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Prologue

Every action is judged by intention, and every person will gain what they intended. The words floated up to him now, a half-lucid thought as he struggled to open his eyes. They were part of a hadith, one of the sayings of Prophet Muhammad, upon whom be peace, and the only one he could remember. He had memorized it in Arabic once, and his mother had been so proud. Inna ma al amalu bin niyaati, wa innama amalu wa niyyah.

What had his intention been when he came here tonight? He could barely remember. The summons had been urgent, but nothing seemed to matter now. He was here to meet someone. But who? He struggled to remember, and then gave up. It was all pointless. He had been foolish, spent too much of his short life hiding, covering for others, ignoring who he was and what he wanted. He wondered if it was too late to finally be brave and make a change. He hoped not.

The noises around him were muffled now. He was leaning against a hard surface, but he was no longer in control of his movements and felt himself slump over like a rag doll. The thoughts in his mind quieted, but the hadith kept echoing in a loop: actions—intentions—judgment. Who judged, beyond the One? He had believed so intensely in it all when he was a child but had developed doubts and questions as he grew. If nothing else, he knew his intentions had been pure. Or had they? His thoughts were fuzzy now, no end and no beginning, with no idea how much time had passed.

Then he was moving. Nudged, shoved, pushed, the dampness of the ground replaced by the sudden chill of something wet and cold. He felt himself being submerged, head held down almost gently. And then less gently, when he pushed back. He couldn’t breathe. He struggled, movements weak, even as part of him realized it was pointless. Too soon, he thought. I’m not ready to go yet. Someone, anyone, help me!

Inside his head, sixteen-year-old Qasim Jaffry screamed. Outside, none of the people who loved him heard his cry, and so they did nothing.






Chapter 1

“Tell me again about your walk-in closet.”

Cell phone cradled against her ear, Kausar Khan smiled at May’s words. Despite the distance that separated them—she was in Toronto, three hundred kilometers away from North Bay—she could picture the delight on her best friend’s face, as well as May’s no-longer-naturally blond hair frozen into stiff peaks with the liberal application of hairspray, her perfectly applied makeup highlighting friendly blue eyes.

“I said my new condo has three bedrooms, but the third is the size of a walk-in closet,” Kausar corrected.

“And from that I have deduced your condo has two bedrooms and a brand-new walk-in closet!” May said. “You’re not the only one capable of deductions, Detective Aunty,” she teased. “I would be jealous of your new digs, except one of those bedrooms is mine.”

Her friend was welcome to visit her in Toronto anytime, and she knew it. More than that, Kausar knew May’s genuine happiness went even deeper. Her friend understood what Kausar’s new home represented: a fresh page, a place of her own where she could figure out this next stage of her life. It was also the first place she had bought for herself. Kausar had never even had a room of her own; growing up, she had shared a room with two younger sisters in Hyderabad, India, and then moved directly from her parents’ home to her late husband Hassan’s home in a new country, Canada, when she married at eighteen. For most of her marriage, she had lived with Hassan in Toronto, where they had raised their three children, until tragedy struck. Then they had fled to North Bay, a small town four hours north of the city, and tried to carve out a new life. That was nearly eighteen years ago. She had remained in North Bay even after her husband Hassan’s death two years ago, but she was back in the city now.

Kausar could scarcely believe how much her life had changed in six months, after a phone call from her daughter, Sana, in Toronto had upended her world. She’d never expected Sana to tell her that she was the prime suspect in the murder of her desi clothing store’s landlord, Imran Thakur. And while Kausar had originally traveled to the city from North Bay to help out with childcare and housework while her daughter navigated a criminal investigation, she’d ended up tapping into her innate observational gifts and the cloak of invisibility gifted to every “woman of a certain age,” and solved the whole case. Well, most of it—there were still some pieces of that puzzle that didn’t quite seem to fit, including who had sent Kausar threatening text messages from the dead man’s phone.

“You must visit soon,” Kausar said now to May. Her best friend had been her first cheerleader, encouraging her every audacious move, back when she first decided to take on the overwhelming task of discovering the person truly responsible for Imran’s death. Kausar wouldn’t forget that her friend had also offered to help hide evidence if the perpetrator ended up being Sana after all. Thankfully, it had not come to that, though when the true killer was unmasked, it had taken everyone by surprise.

She glanced around the empty living room from her seat at the small breakfast table, her only furniture aside from a bed. May promised she would visit once Kausar had settled in, which Kausar understood to mean when she had furnished the guest room appropriately. As much as May enjoyed the bonds of friendship, she also enjoyed a firm mattress.

Kausar looked at the boxes scattered around the otherwise empty condominium and wondered what to tackle first. She was used to living in an orderly home, and the task ahead filled her with exhaustion, particularly when her gaze strayed to the pile of bankers boxes pushed to the side of her living room. They contained every file on her son’s death.

Ali had been killed by a hit-and-run driver eighteen years ago. Every detail about that terrible night had been meticulously collected and organized by Hassan before his death. They were all that remained now of her youngest son, outside of memories that grew dimmer every day. The files were part of the reason she had decided to stay in Toronto after Sana was cleared of the murder charge, instead of returning to her bungalow in North Bay. She was determined to make good on a promise she had made to herself: to find out what had really happened the night her fifteen-year-old son was killed in their neighborhood. There was only one problem: She hadn’t yet been able to bring herself to open up the boxes. Later, she promised herself. There would be plenty of time later.

“Have you had your special friend over to see your new place?” May asked in a sly tone of voice. She was referring to Nasir Hafeez, a longtime family friend who had helped Kausar during those dark days when she was fighting for Sana’s freedom. Though his help had been invaluable, things felt strained between them now. Kausar did not wish to linger on the reasons why.

“No comment,” she answered.

“Are you ever going to put that man out of his misery and go out on a date with him?” May asked.

“I’m Muslim. I don’t date,” Kausar said primly.

Her friend, despite being divorced twice, was a hopeless romantic. Kausar, whose arranged marriage at eighteen had led to a long and companionable relationship until Hassan’s death, was less enamored with the idea of jumping back into a similar kind of relationship anytime soon. May made a rude noise but changed the subject, nonetheless.

“How are Sana and the girls? I bet they miss you already,” May said. Kausar thought of her teenage granddaughters, Maleeha and eleven-year-old Fizza. They hadn’t been pleased at her moving out of their house. Sana had all but begged her not to go, she told May.

“Missing her personal cook and nanny,” May joked. It was true that Kausar had picked up the domestic load for Sana these last few months, but that was not all she had been to her daughter, she hoped.

“I worry that my moving out has made things more difficult,” Kausar said. “Hamza left, and now I have, too,” she added, referring to her soon-to-be ex-son-in-law.

“You’re only a bus ride away,” May said. “Change is always hard, but you need space to focus on what you moved there to do. I’m sure you will visit them so often, they’ll barely notice that you no longer live there.”

Kausar’s gaze drifted again to the bankers boxes. “I haven’t opened Ali’s files,” she admitted.

“You will,” May said gently. “You once told me that a woman’s ambition is always limited by her circumstances. Your circumstances have changed recently, and quite drastically, too, and we all know that transformation isn’t easy. But courage comes first, before anything else. Kausar, you’re the bravest woman I know.”

To her surprise, tears stung her eyes. “I’m not brave,” Kausar said in a low voice. “After Ali died, I let everyone down. What if looking into his death means I return to that dark place again?” This was her true fear, that she would sink back into the deep depression that had taken hold after her son’s passing. “These last few months being back here in the Golden Crescent, in the neighborhood where Ali died, have been difficult. I think, perhaps, I might have been lying to myself about just how difficult.”

“We’ll fight those demons together,” May said, her voice fierce. “The ghosts of the dead have been stalking you for too long, my friend. It’s time to sift through their words and find the truth.”

Kausar’s phone pinged, alerting her of visitors waiting in the lobby. When she flipped to the lobby app on her phone, she inhaled sharply: The grainy figure in the camera looked so much like Ali, she nearly cried out. Then the figure shifted and she recognized her granddaughter Maleeha, her hair pulled back, accompanied by her friend Cerise.

She promised to call May again soon, then buzzed the girls upstairs. While she waited, she pushed the bankers boxes into the hallway closet and out of sight.

At sixteen years old, Maleeha was starting to resemble not just Ali, but Kausar more and more. Her hair was dark, shiny, and thick, pulled back in a braid that almost reached the small of her back, longer now than it had been when Kausar first returned to the city. She had Kausar’s wide brown eyes, large nose, and thin lips, with the same small build, standing at just five foot two. While her granddaughter was usually not the most perky—unlike her perennially sunny younger sister, Fizza—the expression on Maleeha’s face gave Kausar pause the moment she stepped through the front door; she looked pale and distracted, though she greeted her grandmother with a small smile. Cerise’s smile was more genuine as she looked around Kausar’s new space.

She led the girls to the kitchen table, and they both turned down her offer of chai but accepted juice and cookies. Kausar remembered with a pang when her own children were young and voraciously hungry after a day of school.

Cerise continued to examine Kausar’s condo. Her hair was in thin box braids that fell just below her shoulders, her dark brown skin smooth and radiant in the late afternoon light. Kausar recognized the white hoodie from their meeting on her first night back in Toronto.

“I like your new place,” Cerise said. “I didn’t even notice this building until Mal said you bought a unit here.” She looked pointedly around the sitting room, which lacked a sofa or chair. “But I think you need some furniture, Nani K.” Cerise had taken to addressing Kausar with the Urdu word for maternal grandmother, which made her smile now.

Kausar thanked her for the input. She had settled on this older building because she liked the larger-sized units and location. It was walking distance to the grocery store and easily accessible by bus to her daughter’s home. It was also close to the Golden Crescent Plaza, where Sana’s ordeal had centered last year. Kausar wondered what Sana planned to do with her store, now rather more famous as the site of a criminal investigation than as a fashionable storefront. She had initially talked of closing it down after Imran’s murder.

Once both girls finished answering questions about the new school year—they were a month into grade eleven—there was a lull in conversation. From the look Cerise sent Maleeha, Kausar understood this was not a casual visit, as she had first assumed.

“Nani K, our friend Qasim is missing,” Cerise said abruptly. “He hasn’t been responding to any of our texts, and his little brother is ignoring us, too. We’re pretty sure his parents already called the cops, but since he’s sixteen and it hasn’t been forty-eight hours yet, they won’t be doing anything.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kausar said, unsure what the girls wanted from her. “When did you see him last?”



“Monday, after school. He walked me . . . us, to the bus stop,” Maleeha said. Kausar had caught Maleeha’s correction and filed it away for consideration. She did the math—it was Tuesday, so a full twenty-four hours had passed without any word from their friend. With how connected teenagers are these days, it was no wonder they were alarmed, but she still didn’t understand why they had come to her.

“We were hoping . . . that is, we were wondering if you could help,” Maleeha said. Her voice sounded strange, Kausar noted. “We want you to find Qasim,” she added, and there was a desperation in her voice that made Kausar’s heart speed up, even as she balked at the request.

“Oh, beta, I’m not sure how I can help,” she said gently. “I am not a missing persons investigator. I do not have the resources of the Toronto Police Service. To be honest, I’m not sure there is much I can do.” The immediate disappointment on Maleeha’s face made her wince, though the words were true. “Perhaps you should get in touch with Ilyas,” she suggested.

Ilyas Marjani was a constable with the Toronto Police Service and had deep ties to the local Muslim community, as well as to their family. He had grown up playing street hockey and basketball with her children, though his feelings for Sana had moved from friendship to something deeper as they grew up. At one point, Kausar had been sure Ilyas would be her son-in-law. But after Ali’s death, everything had shifted.

“You helped Mom when she asked,” Maleeha pointed out. “You came all the way to Toronto, after staying away from the city for my entire life.”

Kausar felt the familiar feelings of guilt and shame rise within her. It was true that when Ali died, when her family needed her most, she had crumbled. Her mental and emotional health deteriorated to the point that Hassan, worried he would lose his wife as well as his son, made arrangements to leave the city and move north. She had been unable to return to the city for nearly two decades, until Sana was in trouble—but surely, she had redeemed herself somewhat by now. She gentled her voice further and tried to explain. “That was different. Your mother was in grave danger, and I was familiar with all the details of her case. I don’t know anything about this boy Qasim except that he is your friend—and without more information, I’m afraid there’s not much I can do. But I’m sure he is fine. Perhaps there is a reason he has not been in touch.”

Maleeha flushed and looked away. Cerise jumped in. “Nani K, you got into everyone’s business inside of a week when you were helping Mal’s mom. Finding a teenage boy won’t be hard. I bet you’ve already figured a few things out.”

Cerise was right; it was second nature for her to observe and make deductions in the course of any conversation, and this was no different. It had not been lost on Kausar that Cerise seemed to be doing most of the talking, while Maleeha was struggling to manage her emotions. She wondered what sort of “friend” this boy was to her granddaughter, and part of her was curious to ask for more details, even as she doubted the girls had any more to give. In any case, she wouldn’t even know where to begin looking, and she knew the odds were favorable that there was a harmless explanation for his absence.

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, girls. Leave this to your friend’s parents and the police. Inshallah, Qasim will return very soon, perhaps even with an interesting story to share.”

For months following this moment, Kausar would regret her words. Even though she could not change the outcome of Qasim Jaffry’s story, she had done to her granddaughter and Cerise what so many others had done to her: ignored their instincts and counseled them towards patience instead of action. Even if, in this case, the end result was doomed to be tragedy and heartbreak.






Chapter 2

Kausar heard the news of Qasim’s death the next morning on the radio, and though no name was mentioned, she instantly knew it was him.

“The body of a missing teen boy was discovered early yesterday. Emergency services were called to the scene at six a.m. when a dog walker spotted a body submerged in a local waterway located in the Golden Crescent neighborhood in Scarborough. Foul play is not suspected at this time. Toronto police are asking anyone who may have seen anything suspicious to come forward to assist in the ongoing investigation.”

Kausar sat very still on the chair at her small wooden kitchen table and then put her chai down before taking a deep, steadying breath.

Maleeha and Cerise had come to her yesterday evening. They’d known something was wrong with their friend, and she had not taken them as seriously as she should have. What must Maleeha be feeling right now?

She considered the offhand comment by the radio broadcaster that the Toronto police were asking the public for help. She was sure few would come forward. The Golden Crescent neighborhood was a community filled with first- and second-generation immigrants; many of the people she knew had moved here from places in the world where mistrust of law enforcement was based on painful lived experience. Even lifelong Torontonians, like Cerise, were routinely stopped and questioned by local police while simply walking home. Which meant that when Maleeha had turned to her the previous day asking for help, she’d done so out of a deep sense of trust. And Kausar had not even asked for more details before sending them away.

After swallowing the rest of her now cold tea, she moved to her new dressing room and changed quickly into a plain cotton salwar kameez. The weather was warm today, despite the calendar insisting it was fall. She had not put away her summer clothes yet; there was no point, since Toronto had only two seasons now: winter and summer, with brief shoulder seasons where autumn and spring once reigned.

Her condo was only a short bus ride from the local public high school that Qasim and Maleeha attended. Many years before, her own children had attended this same school. Within half an hour, and with the help of a red, white, and black TTC bus, she stood in front of Goldenview Secondary Institute, a brown brick three-story building located behind a strip mall and across from an industrial plaza that included a sprawling fulfillment center.

Kausar crossed the street, unsure what to do now that she was here—she hadn’t consciously made the decision to come; she had just wanted to hold her granddaughter close and ask her forgiveness for her quick dismissal last night. It made no logical sense, she knew; she would not have been able to help Qasim, even if she had taken the girls’ pleas seriously and immediately gone looking for him yesterday. Yet the feeling of grief and regret filled her heart, nonetheless.

It was early morning, and the wide stone patio in front of Goldenview Secondary was empty, everyone in class or teaching. She considered her options: She couldn’t enter the school, not without good reason, and Maleeha and Cerise were likely in class with their phones tucked away. It was possible they hadn’t even heard the news yet. Most young people her granddaughter’s age didn’t listen to the radio anymore or watch the local news. If it wasn’t on social media, it didn’t exist. Part of Kausar was grateful for this reprieve. Maleeha had been through so much these last few months: watching her mother be arrested for murder; learning of her family’s financial difficulties; witnessing her parents’ impending divorce and the reasons behind it. Her friend’s death might send her over the edge.

Kausar remembered too well her own reaction to Ali’s death, the depression that had taken hold and refused to let go. In the days following, she had replayed her last moments with him again and again in her mind. His cheery goodbye as he ran out the door, eager to meet friends to play basketball. Or at least that had been the story he told her. She hadn’t even responded to his rushed “Bye, Mom. I’ll be back before ten!” She hadn’t gone out to see him or hug him or tell him she loved him. Because, of course, she had expected to see her son again in a few hours. How cruel, she thought now, that we never know when that last goodbye will happen. What if Maleeha was experiencing the same thing with her friend?

“Kausar Aunty? Is that you?” A familiar voice broke through her jumbled thoughts, and Kausar looked into the smiling face of Brianna Chen-Malik. Kausar had met the young woman on her first day back in the city, over six months ago. Today her hair was set in small cornrows, her Blasian heritage clear through her golden-brown complexion, inherited from her Jamaican father, and the expressive dark eyes from her Malaysian mother. “I know it’s going to be a blessed day when I bump into you. What’s good? Are you on a new case?” Brianna asked.

Kausar shook her head. “I’m not sure I should answer that question from the Golden Crescent media,” she said, managing a smile. Brianna’s presence had immediately stopped her spinning thoughts, and for that she was grateful, but she knew better than to answer the young woman’s questions. Brianna considered herself an activist and unofficial community journalist, who updated the local community on news and events and the occasional protest through her popular social media accounts.

Brianna smiled at this description. “I told my mom you’re psychic. How did you know I just applied to J school?” she asked. Kausar congratulated her.

“Dad thinks journalism school is a waste of money when I’m already doing the work, but Mom says no one will take me seriously without that piece of paper. Plus, you know my folks met at university, and Mom wants those grandbabies at some point,” Brianna joked.

“Grandchildren are a parent’s reward,” Kausar agreed. It was hard not to feel cheered in Brianna’s relentlessly upbeat company. She wondered if Maleeha knew of this latest development in Brianna’s journey. Her granddaughter considered Brianna a legend for turning down university scholarships to focus on community activism last year. Would Maleeha be impressed or disappointed that Brianna was heading back to school after all?

Brianna turned to face the school. “Another death, and this time someone people will actually miss, unlike your last case. How did Maleeha take the news?”

“Qasim is not my case,” Kausar said more sharply than she intended. She softened her tone. “She doesn’t know. At least, I don’t think she does.”

Brianna shook her head. “Hate to break it to you, Kausar Aunty, but nothing travels faster among the ‘youth’ than drama, and the death of one of their own is about as drama as you can get. My little brother is in Maleeha’s grade, and he heard early this morning, way before school even started.”

Kausar closed her eyes. She should have assumed as much. Maleeha was likely not even in school today. She turned to go, but Brianna’s warm hand on her arm stopped her. “Maybe you should breathe, Aunty,” she said. “You look a bit pale. Let’s sit down for a minute before you go charging off to do what you do.”

Kausar dutifully followed the young woman and took a seat on a bench, bemused despite herself. Brianna was an incurable busybody, relentless neighborhood news hound, and the host of daily livestreams, but she was not without compassion. She insisted Kausar do some deep breathing alongside her and passed her a water bottle, which felt cool in her hand.

“Maleeha will be okay,” Brianna said. “That girl is strong, and she’s got you and her sister and her mom, plus Cerise. Community is everything.”

“She came to me yesterday,” Kausar admitted. “Her and Cerise. They asked for my help to look for Qasim. I said I couldn’t help them.”

“From what I hear, poor Qasim was likely no longer with us by the time they came to you,” Brianna said sympathetically. “Besides, you’re not the cops. Not that they likely did anything, unless Officer Zaddy Ilyas was on it,” Brianna said. Kausar raised an eyebrow, but Brianna only shrugged. “I have eyes, Aunty. The man is hot, even if he is police.”

“I need to make sure Maleeha is okay,” Kausar said, ignoring Brianna’s last comment. Ilyas was like a son to her, and though he had been unable to help very much during Sana’s ordeal, she felt an innate sense of loyalty to him. “Like you said, I am not law enforcement.”

“No, you’re better: a smart aunty who knows what’s good. Promise you’ll keep me updated on your investigation?”



“There is no investigation, Brianna,” Kausar said, trying to sound severe. From the mischievous expression on the young woman’s face, she was clearly failing.

“I’ve been thinking of making a podcast about how you figured out who really murdered Imran,” Brianna mused now. “You’re not like the other aunties.”

Kausar shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong, beta,” she said. “I am exactly like all the other aunties. It is simply that nobody has ever bothered to look at us closely.”

Brianna whistled. “See, when you say things like that, I start thinking you should host the podcast with me. Say less, fam.”

This time Kausar’s smile was genuine. “I think a podcast sounds like a wonderful idea. For you,” she emphasized. “Perhaps I can be a guest someday.” Brianna had helped her with Imran’s murder investigation, though she had arrived at the final conclusion on her own.

A tall, white man in his mid-forties with thinning, sandy brown hair, deep-set eyes, and sharp features exited the school doors, heading for the parking lot. There was something familiar about him, but as Kausar struggled to remember where she had seen him before, Brianna stood up. “Yo, Walters!”

With a lurch of shock, Kausar recognized the now middle-aged face of the man who turned to look at them; a long time ago, he had been her son Ali’s favorite high school teacher.

“Mr. Walters taught my brother—and Qasim—last year,” Brianna explained quickly as the man approached them. “I had him for grade ten civics. He said I was the loudest kid he ever taught. Pretty sure he’ll remember me.”

“You’re hard to forget,” Kausar agreed. In contrast, the curious glance Mr. Walters gave her confirmed he had no idea who she was. They had only met once, at parents’ night, shortly before Ali’s passing almost eighteen years ago. He had been a new teacher then, untried but passionate.



“I’ve got a few errands to run, Ms. Chen-Malik, so I don’t have long,” Walters said, smiling at Brianna. “But how can I help you?”

Brianna whipped out her phone and pressed record on the voice memo app. “Any updates on Qasim Jaffry?”

Mr. Walters sighed and shook his head. “You know I can’t tell you anything. Turn that thing off.” She complied, and he looked at Kausar, puzzled. “Forgive me, but you look familiar. Have we met before?”

“You taught my son, a long time ago,” Kausar said quietly.

“I hope he passed my class,” Mr. Walters joked.

Kausar looked away. “He didn’t get the chance,” she said

His eyes widened in recognition. “You’re Ali Khan’s mother,” Mr. Walters said. “I saw the write-up about the role you played solving the murder of that shopping plaza landlord, Imran Thakur.”

“That’s right, Kausar Aunty is famous,” Brianna interrupted. She switched on the voice recorder on her phone. “Which is why her granddaughter Maleeha asked her to help find Qasim yesterday, before this morning’s statement about his body being found. Any comments?”

He sighed, looking at the two women with tired eyes, before asking Brianna to turn off the voice recorder again. “They told the staff this morning,” he admitted, once she had complied. “The school usually sends out an email to the community when something like this happens. There will be grief counselors tomorrow, too.” He shook his head sadly. “I knew Qasim, taught him last year. He was a good kid, didn’t get into trouble, came from a good family. He actually reminded me of Ali.” His eyes flew to her. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Khan, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s all right,” she soothed. “Any time I hear of a young person’s death, I think of my Ali. I am glad he is remembered still.”

Mr. Walters shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “It was nice running into you again, Mrs. Khan. I only wish it had been under better circumstances.” He hesitated. “Please let Maleeha know that if she wants to talk, I’m around. I know she and Qasim hadn’t been together long, but it must still be a shock to have your boyfriend turn up dead.”

He hurried off, leaving Kausar to stare after him. Boyfriend?

Brianna had a determined look on her face. “Always a pleasure, Kausar Aunty. If you learn anything about Qasim, or if you decide you want to give that podcast a try, or even if you want to grab a chai, send me a text,” she said, shoving a plain white card in Kausar’s hands before following Walters.

Kausar stared at the card: Brianna Chen-Malik, community busybody, citizen journalist, activist with a heart, followed by a phone number. She tucked it into her purse and wondered what else Maleeha had been concealing from her family.






Chapter 3

After Mr. Walters disappeared in the direction of the staff parking lot, with Brianna in hot pursuit, Kausar decided there was no point in loitering in front of the school. Instead, she felt a pull towards her daughter’s home. If Maleeha knew what had happened to her boyfriend, it was unlikely she was even at school. She boarded the bus towards Sana’s house, the one that now had a For Sale sign out front.

The bus was nearly empty after the early morning rush. She took a seat up front and let the rocking motion of the vehicle soothe her as she thought over what she had learned. Maleeha’s distraction and grief yesterday had seemed an outsize reaction, compared to Cerise’s calmer demeanor. Mr. Walters’s revelation about the real relationship between Maleeha and Qasim did much to explain why her granddaughter was panicking over her boyfriend’s disappearance. Another thought occurred to Kausar: Had Maleeha kept more than just the relationship a secret from her family? Did she know another reason why Qasim might have disappeared?

She shook her head, trying to dislodge her new suspicions. As she had told Brianna today, and Maleeha yesterday, there wasn’t much she could do to help, despite the tragic turn Qasim’s story had taken. Would Maleeha blame her for not doing more?

Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to give Ilyas a call. She had meant to get in touch with the young officer, in any case. It would be natural, surely, to ask what he knew about Qasim’s death.

These thoughts kept her occupied on the short ride to Sana’s house. Her daughter still lived in the large two-story home she used to share with her soon-to-be ex-husband, Hamza, at the edge of the Golden Crescent neighborhood—at least for now. The house had been up for sale for the past few weeks, but the usually red-hot Toronto real estate market was cooling for the first time in nearly twenty years. Still, Sana and Hamza didn’t have a choice: They had to sell. Neither had the ability to buy out the other, not without taking out heavy loans. Better to sell, pay off the debts Hamza had incurred through his foolish actions, and try to figure out how to co-parent amicably.

Hamza had moved to the west end of the city but was back in the Golden Crescent every weekend to pick up his children, except when he had other plans, presumably with his girlfriend, Carrie. As far as Kausar was concerned, her daughter was well rid of Hamza and his lying, cheating ways.

When she let herself into the house with her key, she still had not figured out the best strategy to broach the subject of Qasim’s death. Mr. Walters had mentioned that the school would send an email out by end of day. Considering the knowledge she had gained about Maleeha’s romantic attachment, she needed to speak to her granddaughter first. On the other hand, if something like this had happened when her children were in school, she would have wanted to know right away.

She found Sana doing yoga in the front room and spotted Maleeha’s favorite white sneakers on the shelf by the door—she had been right, her granddaughter had not gone to school today. “Assalamu alaikum, beta,” Kausar called and, to buy her a few moments, headed to the kitchen to start brewing chai. Sana joined her fifteen minutes later, still dressed in leggings and a stretchy blue shirt, and gratefully accepted the cardamom- and cinnamon-spiced tea her mother poured into a mug.

Silence descended between them, and she knew that her daughter was wondering about the reason for this unannounced visit. Kausar took a deep breath, determined to break the news of Qasim’s death to her daughter, when Sana broke in.

“How are you settling into your new place?” Sana asked.

“May called the third bedroom my new walk-in closet,” Kausar said, and Sana smiled fondly. Her daughter had a soft spot for the irrepressible May, a feeling that was very much reciprocated. “I still do not have much furniture.” She didn’t mention the boxes sitting in her hallway closet. Her daughter did not know about Kausar’s intention to look into Ali’s death. She would have to tell her eventually but was not ready to have that conversation yet, partly because she was sure Sana would try to dissuade her. They had all tried to move on in their own way, none more so than her daughter. The thought made her pause: Would Sana panic when she heard about the death in Maleeha’s school? Her daughter was already dealing with so much in her life.

As if reading her mind, Sana said, “I’m sure it will be fun to decorate your new place. I’ll be doing the same, once I find someplace to rent. It’s been hard, trying to manage it all: the store, the kids, especially with the house on the market. It feels like things are all over the place.” She bit her lip and looked away, and again Kausar picked up on what her daughter wasn’t saying: All this would be far easier if her mother still lived here. Kausar’s chest felt tight, the familiar wave of guilt rising, the need to rush in and offer help almost overwhelming. But she stopped herself. She did not want to live like that anymore, always willing to sacrifice her own desires for others; she would help Sana and her granddaughters from her own home.

Still, Kausar couldn’t resist adding, “If you want to stay here, beta, I can help you. We could arrange a suitable rent—”

But Sana was already shaking her head. “I can’t stay here, Mom. I need to find a new place. A fresh start. Didn’t you want the same when you left Toronto?”

She had, though her reasons had been wrapped in guilt and the knowledge that if she did not leave the city where her son had died, she might join him. Which brought her to the point. “I have to tell you something. It is about Maleeha’s school.”

Sana’s hand paused as she lifted her teacup to her lips. “What about her school?”

“Maleeha is home from school today,” Kausar said. It was not a question.

Sana frowned. “How did you know that?”

“She always wears white sneakers to school when it is warm, and I spotted them by the door,” Kausar said.

“She said she had a headache. Her eyes were puffy and she looked pale. She’s sleeping now,” Sana explained.

Kausar considered. On the one hand, it wasn’t surprising that Maleeha had not shared the real reason for her puffy eyes with her mother. She wasn’t sure how her daughter would react if she found out that not only did Maleeha have a boyfriend, but the relationship had ended last night in tragedy.

“I’m sorry to hear Maleeha is unwell,” Kausar said.

“It’s nothing serious,” Sana said. “Now, are you going to share your news, or leave me in suspense?”

Kausar opened her mouth to tell Sana about Qasim’s death when her daughter’s phone rang. They both glanced down at the screen. It was Jessica Kaur, Sana’s criminal lawyer, and with an apologetic glance at Kausar, she picked up. “Jessica, hi, thanks for calling me back,” Sana said, disappearing into the main floor office. Kausar knew there were still a few loose ends in the police case against Imran’s murderer—including her own questions about the anonymous, threatening text messages she had received—that had never been explained. In the meantime, Kausar figured she had at least fifteen minutes to check up on Maleeha.

Upstairs, Kausar knocked softly on the door before entering. Her granddaughter’s room was messy, as usual, and she glanced at the closet, with its untidy pile of shoeboxes along the upper shelf. Maleeha was sitting up in bed, staring at her phone. She hastily hid it beneath her blankets when she spotted her nani.

“I heard about your friend,” Kausar said, taking a seat on Maleeha’s bed. “I am so sorry, beta.”

Maleeha’s eyes filled with tears that spilled down her cheeks. “Cerise texted me this morning, along with a bunch of other people. I couldn’t go to school, Nani,” she said. “I told Mom I wasn’t feeling well.”

“I am sorry I dismissed your worries yesterday. I should have listened to you and Cerise more attentively when you asked for my help,” Kausar said.

Maleeha shook her head. “It wouldn’t have made a difference, anyway.” She wiped her eyes. “The worst part is, I didn’t get to say goodbye, and now he’s—” She choked back a sob and buried her face in Kausar’s lap, shoulders shaking. Kausar rubbed her back and stroked her hair until the storm of tears had passed, and they sat like that for a long time, silent.

Maleeha sat up and reached for the box of tissues beside her, blowing her nose and wiping her eyes. “My friends have been messaging all day. Everyone is saying that Qasim . . . did this to himself.”

Kausar inhaled sharply. Suicide? The idea that a young person her granddaughter’s age might have taken their own life was unthinkable to her. “What do you think happened?” she asked.

“Qasim would never have killed himself,” Maleeha said resolutely. “Never. He had issues, like everyone else, but he was happy. He had so many things to look forward to. We’d made plans for this weekend, and I know he would never have done that to his family, or to me.” She looked at her grandmother. “Someone killed Qasim. Nani, you have to find out what really happened. Please.”

Maleeha’s hair was tangled, her eyes puffy from tears and a sleepless night, her clothes wrinkled and worn. She was so beautiful Kausar could hardly breathe, and she knew she would always do anything her granddaughter asked. She nodded.

“Qasim and I were dating,” Maleeha blurted. “He was my boyfriend. My first serious one, I mean. Neither of our families knew about it. I don’t think Mom and Dad would care that much, but Qasim’s parents are pretty strict. In any case, it was new for both of us, but we were serious.” Maleeha managed to look defiant and vulnerable at the same time, and Kausar knew that if she said the wrong thing now, her granddaughter would shut down entirely.

“Then I am even more sorry for your loss, beta, if he was your first love,” Kausar said.

For a moment, Maleeha’s face crumpled, but she fought to control herself. “I want to help,” she said, choking back her sobs. “Please. I need to do something or I might lose my mind.”

“Naturally, I could not look into Qasim’s death without you,” Kausar reassured her.

Maleeha sagged with relief, and a new energy suffused her. “The police say they found Qasim at the pond, but that makes no sense. He never went there.” Kausar was unfamiliar with this neighborhood landmark, and Maleeha explained. “It’s this fake pond thing, behind those newer houses at the edge of Golden. Because it’s surrounded by all these trees, sometimes kids go there to drink, or smoke, or . . . do other things.” Maleeha’s cheeks were pink now. “Not me, though. And not Qasim, either. He wasn’t that kind of guy. We weren’t . . . we didn’t . . . we mostly just hung out at school, or at the mall.”

Kausar swallowed her smile. “Of course, beta.”

Maleeha continued, determined. “All I can think is that he must have been lured there by someone. I don’t know why, but you can find out. People talk to you, all kinds of people.”

It was the same thing May always said, and she wondered if it were true. Somehow, she doubted her legendary powers of listening would work on young people, even if she was approachable and harmless looking.

“Did Qasim have any enemies?” Kausar asked. “Can you think of anyone who would wish him harm?”

Maleeha shook her head, eyes filling with fresh tears. “Everyone loved Qasim,” she said.

Kausar sighed. Maleeha was not entirely unbiased. “You must have known his friends,” she said, coaxing.

Maleeha paused, thinking it over, then shook her head. “We spent a lot of time together just the two of us,” she said.

Kausar filled in the rest: Qasim had not spent as much time with friends lately, now that he was in a relationship.

“I guess he was sort of close to this new kid at our school, Joquiem. They were both in the poetry club together,” Maleeha said. This made Kausar pause. Had her granddaughter fallen for an artistic type? Evidently, she had. “Qasim is, like, the smartest guy in our grade, but he was also part of the drama club and poetry club. He wanted to act and sing and perform,” Maleeha said.

“What did his parents think about that?” Kausar asked, and Maleeha’s expression said it all. For many desi kids, an interest in the arts was never taken seriously, not like a career in the more reliable STEM fields.

Maleeha had started crying again, softly this time. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she said. “How am I supposed to live in a world without him?”

It wasn’t a question, and Kausar’s heart broke for her granddaughter. How many times had she wondered the same thing, the ache for her son a deep cavern in her heart? “We will find out the truth, Maleeha,” Kausar vowed. “I promise.”

Outside in the hallway, Kausar took a deep breath. Her granddaughter’s request had been expected, but she still felt shaken. Naturally, she had reassured Maleeha that she would do whatever she could to help, but in truth, she wasn’t sure what form her aid would take. When she tried to imagine what Qasim’s family must be going through, it brought up painful memories. But would launching an investigation into Qasim’s death simply be another way of delaying the promise she’d made to herself and to Ali’s memory? She had fallen apart when her son died. If she took up Maleeha’s request now, as she had promised, it might unearth terrible memories from her past. Not to mention that she had limited resources at her disposal. What would she do if she couldn’t find justice for Qasim? It might destroy her burgeoning self-confidence. She could not wait another eighteen years to look into her son’s death.

“How is Maleeha?” Sana’s voice broke through Kausar’s thoughts, making her jerk.

“She said her head feels better,” Kausar offered.

“I know she doesn’t really have a headache, Mom. I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but I’ve learned to let the girls tell me in their own good time. Maybe you should try that approach, too.”

The words were too pointed to ignore, and Kausar felt a brief flare of irritation with her daughter and her inconsistency: Sana was determined to do things on her own, yet was still angry at her mother for moving out. She tamped down the feeling. She still had to tell Sana about Qasim and followed her to the kitchen, ostensibly to finish her tea, but also to get out of Maleeha’s earshot; the walls in this house were thin.

“We didn’t finish our conversation from before,” Sana said, once Kausar had resumed her seat at the kitchen table. Her tea was cold now.

Kausar nodded, taking a deep breath. “A young boy from Maleeha’s school was found dead this morning at the pond,” she said. Sana’s face drained of color.

“My God. I had no idea. How did he die?” Sana asked.

Kausar shook her head. “Unclear. He was Maleeha’s age. They were . . . good friends.” She leveled a look at her daughter. “I believe they were romantically involved.” Kausar knew that keeping the nature of Maleeha’s relationship from Sana would do more harm than good. Besides, Maleeha had told her she was sure her parents would be okay with the truth, so she did not feel too bad.

Sana closed her eyes. Kausar stood up, suddenly restless, and started opening cupboards. “Where are the Osmania biscuits I bought?” she asked, referring to the salty-sweet shortbread cookie popular in Hyderabad, which she had left behind when she moved out.

“I threw them out. I’m on a no-sugar cleanse,” Sana said, watching her mother’s movements. “Mom, what aren’t you telling me?”

“The rest is Maleeha’s story to share. Which I am sure she will, when she is ready,” Kausar couldn’t help but add.

Her daughter leveled her with a look, but could hardly press further, considering the advice she had just given her mother.

“How was your call with Jessica?” Kausar asked, changing the subject. She placed her and Sana’s mugs in the microwave to warm up.

“She wants me to come by and talk about a few remaining items, but otherwise there’s nothing left to do but negotiate a payment plan,” Sana said.

“I would be happy to—” Kausar started, but Sana shook her head.



“You’ve already paid most of Jessica’s fee. I can take care of what’s left.”

The frugal living that had become habit, as well as Kausar’s lifelong interest in investing, combined with her late husband’s high income as a medical doctor, had left her a wealthy widow. Even after generous inheritances were provided both to Sana and Adam, Kausar’s eldest child who now lived in London, Kausar was left with more than enough to live comfortably. Her daughter knew that but was still determined to make her own way. Kausar couldn’t help but feel a flare of pride at Sana’s tenacity. Her daughter knew she had a significant safety net but didn’t want to use it unless her hand was forced.

“How is Hamza?” Kausar asked, placing the reheated mug of tea in front of her daughter and resuming her seat. She was reaching for a safer topic, one they shared a mutual loathing for.

Sana shrugged. “Not as unhappy as he deserves to be,” she said. Kausar’s lips quirked at the comment. Her daughter was so careful not to speak badly of her ex in front of her children that it was gratifying for Kausar to hear her let loose.

“Give it time,” Kausar said. “He will ruin his life in some spectacular fashion, I’m sure.”

“One can only hope,” Sana said wryly. She sighed. “Sometimes I think I’m losing my mind. I can’t settle on anything, and I can’t sit still. Some days, the house feels so big and quiet, I want to scream. Other days, it feels like the walls are closing in, and I’m suffocating.”

Kausar was touched by her daughter’s vulnerability; she knew it did not come easy, for either of them. “You have been through so much, beta,” she said. “Give yourself time to heal. Your number one job is to focus on yourself and your children. Nothing else matters.”

Sana’s expression hardened. “Plenty else matters. There’s still the matter of the lawyer’s fees, getting the house ready to sell, the store, and filing for divorce, sorting out whatever trouble Maleeha has gotten herself into . . .”

“Don’t worry about the lawyer’s fees, and we can hire movers to help with everything. As for Maleeha, I promise I will help. Besides, the divorce cannot be granted until a year’s separation has passed—”

Sana put up her hand. When she spoke, her voice was calm, but there was a thread of something underneath that sounded like exhaustion. “I know I called you to come to my rescue six months ago, and I’m so grateful for all your help with everything that happened. I truly don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here.” Her voice cracked, and she struggled to regain control. “But I need you to back off now. It’s time for me to get my life in order, on my own. If I don’t, I’m afraid I’ll turn to you every time things fall apart, and I’ll never learn how to stand on my own. I know the girls and I have given you a bit of a hard time about moving out, but it’s made me realize just how much I was relying on you.”

“That’s what family is for, beta,” Kausar started, but Sana shook her head, tears welling in her eyes.

“Please, Mom,” she whispered.

“Of course, beta,” Kausar said.

“I’m going to check on Maleeha now,” Sana said. She still hadn’t finished her tea, but her words were a clear invitation for Kausar to leave.






Chapter 4

Kausar decided to forgo the bus and walk home from her daughter’s house. She needed to clear her head and organize her thoughts. She knew she had no business making promises to Maleeha without even knowing the basic facts of Qasim’s death, but the words had spilled out in the face of her distress. Luckily, she knew one person who could help.

Constable Ilyas Marjani of the Toronto Police Service was her son Adam’s oldest friend and, more recently, her daughter’s arresting officer, which meant he owed the family a few dozen favors. He picked up on the second ring.

“Is everything okay?” he asked, and she smiled. Ever since the unfortunate circumstances surrounding the unmasking of Imran’s real killer, he had answered every phone call from Kausar with this same mix of panic and guilt.

“Alhamdulillah. How are you, Ilyas?” she answered easily.

“I’m on duty. How can I help, Kausar Aunty?” She could hear noises in the background, the rumble of a truck, the chatter of pedestrians, and the familiar sound of a man yelling in Korean. Ilyas was nearby, and from the sounds of it, he was at the Golden Crescent Plaza. She changed direction and began to walk faster.



“I’m sure you heard about Qasim Jaffry,” Kausar started.

“No comment,” Ilyas said immediately, just as Kausar spotted the Golden Crescent Plaza in the distance. The older, squat building had a unique construction, built on a low slope so pedestrians walking past looked down at the array of shops, including Sana’s desi fashion boutique. Kausar had always worried it was a flooding hazard. “Actually, one comment,” Ilyas said. “Stay away.”

She could see him now, standing just outside Mr. Jin’s grocery store, the door propped open for airflow. He looked hot and exasperated in his heavy navy-blue uniform, but Brianna was right, Ilyas was a good-looking man. He was thirty-eight years old, a year older than Sana, with dark brown hair cut in a close fade, just starting to gray. His eyes were sharply angled up at the edges, a gift from his Yazidi father, his smooth skin light brown, features even more sharply defined than usual, as if he had not been eating regularly. There was a new groove between his eyebrows as he spoke intensely into his phone, and she wondered briefly if she had put that crease there.

Ilyas continued. “Qasim’s family holds a lot of sway in the community, and they’re looking for someone to blame. You don’t want to get involved in this, believe me.” Except he was talking to empty air, because Kausar had hung up. He looked down at his phone, annoyed, before he noticed her standing in front of him.

“Qasim was Maleeha’s friend,” she said, but he only frowned.

“I’m sorry to hear that. It’s always a tragedy when a young person is involved. It’s never the outcome we hope for in
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