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SHIMLA SUPERINTENDENT OF Police Niki Marwah did not usually like to discuss her sex life. As a matter of principle. And discretion. And the fact that she did not currently have one. But Kamini Motwani – friend, marriage counsellor, and interrogator nonpareil – was giving her the third degree, and Niki felt her cool-cop demeanour start to wither under her friend’s incredulous stare. Criminals she could handle, friends not so well.

‘Six months?’ Kam asked.

Niki stole a glance at the fresh lot of files that sat on the left corner of her desk, marked HIGHLY URGENT. ‘Maybe,’ she said.

‘You mean it’s been more than six months since you…?’

‘Kam!’ Niki glanced at the closed door of her sprawling third-floor office on the Ridge, and hoped that Pradeep, her PA, was not listening at the other end. ‘I’m a police officer!’

‘So? Police officers don’t have sex?’

‘Look, it’s been almost a year since Ranvir and I broke up.’

‘That machchar. I can’t remember one interesting thing about him.’

‘He used to make good omelettes.’

‘Omelettes? Really, Niki. Omelettes?’ Kam shook her head disparagingly. ‘And what after you kicked anda-master out?’

Niki picked up the folder that sat on top of the pile on her desk. Inside it, an update on the security arrangements for the VIP visit the following day was crying out for attention.

‘Nothing?’ Kam demanded. ‘None at all? Ek saal se bhookh hartaal?’

‘Doesn’t maintaining law and order in the Queen of the Hills count for anything?’

Kamini took a bracing swig from her chipped cup of sarkari chai. ‘This is awful. Awful, awful, awful!’

Niki hoped she was referring to the chai.

‘And what about that new guy you were seeing? Amul or Kit-Kat or something?’

‘Amol.’

‘Amol…mmmm.’ Kam rolled the name around her tongue as though it were caramel. ‘So?’ she prompted. ‘How sweet was his stuff?’

‘We stopped seeing each other.’

‘Why?’

‘He had a thing about guns.’

‘He liked the kinky stuff?’

‘They gave him the creeps.’

‘Performance anxiety,’ Kam said, nodding sagely. ‘A woman in uniform can be pretty intimidating, Niki. I say give Amol another shot.’

‘Another shot? I don’t think he’s quite recovered from the first one.’

‘Why? What did you do to him?’

‘I did nothing. He had an unfortunate incident with a BB gun when he was twelve.’

‘A toy gun?’

‘He shot himself. In the…ahem.’ Niki indicated the spot, casting her eyes discreetly down to her lap.

Kam sat staring, astounded, a full ten seconds. ‘Niki,’ she finally gasped. ‘No!’

‘You probably see such cases all the time.’

‘God, Niki, you really know how to pick them!’

Niki sighed. ‘I do, don’t I? There aren’t that many to pick from, either.’

‘Hey, no need to get discouraged by a little caramel-who-couldn’t. Tell you what. Come over for dinner. Shekhar’s friend is visiting from Mumbai.’

‘The one with the rabbit teeth? No thanks!’

‘This one has lovely teeth, promise.’

‘I’ll pass,’ Niki said, recalling the last time Kam had set her up. The guy had talked about his ball-bearings business all evening. She’d had to conjure up a violent crime to escape to before she committed one herself.

‘I’m making biryani.’

Niki felt herself wavering. One did not say no to Kamini’s biryani. ‘What’s he like?’

‘A dimple when he smiles and six feet tall. You can even wear your new shoes.’

‘Who says I have new shoes?’

‘A hundred bucks says they’re sitting in that box under your desk. I sense red, patent leather, mile-high heels.’

‘No way! These are just four-inch navy croc-skins.’

‘Four inches? When you’re what, ten feet tall?’

‘I’m only five-six, and you know it.’

‘Oh you poor thing,’ drawled Kam, who was five feet nothing. She glanced at her watch. ‘Oh well, time to run. I have the bashful bridegroom coming at one.’

‘Bashful?’

‘Madly in love, but the whole honeymoon thing terrifies him.’

‘And you said I know how to pick them!’

‘I’m planning to treat him, not bed him, darling.’ Kam rose from her chair and drained the last of the chai. ‘My place,’ she reminded. ‘Tonight. See you at eight?’

‘Make it nine. You know how it is around here Friday nights. Plus, I’m taking off for Dadi’s birthday bash tomorrow.’

‘I thought the party was on Sunday.’

‘Yes, but the hordes start descending tomorrow.’

‘Hordes?’

‘Fifty-eight Marwahs and Bindras all told. Plus, a couple dozen Baggas and a handful of Bajwas. Did I ever tell you I’m related to three-quarters of Punjab?’

‘I thought it was four-fifths,’ Kam said with a smile. ‘How old is Dadi now?’

‘Eighty. And she still can’t stop gushing about some Chanel sunglasses she saw in last month’s Vogue.’

‘Now there’s a woman who understands what life is all about.’

‘You mean the kabaddi team,’ Niki asked, referring to Dadi’s nine strapping offspring, ‘or the Vogue fetish?’

‘Sex and fashion, what else is there to life?’

‘The hundred things I have to take care of after you leave!’ Niki said, holding open the door. She was relieved to see there was no sign of Pradeep outside. ‘And that’s not counting the VIP visit first thing tomorrow morning.’

‘Who’s coming? SRK?’

‘The President of Mauritius. The plane arrives at 9 a.m. sharp. You want to come receive him?’

‘Ughh, no! My bed is the only place I want to be at 9 a.m. sharp.’

‘Lazy bones.’

‘Bureaucrat.’

Friendly names and warm hugs duly exchanged, Kam whisked herself out the door and Niki turned back to the mountain of paperwork on her desk. It was always pleasant shooting the breeze with Kam, but there were the security arrangements to review; the weekly reports on petty theft, gang violence and traffic infringements to be discussed; and the training programme for the new constables and commendation certificates to be finalized. Not to mention the ‘always fun’ two-hour budget meeting with the Chief at 3 p.m.

She zipped through the VIP security details, marked a couple of changes and looked up as Pradeep walked in with yet another document marked IMMEDIATE ATTENTION.

Niki reached for it, then frowned as she recognized her elder sister Sippie’s handwriting. For some reason, she had faxed across a list of party to-dos. Alphabetized and serial-numbered and footnoted, as only Sippie-the-Admin-Queen could manage, it included myriad items such as arranging for a minibus for Mahesh Bhaiji’s family of ten who were arriving in Delhi from London on the 10 p.m. flight the following day, securing last-minute beauty parlour bookings for twenty-seven ladies on Sunday, procuring all manner of obscure items for the Mata ki Chowki and, for some reason, flagged as highly urgent, chasing an order of one dozen pink and silver children’s salwar suits and jootis from a tailor who’d gone missing in Ludhiana.

Niki handed the fax back to Pradeep. ‘This must have come to me by mistake,’ she said.

Pradeep put it back on her desk regretfully. ‘Actually, Sippie Madam called to confirm that we’d received it, ma’am.’

Niki watched Pradeep leave, blinked at the list a moment, then turned her attention to more manageable matters, like the week’s report on petty crime. It was continuing its downward trajectory, she noted with satisfaction, the only blip being a shoplifting incident at the newly opened Heels Boutique. The charges had been dropped after the accused, a ‘well-heeled’ young lady from Delhi, had apologized for the ‘misunderstanding’ and paid up. Niki initialled the report and sat back, bemused. What was it with shoes and women anyway?

She reached guiltily beneath her desk, took her new navy croc-skins out of their brown box and stood them up on the floor. They were gorgeous. And impractical. And they’d cost her half her monthly salary. And yet she’d bought them. Why?

She slipped her feet out of her office pumps and pushed them into the brand new stilettos. She sighed as the soft leather enveloped her soles; she arched her foot and twirled it in a tiny circle in the air. Then, with a surreptitious glance at the closed door, she rolled the cuffs of her khakhi trousers up around her calves and strode, hips swaying, to the filing cabinet in the corner, the one on which she’d mounted a discreet floor-length mirror. Not bad, she thought, striking a pose, casting a critical look at her reflection. If she let her hair down from its office-appropriate bun, it cascaded long and glossy all the way down her back. And if she opened up an extra button or two on her pale blue shirt, it showed off a flattering expanse of honey-gold skin. And if she narrowed her eyes and pouted her lips, just like that, well, she knew she could do a little bit, or even a whole lot better than Amol or Ranvir…

‘Nice shoes, Boss.’

Niki spun around to meet the smile on Assistant Superintendent of Police Shankar Sahay’s cocky young face. She slipped off her shoes and padded back to her desk.

‘What do you need?’ she said, sinking down in her high-backed chair.

It was Niki’s experience that ASP Shankar Sahay, twenty-four years of age, five feet five inches in height and her Officer on Special Duty, which was HimPol code for ‘trainee’, rarely needed anything. A Cathedral–Xavier’s–Carter Road boy down to his polished brown Bostonians, raised on ocean views, cocktail parties and the occasional brush with salt air, he was dashing despite his lack of inches, and smarter than he deserved. He carried himself at all times with the unassailable self-assurance of a young mountain lion.

‘I have the reworked guidelines for public safety,’ he said, and held up a USB flash drive. ‘In English and Hindi.’

‘Thank you.’

‘No probs.’ He settled himself in her visitor’s chair and gave her tinsel paperweight a jaunty twirl. She watched as the tiny flecks of orange, red and gold spun round obligingly, then looked pointedly at her watch.

‘So, big plans for tonight, huh?’ he asked, unperturbed.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because I could use a ride.’

‘But you don’t even know where I’m going!’

‘Actually, I do,’ he grinned. ‘I ran into Kam in the hallway. Told her I loved her biryani.’

Niki closed her eyes. Once, accidentally and in a moment of appalling judgement, she had made the error of introducing Kam and Sahay. It had been like introducing a match to kindling.

‘Well, you can tell her you can’t come.

‘The smile on Sahay’s face widened. ‘She’s setting you up with another friend of Shekhar’s, isn’t she? I hope it’s not the one with the lisp?’

‘Why would Kam set me up with someone who lisps?’

‘What’s his name? All I need is a name and I’ll have all the juice on him in less than 2 minutes.’

Niki had no doubt he would. Shankar Sahay had not been christened ‘Shankarnet’ by his coursemates for nothing. There was not a post that popped on the internet, or a photo that was uploaded, or any piece of gossip that went viral, that Sahay could not access. He was HimPol’s window to the world of Twitter, YouTube, Flixster and all things digital, googleable and timepass. He boasted about his thousand Facebook friends, and while Niki doubted that Natalie Portman and Keira Knightley were really his ‘friends’ she wouldn’t be surprised if he had access, as he claimed, to their ‘private numbers, favourite foods and deepest, darkest desires’.

‘There is no juice,’ she said.

‘I’ll ask Kam.’

Why did she put up with him, Niki asked herself for the thousandth time as she shooed him out of her office. Probably something to do with the fact that she didn’t have a cheeky younger brother…

Oh, wait, she did have one. In Santa Barbara, doing his Ph.D in Marine Biology – ‘Under the buffest, Baywatch-est prof ever,’ in Jeet’s own words. Niki smiled as she remembered their conversation at the airport when she’d seen him off just nine months ago.

‘Why Marine Biology?’ Niki had asked. ‘You don’t even like the ocean.’

‘But I like the women who do,’ Jeet had quipped.

‘Are you sure this prof of yours is even a woman? Bert Petersen doesn’t sound very mermaid-like to me.’

‘It’s Roberta, you ignoramus. And she’s blue-eyed and swims with dolphins. Dad will be delighted.’

Niki had smiled. Her dad, Professor of Zoology at Punjab University, was quite the ladies’ man himself.

‘And what about Mom?’ Niki had asked.

‘She’s too busy arranging your love life,’ Jeet had laughed.

‘Oh, I think hot Bert will capture her attention.’

‘How about we kill two birds with one stone and tell her Bert’s your latest?’

Those had been ominous words. A month later, Jeet had texted to say that Professor Petersen had just got engaged to her long-time girlfriend Marie, and he was looking for a transfer to some Frontier Town in Texas where he was told men still had a chance.

‘And what about Marine Biology?’ Niki had texted back.

‘They serve seafood in Texas,’ had been the terse reply.

Niki chuckled softly to herself. Jeet had stayed on at Santa Barbara, of course, and found himself a Venezuelan girlfriend, as well as a French–Canadian one, just in case. ‘Spreading my risks,’ he’d called it.

It would be nice to see him again…

For now, she opened the folder with the agenda for the VIP visit and went over it one last time. The plane carrying the President of Mauritius would arrive from New Delhi at 9 a.m. Traffic diversions would be set up along the Annadale Road starting 8.30 a.m. The Governor, the Chief Minister, and her Chief, the Inspector General, would be there to receive him along with other senior administrative and law enforcement officials.

‘That includes you!’ the Chief had added, in black marker. ‘Formal dress, and report on the tarmac at 8.45 a.m. sharp.’

Niki smiled. The Chief was a good soul, but a jittery one.

She scanned the rest of the agenda. Police escort from Annadale helipad to the Governor’s residence, reception breakfast at Barnes Court, Viceroy’s Lodge, Mall Road, church, mandir. Then chopper back to New Delhi at 1 p.m. It was an oft-practised, time-tested drill; other things remaining the same, she had no doubt it would go off smoothly.

Other things remaining the same…

She lifted her head and looked out her third-floor office window. Below, a steady stream of tourists flowed gaily past the Victorian buildings that marked the Ridge, laughing, chatting, posing for pictures; leaning over the retaining wall to enjoy a bit of breeze and an unfettered view of the valley. Above their heads the sky was a pale, clear blue. Ahead, the majestic valley stretched on for miles, swathed in sunlight. It was a breathtaking view on any day; on a day like this it looked like paradise.

And yet, as SP Marwah well knew, even paradise had a dark side…

[image: image]

UP ON THE next hilltop, at a luxurious resort not more than 40 kilometres due north as the crow flies but a two-hour drive by road, Rakesh Mehta, President and Chief Executive Officer of Indigo Books India Ltd, stalked into Suite 101 and tossed his room key and complimentary pool pass onto the antique dresser. He snapped open his wallet and pulled out a crisp 500-rupee note for the bellboy who came in behind him carrying his laptop case and overnighter. ‘Get me an espresso, single shot, now,’ he said.

‘Sir,’ the bellboy said, pocketing the money.

‘And fill the tub.’

‘Sir?’

‘The bathtub. Hot but not burning, and make sure there are bubbles. Lots of them.’

The bellboy wondered if he should mention that drawing bubble baths was not part of his responsibilities, but Mr Mehta was holding out another crisp note.

‘Right away, sir.’

Rak walked over to the wall of windows at the far end of the room, drew back the silk drapes, and looked down. Before him, the hillside dropped away several hundred feet, as if in obeisance, and then rose up again in another wave of hills that undulated southwards all the way to Shimla like a cheer cascading through a stadium. Between those hills and off to his right Rak could see the exact spot where the waters of the Sone collected and crashed for over a hundred metres in a spectacular waterfall that gave the observatory just above – Jharna Point – its name. For the privilege of this exclusive view and the luxuries of the suite he currently stood in, he was paying the resort [image: image]25,000 a night.

Good, Rak thought, turning back into the room, unbuttoning his shirt. He’d asked for the best room in the place and he was satisfied he’d got it. In peak season. Along with seventeen other rooms for the rest of his team; single occupancy. He was not an ungenerous man when it came to these things. And it had been a heck of a year.

He was stepping out of his jeans just as the bellboy returned with his espresso, still billowing clouds of steam. Rak downed the scalding coffee in one quick swig, and without quite caring whether the bellboy stayed or left, peeled off his underpants and strode butt-naked, and completely unselfconscious, into the bathroom, and lowered himself into the waiting, froth-filled bathtub.


The Lotus Resort at Sonargam.

A perfect retreat.

A place to rejuvenate your senses and reconnect with nature…

Hiking trails, biking paths and picnic lunches.

Sauna and spa and heated pool…



Rak tossed the glossy brochure in the trash. So, he thought, the place was exclusive and the trees were tall. The pool would be scented, the masseuses cute, and the Scotch single malt. It was only what one would expect.

But these were not the reasons he’d chosen the place for the company’s annual retreat. No, he’d chosen the Lotus Resort at Sonargam for a very special reason indeed…

He lay back in the bath and let the scented bubbles cover his face. The clock ticked on past noon.

Across the gleaming wood corridor in Room 106, Manav Luthra, Chief Financial Officer at Indigo, looked out of his garden-view room at the Painted Ladies fluttering amongst the rhododendrons, and knew that something was wrong. Very wrong. He had a sixth sense about these things, developed over the past six years spent in Rak’s company; he had learned the hard way that the only way to get by in Rak’s world was to be always watchful, always alert. And he’d known Rak long enough to sense that the bastard was planning something big and nasty.

Rak had been in a fabulous mood in the luxury bus all the way up from Delhi, roaring with laughter and cheating at poker, and only mildly ticking off Pavan, his dumbass PA, for getting Kingfisher beer instead of Budweiser – a mistake that under ordinary circumstances would have drawn blood. But Rak had merely patted Pavan on the back and said, ‘Next time you pull a stunt like that I’ll throw you under the bus’ – and Manav had been on the watch ever since. For Manav knew that if there was anything more dangerous than Rak pissed off and abusive, it was Rak calm and magnanimous. The jollity, the laughter, the all-expenses-paid three-day shindig at this fancy retreat – it was all a setup, a sham. Something ugly was brewing in Rak’s devious mind; there was no doubt about that. And there would be no clue what it was until the ‘big announcement’ at the meeting tonight, until it was too late. Unpredictably, and irrevocably, that was how Rak always did everything…

Manav hesitated, then dialled the number for Suite 101. The phone rang once, twice, six times, and then the hotel voicemail came on. He hung up. The bastard was probably soaking in the bathtub, plotting and planning someone’s downfall, wondering whom he’d push off the cliff this time. Manav could only hope it was not his turn.

In Room 105, Rina Chandra, Editorial Director, Literary Fiction, Non-fiction and Poetry, could feel her migraine come on. It was the hateful mountain air, she knew. She never could stand being at an elevation. She yanked the heavy drapes across the wide windows, shrouding the room in shadow, and felt a little better. Trust Rak to pick this place for a conference. Sometimes, she was sure he did these things just to torture her.

She connected her laptop to the power outlet in the corner, eased her feet out of her low-slung Louis Vuittons, and settled back in the chair, massaging her temples in the minute it took the computer to power up. Leaning forward, she clicked on the Quarterly Results Presentation and ran through the numbers.

They were through the roof. Five out of their six ‘commercial’ titles had their sales up in five figures already, three of these had been optioned by Bollywood, and that trashy medical college memoir called Fever, which she had so vehemently opposed, was the top bestseller across all domestic regions for the seventh week in a row. Even that soppy new kids’ series she’d been reluctant to take on, something about a magic cricket ball, had been a hit and was selling briskly. Yet, that tour de force of a literary novel she’d worked so hard on, for which she’d pushed Rak into forking out a seven-figure advance, the one with writing so sublime it had lifted off the pages and seeped into her very subconscious, had sunk without a trace. ‘Mind-numbingly boring,’ one reviewer had called it. ‘Seven hundred soporific pages too many,’ another had carped. ‘Valium, move over,’ had been the title of a third review.

Rina sat back and pressed her fists against her throbbing temples. What was wrong with this world? Why was the market for trash exploding and the gems piling up in their warehouse like dusty bales of last year’s newspapers?

She glanced at the manuscript she’d brought along for the trip, the one she’d put on her bedside table for a night-time treat. It was by a Calcutta University graduate who’d spent the last six years working on a moving account of three generations of a Bengali family of jute weavers who had held fast against the march of time. It read like a dream and was a glowing testament to the power of human ingenuity and the staggering courage of the human spirit. This book would bomb, too, she feared, in this current world that worshipped mediocrity and thumbed its nose at true talent, but it was a book that was important, and one that would, unlike the others, stand the test of time.

If only she could convince Rak to publish it.

She massaged her forehead with weary fingers. Six months ago there would have been no ‘if’. Six months ago she could have counted on Rak to publish anything she brought up to him. But that was six months ago…

She felt a sharp twinge in the side of her head and winced. Confounded migraine, she thought. Her head felt like someone was drilling holes all across it, slowly and methodically. But she’d get through it. And she’d get through the weekend and she’d get through her agenda. She was Rina Chandra, and Rina Chandra was not the kind of woman to let a little migraine get in her way.

In Room 102, Tarun Das aka TD, Vice President, Sales, looked out at the volleyball game in progress on the lawns – Sasha’s size-40 breasts bouncing as she leapt for the ball, Githa’s skirt flying to reveal little pink panties as she dived – and smiled contentedly. Unlike Rina, TD was a man who encouraged many things to get in his way. Unless they were work-related, of course. He’d screwed up the sales numbers again, as his Regional Sales Manager, South, Ravi Shastri, had just called to tell him, and TD wondered idly, as he ogled Sasha’s buoyant bosom, whether he should hit the mini bar now or later. A few thousand copies reported extra, a small misunderstanding in Hyderabad, and Ravi said he thought they had added the Bangalore numbers twice. Ah well. He’d fix them eventually. Maybe next month. Or the next. Right now he was at the Lotus Resort, the go-to resort of the year, and there was much company-ka-paisa to be vasooled. Vodka with lunch, he thought, followed by an in-room massage, or a dip in the heated pool, and then look for any pornography they might have in their video collection. Perhaps he might interest someone in watching with him…

He stretched once again, lazily scratched his armpits, and picked up the phone.

Next door, in Room 103, a beautiful young girl with silken hair put down the phone and looked at her watch. Ten past one … where was he? Why wasn’t he answering his phone? He’d told her she could call him anytime – except, up here, the stupid mobile phones weren’t working and she kept getting the hotel voicemail every damned time she dialled his room.

She shook out her soft brown hair and gave herself a good mental shake. How and when had she got so obsessed? She walked to the mini fridge and pulled out a gin; then put it back. No, she thought. She’d promised herself she’d wouldn’t, never again, and she’d stick by it.

She opened the sliding door to the balcony instead, and stepped outside. It was so quiet up here in the mountains, so clean and pure and uplifting. Such a sea change from the dump she’d been living in. Absently, she chewed on a strand of hair and wondered, as she had every day for the past six months, how in hell she’d managed to pull herself out of the mess she’d made of her life. It hadn’t always been a mess. In fact, just a year earlier she’d been on top of her game, with a high-profile job at a fashion magazine and a super-rich boyfriend who was paying the rent for her cosy little apartment. She had been pretty sure he’d marry her. It had been a fun ride, those weekends in Bali, Phuket, Male, punctuated by shopping sprees, games of golf and expensive trinkets. It had been so much fun that she’d given it all she’d got and so addictive that she’d quit her job.

Then she’d made the one big mistake. She got impatient.

And instead of leaving his dumpy wife, Vishal had dumped her – and the next morning she’d found herself alone, unemployed and homeless. Then, right when she’d been ready to slit her wrists, her saviour had appeared. And now here she was, six months later, Ms Meher Narain, Editor, Crime and Thrillers, Indigo Books. Sober, employed and, arguably, in love.

Love. Was that really what she felt for him? Shitty, stupid love?

But what else could it be? God knew she’d dated men who were hotter, who were great in cars and greater in bed, who held the world in their palms and made it dance to their tunes. But none of them had ever made her want to just throw them down on the carpet and wrap her legs around them and screw them crazy. And then do it all over again the other way round.

She sighed. Maybe it was the fact that he seemed immune to her charms. Or that it had been a long time since anyone had been genuinely nice to her. Or maybe it was just good old-fashioned lust that was driving her nuts.

She stepped inside the room and walked slowly back to the plush, satiny bed. She wondered what he was doing right now. Working? She imagined his fingers dancing on the keyboard of his laptop, imagined them dancing over her skin. She closed her eyes. With a soft moan, she lay back on the bed and imagined him thrusting, moving, coming inside her. She wondered how he’d feel. And, if she took him in her mouth, how he’d taste…

Adit Bhatnagar, Editorial Director, Commercial Fiction, stripped off his gym shorts and tee, and stepped into the shower in Room 104. The long journey had made him drowsy and Adit did not like to be drowsy. Not with an important meeting coming up. So the moment they’d checked in, he’d changed into his sportswear and headed to the gym. Sixty minutes evenly divided between weights, treadmill, elliptical cross trainer and mountain bike, all with a spectacular view of the mountains below, and he was a happy man again.

Adit adjusted the temperature of the water till it was perfect and sat back on the marble ledge to enjoy the massaging streams that shot out of the tiled walls. In another few minutes he’d be transported to the regular world, or rather the irregular world, where Rak ruled…and he’d have to start pretending again. Pretending that he was enjoying it all, that he was motivated and committed, when the truth of the matter was that he was fed up. Fed up of Rak and his hostility; fed up of the pettiness that seemed to be his co-workers’ defining quality; fed up, so very fed up, of pretending.

He closed his eyes and shuddered to think what would happen if these people were to ever find out the truth. That he wasn’t really the hotshot man-with-the-Midas-touch they thought he was; that he wasn’t really the gifted young editor the grapevine said he was; that he wasn’t even the nice young man he’d spent so much time trying to convince everyone around him he was. That he was just pretending.

[image: image]

LATER THAT EVENING, Niki was finding out, over Pink Floyd, masala peanuts and Kam’s melt-in-your-mouth seekhs, that a blind date was not always a bad thing.

Shekhar’s friend, beguilingly named Lav, had turned out to be cute, funny, and a far cry from the cross-eyed lunatic she’d half-feared meeting. A dimple broke out in one cheek every time he grinned, the fitted shirt he wore stretched attractively across his wide shoulders and, as a pure bonus, he knew how to shoot a rifle. Nothing like good looks and common interests.

She wondered, as she got up to refill her glass of nimbu paani and felt Lav’s eyes follow her as she sashayed across the marble floor in her hot new dress and high new heels, where things might lead…

‘Very promising, Boss.’

Niki turned as ASP Sahay joined her at Kam’s sideboard, the picture of dishevelled chic in distressed jeans and crumpled grey shirt, and nursing, as he put it, ‘a tolerably fine wine’. ‘I’d say go easy, though.’

‘It’s just nimbu paani,’ Niki frowned.

‘Not your drink!’ Sahay glanced meaningfully at Lav. ‘Take it from an expert, the less interest you show the more irresistible he’ll find you.’

‘Oh, so is that why your girlfriend dumped you?’

‘Manisha did not “dump” me. I left. Irreconcilable differences…’

‘Such as that horsebuggy thing you call your “car”?’

‘It is a car.’

‘Then why do you drive it like it’s a horse buggy?’

‘Not everyone’s into Formula One, Boss.’

‘There’s a reason why the speedometer display on the car goes up to 150.’

‘That’s just a design feature.’

Niki, who knew from personal driving experience that it wasn’t, smiled. ‘He looks like he drives fast though, doesn’t he?’ she said. She glanced across the room at Lav hotly debating the greatest rock song of all time with Shekhar. It was down to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ and ‘Stairway to Heaven’, and neither party was of a mind to budge.

‘What about “Light My Fire”?’ she called.

‘You guys are so seventies,’ Sahay groaned loudly, adding fuel to fire. ‘Anyone ever even heard of the White Stripes?’

There was a triple whoosh of sucked-in outrage. ‘You do not want to mess with the seventies,’ Shekhar growled from across the living room.

‘Which part, the bell-bottoms or the Brylcreem?’ Sahay taunted.

‘Shakes, for heaven’s sake get to those prawns before they burn down this house!’ Kam’s voice roared out from somewhere deep inside her yuppie apartment.

Shekhar sprang up from the sofa and raced off, all notions of throttling Sahay momentarily suspended. When Kam roared, Shekhar ran, if he knew what was good for him. She was definitely not your low maintenance type of wife. ‘Hot women never are,’ she’d confided to Niki once. ‘Keeps the guys lean and mean.’

Niki watched now as Lav picked up his glass and started to walk over. Lean and mean…

‘Quick, what did you find out about him,’ she asked Sahay in a low voice.

‘Lav is not his real name,’ Sahay whispered back.

‘What?’

‘What are you two law enforcement officers whispering about?’ Lav said, smiling as he joined them. ‘Should I be worried?’

‘Depends,’ Sahay said.

‘On what?’

‘Your real name.’

‘What did he mean by that?’ Lav asked, frowning, as Sahay sauntered off towards the kitchen for a refill of seekh kebabs.

‘When you’ve spent enough time with ASP Sahay, you’ll know he rarely means anything by anything,’ Niki said, and took a small sip of her drink.

Lav frowned at her glass. ‘Is that…?’

‘Nimbu paani,’ she said. ‘Refreshing, delicious and bursting with vitamin C.’

‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Lav said and popped open another bottle of beer.

The man worked out, Niki noted with approval, sneaking a peek at his abs. ‘So where did you learn to shoot?’ she asked.

‘My grandfather taught me,’ he said. ‘At our farmhouse in Punjab. It’s a small place near Rupnagar.’

‘In Punjab? That’s a coincidence. We have an ancestral home in Bhalian.’

‘That’s where my nanaji’s home is!’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Jagjit Singh Marwah.’

‘And my dadaji is Manjeet Singh Marwah!’

‘But that’s my nanaji’s brother’s name!’

‘Lovely!’ Niki said, recoiling in horror. ‘You’re Lovely bhaiyya!’

‘Oh my God’ Lav said, choking on his beer. ‘Icky Nicky! You’re Icky –’

Niki grabbed his hand and twisted it way up behind his back. ‘Don’t you ever,’ she hissed. ‘Dare. Say. That. Again.’

Shankar, reappearing just then with a plate of prawns, looked from one to the other with keen interest. ‘Looks like you two are getting to know each other,’ he remarked.

‘We already know each other,’ Niki snapped, letting go.

Sahay watched as Lav slunk off to the bathroom rubbing his shoulder and his Boss collected her purse. ‘You’re leaving?’

‘Tell Kam something came up.’

‘Don’t tell me – the guy has a record?

‘Oh yeah.’

‘I knew it! What is it? Drunkard? Junkie? Sleazy womanizer? Crazy klepto?’

‘Hateful cousin,’ his Boss confirmed, and stalked out the door.
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