hell, such things were not beyond the wit of man, especially sick, murdering bastards. All she had to do was find the evidence on this laptop – the video and the testimony from the darbaan. Shit. It must have been the guy Sweety met after going to that church in Sion that day. She, Gemma, had actually seen him, been there when Sweety recorded it. If she found that, well, then she could really turn the tables on the bastard. That was a question for Miss Singh.

‘Can you find it?’

‘Yes!’ George said. ‘We need to find it!’

The woman looked at them both.

‘If it is on here, we will find it.’

She got back to the laptop and began poring over files. Clicking on some. Opening documents and audio files while Gemma and George and Amit loomed over her shoulder as though that might help in some way.

The minutes ticked by. Time during which George paced the floor like he was training for a marathon and she counted down what little time she had left. She needed to work out what came next – what her options were.

It all hinged on Miss Singh. If she found the evidence, then she could let Ash know it was Chunky Malhotra – see if he couldn’t get the guy silenced before the police arrested him. Okay, having a man killed might not exactly be the Christian thing to do, but he’d killed Sweety, and so the God of the Old Testament, the one who was more than happy with eye-for-an-eye-type justice, couldn’t complain. And on top of that, it looked like he might have killed Jennifer Diaz too, so if anything, she was being only half as vengeful as she had a right to be.

The bigger question was what to do if they didn’t find the evidence. It didn’t take long to come to a conclusion. Chunky Malhotra would still have to die.

She checked her watch. One hour left.

‘Gemma –’ George tapping her on the arm, his voice a whisper – ‘can I speak to you for a second?’

He looked grave, like he was dying, or maybe constipated.

‘Sure.’

He gestured to the back of the room like it was a confessional.

Shit.

Now was hardly the time for a heart-to-heart, but then, what else did she have to do? She was stuck, they all were, until Miss Singh found what they were looking for.

‘Fine.’

She followed him, away from Miss Singh and Amit. He stopped beside a mini desk in the far corner.

‘Look, Gem, I just wanted to say, thank you, for finding Amit, for helping me out.’

She made comforting noises, implying, hopefully, that it was nothing, the least she could do, what Sweety would have wanted, et cetera.

He took a breath. ‘I’ve been thinking, about us, about what happened, you know, back in Vegas…’

Yes, of course she knew. Why the fuck was he bringing this up now?

‘I just wanted to say, you know, that I’m sorry if I misled you or led you on. It was –’ a sigh – ‘a difficult time for me, and I was stupid and it was wrong, I was wrong, and –’

Jeez, what was this? Why was he coming out with all this mea culpa bullshit? And why now? Fuck, was he looking for forgiveness? Now? With everything that was going on? Of course he was. He was George fucking Abercrombie. It always had to be about him. How dare he? How fucking dare he? Didn’t he see she needed to grieve too?

Christ, he was still talking. She needed to say something.

‘Shut up, George. Just shut the fuck up. You’re a fucking asshole, you know that? You think the whole world revolves around you? What is it you want – absolution? Well, don’t worry. I’m over it. I got over it approximately five minutes after it happened.’

He looked at her in shock. Like she’d just told him Elvis was alive and in the next room.

‘Really? It’s just that… five minutes?’

‘Five minutes. Might even have been four.’

‘Oh come on.’

‘It was hardly the best fortnight of my life, George.’

His face fell. She almost felt sorry for him.

‘So why did you stop working for me? If it meant nothing, why go work for Sweety?’

Good grief. The man was truly an idiot.

‘Because I’m a professional. A line had been crossed. Our working relationship was compromised, and you can’t come back from that. But I enjoy what I do and I’m fucking good at it, so switching to Sweety was an elegant solution. Win–win. Now maybe you should concentrate on mourning your dead wife and getting yourself out of this fucking ridiculous shitstorm you’ve landed yourself in.’

He made to say something, his mouth opening, but then closing again, like a fucking goldfish. Shit, it felt good to get that off her chest. Gemma Cairns – fearless speaker of truth to power. She should have done it years ago. She left him standing there and walked back to the others.

‘It’s not here.’ Miss Singh sat back.

George shambled over looking like he’d been slapped by an elephant.

‘Maybe you missed something? A file or a folder?’

The woman shrugged. ‘It’s possible. Or it may be in a different place entirely – in the cloud or on a thumb drive perhaps.’

That wasn’t exactly right.

‘Not the cloud,’ she said. ‘Ever since they hacked her voicemail, Sweety didn’t trust any space she didn’t have sole access to.’

Miss Singh nodded. ‘Well, whatever it is, I don’t believe it’s on this computer.’

George thumped his hand down on a kid’s desk and sent a couple of rubber toys flying, one of them landing on the floor with an awkward squeak.

‘We can’t just give up! That bastard killed Sweety. We need to be able to prove it.’

For the first time in a long time, Amit piped up. She’d almost forgotten he was there.

‘The party,’ he said. ‘In the audio recording, Chunky mentioned a party. Maybe it has something to do with that?’

Miss Singh puffed out her cheeks. ‘According to the papers, the night Jennifer Diaz killed herself she had been at a party in Juhu organised by Chunky. But I don’t see how that helps us.’

George rubbed at his temples. ‘Maybe it does. I think I know someone else who was at that party.’
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CHAPTER 49

Amit

It was madness. Sheer madness. They had all taken leave of their senses and they were going to get him killed. He had half a mind to refuse to go with them, but then they might have been fine with that and gone without him and really, if he thought about it, he needed them more than they needed him. Still. It was bloody bullshit madness.

The Pinnacle. Its towers shimmering white in the sun and visible from the moon probably, looming above him like they were getting ready to bury him. They sat in silence, all four of them, packed into that truck that smelled of livestock, Gemma and the woman who called herself Miss Singh up front, he and George in the back, ready to cover themselves with blankets that smelled worse.

Miss Singh kept going, past the crowds of aunties and kiddies and devout fans holding vigil at the main gates and, at a slight distance, the political cadres with their placards and the local goondah rent-a-mob looking for a fight, and headed down an access road. Too many people with too little to do. The whole thing had the feel of a puja holiday.

The truck rounded the wall and then a second gate came into view, this one lacking the shining signs and arched entranceway and crowds.

The truck jerked to a stop. Miss Singh turned toward him and George.

‘You gentlemen should cover yourselves.’

He threw a blanket over himself. The vehicle moved forward once more then stopped again, this time with a creak of the brakes. Muffled voices came from outside. Miss Singh spoke to them in Marathi like they were old friends – a laugh and joke and a how is your mother – agreed, even, at least he thought she did, to a dinner date with one of them; gave him a phone number and told him to call her. And then they were off again, driving downhill, into the basement.

The servants’ elevator. It was strange to share it with George and Gemma. The absurdity of it brought a smile to his face. These two firengi, these rich Americans, in this tin box of a lift with him! How different to the carriage of glass and marble and gold they normally took to the penthouse. Slower, noisier, hotter.

The thing creaked and grumbled skyward like some vertically oriented bullock cart, arriving at the topmost floor just as the Americans no doubt thought it might never actually get there. That woman of George’s, Miss Singh, handed her phone to George and he punched in a number.

‘Roxanne? It’s George… Yes… Yes, I know… Yes… Look, Rox… Roxanne, I’m innocent, you know that, but I need your help to prove it.’ He used the tone of voice he employed when speaking to fans – both men and women, though mostly women – when he wished to charm them. ‘… Well, sure… At your place? I’ll be there soon, but, Roxanne, you can’t tell anyone. My life’s in your hands… When? Sooner than you think.’ He pressed the doorbell. Roxanne Bunglewalla’s girlish shriek could be heard through the door. ‘Told ya.’

He ended the call and then the door flew open, a look of joy radiating from Roxanne ma’am’s face right until she cottoned on to the entourage George had brought with him.

George noticed the change and reacted most swiftly.

‘Roxanne, how’d you like to become the most famous woman in India?’

The smile returned.

‘You’re gonna help prove my innocence and find the guy who killed Sweety, and you’ll get the exclusive first interview about the whole thing, live on your Insta channel.’

He, Amit, did not know if an Insta channel was actually a thing and he doubted George knew either, but it sounded good and it appeared Roxanne ma’am thought so too. Her eyes lit up like a child watching the first Diwali fireworks.

George pressed his advantage. ‘This is Miss Singh, my security consultant; Gemma, you know; and Amit, well, I’m sure you’ll have seen him on TV. He’s innocent too, by the way.’

Roxanne ma’am gave them all a dubious assessment.

‘Well, okay. Come in.’

‘What about your maid?’ George asked. ‘We can’t have word getting out that we’re here.’

‘Don’t worry. Madhu is trustworthy, yaar. But I’ll make her aware that if she values her job, then she will be even more trustworthy today.’

Roxanne ma’am led the way and they all followed like chicks behind a mother hen till she reached a sitting room that looked as though it had been prepared for a wedding. He had never seen quite so much gold, not even in movies. She took a seat on the middle of a sofa that seemed fashioned from several zebras, lifting her legs and crossing them beneath her, then directed them to sit. The others did so. He though remained standing, as he doubted the invitation had extended to him.

‘So? Tell me?’

George cleared his throat. ‘The night Jennifer Diaz died. You said there was a party?’

Roxanne ma’am nodded. ‘That’s right. It was a party celebrating the launch of one of Chunky’s films – Kuchh Kuchh Tiffin Hai. It was at the Marriott in Juhu. The young crowd was all there – all the ones who hung around in Chunky’s circle – Sweety, Pete D’Souza, that pretentious Bengali Papu Mukherjee. Others too, Chunky’s friends, businessmen, like that guy Darzi who financed his early films; politicians, hangers-on like Rahul Kumar – the one who runs that modelling agency – he was there, and a whole bunch of those teenies of his, all wanting to break into movies. Pretty girls from all over the country. Just another crop of fresh meat. Poor and pure, as he liked to call them. And then Jennifer turned up. I don’t think she was invited. I was shocked, yaar. I’m pretty sure others were too. She was pale and thin, like a ghost. She’d been losing roles because of what she’d been saying about certain people. Accusing them of all this-thing-that-thing. Even Chunky had split from her. She took that hard.’

‘Chunky was seeing Jennifer?’

‘For a while. Not many people knew about it. But then, when Jennifer started saying all those things, well, he left her. Anyway, she turned up looking like a stick. She’d lost a lot of weight. And that look of hers; you know the one they all loved – exotic, but still with that girl next door feel – it was gone. She looked tired. I thought maybe she had been drinking before she arrived. Anyway, I was outside on the balcony for a long time. I don’t know where she was or who she was talking to. Only later, I heard the commotion – she was crying, shouting at Chunky or someone, one of his friends maybe. She said she didn’t care any more. She would ruin him; ruin them all. Then she stormed out. Chunky went after her but came back a few minutes later. He said he put her in a cab, but who knows… maybe he said something else to her. She went home and of course later that night she jumped from the balcony.’

George nodded like a guru. ‘And Sweety was there?’

‘Yes, but I don’t remember them speaking that night. She probably went out of her way to avoid Jennifer. You have to remember, at that time, things were a little frosty between them. When Jennifer came out with her accusations, I think she expected people like Sweety, especially Sweety, to come forward too. But Sweety didn’t. You can’t really blame her. Men did what men do. You didn’t question it. She wasn’t from a rich family. She had no real support. She saw what happened to Jennifer and she kept quiet. And then she started getting the sort of roles which maybe Jennifer would have got a year earlier, like the part in Coffee aur Confession. Who knows, if Jennifer hadn’t been ostracised, Sweety might never have become the sensation she did.’

Miss Singh was scrolling on her phone. She held it up.

‘Roxanne, your Instagram feed – it’s wonderful.’ It was enough to elicit a smile as wide as the Ganga. ‘I know it was a while ago, but do you have any photos of that night?’

Roxanne ma’am slapped her own forehead as though she should have thought of that herself.

‘Of course! Wait. Let me check.’ From the pocket of her jeans, she pulled out her phone and began searching, her finger flicking at the screen as she peered at it.

‘You can search by month and year,’ Miss Singh suggested, but Roxanne ma’am just kept scrolling.

‘Here we are!’ She smiled as though she had found treasure. ‘Look!’ But then the smile faded. ‘Only one of Jennifer, though, see?’ She passed the phone to Miss Singh who flicked through a few photos, then passed it to George who did likewise and passed it on to Gemma. He, Amit, looked over her shoulder. There was Jennifer. Roxanne ma’am was right, hard to believe she was even the same woman as the one he’d gone to see twice in Zahreeli Muskaan and three times in Love Love 1-2-3 but it was her – green eyes, fair skin, hair that was almost auburn. And there was Chunky, eyeing her from a distance; and not far from him was – he took a breath – the track-suited torso of Fat Moeez.

Gemma scrolled forward. Pictures of people he knew – stars, politicians, singers – and those he didn’t. Here a gaggle of starlets being chatted up by a young Viral Patel and some of other rising stars from the New Bharat Party; there a backing singer sharing a drink with an MTV video jockey whose name he couldn’t recall. And another, with Sweety, laughing at something amusing someone had said, or maybe just faking it. Gemma took a long look at that one, then passed the phone back.

‘So, what are we thinking?’

Miss Singh was the first to respond.

‘It sounds like Jennifer had dirt on Chunky or his friends. Dirt she held back because they were blackmailing her. Maybe she reached the point where she thought she’d lost everything so there was nothing more to be feared any more. Or maybe she snapped, seeing Chunky at that party, she just decided she was going to come clean and tell all. Chunky went out to convince her not to, and when that failed, he killed her.’

George shook his head. ‘But we can’t prove any of it. Not unless we find that video and the testimony Sweety mentioned.’

It was Gemma who spoke up.

‘So we find it.’

‘How? It could be literally anywhere.’

‘True,’ she said, ‘but it’s most likely to be somewhere in your apartment or some place she visited in the last few days before she was killed. Somewhere out of the ordinary.’

‘Or somewhere extremely ordinary,’ Miss Singh said.

Was she talking in riddles? George too seemed confused.

‘If Sweety felt she was in danger,’ she continued, ‘if she didn’t have long to hide whatever device she held the information on, she would have to choose somewhere close at hand. Somewhere her attacker wouldn’t think to look.’

‘Such as?’

Miss Singh shrugged. ‘Under the mattress maybe, or behind a wardrobe or a bedside cabinet.’

‘But the police pulled that bedroom apart,’ Gemma said. ‘If there was something hidden there, they’d have found it and taken it.’

George made for the door.

‘There might be one place they didn’t look.’
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CHAPTER 50

George

He threw open the door and headed back into the hallway.

Where was it?

Shit! It should be right here. Was he going mad?

Gemma had followed him out.

‘What is it? What you looking for?’

What was he looking for? His holdall, of course, the one he’d packed when they’d kicked him out of his apartment.

‘My bag. The one with my stuff in it. I left it here when we came in, under the table by the front door. It’s disappeared!’

‘You sure?’

He looked at her and bit his tongue.

‘I’m sure.’

‘Can’t it wait?’

‘No, Gem, it really can’t.’

Roxanne followed him out.

‘What is all the noise going on, George?’

‘My bag,’ he told her. ‘It’s gone missing.’

She looked shocked, but then she always did. And then she laughed.

‘Oh, I know what has happened.’

She waltzed back into the living room and then the sounds of bird tweets filled the air. A moment later, the maid appeared.

‘Madhu,’ Roxanne called out, ‘where have you put George sahib’s bag?’

The maid pointed to a closet.

‘Cupboard, ma’am.’

‘Please get.’

But he was already there, opening it himself, finding his bag at the bottom, lifting it out and taking it back to the table. He unzipped it and stuck his hands in.

Where was it? Seriously. Where the hell was it? He had packed it, hadn’t he? His fingers felt around the bag’s innards. Yes, he was sure he had, almost like it was her last will and testament. Take your statins, George. So yeah, he’d taken them. They were in this bag somewhere.

He took out a T-shirt, and then some pants, then opened the aperture wide and had a look and still saw nothing. Fuck it. He lifted the bag, turned it upside down and shook it empty. A small plastic bottle fell out and skittered away across the marble. He bent over and reached for it. His statins, which belonged in his bedside drawer but were in the bathroom cabinet that morning after Sweety was killed. Was it heavier than it should be? He couldn’t tell. He unscrewed the cap, held the bottle over the table. A bunch of tablets fell out. A bunch of tablets and a memory stick.

His hands were shaking. He walked back into Roxanne’s living room and handed the stick to Gemma.

‘Play it.’

She took out the laptop, stuck the stick into an adapter and plugged it in. Her finger skated across the trackpad, and clicked, conjuring up a list of files. Well, two of them anyway.

‘Okay.’

Gemma clicked on the topmost. The laptop whirred; a window opened; a video played, the image grainy, as though shot in less light than was optimal. A room, a bed, a figure on it, half naked, posing for the camera; a diaphanous sari draped suggestively. Jennifer Diaz, he was sure of it, but younger, much younger than she’d looked in the photo Roxanne had shown them. This girl looked like a teen. A man’s voice, muffled, not entirely clear. A command from him, telling her to drop the sari from her shoulder. She hesitated, doubt and self-consciousness written across her face; or maybe it was shame. The guy repeated the command in an almost matter-of-fact way, as though he were a doctor and this a medical exam. She did as he commanded, dropping the sari from her shoulder, revealing her breasts.

He caught Gemma’s eye. Something passed between them, though he couldn’t say exactly what. Maybe it was an understanding of sorts. That there were worse people than George Abercrombie in this world. ‘Good,’ the man said. ‘That’s better. Shabaash. That’s my green-eyed girl.’

Gemma turned. ‘We should move on to the next one.’ And he agreed.

She clicked. The video disappeared. The second file opened. A new video played. An old man this time. Silver stubble on a gaunt face; an Indian face. The room behind him nondescript. A calendar on a whitewashed wall. A picture of some ten-armed Indian goddess beside it, sitting on a tiger.

Sweety’s voice, off camera. Speaking Hindi.

He looked to Miss Singh for enlightenment.

‘She’s asking him to introduce himself and what he does… he says his name is Mohammed Atif, he was the darbaan at Primrose, the apartment block where Jennifer lived. He was on duty the night she died. He… he’s describing that night. A cab dropped Jennifer home, around midnight, he thinks… She didn’t speak to him, which was unusual. He says she normally said a few words, but not that night. He thought she must be tired… Then, around two thirty in the morning, a car arrived. Three men. At the time he recognised only one of them: Chunky Malhotra… They told him they were going to Flat 3A, but that was owned by an old couple. They would be asleep. He told them to wait. He would call up to the apartment… but they… berated him. Called him all sorts of things; told him he would lose his job if he stopped them, then pushed past him… He says he did call up Flat 3A. When eventually the owner answered, he asked if it was a joke, said he was not expecting anyone, and no one had come to the apartment… And then, less than an hour later, Jennifer fell from the balcony. The car was still in the parking lot… he’s sure of it. In the commotion that followed… the ambulance, the police… he didn’t see when those men left. He mentioned them to the officers but they did nothing. The next day, some other men came to the apartment. Goondahs armed with guns. They told him to keep his mouth shut.’

The video ended.

He looked at each of them. Miss Singh, assessing it all; Amit, biting his nails; Gemma, ashen-faced. He didn’t blame her. A shiver of elation passed through him as the magnitude of it all sunk in. Chunky and his pals had been at Jennifer’s at the exact time she was alleged to have committed suicide. Only Roxanne looked unfazed. As though the whole thing were simply an instalment of some Bollywood soap opera and all she was missing was the popcorn.

He pointed to the screen. ‘Is this what I think it is?’

‘Bloody bastard Chunky Malhotra.’ Amit sighed, as though nothing was sacred. ‘He had video of her in that hotel room. He was blackmailing her. When blackmail failed, he and his friends killed her. Somehow Sweety got hold of the video and the darbaan’s confession, so he killed her too and –’

Miss Singh cut him off. ‘Not so fast. This doesn’t actually prove anything. That video with Jennifer on the bed, that’s not Chunky’s voice telling her to drop the sari. And the interview with the darbaan, while it raises questions, there is nothing to directly tie Chunky and whoever was with him to Jennifer’s fall. As for Sweety’s death, there’s no evidence Chunky was ever in the building the other night.’

His heart sank into his boots. She was right, dammit. There was nothing concrete here. It was all just circumstantial.

‘It’s gotta count for something though, right?’

Miss Singh shook her head in that vague Indian way.

‘It’s possible. It might cause the police to broaden their inquiry. It might even cause a judge to question the police theory that you and Amit were responsible, but I wouldn’t bank on it. Chunky has the money to buy the best lawyers; and anyway, if someone is trying to frame you, they’ll already have the police in their pocket. Maybe even the judges. Without hard evidence, I don’t think we can count on this to exonerate you.’

He felt the blood rush to his head; felt like screaming.

‘What then? What the fuck else can we do? What else is there?’

She remained calm in the face of his tantrum.

‘We would need proof of someone else entering your apartment that night and murdering Sweety.’

This time he really did lose his temper.

‘Dammit, no such evidence exists! You know that! The police have found nothing and there’s no CCTV in the lobbies outside the apartments.’

Miss Singh said nothing. It was Roxanne Bunglewalla who spoke.

‘Yes there is.’
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CHAPTER 51

George

The world turned upside down. In his head, continents collided, mountains collapsed into the sea. It was as though in front of him was Copernicus, not Roxanne, telling him for the first time that the earth went round the sun; or Bruce Willis at the end of The Sixth Sense suddenly seeing what had been there all along.

‘What the? Why the hell didn’t you mention this before?’

Roxanne shrugged like the question was irrelevant. ‘No one asked me.’

Gemma looked like she’d been hit by a truck. ‘But I thought all cameras in the lobbies were removed for privacy reasons.’

Roxanne gave a nod that suggested she appreciated the statement and could see why a reasonable person might think so, but in fact, no, that person would be wrong.

‘Oh yes, they were removed, that is true. But then they were put back in more discreet locations. Daddy is keen to know what goes on in his buildings.’

‘Has he mentioned it to the police?’

Roxanne gave another shrug. ‘I don’t think so.’

It was Miss Singh who pointed out the obvious.

‘We need to see those tapes.’

For the first time, Roxanne looked less than carefree.

‘I don’t know if Daddy will agree to that.’

He could see Miss Singh getting ready to tear the girl a new one, but he doubted such things would work on Roxanne. Besides, there were better ways to skin a fat cat.

‘Maybe we don’t tell him, Roxanne?’ he said. ‘Maybe you film us going into the CCTV office, say it’s on his orders, and then, if we find something, and once we’ve shared it with the police, you can post it as an exclusive on your social media. You can claim it was your dad’s idea. He’ll be happy, you’ll be happy, and I won’t go to prison. It’s win–win–win.’

The girl prevaricated. Time for the coup de grace.

‘Just think, Roxanne. You’ll be a hero. I’d be surprised if CNN and the BBC didn’t come calling. I’m good friends with their star reporter, Alice Crabbe-Harrington. I could get her to do a piece on you.’

Roxanne Bunglewalla’s eyes widened.

‘So, what do you say, Roxanne? Are we doing this?’

She gave a nod.

‘Let’s go.’

Gemma handed him the USB stick.

‘You better hang on to this, George.’

Yeah, like there was any way he was going to let it out of his sight. They headed out the apartment, to the servants’ elevator. Roxanne Bunglewalla seemed bemused to see it, as though she’d heard of such things but never really believed they existed.

‘Where to?’

‘Basement, L4.’

He didn’t actually know there was an L4. Or an L3 or L2 for that matter. The residents’ elevators didn’t go past the ground floor. He guessed the L levels were where the guts of the building were situated, the water pumps, the cooling system. L4 was a long way down.

They piled into the elevator. Too many of them this time. Not enough room for the last one, which happened to be Gemma.

‘You go down,’ she told him. ‘I’ll get the next one.’

‘Given the pace of this thing, that might be a while.’

She gave a laugh. ‘Well, I’ll expect you to have found something by the time I get there.’

The doors opened and he stared at white-tiled surfaces and artificial light. L4 looked like it might be home to a laboratory. Or a Bond villain. They walked out and startled a security guard sitting on a plastic chair, the man jumping to his feet and reaching for a radio at his hip, right until Roxanne stopped him.

‘You know who I am?’

He knew who she was. Suddenly he was all sweetness and submission. A nod of the head. An embarrassed smile, a ‘Yes, ma’am. As you wish, ma’am.’

She fixed him with a stare then spoke to him, almost theatrically, as though for the express purpose of exhibiting her authority.

‘I need information. Where do I find the security footage from the floor lobbies?’

The man’s face contorted. ‘Ma’am, these people will not be permitted, they are needing security pass.’

Roxanne gave him a look that might have cut him in half.

‘I am their security pass.’

Poor guy. He looked like she was asking him to reveal the location of the Holy Grail. He cast an imploring eye to the rest of them, as though they might rescue him – or at least recuse him – from having to make a decision. But no one did, and this was the daughter of his employer, the man who built the place and who still owned a fair chunk of it. He gestured down the corridor.

‘This way please.’

To the hum of the overhead lights, he led the way down an antiseptic corridor to a large metal door with a sign saying AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY. The guard held a fob to a black box beside it, eliciting a beep and a light on its top turned from red to green.

He guessed they were authorised now.

Inside was dark and temperature-regulated. A bank of desks with controls and a wall of screens like this was Mission Control and the Pinnacle was a couple of rockets on their way to the moon. To one side, racked against a wall, stood rows of what he assumed were servers, boxes humming, lights twinkling. All of it, the controls, the screens, the computers, watched over by what looked like only three men, one of whom seemed to be asleep and another, cup of tea in hand, looked over at them and almost dropped his beverage.

He stood up, tried to remonstrate, but Roxanne beat him to it.

‘You! You are the supervisor?’

The man nodded. ‘Haan ji.’

‘Good. Then listen carefully.’ She told him what she wanted. ‘Footage from the cameras in the lobby of Penthouse C, West Tower, three nights ago.’ Didn’t give him much of a chance to object.

He bobbed his head and gave her one of those smiles they gave you when they were on the verge of delivering bad news.

‘Ma’am, I don’t have the permission.’

‘I’m giving you permission.’

The guy looked like he might faint. He gestured at Amit, and then at George.

‘But, ma’am, these men should not be here. They are wanted by police.’

‘That is not your concern. And if you don’t want to lose your job, you will do as I say. Or do you want I should call my father?’

For a second, George almost felt sorry for him. After all, it wasn’t easy to say no to Roxanne B. He knew from experience.

With the fear of God, or maybe just of the Bunglewallas, drummed into him, the guy, like Saul on the road to Damascus, seemed to have a change of heart and decided to help; hell, he’d always wanted to help. He just needed to be sure that Roxanne ma’am was certain about things. He turned to a keyboard and computer screen in front of him and searched the database for the right camera and the relevant time.

Miss Singh bent down next to him. ‘Are they motion-sensitive?’

‘No, ma’am.’

She looked to George. ‘We’re going to have to do this the hard way.’

‘The pathologist put the time of death between midnight and 2 a.m.’ he told her. ‘We need to check till then.’

The guy began to run the footage. Black-and-white images of the lobby outside his and Sweety’s front door. The timer on the screen read 20:00 and moved quickly as he sped up the footage. Just after 21:00, the BBC crew left the apartment – hazy figures moving at comical speed – followed a little while later by Amit, heading for the service elevator, on his way down to the restaurant on 22 and returning fifteen minutes later with that bottle of Glen Doone. Half an hour later, the camera caught him and Amit going out for a drink. Sweety got back sometime after 22:30, coming up alone in the elevator. Her last ever appearance on camera. The thought knocking the wind out of him as surely as a punch in the gut. Then nothing, for the longest time. The clock ticked forward, a gap of several hours, until around 00:35 when the back of Amit’s head came into view, staggering, half leading, half carrying him back to the apartment. Shit. Look at him. Nothing more than a sad-ass drunk. It was embarrassing. He looked to the floor. Twenty minutes later, Amit left again. And then, nothing. The clock ticked inexorably forward. 01:00; 01:30; 02:00. 2 a.m. That was it. Time was up. There was no Chunky; no mysterious stranger going into the apartment. There was nothing more to be done. His heart sank.

The guy turned to Roxanne.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Keep going,’ she said.

‘But sahib said –’

‘Keep going!’

The timer ticked on 02:30, 02:45, 03:00. He turned away. What was the point in stringing this out any longer? There was nothing else to see. Sweety would have been dead at least an hour by now, and he was the only one in that apartment. He thought of his bloodied shirt. He couldn’t have, could he? He should tell Roxanne to switch it off. Put them all out of their misery.

‘Stop the tape.’ Miss Singh behind him. Seemed she’d come to the same conclusion. ‘George. George!’ Miss Singh’s voice cut through his self-abasement. ‘You need to see this.’

He turned. Looked up. On the screen, a figure. Little more than a shadow.

‘Now, advance things slowly,’ Miss Singh ordered. ‘Whoever that is didn’t come from the residents’ elevators.’

‘The stairs then, or the service lift,’ Amit said.

On screen a figure stepped gradually into shot. A man, in what looked like a uniform. The badge of the Pinnacle security guards on his shoulder. He made for the front door of the apartment and paused.

His heart thumped. He knew that guy. He’d talked to him less than twenty-four hours ago.

‘I know him. His name’s Ram. He works in the building.’

On screen, Ram opened the door and entered the apartment.

‘He has a key?’ Miss Singh asked.

‘There’s one kept in the security office,’ he said, ‘in case of emergency.’

Minutes passed. On screen, nothing changed, but the room now felt electric.

Miss Singh tapped the camera guy on the shoulder.

‘Speed it up again.’

The timer in the corner zipped forward once more, and then Ram appeared, exiting the apartment, closing the door behind him, something in his hand. Might have been a phone.

‘That’s him. That’s our killer!’ He was sure of it.

A ten-ton weight seemed to drop from his shoulders. That shirt… that bloody shirt. Ram must have found it lying on the floor with his pants and socks and used it to try and frame him. Bastard.

‘Wait.’ Miss Singh’s voice bringing him back to the present. ‘The timing is wrong. This is almost two hours outside the pathologist’s window for time of death.’

His stomach twisted.

No. That couldn’t be right. He couldn’t accept that. Wouldn’t accept it. There was no other reason for that guy to be in their apartment at that time. He was there to murder his wife and get whatever evidence she had, pure and simple, and fuck the timing. Miss Singh was wrong; the pathologist was wrong.

The pathologist was wrong…

Oh God, he knew this! He’s seen it before; acted it before! That episode of the Malibu Murder Club that Sal made him do where he played a renowned author who killed his wife. Gave himself an alibi saying he was at a book signing at the time of her death. Five hundred people in the room. Except – the time of death was wrong.

He turned to her. ‘The pathologist. He got it wrong!’

She looked at him sceptically.

‘The air con! It was freezing when I woke up that morning. Someone had turned it to sub-zero. I didn’t do it, and Sweety would never have done that! She liked it warm. It must have been Ram.’

He looked to Amit. The guy claimed to have been in the apartment twice: once when bringing him back from the bar, and then again at 4 a.m., when he’d been sent to find the laptop.

‘Did you notice a difference in temperature the second time you went back?’

Amit looked at him blankly, then something seemed to click.

‘Absolutely, George sir! It was most cold second time.’

‘There, you see! The cold would have affected things, right? The air con cooled down Sweety’s body, making it seem like she’d been dead for longer. And the pathologist looked about fifteen. Probably his first case. I reckon he got the time wrong. We need to get this CCTV footage and the evidence on the USB stick to the police.’

Miss Singh gave him a nod. ‘Fine.’ She turned round. ‘But let’s see if we can’t find out where he went nex—’ She stopped. ‘Where’s Gemma?’
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CHAPTER 52

Gemma

She waited – a long minute – while the elevator with George and Amit and the others trundled southward, and then she headed for the residents’ elevator and pressed on the keypad. Her watch read 8:55. Five minutes left. She considered Ash’s apartment. It was only a few flights down. She could go there. Maybe she should go there?

No.

Even as she’d watched those videos, a plan was forming. She needed to do this without distraction. But she needed somewhere to think. Somewhere she could work it all out, somewhere they wouldn’t come looking for her.

She still had George’s key.

She used the stairs. Down a flight or two. Reached the door, unlocked it, and stepped inside, closing it quickly behind her.

The apartment was silent and musty, as though part of it had died alongside Sweety. She made for the study. Sat down at Sweety’s desk, took a breath and checked the time. 8:59. A minute to spare. Time to end this.

She took out her phone, brought up the messages from Indian Vader and typed.


I have what you’re looking for.



The response wasn’t long in coming.


Bring it to the same place as last time. 12 noon on the dot.



She forced a smile.

Now or never, Gem.


Sorry. The game’s changed. I know who you are. I know what you did. I make the rules now. New deal. $5 million in Bitcoin to my account. Details to follow. No negotiations. If the cash isn’t in by noon I go to the police with everything. Your life will be over.



She said a prayer to the Lord and pressed send.

There was no going back now. His reply might take some time. That was fine. Let the bastard have a taste of his own medicine. Let him fucking choke on it. She swivelled the chair, brought out the laptop from her bag and set it on the desk. As she did so, she caught sight of the framed photo on George’s desk. Black and white. Him and Sweety. On their wedding day. They both looked beautiful.

A pang of guilt stabbed at her chest. Double-crossing George, that was something she could live with, but seeing Sweety’s face in the photo brought back the doubts. She’d been wrong about her; and her killer deserved to be caught… and hanged. If her actions made that harder, then she was truly sorry. But as that woman Miss Singh had said, there was nothing on the memory stick that proved incontrovertibly that George or Amit was innocent. And if they truly were, then maybe they’d find evidence on those surveillance cameras they were even now hopefully going through.

She gave the woman in the photo a nod. She’d sacrificed herself for the sisterhood. That deserved respect. And Gemma’d never got the chance to say sorry to her, or even thank you.

Her phone rang.

She didn’t need to check the screen to know it was him.

‘Is this a trick?’

He was still using the voice synthesiser, like there was any point to that now, and he sounded pissed.

‘Not at all.’

‘How do I know you have what you say you have?’

‘I thought you might ask that.’

She brought up the files she’d transferred from the memory stick. Clicked on the testimony from the darbaan; let it play for thirty seconds, then turned it off.

‘There’s a lot more besides.’

‘You have the only copy?’

‘Yes.’

‘How can I be sure?’

‘You’ll just have to trust me. And you have that video of me and those text messages. Let’s just call it mutually assured destruction. In any case, I don’t think you have much of a choice. If you don’t agree to my terms, the police and the press get the lot. Even if you stay out of jail, your life is over.’

There was a pause before he spoke.

‘You think you can blackmail me? I can make it so you don’t live to see another sunrise.’

Hold your nerve, Gem.

‘And if you did that, the evidence, along with details of how you tried to blackmail me, would immediately be published. I’ve made sure of that.’ Okay, so it was a lie, but right now, that was good enough. ‘So here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to transfer that $5 million in Bitcoin to the account I send you. Once I receive it, I’ll send you the laptop with the evidence.’

She didn’t wait for a reply, just ended the call, closed the laptop and stood up.

It was time to leave.

She took the express elevator down to the second floor, then took the stairs the rest of the way. From a corner she surveyed the main lobby. No sign of George or Amit, or Roxanne or Miss Singh. That was good. She walked confidently to the main desk and asked for a taxi.

The woman behind it picked up a phone.

‘Where to, ma’am?’

She thought about what to say, then settled on the truth.

‘The airport.’

The cab pulled up in less than two minutes. She was in it and out of the Pinnacle gates in less than five. The shrine to Sweety – the flowers, cards and candles – now stretched halfway down the hill. The crowds though, were thinning.

Her phone buzzed. No caller ID.

Leave it, Gem.

She turned to the driver. Gave him the address of her apartment. A stop-off to pick up the essentials: passport; a change of clothes.

She waited till they were on the main road before reaching for her phone again.

Ash. It was time to call him.

She felt her stomach knot. Please Lord, make him pick up.

And then he did.

‘Gemma? Where are you? I’ve been worried sick.’

‘I’m fine,’ she told him. ‘Better than fine. I think I’ve got us a way out of this.’

‘What?’

‘I know who’s behind this. It’s Chunky Malhotra. I’ve got evidence.’

‘Chunky? Why would he do such a thing?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Maybe he’s working with others – your enemies in the party, perhaps – Viral Patel or Hemant Shah. But it doesn’t matter. I’ve got him by the balls. I’ve found what Sweety was working on. Chunky was at Jennifer Diaz’s apartment when she supposedly committed suicide. She was going to name him as one of those sleazy bastards taking advantage of women. I’ve got all the proof and I’ve told him so; told him if he doesn’t transfer $5 million to me by noon, I’ll release the evidence.’

She waited as he took in what she’d told him.

‘Are you serious?’

‘Completely.’

His voice took on a steely tone. The one she’d heard in his speeches, the one that had been missing these last few days. ‘I’ll deal with Chunky. Now come to the apartment. It’s not safe out there.’

He was right. It wasn’t safe, not with Chunky or his pal Moeez Darzi no doubt looking for her. The streets weren’t safe, the Pinnacle wasn’t safe, nowhere in the city was safe.

She took a breath. This would be the acid test.

‘I’m going to the airport, Ash. And I want you to come with me. With this cash we can start again, somewhere far from here. You can leave your wife and her family’s money. We won’t need it.’

‘Gemma, I can’t just –’

‘You can, and if you love me, you will. If Chunky thinks you know the truth, Mumbai will never be safe for you. Come with me, Ash. I’ll be catching a plane in a few hours. I want you to be with me.’
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CHAPTER 53

Amit

‘Maybe she’s in the corridor outside somewhere?’

George’s suggestion sounded sensible to him. He volunteered to go check.

‘Take the security guard with you,’ Roxanne ma’am added. ‘We don’t want you getting lost too.’

He and his chaperone left the room and retraced their steps back along the corridor to the elevators. No sign of Gemma. She could not still be up in Roxanne’s penthouse. It had been twenty minutes at least – that was too long a delay, even by Indian standards; plenty of time for even that sloth of an elevator to make the journey back up and down again. The wrong floor, then? But Gemma would not have made such a mistake.

Maybe she’d taken a wrong turning from the elevator, heading left instead of right. He ran up the corridor, checking doors, peering through windows like a thief till he came to the end.

Nothing.

He returned to the surveillance room. George and Miss Singh were staring at the bank of screens. Only Roxanne ma’am noticed his return.

‘No sign of her,’ he said. ‘I don’t know where she can have gone.’

Miss Singh reached for her phone.

‘If you’re trying to call her, don’t bother,’ Roxanne ma’am piped up. ‘Not on your cell phone anyway. Too far down for reception. You need a landline.’

The surveillance-wallah, the one who had tried to dissuade Roxanne ma’am from accessing the video footage in the first place, was now most ingratiating with his help.

‘There is telephone here.’

A little grey thing, sitting at the far end of the desk. George picked it up and dialled. He held on, longer than was necessary, long after it was obvious she was not going to answer.

He put down the receiver, stared at it as though that might make sense of things.

Suddenly there was urgency in Miss Singh’s voice.

‘The USB stick. You have it?’

‘Sure,’ George said. ‘Right here.’

‘Give it to me.’

He passed it to her and she turned to the surveillance-wallah.

‘You have a computer that can play this?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She gave it to him.

‘Do it.’

He plugged the stick into a slot on his control panel. On screen, a window opened. He looked to her.

‘Ma’am. There is nothing on this stick.’

George stared at the man.

‘Check it again.’

‘There is nothing to check, sir. It is blank.’

‘Phone her again.’ Miss Singh was insistent.

He lifted the receiver and pressed numbers, then looked up.

‘Voicemail.’

And then the truth hit him, hard, like a right hand from Gullu. How could he have been so stupid? The woman hadn’t been helping George, and she certainly hadn’t been helping him. Why would she? She didn’t even like him, and whatever her thoughts about George, she had chosen Sweety over him. No, she hadn’t been helping either of them. She had been helping herself. He had been too caught up in his own problems to notice. That was the worst of it. He should have seen it. Should have realised the game she was playing. After all, a grifter should be able to spot another, and despite any protestations she might make to the contrary, Gemma, it seemed, was a grifter.

He couldn’t help but laugh. They looked at him.

‘Gemma,’ he said. ‘She is working for Chunky. It is the only explanation. Chunky had that security guard kill Sweety ma’am. He was looking for those files. When he couldn’t find them, he must have gone to Gemma. She needed me for the watch and George sir for the password. He probably offered her a lot of money for them.’

George looked like he might vomit.

‘Shit.’

Miss Singh turned to Roxanne ma’am.

‘Check with the front desk. Find out if they’ve seen her.’

Roxanne ma’am reached for the phone.

Miss Singh turned back to the surveillance-wallah behind the computer. ‘That guy, Ram. Where did he go after leaving the apartment? See if you can follow him.’

The man smiled, ‘Haan ji,’ then returned to his screens. The picture changed. Black-and-white shots of Ram walking to the door to the stairwell. The screen froze, the surveillance-wallah hit more buttons. The screen changed, this time to inside the stairwell, the bald spot on the top of Ram’s head clearly visible. He headed down. Another freeze of the footage; another click of the keyboard; another screen, Ram a floor lower. The process repeated.

Roxanne ma’am put down the phone.

‘Gemma left the building twenty minutes ago. She ordered a cab to the airport.’

George fidgeted in his seat. ‘Why would she do that? And what do we do now?’

‘We carry on,’ Miss Singh told him. ‘We find out where this Ram is going.’

George shook his head. ‘Are we going to have to do this all the way down to the ground floor? We don’t have the time.’

‘He’s not going to the ground floor,’ Miss Singh said. ‘It’s almost seventy floors. He would have taken the elevator. He’s going somewhere else.’

She was a smart woman. Indeed, if Amit were to think about it, most of the really smart people he’d met in his life had been women. Maybe that was born of necessity. And Miss Singh turned out to be correct. Another two floors, another two changes of camera, and Ram stopped descending and instead pushed through the door to the lobby of the sixty-fifth floor.

Miss Singh put a hand on the surveillance-wallah’s shoulder. ‘Quickly. Where’s he going?’

The fellow went to work on his keyboard. Ram, on screen, walking across the lobby. Stopping outside a door, pressing the bell. The door opening. Ram disappearing inside.

George leaned forward. ‘Whose apartment is that?’

The surveillance-wallah dropped his gaze. ‘I don’t know, sir.’

Roxanne ma’am stood up and moved closer to the screen. ‘I do. It’s the minister’s. It’s Ashok K’s.’
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CHAPTER 54

Gemma

The traffic had been shitty. The traffic was always shitty.

Still, the terminal building was approaching. That great sweep of glass and white concrete rising like a cloud on the horizon. The first thing she’d seen when she’d arrived here. The last thing she’d see when she left.

Indian Vader had been awfully quiet. Maybe he needed a reminder as to who was in charge now.

She sent him a text – details of her Bitcoin account and a few loving words.

One hour left. Don’t disappoint me.

Her phone buzzed. A landline.

Reject.

Another ten minutes and they entered the airport perimeter.

She opened her phone. Checked her Bitcoin account. No $5 million. Best to give Indian Vader another little prod.

Time’s running out.

For her too.

The cab stopped. She paid the guy and stepped out, into that soul-sapping, stifling heat. For once she didn’t feel it. It didn’t matter any more. She showed her passport and email confirmation of her tickets to the security at the entrance – you couldn’t enter an Indian airport without proof you were actually taking a plane somewhere – and then she was through, under the air-conditioned, peacock-feather canopy of the terminal.

Another buzz of her phone. No caller ID.

Transfer completed. Keep your end of the deal or you will be killed.

Her heart leapt.

She opened the app. Checked the balance. $5 mil.

Shit.

It took a moment to sink in.

More zeros than she’d ever imagined. Enough to give up this shitty life. Enough to start again. Enough to be somebody.

She blinked at the screen. The number didn’t change. Five million dollars.

Around her, the world revolved in a haze. People passed on all sides like smudges of paint against the light, their voices just a hum of background noise. The world reduced to the sound of her breath, the beat of her heart, the screen of her phone. She needed to tell Ash.

I’ve got the cash. All of it.

She breathed out. The ball was in his court now. She headed for the Emirates desk. Got herself an upgrade.

It was as she turned that she saw her. Miss Singh. Rushing through the departures hall, craning her neck, searching for… well, that was obvious enough. How she’d gotten in with without a passport or proof of travel was a mystery, but then, that woman probably carried some security ID with her. And there, a step behind her, was George.

She lowered her head and made for the fast-track security gate. There it was. Just up ahead. A queue before it, but a short one. She joined it, reached for her ticket. Another few paces and she’d be through.

‘Gemma!’

George’s voice. Right behind her.

In front of her, the security guard calling her forward.

‘Gemma, wait! You’re making a mistake!’

She turned. Looked him in the eye. He wasn’t a bad man. But he wasn’t a good man either. He’d used her, and then discarded her like it was a two-week holiday affair, as though she meant nothing, then carried on as if it had never happened. Well, George, actions had consequences. This was India, the land of karma, and karma was a bitch.

The guard was holding out his hand for her boarding pass. She handed it over and spoke to him.

‘That’s George Abercrombie. The police are looking for him.’

She walked through the gate as behind her all hell broke loose. She looked back at him through the glass, struggling with two uniformed men as Miss Singh tried to intervene. He looked like what he was, a tired, middle-aged man. But he’d be okay. George would always be okay.

She felt giddy, drunk almost; high on her own supply of newly minted self-confidence. Five mil would do that to a girl. She made her way through crowds of travellers, past cafes and restaurants and duty-free emporiums selling overpriced silks and leather and realising that none of it – none of it! – was out of her reach any more. Still, she avoided them and made for the lounge.

There she found a quiet corner and a glass of champagne, brought out her laptop – Sweety’s laptop, but with a new password now – and fired off a couple of emails, including one to George – her formal letter of resignation.

Then she texted Ash the flight details. Two hours to go. After that, a few more to Dubai and a connecting flight to Mauritius and the rest of her life. The minutes passed. She thought of George – wondered if he had found anything amid the CCTV footage. She thought of Sweety. She thought of Indian Vader. And she thought of Ash.

He would come. She was sure of it.

She drowned the butterflies in her stomach with another glass of Tattinger. Best champagne in the world, at least according to George. Filled the gnawing in her belly with a china plate of mixed nuts delivered by a white-jacketed steward. The screen said the flight was on time. It couldn’t be long now before they called the gate.

She sipped champagne and kept one eye on the entrance and wondered what to do with the money. A villa maybe. Somewhere on the beach. And a massage chair for Mom. The kind she’d tried in the mall and never stopped going on about it. Shit. Stop thinking so small, Gem. Maybe she could move Mom out to the villa? God, no. That was a ridiculous idea. They’d kill each other within the week.

And then she saw him, walking in, presenting his boarding pass, looking around for her.

She stood up.

‘Ash!’

He saw her, shook his head and beamed a smile, and a moment later, he was beside her, holding her in his arms.

‘Ash. You came.’

He looked her in the eye. ‘Of course I came. You didn’t think I’d let you leave.’

He took the seat next to her and she ordered him champagne.

‘Have you booked a hotel?’

‘Not yet. But I was thinking the Touessrok or the Saint Géran.’

He thought it over. ‘Too public. If Chunky does come looking, it might be better to stay somewhere private. A South African friend of mine has a villa there. Up in the north near Grand Baie. It’s beautiful. We could borrow that.’

He spoke like it was a done deal; like he only had to ask and it would happen. Was that how the world of the rich worked? She looked forward to finding out.

‘Fine,’ she said.

The tannoy chimed. A soft, pleasant-sounding woman announcing the imminent boarding of the Dubai flight. First-class ticket holders to board at their leisure.

‘Let’s go,’ he said.

She took a sip of champagne. ‘No need to rush. I want to savour every moment.’ She downed the last of the Tattinger and got up. ‘Okay.’

There was more champagne on the plane. Row 1 seats, a smile from a steward, a hot towel and appeals to let him know how he might make their flight more comfortable.

She offered Ash the window.

‘You’re sure the money has come through?’

She took out her phone and showed him. He didn’t even smile, but then, he’d have seen such things before. He took a sip.

‘Have you ever withdrawn Bitcoin before?’

‘Nope.’

‘Well, first thing we’ll need to do is transfer it into a regular bank account. I’ll sort it out. I have a few contacts at a bank there. We’ll open an account. Get it transferred.’

That sounded sensible. She looked past him, out of the window, onto the tarmac. At the vehicle approaching, red light on its roof flashing. A moment later it passed out of view, but it had stopped close by. She could tell from the intermittent red light reflecting off the porthole.

She gestured out of the window. ‘Ash.’

He glanced round to see what she was pointing at. He had a better view from his seat. He craned his neck; looked down toward the tarmac.

She tried to keep her voice neutral. ‘What is it?’

He seemed perplexed. ‘It looks like that Gill fellow, the police inspector. But what’s he doing here?’

‘I forgot to tell you,’ she said. ‘They caught George here earlier. I think he was trying to get out of the country. Maybe that’s why Gill’s here.’

Ash nodded slowly. She took a breath. Suddenly she felt so very tired.

‘Or maybe he’s here for you.’

He spun round, a smile on his face as though he might have misheard her.

‘What?’

‘The video,’ she said. ‘Jennifer Diaz’s screen test. I saw it.’ And then his smile faltered and died. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t figure it out? The sound wasn’t great, but it was your voice, telling her to take her clothes off, calling her your green-eyed girl. Might even have been the same hotel room. The one where you had me filmed. Funny how that clip sent to blackmail me had no part of you in it. Not even a limb.’ She shook her head. ‘You know, I actually believed you when you said you had nothing to do with it. That you were on my side. I fucking believed you. Even though my instincts cried out that something was wrong. I mean, why would someone blackmail me, when I was small fry and you were the much bigger fish? And those texts between me and George. Who else but you could have got them? My phone, just sitting on your bedside table while I was asleep.’ She paused. Willed him to talk. Wished, even now, that he might have some logical explanation for the whole thing. But he didn’t. He just sat there, staring at her. ‘What is it? You got a thing for green-eyed women, or just a perversion for filming them in secret?’

A steward lifted the curtain behind them and looked in, wearing an expression wholly unsuitable for first class.

‘The night Jennifer Diaz died. You were at Chunky’s party. I saw a photo. You had your arm on his shoulder. You never told me you were such good friends. And later that night, three men went round to her apartment. They were there when Jennifer fell. One of them was Chunky. I’m willing to bet the other two were you and Moeez Darzi.’

He shook his head. Tried to laugh it off. ‘What madness is this, Gemma?’

But the scales had dropped from her eyes. She saw him for what he was now.

Behind them, Inspector Gill was striding down the aisle, two machine-gun-toting policemen bringing up the rear.

‘You killed Sweety, didn’t you? Or at least you had her killed. That night, when she went to tell Chunky she was going to go public with what she’d found out. My guess is he called you, told you everything. And you called Darzi. Between the three of you, you decided to murder her and get whatever evidence she’d found. And when you couldn’t find her laptop, well, who better to help you find it than me? What were you gonna do? Kill me too? Is that it? Come to Mauritius, arrange some villa, get your hands on the evidence and the cash, then murder me and return to Mumbai to your wife and family? Shit, it was probably your own money. That’s why it was transferred so quickly. You thought you’d get it back.’

He didn’t have a chance to respond. Inspector Gill was standing over him.

‘Mr Minister, sir. I’m afraid I am going to have to ask you to step off the plane and accompany me to police headquarters. Some information has come to my attention and I would seek your assistance in its clarification.’

Ash stood up and donned his bull-like politician persona.

‘Inspector, I am about to go overseas on official business. I cannot simply abandon my trip. And if you value your career, I suggest you get off this plane and wait till I return.’

Gill scratched at his neck. ‘I am afraid I cannot do that, sir.’

Ash seemed to assess the situation. ‘You know I will finish you for this, Inspector. I will make sure you never work again.’

‘We can have that discussion at headquarters, sir. For the moment, I have a warrant for your arrest on suspicion of murder.’

‘On whose authority?’

‘On the authority of the Chief Minister and his acting deputy, Mr Viral Patel.’

It was at that point she saw him begin to crumble. It seemed Patel had been the right person to email the videos to. The courts might move slowly in India, but politicians, when they sensed an advantage, they moved at the speed of light.
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CHAPTER 55









EPILOGUE

One Year Later

Say what you liked about Cannes but the oysters were sublime. The ones from the Thau lagoon anyway, which were the only ones he ate down here, and even if it wasn’t the best season for them, they were still better than those from most other places.

‘George, you need to hurry. You’re expected on the carpet in fifteen minutes.’

‘I know,’ he said and dabbed at his mouth with a napkin almost as thick as a duvet. He drank down the last of the Tattinger. Best champagne in the world, bar none. ‘Where’s Sal?’

‘He said he’ll meet you there.’

Good old Sal. He was a new man these days – his attitude, not just his knees, hip and aorta. ‘Plenty in the pipeline, George, plenty in the pipeline… and not just commercials.’

That was good.

He stood up. ‘How do I look?’

She dabbed at his beard with the napkin.

‘Almost presentable.’ He thought of saying the same about her, but that would be out of place. ‘And the BBC have requested an interview. Alice Crabbe-Harrington, one of your biggest admirers.’

God bless the BBC.

He followed her toward the exit.

‘You sure you can’t be at the premiere?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘We’ve been through this.’

Yes, they had. He knew that. The evenings were her time. Hers and her daughter Piyali’s. That was the deal. Still, it didn’t mean he had to like it. They walked the few blocks along the Croisette and she left him close to the barriers outside the Palais, where the world’s press and Sal Copeland the Third were waiting.

‘George, my boy! Sweety would have been proud.’

He hoped so. This film was about her, after all. Her and Jennifer Diaz and the women of Bollywood who suffered; who went on suffering. Put together by some of the survivors over the last twelve months. He’d put his money in, the cash that was earmarked for Fragments of a Forgotten Soul. It had waited a decade. It could wait a little longer.

He walked up those red-carpeted steps as the flashlights popped and the cameras rolled. Live pics, beamed across the world. She watched him from six thousand miles away, with a margarita in her hand. She’d made her peace with him. It was easier to do so when you were in charge of your own destiny.

‘Good luck to you, George.’

She wondered where Amit was. Maybe Roxanne knew, or maybe Roxanne didn’t have the foggiest. She was probably too busy hosting her talk show. Amazing what a brush with fame – and Daddy’s billions – could do for a girl.

She wandered out to the balcony. Looked down at Alan doing laps of the pool. A third Alan; this one younger, fitter, more tanned than the first, and more fun in bed than the second. He might be half her age but why should that matter? Fuck you, Mom, and stick to your side of the villa.

Still, Amit though. Whatever happened to him? Was he still a servant somewhere or had George looked after him? George could be sentimental like that. For a moment she had a vision of Amit outside a business somewhere.

His business. His own bloody bastard business! A business of his own that he could hand down to his own son so that he would never have to worry about leaving or working for others. Here, in his own place, in the foothills of the mountains where the rivers and the streams ran crystal clear. And what a business. He’d gotten the idea that day when he and that Gemma woman had gone in search of Sweety ma’am’s watch. That laundry business. They must have been making a fortune. He had bought this place with the money he made selling those bottles of Glen Doone he’d gotten George to sign – and then a few more he’d signed himself when he’s mastered George’s signature. The hardest part was coming up with the name for his new business, but in the end, there was only ever one name that would do. He walked outside and admired the sign, written in foot-high English letters.

CLEAN GETAWAY
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