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Prologue

IT WAS A cold, dark, dull November evening in England. One of those. A typical dreary evening. Wrapped in coats and gloves, people were hurrying home from work. Wherever and however. And for those who had neither home nor work, where did they end up? The cold unfriendly streets of London, Manchester or one of the other cities plagued by cold indifference.

Rohit had often wondered why that cities had more homeless people than the rural areas? But enough of that for now.

A woman was standing at the window looking out. What was she looking at? It was so dark surely not much was visible from her perch. It was evening and the house was submerged in a cloud of darkness.

Miranda was sad. Very sad. Her husband, her closest companion, had been cremated that evening. The house was crowded with throngs of people, well wishers, friends, and relatives. Putting up a strong front had taken its toll on her. She was so tired.

The music at the funeral had been haunting. Shostakovich’s Waltz no. 2 had filled the hall of the crematorium. That was his wish, for that very waltz to be played at his funeral. He loved music. Now that waltz would always haunt her. There was hardly a dry eye at the funeral. Except hers, she thought bitterly.

“Ma, you OK?”

A loving arm encircled her. She laid her head on his shoulder. Her son, Rohit. The lovely young man. If it hadn’t been for him she would not be here. Not only would she not be here, she wouldn’t have had the wonderful years together with Derek.

A tear slowly rolled down her cheek. Miranda did not try to wipe it off. Let it flow, let it flow, she thought. She had been unable to shed any tears for him, but now at last the floodgates had opened. Let it flow.

Her life was a long story. The last few days she had been pondering as she sat dry-eyed in her room, a solitary and sad figure.

The first meeting, the parting, and meeting again! What a saga! She smiled, a sad smile. She would never forget that day.

It was a bright day, rare in England. She was so young, so vibrant and full of life!


1

LONDON 1960

MIRANDA WAS HURRYING along Leicester Square, rushing home. Running, walking, as fast as possible toward the Tube. But this was London, everybody rushed! Why and whereto and what for? It could be anybody’s guess. Shaftesbury Avenue, ah, not far from the Tube now! She rushed down the stairs, heading toward the northern line.

A confident young woman, it seemed as if she knew the world and the world knew her.

Confident, alert, and young, she was there to conquer the world. She let her light-brown shoulder-length hair fly in the wind; Miranda never tied her hair back, an indulgence of vanity.

Of course at work as a nurse, she had to abide by the rules, rules she found restrictive.

It was a lovely summer evening. Supper on the patio with mum awaited her, so lovely a thought that she felt slightly peckish, in fact, just thinking it.

And yet if she only knew what really awaited her. An ordinary telephone call, a telephone call that would change her life entirely.

Being a young woman from the suburbs, she carried on with life as any other youngster did. Meeting up with friends, going to the cinema and on occasional dates—that was it. She had dated someone and been quite serious about it, but they broke up. Now she was single again. Life went on. Mira was quite upset at the time, but time healed all, as the saying went, and so here she was on a bright summer afternoon in the West End, briskly heading toward Leicester Square station, homeward bound.

She was impatient to hop on the next train as she wanted to get home early and tend to a few chores. One was volumes of writing for her work. Ah, here came the train, roaring down the tracks. She had to squeeze her way into one of the compartments where there was standing room only. She held onto one of the overhanging bars. The train started to roll.

It took slightly longer than expected to reach the green, leafy suburb of North London. Miranda lived with her mother in one of the terraced row houses London was so well known for. Their house was at the end of the terrace and was slightly larger than the ones in the middle, and her mother always referred to their property as semidetached.

Her father often gave her a history lesson about the terraced houses, as the first terraced house had been built after the Great Fire of London in Grosvenor Square, the very posh area of London.

The train was packed, the carriage silent. No one dared have eye contact with a fellow passenger—a cardinal sin. Everybody was so conscious of his or her own space.

She practically ran home, then dashed in with a quick peck on her mother’s cheek. The telephone rang, the shrill noise breaking the silence of the small terrace house.

“Oh, your friend has rung a few times—must be her again!” It was her mum, Molly, from the back of the house.

“I’ve been phoning you all evening! Where have you been?” were Charu’s first words of greeting, the words tumbling out.

“Calm down!” Miranda cut her off midsentence. “What are you trying to say?”

“Charles is coming home for a few days,” Charu said, carrying on without letting Miranda get a word in edgewise. “What took you so long, anyway?”

“What do you mean, what took me so long?” Miranda retorted, half laughing. Charu would never change! “I was on the train, my friend, and incidentally, in case you’ve forgotten, the Tube is not always on time. This is London!”

Charles was Charu’s boyfriend, and they had been going out for a long time. He was working abroad, somewhere quite exciting, Miranda could not for the world recall. Couldn’t care, wherever it was.

“So?” Miranda asked. Charles was coming, and Charu was happy; in fact, she was over the moon. But why should it matter to Miranda? Charles often came and went without Miranda being informed, so why should she be the recipient of this good news now?

“So?” she said again with mild irritation in her voice.

“Listen, Mira,” Charu continued, her voice becoming slightly conspiratorial, an octave or two lower than usual and calmer now. “A friend of Charles’s is in London. He works abroad and is in a bit of a loose end—I thought we could make a foursome and go out tomorrow evening,” she said all in one breath. Charu took it for granted Mira would agree—no if you can, what are you doing tomorrow evening, or are you free to join us.

Typical Charu! They had been friends from their school days. And Charu had always been the same, impatient and excitable. Miranda loved sleepovers at Charu’s. Her mum cooked such exquisite mouthwatering Indian dishes.

Miranda hesitated, noncommittal. “You know I detest blind dates,” she said with a slight edge to her voice.

“Oh come off your high horse, my dear. Only this time,” Charu coaxed. “I won’t bother you again, just this once. What’s the matter with you anyway?”

Miranda tried many excuses, but her friend was not budging. “Come on, Mira, be a sport. It is just for one evening. Please.”

Miranda agreed, reluctantly. Who was this friend of Charles? The least Charu could do was fill her in a bit more. The whole thing was typical of her friend. Why the hell couldn’t Charu leave her alone?

Miranda knew Charles well from the time Charu had started dating him. And it was wonderful that both sets of parents had no objection even though it was an interracial relationship, with Charu being of Indian heritage. London in the sixties was something quite different. Blacks were not allowed to buy houses in certain areas. Asians were not welcome. Interracial liaisons were frowned upon. An Asian girl and a white boy? What would people say? Would their friends accept it?

At first Charles’s parents did object, but after meeting Charu’s parents they gave in, albeit rather reluctantly.

The next day was a free day for Miranda. She did not have to go to the hospital, which was unusual. She typically worked on Wednesdays, but having filled in for a colleague she had this Wednesday off.

She was excited about the date, which she did not want to admit, even to herself.

What to wear the proverbial worry of women. Being slight in stature, Miranda was lucky she could wear anything and could carry it off beautifully. Her sleeveless knee-length crimson cotton dress was, she felt, quite appropriate for the occasion. A quick discussion with mum, and a seal of approval was given! Contrary to her usual habit, she pulled her hair into a ponytail. A matching bag completed her outfit. Nice and simple.

Evening slowly rolled in, but then six o’clock approached quickly and Miranda felt a knot in her stomach tightening up. “Oh God,” she said to herself. “Why ever did I agree to this?”

The doorbell rang, she said, “Bye, Mum,” and she was out the door.

Charu was standing at the front door, smiling. “You will like him, I know you will!”

Fate did play funny games sometimes. Miranda had not expected to meet this gorgeous hunk of a man standing by the car. She looked at him, and he stared at her with frank admiration. Miranda felt his eyes on her, sizing her up and unnerving her a bit.

She tried to brush it off, this feeling of apprehension, excitement, and a trifle bit of trepidation as she blushed ever so slightly. She nearly stumbled as she walked toward the car. She always did that whenever she was nervous, and these sort of situations quite often unnerved her. Work was no problem, but meeting someone unknown, oh dear.

Charu introduced them, and the obvious pleasantries were exchanged. Hands were shaken.

“Derek, Miranda. Miranda, Derek,” Charu said, “Now let’s get moving.” Typical Charu always impatient, always on the go.

“Couldn’t catch the name, I’m so sorry,” Derek said, looking at Charu inquiringly, who by now was impatient to get away and had already slipped into the backseat with Charles.

“Mira, Mira,” Charles hastened to answer from the backseat. “Miranda really, Mira for short.”

Mira slid into the front seat, which was apparently taken for granted. Charu and Charles were ensconced in the back. Derek was driving. The Jaguar started to purr when Derek switched on the ignition and glided off slowly.

Derek Chowdhury was a very attractive man in his early thirties, nearly six feet in height, and muscular with dark hair and hazel eyes. His hair was cut very short in military fashion. He was easy to get on with right from the start and had this air of confidence about him—very amiable and full of joie de vivre. He had the air of nonchalance usually associated with people who had connections and/or money. Money hand in hand with good looks was an extremely desirable combination, and Derek had no dearth of female admirers. Being single, handsome, and well off made him a very eligible bachelor. He emanated money, style, and good living. Having been brought up partly on a tea farm in Assam, he was exotic, a bit rough on the edges but with style.

Derek could and did fit in equally at The Ritz and in the tea-garden coolie huts. He was known to be a fair and just man and consequently was well liked by his employees, the tea-garden babus, and the workers alike. The tea plantation was the world Derek loved and where he felt most at home. He loved the gardens, the shikars, the hunting, the life with the other planters, and overseeing the running of the gardens. He spoke the local dialect perfectly and occasionally drank the local brew. That life was his. He was in his element there.

A few days in England, and Derek pined for the open life—the weather and the greenery and the tea bushes! London stifled him. The only reason he’d come to London was to see his parents who had decided to leave the running of the gardens to their only son and retire to the English countryside.

“where to?” he asked in a drawling tone addressed to no one in particular as he maneuvered the car out of the cul-de-sac where Mira lived.

“West End would be nice. What do you think, Charles?” Charu piped up, looking inquiringly at her boyfriend.

“Oh, yes, that would be super,” Charles replied in his public-school accent as he took Charu’s hand and gave it a light squeeze.

They were very much in love, those two. They had been neighbors, then became friends, and then one thing led to another. Charu was of Indian heritage, but London was her home.

“West End,” Charu piped up again, excited, happy.

“West End, it is,” Derek said, smiling. He felt very happy this evening and awfully carefree. The afternoon swim had revived him enormously. He felt he could take on the world.

Derek rarely felt happy in England. England was his home in name only. Assam, India, was his home where he was happy and could live as he pleased. He did not feel like he fit in Essex, where his parents had decided to settle.

His parents and little Rohit had created a lovely and cozy niche for themselves to which he was an outsider and did not belong. Derek found it difficult to control his moods when he was there. It was not his home, and the complexity of the situation at home stifled him. His dark moods caused him to lash out at his mother and Rohit. Especially Rohit, the young and vulnerable child.

Why did Derek even come to England? Why did he visit his parents? It was a matter of duty, and besides his parents, there was Rohit to consider. That relationship was complex. His unwillingness to see this boy, even to set eyes on him, was very distasteful to him. Still he went, as if drawn to the place, his so-called home.

The thought of Rohit always brought on a bitter feeling, an extremely bitter memory.

He invariably tried to push the thought of Rohit to the back of his mind, but as usual it had a way of rearing its ugly head. Like a snake hiding in the deep recesses of the mind, hiding, waiting, waiting patiently to pounce.

At the beginning Derek had resorted to alcohol to numb his anger. Time healed all, though, as the saying went—thanks to Radhu chacha, whose kind ministering and talks had helped to curb his dark and gloomy thoughts. There were days in the garden Derek had spent drinking and mulling over the past and Radhu chacha, the old man, his faithful companion, his servant, had always been there to hold his hand.

Derek had shed tears of remorse, of anger, but Radhu had been there to calm him, cajoling him to eat, hiding his bottle. At last he had been able to live a decent life and over the last few years been able to be more amiable to his parents.

But Rohit, that was another story. He could not look the boy straight in the eye. Derek found it so difficult to be civil to the little fellow. He’d even asked his parents not to let Rohit into his presence. Consequently, the few times he had visited England he avoided the boy and did not have to see him. He was glad of that.

His mother kept him from seeing Rohit, and the little fellow knew. He ran whenever he heard Derek approaching and went to the assured safety of Derek’s mother. Derek had not set eyes on him the few times he had been there.

“Come to West End often?” he asked Miranda, looking straight ahead, trying to negotiate the car in the evening rush-hour traffic.

Miranda mumbled something. Why did he have such an effect on her? She was usually very cool. After all, this was the first meeting—and maybe the last! She thought she was cool and confident. She looked good in her sleeveless crimson dress, and her hair, which was tied in a ponytail, also looked good. Miranda had discussed with her mum many a time cutting her hair, which was the latest craze in London. And Miranda wanted to follow the fashion: very short dresses and short hair. But living in the suburbs rather cramped her style; mum being provincial and from the suburbs was rather against Miranda wearing short dresses and cutting her hair!

They were lucky to get a parking space on one of the side streets before making their way toward Leicester Square and Soho. It was a unanimous decision to go for a Chinese meal.

Leicester Square itself was very crowded, which was the norm. Four abreast was not possible to walk, so Charu and Charles led the way with Mira and Derek following close behind. Charu, as usual, was chatting away and trying to include the other two in whatever she was saying to Charles. She looked awfully good that evening in a long ankle-length yellow dress and loose black hair flying in the wind. Almost nymph like, Miranda thought to herself. She had such bright twinkling black eyes that they were the first thing one noticed looking at Charu. Charles was so very protective of her. Miranda envied them!

Derek’s hand briefly brushed hers accidentally as they walked, and Miranda felt a sort of funny feeling creep all over her. She suddenly became very flushed and could feel her heart beating very fast. She stumbled and nearly fell. Derek had to put his arm round her to steady her and gently hold her elbow as they walked. That was the second time she had stumbled this evening! What was the matter with her?

He was dressed casually; with his brown corduroy trousers and brown corduroy jacket hooked over his left shoulder, he ambled along easily beside Mira. His hair was partly bleached and he had that wonderful tan, which he’d acquired in the tropics.

Choosing a restaurant became a major issue. The problem was solved when Derek suggested they all go for dim sum.

The dinner was delicious, although Miranda could not eat a thing. She pretended to eat, knowing full well that once she got home she would make a dash for the kitchen, she was too nervous!

“Oh my God,” Derek said, standing to excuse himself. “I have to call home.”

“You guys seemed to hit it off!” Charu quipped. Both she and Charles exchanged an all-knowing look, and Miranda looked down, blushing.

“Have you known Derek a long time, Charles?” she asked, still looking down.

“I have known him for many years. In fact, we were at school together.”

Charles got a rather faraway look in his eyes. “We sort of lost touch after school. Both of us went our separate ways,” he carried on. “He is the only son of a very rich and wealthy family. The tea garden he is based at now is family owned.” He glanced toward Miranda. “The family owns a number of gardens, and Derek has to go and visit them to see that all is in working order. For instance, he has to go and see that the gardens are producing the quantity of tea they are supposed to produce for export. They have been in the tea business for generations. And especially now as the British companies are leaving India and selling the gardens off to the Indian planters—” Charles stopped suddenly as he spotted Derek making his way toward their table.

“Mother,” Derek announced, smiling. “She is complaining that she has not seen much of me this time.” He laughed out loud. He looked almost boyish, laughing with his head thrown back, sitting down and stretching lazily in his chair, his long legs crossed at the ankles.

He and Charles exchanged a look that spoke volumes. Derek’s laughter did not reach his eyes, which were cold. The hazel eyes did not smile even as the sound fooled all of them except Charles.

Miranda had the sudden urge to give him a big hug and slap a big sloppy kiss on his cheek, but the urge passed as quickly as it had surfaced. Thank God for that!

Derek picked up the bill and would not hear of anybody else paying. The evening had passed too quickly for Miranda; she was home in no time.

She wanted to spend some more time with Derek, and she wished that the evening would last longer. But with only a peck on her cheek and a pleasant good night and good-bye they were off.

Miranda was in love! And she was usually one to be very blasé at the mere thought of love at first sight. She had never met anyone quite like Derek before. He was so foreign and exotic. He lived somewhere Miranda had never even heard of. She felt as if she had truly been swept off her feet.

Sleep that night was impossible. She tossed and turned in bed, a restless night. The entire evening was being played in her mind over and over again like an old record. She could think no more—it was too much. She had analyzed, digested, and regurgitated the night over and over again. What, when, and how until she cried, “Stop it!” out in the dark. She tried ever so hard to sleep but sleep was eluding her. When had he touched her, how did he touch her, and so forth. Derek’s every action, his every word, every gesture. She decided to call Charu the next morning and then finally fell into a fitful asleep. By the time Miranda woke up it was already late.

Charu was the one who phoned first. “Guess what?” She could hardly contain herself. “Derek asked me for your number.”

Miranda’s heart gave a lurch.

“He liked you, you know, Mira—the way he looked at you. And what about you? I know you liked him. Anyway, expect a call from him. Have to go. Meeting Charles for lunch!” And with that she was off.

Work and studies awaited her—and the latter was the farthest from Miranda’s mind.

She could hear her mother calling her from downstairs. “You will be late, darling. Breakfast is ready.”

Hot tea and toast. The thought of tea made her suddenly laugh out loud. “Coming, Ma!”

She had the day off, she remembered. She decided to have a lie in, with not much to do, a lazy day.

Molly again called her for breakfast.

“Not going to work, today, Ma. I’m off today,” she called in a lazy, half-asleep drawl.

Her mind wandered yet again back to the previous evening. How foolish she’d felt when she asked Charu, albeit very discreetly, if Derek had hired the Jag.

“Charles!” Charu squealed. “Mira thinks Derek has hired the Jag!”

Couldn’t Charu ever keep a secret?

During the brief interval that Derek was calling his mother, Charles said, “Derek’s Dad. The car is his,” in a very serious tone as if he felt very privileged to know Derek and of course to know old man Chowdhury. “What do you expect?” he carried on, wiping his mouth at a nonexistent crumb.

Finally Miranda managed to somehow get out of bed and tumble into the bathroom.

It was summer, and, unusual for England, it was a sunny day. The flowers were blooming, and the world—or rather Miranda—felt that everything was bright and beautiful.

Mother and daughter decided to make a day of it, to lunch out and just enjoy the outing, maybe sit on the grass at Regent’s Park. Molly felt so very contented being out with her daughter, which rarely happened. Having a heart-to-heart, busking in the rare London sunshine—what bliss!

London was busy, and newspapers were full of the Profumo affair. Christine Keeler, Rice-Davies, and Stephen Ward had been unheard of until a few weeks ago but now you could not open a newspaper without the latest about the trio. Apparently Profumo had resigned and found himself in a precarious position.

Looking at the Evening Standard, Mollie commented on what a fool Profumo had been to get involved with Christine Keeler, and to deny that in Parliament too! They had a lot to discuss that evening and momentarily Miranda was able to shelve her thoughts of Derek. They made their way home after their sojourn into Central London as the afternoon was creeping into evening. It was turning slightly chilly, and the sky was painted with pink and orange hues of the evening.

Miranda went inside to have a bath before her supper; she was happy. It felt awfully good lying in the bath, invigorating and relaxing. It had been a hot day, rather too hot for London, and they had arrived home sweaty and happily tired.

“Phone’s ringing dear,” Molly said, quite loudly to make herself heard above the noise of the water.

“Blast,” Miranda said to herself. Then, “OK, Mum. Thanks.” She wondered who it could be. Her heart missed a beat as she hoped against hope it was Derek who was calling.

“Answer the phone, Mum, please!”

By the time Molly got to the phone, with her arthritic knees and hip stiffened by the trip into London, the phone had rung off.

Miranda was so disappointed. Why had she chosen to go for a bath right then? Couldn’t she have waited a little? Couldn’t he have rung a little later? Presuming it was Derek. She was sure it was Derek, as all of her other friends would wait for the telephone to be answered and would not call off after only three or four rings. It had to be him.

And she had missed the call.

She sauntered downstairs for her dinner with Mum, her ear listening for the phone.

For Molly this was the best part of the day, when she and her daughter had their meal together with Miranda filling her in about all the hospital gossip and stories. As they both chitchatted, Molly thought how she would not miss the evening meal with Miranda for the world. It was sheer bliss, the cozy chats with her daughter. And today had been an added bonus with the outing with her daughter—a very rare occurrence indeed. It had been a lovely day for her, and she felt so good.

Molly was quite possessive about her daughter and was very reluctant to share her with anybody. Evening supper was the quality time that she and her daughter spent together. This evening was no exception, except that her daughter was very preoccupied and was not very good company. Molly was rather disappointed. Dinner was a solemn affair that evening, and Miranda was not being very forthcoming.

“Sorry, Mum,” Miranda said. “Not feeling very well. Maybe I will go straight to bed.”

“Shall I bring you a cup of cocoa, dear?” Molly inquired in an endearing voice as if cocoa would soothe all.

But not this time around. When the heart was involved no amount of cocoa would soothe the yearning of a young heart—but how was Molly to know?

“Yes, please, Mum,” Miranda replied, running up the stairs to be left alone to think her own thoughts, to think about Derek. She knew in her heart of hearts that she would be going over and covering the same ground she had been thinking about for the past twenty-four hours.

She lay down and tried to read, but it was absolutely impossible. Where was her concentration? Exams loomed in front of her, and she knew she wouldn’t make the grades—not at this rate anyway. Her mind was straying almost uncontrollably.

The shrill sound of the telephone rang out and broke the silence of the house. She was out of her bed in a jiffy and bounced down the stairs in her bare feet, her night dress flying.

“Hello,” she said, breathless and excited. Oh God, let it be him! “Hello,” she repeated.

“Miranda?”

It was Derek. She could hardly contain herself; she was over the moon.

“Yes,” she replied, her voice becoming slightly husky. “Yes?” she repeated again. Why was she repeating herself? Her heart was beating very fast, and she started to blush; she was relieved that nobody could see her.

“Can you have dinner with me tomorrow?” he asked in his deep masculine voice that made her feel awfully flustered.

“Yes,” she replied without a second thought.

“Shall I pick you up at six?”

“Yes.” A very quick yes, as she was at a loss for words. All that advice about playing hard to get, saying no the first time asked, acting unsure for the second, and saying yes reluctantly the third time—all of that was out the window! She had so many things to say, but she was getting a bit tongue-tied.

Derek had assumed she would want to have a little conversation before he hung up, but Mira was unable to hold a conversation and told him good-bye and hung up. She was angry with herself for letting him have this effect on her; she should be more in control of herself. Never mind—she would have to make up for it tomorrow. She would talk and talk and talk away. Should she talk a lot or try to be sophisticated and smile a little and not say much? Wasn’t that the way the women of the world conducted themselves? That’s what she had read in the glossy magazines anyway.

Derek, in the meantime, was having a cozy conversation with his bosom buddy Charles over a glass of whisky at a pub in London. It was early evening, and already the pub was filling up with office goers having a drink before making their way toward the Underground or the overground trains for a bit of unwinding, a bit of a friendly natter with their buddies.

Derek and Charles managed to get a table in a corner away from the prying eyes and noisy chatter.

“Be careful, pal,” Charles warned Derek. “Don’t go and do something you’ll regret later.”

Derek stretched himself further down in his comfortable chair and drawled, “Of course, man. What do you take me for?”

His friend looked rather quizzically at him. “Derek,” he said in a somber tone, “do you HAVE to ask her out?”

Derek could detect a slight sneer in his friend’s voice. Charles was looking at Derek, eyeing him through his horn-rimmed glasses. His steely look was appraising Derek. This Derek did not miss.

“She is innocent, a very innocent girl,” Charles said. “Leave her alone, pal. What about Hannah?”

“What about Hannah?” Derek repeated with an edge to his voice.

“Well, Miranda is very naïve and unsophisticated. Why, Derek, why? Why don’t you leave her alone?” he continued to ask, taking a sip of his cold beer.

“You are repeating yourself.” Derek by this time was sitting straight, half a tumbler of whisky in his right hand. He had become quite agitated, and the knuckles of his hand had become quite white as he clutched the tumbler tightly.

Why did Charles have to remind him of Hannah and open up the deep crevices of his mind? He was trying so hard to forget, but no, this friend of his had to remind him. Charles knew about her, but he had not broached the subject of Hannah with Derek before nor had Derek mentioned her for some time. Charles was in the dark as to their arrangement at that moment. Was it really off—or was it on?

“She is something out of this world, Charlie,” Derek replied in a very serious tone of voice. “If I had only met her a few years ago, things could have been avoided. You know what I mean.”

“Not Hannah, you mean to say.”

“No, not Hannah. And as a matter of fact,” he said, taking another sip of his drink, “not only Hannah, but—” He stopped midsentence. “Hannah is not quite on the scene anymore. Though we haven’t called it off. But there is an unspoken understanding.”

Charles realized that Derek was definitely hedging and not coming quite clean.

“I am warning you, Derek. Please be careful with Charu’s friend.” Charles seemed quite concerned.

“I know my reputation precedes me,” Derek said. “What an oaf I have been. But this time I mean to be different. Tell the love of your life that she need not worry about her friend.”

Charles carried on mercilessly. “Keep your zip up. You don’t want to cause another scandal, now do you?”

“Easy does it, pal.”

Charles leaned forward and removed the tumbler from Derek’s hand. “We don’t want any accidents now, do we?”

Miranda could hardly get through the day. She kept getting caught daydreaming. She was even cautioned by the ward sister. But her mind was too preoccupied with what she was going to wear that evening and her hair. Should she wear it up or down? Thank God she was finishing early today; she would have to rush home for a quick bath and change.

When she got home, Molly was in the front room entertaining their neighbor Mrs. Farringdon. Miranda could hardly escape saying hello to the old dear, who was a very sweet lady and a friend of Molly’s.

“Mum?”

“Yes, darling?”

“I am going out, and I will be back late.”

She smiled ever so sweetly at her mum so that Molly’s heart simply melted.

Miranda knew that Molly would understand. Climbing the stairs two at a time, she breezed upstairs to get ready for the evening.

By the time Derek came to fetch Miranda she was a bag of nerves. The shrill sound of the doorbell broke the silence in the Stewart household. She opened the door, gave a quick good-bye to her mum, and she was out the door.

Miranda looked very pretty that evening. Her hair was tied in a ponytail, and she looked very young and pure.

“Hello,” Derek said, bending down to give her a peck on the cheek.

“Hello,” she replied, blushing. She could not help the surge of blood rushing to her face, which she could feel had turned her face crimson.

Derek liked what he saw and was looking forward to a wonderful evening with a pretty girl on his arm.

He was tan and looked good in his brown T-shirt and brown trousers, a casual and smart look.

Being May the weather was quite mild, and a feel of summer was in the air.

They said very little in the car except for Derek inquiring how she had been and how work was—all rather mundane and ordinary, unimportant little chitchat.

But at that very moment she felt as if she did not have a care in the world. The man of her dreams was by her side, this man who had managed to completely and absolutely sweep her off her feet.

The quick peck still lingered on her cheek. Her whole body tingled, and she felt as if she was on fire. She wanted more and more and oh ever so many more kisses! She was besotted. But maybe things were moving too quickly, she thought.

As Derek drove he once or twice let his hand lightly touch her arm, and when she looked at him, he smiled.

“So how was your day?” he asked, just for a brief moment turning his head sideways, away from the driving.

“Nothing much. How was yours?”

Derek apparently was very busy at his family’s London office overlooking some land deals that the company was negotiating to buy and being there to sign the papers.

“I had hardly any time to change,” he said. “At least my secretary has the presence of mind to always keep a change of clothing for me in the office. I just have to tell her what I need and for where. It’s funny, she even has a set of ties to match with the suits for impromptu meetings.”

She felt so happy, but she stayed quiet.

“Penny for your thoughts,” he said.

She sat up with a jolt. By that time they were driving along Oxford Street amid the buses, crowds of people, and other cars. The newspapers were still full of the Profumo affair, so the paperboys were busy with every newspaper, every front page featuring the latest the news. It was very difficult to get away from it all.

“Let’s go to a coffeehouse.” Derek’s voice broke into her thoughts as they made their way toward Soho and Frith Street. “A new one has opened up.”

Her thoughts were far away from coffee and Soho then. Miranda felt herself wanting him, which was wicked! What would her mum say? Then again, what did it matter what mum said? She was a young woman who needed to assert herself, who wanted to show Derek and the rest of the world that she was a sophisticated and all-knowing woman, a young woman of the times. Despite all these jumbled thoughts, she still did not feel at all assertive or confident! Mira was a girl from the suburbs, and very rarely had she ventured into the world of the rich and famous.

She felt her desire slowly creeping up. She could not curb it. She wanted him. The first date, and she was already feeling awfully sexy. The jukebox at the coffeehouse was loud. She had a cappuccino and so did he.

By the time they got to Kensington it was dark, and the streetlights had been on for some time. The London traffic was busy and bustling as they walked along Kensington High Street. She saw Barkers department store. So many times she had heard her mum mention the famous store, and her mum had taken Mira there as a special treat for cream cakes.

They passed Biba, the famous store, and Kenko, the coffeehouse. The girls walking down King’s Road were so smart and sophisticated. They wore their hair short and wore short dresses. She felt so very drab compared to them! What did Derek even see in her? “He could get anybody, so why me?” she wondered. Suddenly she wanted to go home. She craved the safety of the suburbs and the safety of home. This life was not meant for her. How could she ever dream of being with Derek?

He hardly spoke in the car; he seemed very far away. When they arrived at his penthouse suite, they fell into each other’s arms even before he could shut the door.

He kicked the door shut. “At last,” he said. His hungry mouth started to desperately search for her lips as if he could not get enough of her. With slow deliberation he undid her dress and led her to his king-size bed.

It was not late, still early evening with the noise of the London traffic penetrating the wall of the penthouse flat. The king-size bed was soft and extremely inviting. Miranda sank into it.

Was she going to tell him? Or keep mum? Was being a virgin such a crime? What was she to do? Could she slip out and leave? Not a chance—she was encircled in Derek’s strong arms.

“NO,” she suddenly screamed and pushed him off her with a tremendous force that she did not know she possessed.

“No,” she said again. “Please, no.” She tried to wriggle out from his tight embrace.

He let her go, looking angry, very angry. He did not force himself on her he was not a cad.

“I am a virgin,” she uttered softly,

He sat up and looked at her directly. “I am sorry, Miranda,” he murmured under his breath. “I should not have put you in this situation.”

“I did not know”

“Let me take you home.”

With that, he sat up and Miranda slipped off the bed from under him. He smiled a wry smile. What an oaf he had been—again. Hadn’t Charles tried to warn him? But he’d paid no heed. “Keep your pants zipped,” Charles had said.

Derek stood up and glanced briefly at Miranda. “I have a busy day tomorrow,” he said very matter of fact. “Got a delegation coming.” He was trying hard to make light of this regrettable and shameful situation.

“Where is the loo?” she inquired, embarrassed, not having heard a word he had said.

Derek stood up and opened the door of the bathroom.

Once inside she bolted the door, terribly frightened that he was going to pounce on her again from one of the hidden corners. Where was her sophistication? The woman of the world? She was trembling, nauseous. Looking into the mirror she saw this pale and frightened face looking back at her. Hair was messed up; her eyes were so full of confusion and bewilderment.

Thank God he had not forced himself on her she wouldn’t have known how to deal with it.

Even to sit on the toilet to go to the bathroom was difficult. She was so nervous and shaken. At last she gingerly undid the bolt. Peeping out, she saw he was not there so she ventured out.

“Are you ready to go?” She heard his voice coming from the adjoining room, a tired and strained voice.

“Yes,” she answered ever so softly. What a way to end the day she had so been looking forward to.

Sitting in the car beside him was torment enough, and being driven across London in utter silence was absolute torture.

Each of them was busy thinking about the evening’s incident in different ways, their own postmortems of the last half hour.

Why did he have to seduce her? He was guilty. She was a virgin. Oh God! Why?

History was repeating itself, he thought bitterly as he drove, clutching the steering wheel in a very tight grip.

Charles had warned him. What was he to do now? He liked her, liked her immensely, but what about his bad behavior, not to mention his baggage? Why could he not be friends with her for some time before pouncing on her? Charles would certainly ask him about her and what was he to say? Would he lie? But that would not be possible. Charu was bound to know. It was all his fault, and he had lost her forever.

Derek was a proud man, and saying sorry was not in his psyche.

At last Derek turned into her cul-de-sac. Miranda did not wait for him to open the door; she bolted out of the car and into the house.

For a long time he sat there, thinking. At last he turned around and left. She was watching him the whole time from behind the lace curtain upstairs, suppressing her tears.

It was a lovely summer day, blue sky and a dazzling sunshine—very rare for England. An Indian summer, as predicted by the weatherman. The garden would need watering.

Miranda was missing Derek, which she realized was rather strange after the way he and she had behaved. Mulling over the incident in her mind again and again she was unable to draw any conclusions. Why had she behaved in that strange manner from the time she’d met Derek to the ride home?

Charu had asked her about the date but Miranda had been noncommittal and not very forthcoming, leaving Charu rather disappointed to say the least.

Derek’s world was alien to Miranda; she was a girl from the suburbs. This, all this glitter, money, penthouse flats were not in her vocabulary. Best to be sensible and try and push the whole thing to the back of her mind, to the innermost recesses where it would be difficult to extricate. Her life was an ordinary mundane life, and his was different. They were worlds apart.

“I know, I should have been more cautious,” Derek admitted to Charles as they sat in his penthouse.

“I warned you! Why do you do such things?”

“I don’t know what came over me,” Derek replied.

Was there a hint of remorse? Or was it because the poor girl had managed to get away, Charles wondered, a cruel thought that disappeared as soon as it had appeared.

“I have decided to go back to the gardens soon,” Derek said.

“That is the best you can do? Run and hide when the going gets tough?”

“I don’t run away from circumstances or ‘things,’ but I have a tendency to commit blunders.” Derek looked very worn and weary. “You know, Charlie, my friend, I thought I was falling in love with her, and even now I have this very tender feeling for her.” He clenched and unclenched his fist.

“You are a brute, Derek. Don’t you ever think of the consequences?”

“What should I do?”

“I don’t know. What should you do?” Charles stood up to leave.

“Please, Charles. Wait. I was mistaken. I thought she was in acquiescence, I was wrong. So dreadfully wrong. But I will have to make it right, somehow.”

Charles went up to his dear friend and brushed his shoulder lightly. “The best would be to return and resume your relationship with Hannah.”

Charles left Derek slumped in the chair looking dejected and forlorn.

Miranda woke up after another fretful night.

Her mother was in the garden at the back of the house, watering the wilting plants. The day was already turning out to be hot, and the air felt very still. The garden umbrella was up, and everything looked so bright and dazzling. Mira made her way to the garden and her mum. Her darling mum, solid and loving. Oh so very loving. Her eyes suddenly filled with tears, she loved her mum so. Mira ran to her mother and gave her a very big hug.

“Oh, Mum,” she said and buried her face in her mother’s ample bosom. Her mother and father had had to work hard for the little luxuries of life, including this lovely house—semidetached, as her mother never failed to emphasize.

Miranda often thought of her father who had passed away a few years ago.

“Did you have a good time last night, dear?” Molly asked.

“Yes, Mum,” she said, her face still buried in her mum’s chest.

Molly slowly stroked her daughter’s lovely hair. This only daughter of hers, how much she loved her. “There, there,” she said in a very gentle voice. “Let’s sit in the garden. Maybe we should have some lunch,” she said. With a jolt Mira realized that it was late afternoon and Mum had been waiting for her to come downstairs to have lunch. She wanted lunch desperately—and a big cup of milky coffee! The aroma of freshly baked bread was making her hungry.

“I’ll get lunch and bring it out,” Miranda said and ran indoors by the back patio doors to the dining room. The wide patio doors were open, and part of the dining room was flooded in sunlight.

“Why can’t it be like this always?” she mused, opening the fridge. The salad was already mixed and waiting. She took it out, cut some lemon, and also brought out cold chicken and bread. That was it and a bottle of milk in the fridge to go with it. Mira placed it all on a tray and carried the laden tray to the garden and placed it on the table under the umbrella. Molly was already seated in one of the cozy chairs waiting for her daughter.

“So tell me all about it, darling. How was it?” She helped herself to some bread as Mira proceeded to tell her mum all about it: Derek, the drive along King’s Road, and his beautiful flat on a side street off King’s Road—of course leaving  the events of the end of the night untold. Those details she kept buried in the deep recesses of her heart. She could not talk about it, least of all to Mum. Not even Charu would ever know what had occurred that night.

The afternoon was hot, and mother and daughter felt reluctant to go inside. They both dozed off, and it was dark when they woke up from their afternoon siesta feeling very contented and happy.

“Let me give you a hand carrying the dishes in,” Molly said, stacking the dishes.

Miranda did not expect to see or hear from Derek again, and she tried to push the entire incident to the back of her mind. Trying to analyze the situation was of no help. She was very depressed, upset and angry with herself for giving in so easily to him. Why had she agreed to go out with him? Was she falling in love? And so easily? Couldn’t she have resisted him? He had not bothered to call her, and she had expected an apology. What a silly thought! How could she be so very silly?

She clutched the steering wheel very tightly, angry. She should have been determined and forceful. No meant no.

She was driving her little Mini. Usually she took the tube to work which was easier as she did not have to look for a parking space, but if it was too cold or she felt a bit lazy she did drive her little car to work, which was seldom. She remembered right after her driving test when she’d opted to buy the Mini—what a lot of toing and froing! Mum asking the neighbors, should she or should she not. However, as usual, Miranda had her way, and she bought the Mini, with some financial help from Mum. But at this moment she was in a world of her own.

“Are you home, darling?” she heard Molly’s voice call from the back of the house as she entered. It was her mother’s usual greeting even though her mother knew full well that the only person it could be was her daughter. But it was a greeting of endearment, a mother’s love.

Molly was busy folding the clothes and linens she had spread on the clothesline to dry that morning.

“By the way,” Molly said as she walked in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, “a very nice young man by the name of Derek called. He was looking for you. I told him you had not got back from work. He will call again, that’s what he said.”

Miranda was stunned. The audacity of the man. How dare he!

“He came here? You mean, Mum, that he came to this house?” Miranda stopped in her tracks. She went crimson, feeling the heat of color gradually starting to creep up her face. She could hardly believe her ears! “You mean, Mum, that he knocked on our door?”

“You are repeating yourself, dear,” Molly said. “He was awfully nice. I asked him in for a cup of tea. I was having one so I asked him to join me, and he agreed!”

Miranda could hardly believe what she as hearing. Was it a dream or was it really happening?

“You offered him tea?”

“And cakes, I suppose,” she sneered. There was an edge to Miranda’s voice that Molly was surprised to detect. What was the matter with her daughter? It must be the heat, poor dear, affecting her.

“Oh, he knew who I was. He wished me good evening and said, ‘Hello, Mrs. Stewart. When do you think Miranda will be home?’”

Miranda stood there rooted to the ground, not knowing whether to cry or laugh—what a rogue, making up to her mother!

Molly could not contain herself; she was dying to know all about this wonderful man who had called.

Miranda was not giving anything away. She knew her mother; in no time her little group of friends would know all about Derek, and who knew where it would all end? By the time the ladies finished with them they would be married with children. So Miranda held her tongue, making Molly visibly upset.

The telephone rang, and Miranda rushed to answer it.

“Mira?” that voice aloof and drawling “I was in your area a little while ago.

You have such a sweet and a wonderful mother,” he hastened to add.

Sucking up to her, she thought. What a rogue.

“I know,” Miranda replied. There was a distinct coldness in her voice. She did not want to let Derek know how happy she was that he had called. She could have danced with joy, she was so excited.

“What about coming to Paris with me tomorrow?”

“What?” she said. “What?” she said again. “You are not putting me on?” She did not believe him.

“I’ve got the tickets,” he said. “I want you to come. Please, Mira,” he carried on. “Please say yes.” He was being very persuasive, albeit very gently.

“You bought a plane ticket for me?” She couldn’t believe her ears. This man without even consulting her had gone ahead and bought her a plane ticket for Paris! It was incredible.

After what had happened yesterday? Was it a dream or a reality? Was it really happening to her?

“Say yes, please,” Derek said again, cajoling her into agreeing. “Do you want me to come over now to your place and beg you on bended knee?” He always managed to have such a coaxing voice. The way he spoke to her, it was extremely difficult to say no. He could make her laugh, too.

“It’s such a short notice,” Miranda said, knowing full well that she would give in. Her heart was beating fast, her pulse rapid. She had never been out of London. A few times, when her father was alive, they had taken a few trips to the seaside at South-end—that was her only traveling experience.

By the time the call with Derek ended she was as red as a beet root. Thank God her mother was not near her, although she was hovering around trying to catch snippets of the conversation.

Derek took it for granted that she would be joining him. It was decided that Derek would pick her up the next morning—and after that? She was completely in the dark regarding the agenda in Paris. Was this really happening?

The only thing to do now was to pack a small bag and wait. Miranda was in a quandary, trying to make up her mind about what to take. She had never met anybody like Derek before. He was so rich he could go and buy tickets for other people at the drop of a hat.

The next morning was slightly chillier than the last few days, and dull. The feel of autumn was in the air, so Miranda decided to travel in a light pair of slacks and a light jacket just in case it turned chilly. It was the only smart jacket she possessed, so it would have to do.

The doorbell rang, and she could hear her mother inviting Derek in. By the time she came downstairs both of them were chatting away like old friends.

“Oh, there you are!” they said in unison.

“Oh, Mrs. Stewart,” Derek hastened to add, “look after yourself. You won’t be missing your daughter, will you? She will be home, soon!” he added gaily.

Molly giggled like a young girl. She was so taken with this lovely young man. She hoped something concrete occurred after this trip—an engagement hopefully!

Miranda hugged and kissed her mother and said good-bye.

“Can I give you a kiss, Mrs. Stewart?” Derek asked, bending down to give Molly a kiss on her cheek.

They turned to go, and Derek took the little bag Miranda was tightly clutching from her.

“You look very pretty,” he said as they made their way to his car. She did not answer.

Miranda felt shy around him, remembering the other night. She could already feel herself wanting him and the desire slowly building up even though she felt somewhat scared and ashamed.

She let him hold her hand, surprising herself by being so bold.

The surprise that awaited Miranda was beyond her wildest imagination. When they reached the airport, Derek drove to a special designated area where someone was waiting to take the car from him.

It was her first plane ride she could hardly contain herself ! Miranda was like a child, excited and scared! holding onto her seat for her dear life during take off, in case she fell off the plane!

By the time they reached Paris it was late afternoon. A car was waiting for them at Orly Airport to drive them to the hotel where Derek and his parents usually stayed when they were in Paris. It was an expensive hotel, as it was bound to be when Derek was involved. The manager himself came to meet them. They had adjoining suites with connecting doors.

“You have a room all to yourself,” Derek assured her.

She did not say anything. She was nervous, excited. All her feelings surfaced at once.

She felt strangely elated, so much so that when Derek came to her room via the adjoining door, tears sprung to her eyes.

Slowly, gently he wiped away a tear that was gradually rolling down her cheek. Ever so gently he pulled her to him.

“I feel so happy,” he said, “that you agreed to come with me. I am falling in love with you, Mira.”

In a very small muffled voice, she said, “Am I dreaming, or is it real?”

Derek bent down to kiss her fully on the lips, and she returned the kiss eagerly. The streetlights had come on, and the view from the hotel balcony across the river Seine was breathtakingly beautiful. The glittering lights were bouncing off the river. Someone was playing the accordion. It was an ethereal experience for Miranda, who had never experienced anything like this before.

Dinner was at a very small French restaurant not far from their hotel, practically on the banks of the river. The décor of the quaint restaurant that Derek had chosen had a medieval tinge to it. The stone floor was uneven, and the walls had an unfinished look. There were a number of little tables scattered around the room as if in a careless manner but at the same time very carefully arranged. This gave it an enchanted and haunting look. The strange and cozy ambience was accentuated by the little lamps adorning each table. It was almost dark, making it practically impossible to see the menu.

After their expensive dinner they decided to take a stroll along the river.

“Do you want an ice cream?” Derek asked, his voice slightly tinged with a suppressed mirth.

“No,” Mira replied, holding Derek’s arm and clutching it very tightly.

“They sell delicious homemade ice cream nearby. Are you sure you will not have any?” “Yes, why not?” she said, hanging onto Derek’s arm.

Music was everywhere; there was music in the air. For Miranda music was in every pore of her being. Someone was playing the accordion, and the shimmering lights on the river were moving gently in time with the music.

The whole ambience was enchanting, and being a late-summer evening, there was a slight chill in the air. Miranda was glad she had brought her cashmere wrap with her, the one and only wrap she had, a present from Charu who had brought it all the way from India on her last visit.

They slowly strolled back to the hotel, arm in arm, lingering briefly on one of the bridges, admiring and savoring an enchanting and hauntingly beautiful Paris evening. She was devouring the Paris air. She took in a deep breath, inhaling it, filling her lungs.

Derek was enchanted as well. Miranda was such an uncomplicated individual, pretty and unsophisticated. He encircled her with his arm and pulled her gently to him.

The manager came running as soon as he saw them entering the hotel foyer.

“Monsieur, monsieur, telephone for you, from England. They will call again in a half hour.” He spoke superb English with a French accent.

Thanking him, Derek led her toward the elevator.

The old elevator doors made a tremendous clanking noise every time they opened and shut.

They had hardly reached their floor when the call came. It was an executive from his London office telling Derek he would have to leave for India as soon as possible; in fact, they were booking his ticket for him to fly out within the next few days. There was some trouble at one of the gardens. Derek looked very solemn as he got off the telephone.

This was a transitional time for the gardens, Derek explained. As the English were moving out of India, he told Miranda, the Indians were moving in. They were buying up the tea estates. Of course some of the planters had opted to remain as some had married local girls and others liked living in the tropics. After all, the life they were leading in India was not to be found in London or anywhere else in the United Kingdom. The servants, the huge bungalows, the social life were all fabulous. It was absolutely incomprehensible to someone who had not experienced it.

Miranda hastened to tell Derek that her aunt and uncle were in India in a place called Assam, at a tea garden. Derek was listening only partly as his mind was already halfway across the world. She let it pass.

Their lovemaking that night was very tender, as they both knew that the time to part was not far off. Derek would be leaving soon and who knew when they would meet again.

They flew back to London the next day. Derek made a quick dash away after seeing Miranda home.

Back in London, Miranda felt very forlorn and depressed. She was missing Derek desperately and waiting everyday for a call from him, which of course never came. She hardly went out in case she might miss his call. She was beside herself with worry. Why had their been no telegram, no letter? Not a word for weeks.

She was desperately missing Derek, and the mundane London life was stifling her. She was by then craving more excitement. Miranda had changed. She had become slightly more accommodating, more outgoing. Derek had managed to change her in many ways, ways that surprised even herself!

At last a letter arrived, short and to the point. Derek had arrived and was immediately plunged into the tea plantation workers’ dispute, which took time to resolve. After all, the plantation’s livelihood depended on the workers, or “coolies” as they were known. He said he hoped Miranda was well and looked forward to seeing her again.

Meanwhile, Miranda had another worry. She was counting the days to her period, having not taken any precautions, for which she could have kicked herself. But everything had occurred in such rapid succession! Even the pill, which was starting to be quite fashionable in London, took time to work.

What was she to do if she did become pregnant?

She would not have missed the lovemaking with Derek for the world. He was so gentle, and since she was a virgin, he had been extra cautious. After the initial shock, she managed to let herself go, relax, and enjoy the tenderness between them.

His hands had caressed her breasts and he’d smiled deeply at her as he ever so slowly penetrated her. She had cried out at first, but then it became easy. The rhythm, the kisses—all of it was wonderful!
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CHARU WAS GET TING married that spring, and Miranda was one of the bridesmaids. She was hoping against hope that Derek would come for his friend’s wedding. Not having heard from Derek for such a long time, Mira was not quite sure. She was very upset and felt very let down. The best thing to do would be to ask Charu, who would definitely know about Derek’s plans since Charles was one of his very best friends from their public school days. So she took the bull by the horns one evening and broached the subject when they were sitting in Charu’s room discussing the imminent hen party.

“Is Derek not coming, Charu?” she asked, very innocently in a very nonchalant manner. “Has Charles heard from him?”

“Oh—Derek?” Charu replied, preoccupied with her guest list for the party. “He spoke to Charles a few days ago and seemed to be very busy. He said he will try.” Charu was also busy looking at her presents and the jewellery she had received from her family and how much more she was to receive. Being the only daughter of fairly wealthy parents, her expectations knew no bounds.

But Charu knew Miranda was very upset; Miranda was not letting on just how upset she was, poor girl. She was definitely putting on a very brave face. Charu looked up from her guest list with jewelry strewn all over the bed.

“Have you phoned him, Mira?” she asked gently.

Miranda burst into tears and ran out of the room. How could she let herself get to this point? And in the presence of others? Thank God only her friend was the sole witness to this public demonstration of her grief.

Charu didn’t know what to do. Her friend was on one side, and her fiancé’s friend was on the other. What a swine Derek was, she thought to herself.

She left the room to find Mira. She pulled her friend gently by the hand back into the room and shut the door. There was no dearth of prying eyes and keyhole listening in her house.

“Six months,” Mira managed to say in between her tears and sobs. She choked back her sobs as tears rolled down her face. “Six months,” she repeated. “I have phoned him so many times, but he never phones me! It costs a lot, you know, to put a call through long distance.”

Charu gave her best friend a hug. She felt very bad for her, but she had been sworn to secrecy by Charles, who made her promise not to let Miranda know that Derek was coming for the wedding. In fact, he was going to be Charles’s best man and was arriving the next day for the stag party!

“Don’t cry,” she said, wiping Miranda’s tears. Charu was genuinely upset for her friend. Why not tell her? Why did Charles have to go along with Derek’s so-called surprise visit? Charu decided to call Charles there and then and make a clean breast of the whole situation and put Mira out of her misery.

“I will speak to Charles,” she said, trying to console Miranda.

“Oh, no!” Miranda cried out. “Don’t ever do that. If he cares for me he will come for me. After all,” she carried on, “he is not the only fish in the sea.” With that she sat up as if she had come to terms with Derek’s callous behavior.

Suddenly Charu slipped away from the room, excusing herself. She had to have a word with Charles. Why not let Mira know that Derek would be there? Why all this cloak-and-dagger stuff? She couldn’t bear to see her friend so upset. She would explain it to Charles and ask him to let his friend know that the cat was out of the bag.

Miranda was left on her own, sitting on Charu’s bed. She looked around the room that was filled with nostalgia. Their school pictures hung on the wall, walls still painted in the girly light-mauve color Charu had chosen so many years before. The room held so many secrets for them, for her—so many conversations and gossip they’d shared over the years. The day she and Charu met, the day Charu had stumbled upon the love of her life, the man who was to marry her in a few days.

How their forbidden love had blossomed through sneaky meetings! Miranda always covered for her friend, lying through her teeth to Charu’s mother that Miranda was and had been with her! The subterfuge had gone on for years. The crunch came when Charu came to know that her parents were looking for a suitable boy for their only daughter, Charulata. He had to be an Indian and of their caste and a good earner.

The couple had decided to elope. An interracial marriage—God, it was unthinkable! It all had come to a head when the couple was spotted together walking hand in hand not far from home. Silly of them to be so blasé! And who should spot them but none other than Charu’s dad!

Shivers still went down Miranda’s spine when she looked back on those days. What a lot of commotion as Charu’s parents went stomping up to Mira’s place confronting her with tears in their eyes. Molly looked askance at her daughter, her lips pursed as if Miranda had been involved in some sort of a conspiracy. As if Miranda and Charu were fellow criminals.

Charu’s father began to give in at last when Charu went on a hunger strike and refused to let a single morsel pass her lips. Not even water! Her mother was beside herself, wringing her hands—at least that was what Mira witnessed when she dared to venture into their home. Her mother was crying, clutching at her breasts, as if Charu was breathing her last!

Little did she know that Mira was sneaking in food to Charu, including water, hiding it under a big coat she wore for the sole purpose of sneaking in the food. It only lasted for about three days before her parents gave in.

Both sets of parents met, and the rest was history.

Miranda was deep in her own thoughts when Charu burst back into the room, giving Miranda an awful jolt and looking awfully pleased with herself like a Cheshire cat. Only the purring was left to the imagination!

“I have good news and bad news, Mira,” she said, her eyes literally sparkling. “Give me a hug first.” Charu spread her arms out. “Mira, please don’t cry,” she said in an endearing voice, hugging her friend ever so tightly. “Derek is coming for the wedding. He is Charles’s best man!”

Miranda stared at her, not quite comprehending what her friend had just said. “What did you say, Charu?”

“Yes, he is coming for a few days. In fact, he will be here for the stag night.”

Miranda was dumbfounded. “But why didn’t you tell me before?” She stared at Charu with wide-open eyes.

“Derek asked Charles not to let you know. He wanted it to be a surprise for you.”

“Oh! Oh!” she said. “Now what is the bad news?”

“He will be in England only for a few days, as he has to go back immediately after the wedding.”

“Well, I will get to see him again and speak to him, at least be with him, Charu,” she said in a very small and a sad voice.

The girls were enjoying the hen night at one of the restaurants in the West End, the ‘In’ place to be.

“Charles knows where we are,” Charu said to Mira in a hushed voice. “He may come and take a peep!” she muttered under her breath.

The party was in full swing when Miranda suddenly felt that someone was looking at her, in fact staring at her. She turned around, but there was nobody there. Still, she had a distinct feeling there was someone in the restaurant was watching her.

The feeling went away, and then suddenly Charles was there making an appearance before being booed out by all the girls. Miranda felt like her feeling must have been correct and that it must have been Derek! Her heart missed a beat, and then she felt the blush that had an awful habit of creeping up. She knew her face was crimson.

By the time the girls were dropped off by their hired car, it was well past midnight.

The next morning was a crisp spring morning, and the bridesmaids all congregated at Charu’s house, all looking very happy and full of joy, decked out beautifully in saris.

Everything was so full of color. The day was bright, and the bridesmaids were all bejeweled and shimmering in beautiful bright colors. Everything was so very festive.

This was the day that the bride’s family was inviting their dear and near ones to come and partake in the celebration. The food was sumptuous, and there were sweets galore. Charles’s parents were there, thoroughly at home. It was all very wonderful.

But Derek was nowhere to be seen. Charles came accompanied by some of his other friends, but no Derek.

The church wedding was scheduled for the next day, which Charles’s parents had insisted on having. It was a beautiful wedding. The bride looked absolutely radiant; she was literally glowing as she walked down the aisle on her father’s arm with the bridesmaids behind her. The first chords of the bridal march boomed out. Derek was there, standing next to Charles as the best man as they turned around and watched the bride slowly making her way down the aisle.

Charles and Derek looked so debonair in their dark suits, both very tall and slim. Derek’s hair was slightly bleached since he’d been out in the sun a lot on the tea plantations. He looked tired but very handsome. Miranda suddenly looked up as she was walking behind Charu and felt his eyes on her. She felt a sudden thrill. He looked away, staring straight ahead.

The bride and groom exchanged their wedding vows; Charles and Charu were pronounced man and wife. They all trooped out of the church into the April sunshine.

“You look cold, Mira,” she heard Derek’s deep voice say. She turned around and found herself looking straight at him.

What should she do? Ignore him? Smile at him? Miranda was at a loss. She was flummoxed, flustered. She loved him so much, but there was a thing called pride. She felt wounded and very hurt.

With blazing eyes she turned toward him, and facing him and staring him straight in the eye, she was about to say, “Why are you bothered whether I am cold or not?” but before she could even form the words, Derek took her elbow and steered her toward a group of people she did not know.

“I know you are very upset, but believe me, Mira,” Derek said, “I have been very busy, but I have thought of you often.” Steering Miranda across the churchyard, he said, “Come and meet my parents.”

“Parents?” she said stupidly.

“Yes,” he continued, “you know, parents, my mother and father!”

He was so infuriating. She could have killed him then. She was angry and upset, but she could not wrench herself from his steely grip.

Mr. and Mrs. Chowdhury were busy talking to Charles’s parents who were their friends. Miranda did not know who Derek’s parents were; they all looked so rich and affluent. She could guess which one was Derek’s father; he was immaculately dressed in an expensive suit and a turban. He looked rich but very amiable.

Derek literally dragged her toward the group. “Mother, Dad,” he said, grinning, “meet Miranda.”

She felt the four pairs of eyes upon her.

A slim lady of medium height, said, “I am Derek’s mother,” in a soft voice. Miranda could detect a slight drawl of an English accent. “So you are Miranda,” she said and smiled.

“We haven’t had the pleasure. It’s lovely to meet you.” She looked almost regal; Miranda had the sudden urge to curtsy!

Mrs. Chowdhury emanated affection and love. She was kindness itself. She had on a well-tailored suit and a hat to match. Her makeup was perfect, a light-colored lipstick that matched her expensive pastel-colored suit.

His father Miranda also liked immediately. The usual small talk ensued about how long she had known Charu and how they had been at school together. Apparently Derek’s parents were driving back to Essex that very evening, as they had to get back.

“Duty calls,” Mr. Chowdhury said.

Glancing at Derek, Miranda could detect a sudden intake of breath.

“Rohit is on his own, you know,” his mum said very matter of fact to no one in particular. “You know, Derek, how he frets when one of us is not around.”

Derek stiffened. His smile had vanished. He looked away very somber. He let his mother’s remark pass ignored. He definitely looked uncomfortable.

Excusing himself, he hastily steered Miranda away from his parents. She looked at him with an inquiring look that Derek pretended not to see. Who was this Rohit? Why was Derek so edgy? He had been very amiable introducing her to his parents, so why this sudden transformation? There were so many unanswered questions, which were left unanswered and soon forgotten.

At that precise moment a boy of about seven years old was being rather difficult in a large and scrambling house set in the midst of nowhere in Essex. The house was very imposing to look at from a distance in its rural setting in the midst of acres of land and a lovely flower patch in front. A wrought iron gate, which was often left open, was supposed to keep strangers out.

The boy, Rohit, went up to his nanny. “Who is that man who comes here to see Mummy and Daddy? He frightens me! I hope he does not come here anymore.”

“I hate him!” he added vehemently.

Derek and Miranda made their excuses and made their way toward another group of people Derek knew. Miranda had the definite feeling that Derek’s mother had looked upset when Derek deliberately avoided saying anything about this Rohit. Anyway, it was none of her business and she left it at that.

The whole churchyard seemed to be dotted with rich and influential people. There were ladies in very colorful saris and expensive jewelry. It was a magnificent sight. People were mingling, Western and Eastern alike.

Derek seemed to know most of them.

Where was her mother? Miranda wondered. She could not see her.

“Derek, please,” she said. “I seemed to have lost my mother.”

“Let’s go and find her,” he said.

It was not difficult to find Molly. She was busy talking to Charu’s mother.

“Hello, Mrs. Stewart,” Derek said, giving her a peck on the cheek.

Miranda was appalled. How dare he? And yet her mother beamed at him.

“Oh, Derek,” she said. “How lovely to see you. You know Mrs. Roy, Charu’s mum?”

Derek said “yes” and ‘namaste,’ bringing his palms together and bowing his head a little. He was very well versed in Hindi language and Indian customs. He spoke a few of the Indian languages and had many Indian friends. His English mother had insisted that he learnt the Indian customs and the language. Derek inquired politely about the Indian wedding and said that he would be attending. How could he not since both the groom and the bride were his special friends? He was looking forward to it.

After more polite excuses, they made their way toward the waiting Daimler.

She got into the car willingly, but she gave the impression to Derek that she was obliging him and was going with him very reluctantly.

The reception was held in a hotel within walking distance of the church. She could have walked but could not disengage herself from Derek’s steely grip leading her toward his car. And of course Miranda was ecstatically happy just being with him, despite her outward demeanor. The hotel itself was set on acres and acres of land. A gravel path led from the gate to the front porch where the cars picked up and dropped off their passengers. The cars then were driven away to be parked in the car park at the back. It was all very grand. The property looked exquisite with its well-tended, manicured lawns and fountains. It also had a little stream running across the grounds that was lit up at night. The building itself had been renovated as a hotel but the original Gothic style and structure remained, giving it a very regal and authentic look.

The lunch went off well, and Derek’s best man’s speech was filled with wit and funny anecdotes of his and Charles’s school days and the pranks they’d gotten up to and how they were punished by their house masters. The whole event was very happy and merry.

It was evening before the groom and bride sneaked off. They were booked into a hotel in London for the next day before returning to their respective homes in preparation for the Indian wedding. It was all very romantic and mysterious.

Derek searched her out after the couple left. “Mira,” he said, “let’s slip away from here.”

She looked at him questioningly.

“Come,” he said and pulled her by her hand.

“Come Mira” He said, She liked the way he said

“Mira” there was a sort of lilt to it, She demurely followed him.

She had not changed and was still in her bridesmaid dress.

“I have to change,” she said.

He shook his head and without a word led her outside. It was a chilly evening; the western sky was splashed with the red hue of the setting sun. He took his jacket off and draped it over her shoulders, leading her gently across the grass to the farthest end of the grounds. Miranda was finding it difficult to walk across the damp, soggy grounds. Her high heels were getting stuck. He picked her up and literally carried her to the farthest end of the grassy verge. She started to giggle. He put her down, lifted her chin up with one hand, and bent down and kissed her.

“I have been wanting to do this since yesterday,” he whispered in her ear. His kiss became very ardent, demanding, and Miranda felt her mouth being opened forcefully by his probing tongue. She gave in and felt completely limp in his tight embrace.

“Oh, Mira, Mira,” Derek muttered in a hoarse whisper. “I have missed you. Oh, how I have missed you.” Kissing her ardently. She felt desire emanating from him.

Desire was killing her too.

His hands slowly moved down and lifted her dress up. He wanted her desperately.

Suddenly she cried out, “No!” as she pushed him away from her. “No,” she said again.

“Just stop it.”

Her eyes flashed with anger and in a strong and angry voice, she blurted out, “You can’t just come back and use me, Derek.” Her eyes blazed, her lips quivered. “You didn’t even bother to call me. I am not a pushover. Why didn’t you call me? What do you take me for?” She took her shoes off and started to run across the grounds toward the hotel. Tears stung her eyes before streaming down her face. She was nearly choking. She wanted to go to her room and be alone.

He stood there rooted to the ground, his gaze transfixed on her receding back. It was the first time in his life that an incident of this nature had occurred to him. He felt ashamed, humiliated, and dumbfounded.

He was angry, so very angry. His blazing eyes bore into her back until she had disappeared from sight. He felt insulted. No woman had ever rejected him. She had pushed him away. What gall!

She walked up to the front desk to get her keys with her head held high. Her shoes were still in her hands and Derek’s jacket was still draped over her shoulders. She realized that she was wearing Derek’s jacket when she reached her massive beautifully furnished room. “Blast!” she said to herself. “Let him miss his jacket. After all, he is so rich one jacket will not make a difference!”

She knew she would have to face him again in two days’ time at the Indian wedding. She groaned just thinking about it.

After a restless night and an early breakfast she and her mother left for London. Molly was not fooled. Her daughter looked awful. She looked as if she had not slept the whole night. Her eyes were puffy and she had no makeup on. She looked pale and had black rings under her eyes.

Miranda’s Mini pulled into the gravel drive in front of the porch. She had felt a little shy asking the porter to bring around her little car; compared to the other expensive cars, hers looked extremely out of place.

“What do I care?” she thought to herself.

Turning around in the passenger seat Molly saw a familiar tall figure standing at the entrance of the hotel looking very forlorn and dejected. His hand went up, and he waved good-bye. Molly reciprocated and waved back. Just at that moment Miranda also saw him in the rearview mirror. She ignored him and sped out of the hotel toward London. The exhaust throttled with so much sudden angry pressure on the accelerator!

She was not looking forward to the Indian wedding at all. He would be there, and at the reception they would be seated at the same table. Oh God, what would she do? She could not, not go. She would have to grin and bear it. She could fall ill or feign illness. Her mind was clogged up with useless thoughts. She and mother hardly spoke a word in the car. She felt relieved when she saw her mother dozing off. She would be spared the small talk.

The next two days were an absolute agony for Miranda. The wedding day finally dawned. It was a crisp, bright morning. The sun was shining, but it was cold. Being April, spring was round the corner, but it was still chilly.

For the Indian wedding Charu wore a red sari with hand-embroidered gold thread. Adorned with gold from head to toe, Charu looked like a princess, as pretty as a picture. The sari was draped so beautifully around her that the soft silk fell around her in a stunning look. She sat in the bridal chair with Charles standing beside her in churidar and achkan with a massive turban on his head. She had to laugh when she saw Derek in Indian clothes—being the best man he was dressed similarly to the groom. Miranda and Derek pretended to ignore each other, but Miranda was acutely aware of his presence and he of hers. Every so often she and he stole glances at each other. Charu was too busy to notice anything. She was the bride, bedecked and bejeweled. She looked so happy.

Derek looked awfully good Miranda had to admit that. Oh, he was so handsome!

For his part, Derek was also finding it awfully difficult to look away. He was seething inside, and at the same time he realized his mistake at taking Miranda for granted. But life was not always as planned or expected. Once back in India he hardly had any time to reflect on London, on Miranda. And in the ensuing months he was seldom on his own to reminisce, what with the coolie dispute and running the factory and the gardens. All of these concerns combined tied him down to a very busy schedule. She should be happy that he was even able to make it to the wedding.

Derek was used to getting his own way most of the time. He had never been involved with a spirited girl like Miranda, and the unfamiliar situation unnerved him.

The wedding started with the pundit’s arrival and chanting of the vaidik mantras. Charles was led to where the pundit was seated on the floor cross-legged. Charu was then slowly led by a few of her friends, Miranda included, into the mandap, where the ceremony would be held. She joined them on the floor, and the ceremony started. Miranda, wearing her sari, pictured herself getting married like this, but then she quickly blotted the thought out. There were too many maybes and ifs.

The ceremony came to an end as the couple went to touch their parents’ feet to ask for their blessings. Charu’s mother wiped a tear with the end of her sari pallav. Father hugged his daughter and new son-in-law. Miranda’s eyes were misty, and she had to turn away and use her own sari pallav to wipe her tears too.

The meal was sumptuous, and it was clear that Charu’s father had not skimped where cost was concerned. He had given his daughter a proper send-off fit for a princess.

The guests dispersed, and Derek was nowhere to be seen. He had disappeared, melted into thin air.

His other friends were looking for him as well, but he was nowhere to be found.

Well, Miranda figured, one chapter of her life was over.

After the wedding Charu left for Holland where Charles was based. Miranda felt pretty lost without her friend. She missed Charu’s calls, missed Charu. Days were dragging, the wedding was over, and there was no more excitement. It was back to the mundane world for Miranda, the one she knew so very well.

How could she change her life? What should she do? How could she get some money to do something other than what she was doing and the way she was living now?

According to her friends and family her life was good and she was not in want. Molly reminded her of how good she had it as the ration days were over and they were able to buy flour for bread and eggs for the occasional cake, which of course was still a luxury.

But bread, cakes, and black-and-white television were not enough for Miranda. She was pining for excitement. She had been led to the edge of that world, a world that she knew nothing about. She had been tossed out like a ragdoll after a peep, after she had just dipped her big toe in the water!

She tried to push Derek as far away from her mind as possible. She tried analyzing her behavior had she been right to reject him? What about another chance? Over and over again, she covered the same ground, the same thoughts.

She had no one to talk to, no one to turn to. She felt so alone. Her day-to-day routine was smothering her.

She tried dating some of the boys at work, but all the dates ended in fiasco. She refused to go out with them after the first or second date. She felt she could not cope with the kissing and petting that invariably followed. She couldn’t bear to be touched. What was the matter with her?

The boys did not excite her. There was no spark. They were all very similar, and they all led a similar sort of life: wake up in the morning, take the Tube or the bus, go to work, maybe pop into a pub in the evenings. All very dull. She found it difficult to cope with their clumsy groping in the darkened picture houses. She often had to push them off of her. She had seen better, and she was searching for something as good or better.

Miranda received a call a few weeks after the wedding from Charu that she was coming back to London on her way to the Far East, as Charles had been posted to the Far East office.

The Far East! Where was that? Miranda didn’t have the foggiest! Where on earth was this place? Her knowledge of geography was very limited indeed. No matter—that was where the couple was headed after a brief spell in London.

Miranda wondered how Charu would look now, how she would be dressed. After all, she was married to a very rich man now. Would she be the same Charu she knew and had been friends with for so long? All these thoughts filled her mind. Thoughts of Derek also had a way of popping up when she was least expecting it, which always managed to make her miserable and melancholy. She didn’t want anything to do with him ever again. She was very angry with herself for giving into him. How could she? What had possessed her? Never again, she said to herself.

But every cloud had a silver lining; she was being promoted at work and that was one consolation. She had passed her exams and was becoming a state-registered nurse. She figured the only way to forget Derek would be to engross herself in work and try to forget the past and look forward to the future instead. Work was tremendous therapy, and she was very resolute in her desire to succeed and move on with her life. She was tired of thinking about Derek. She had left his jacket in the hotel room on purpose that night. She could have used it as an excuse to meet up again but she had been strong enough in her will to decide against that. She would let bygones be bygones and move forward.

Her mother was waiting anxiously one evening when Miranda returned home. She had just parked her little Mini and had turned off the ignition when she noticed her mother waiting at the open front door of their house. Miranda felt a sudden panic and ran toward her mother.

“Anything wrong?” she asked, her voice tinged with anxiety.

“Oh, no,” her mother replied. “Your Aunt Dolly and Uncle Tom rang from India today, and guess what?” she asked Miranda, full of excitement. “They want you to visit them, in India. A very expensive long-distance call,” she hastened to add. “I could hardly hear there was so much crackling on the line.”

Miranda stood rooted to the ground. “India,” she said mechanically. “India,” she said again. Immediately Derek’s face loomed in front of her.

“Do they really want me to go over, Mum?” she asked her mother, making her way into the house. “Or was it you who instigated the whole thing?”

“No, dear—why should I? What a preposterous idea!” Molly did not look at her daughter as she said this; suddenly a speck of dirt had become of utmost priority. “And I said that you would love to go over. Was I right in saying that?”

Then she turned around and faced her daughter as if suddenly out of the blue she had the sudden strength to tell a white lie. After all, a white lie never hurt anyone, did it? She looked at her daughter expectantly.

Miranda hesitated for a brief moment before answering. She was gob smacked, rooted to the ground. She could hardly believe her ears. She was smart, her mother. Who ever would have called long distance and hatched a plan of this sort?

India! She could not believe what she had heard.

Miranda had already looked up India and Assam in the world atlas. It was on the other side of the world.

“Yes, Mum,” she said under her breath, burying her face in her mother’s shoulder. She was trembling with emotion and excitement.

Molly had known all along that her daughter was pining for Derek, and her heart went out to her watching Miranda waiting anxiously for the phone call that never came, the letter that never arrived. She had watched Miranda waiting for the post the days she was at home but to no avail. This was like wartime, waiting for a letter from the front.

Little did Molly know that no telephone calls were expected and none would be coming. She did not try to hazard a guess as to what had transpired between the two. She’d decided to act, and act she did! Molly being Molly had taken the bull by the horns and under her own initiative put a call through to India to her sister Dolly.

Molly had a feeling of female intuition that Derek was not leading Miranda on, that there was some reason as to why he was behaving the way he was. She felt that he was a nice guy who would make a wonderful husband for her daughter. So why waste time? Instead she set the ball rolling, so to speak, and called Dolly.

She didn’t have a clue as where her sister was or where Derek was based. She had heard Miranda mention vaguely that Derek had gone to India and stayed there often, his family being involved with tea gardens and tea. So Molly telephoned her sister and inquired very discreetly if she knew anybody by the name of Derek Chowdhury, a tea planter in India. Nothing would daunt Miranda’s mother. It was her mission now to get her daughter off to India, and the rest would follow suit!

Dolly had been extremely surprised to receive a long-distance call from her sister. And Molly did not have a clue about the time difference between the two countries! Dolly and her husband were fast asleep when the shrill sound of the telephone woke them up.

“What, excuse me? What did you say? Who?”

“Derek Chowdhury.”

“Yes, we know him. What about him?”

Both the sisters were getting more and more exasperated, and Dolly could make neither head nor tail of the conversation. And there was Molly trying her utmost to explain things in as short a period of time as possible.

“Have you any idea what time it is out here, Molly?” Dolly had an edge to her voice.

“Oh dear, I have called you at the wrong time.” Molly was very apologetic.

By this time, however, Dolly and her husband were wide-awake and Molly was able to at last inform them of why she had put a long-distance call through to them and was also able to extricate some information from her sister.

Derek Chowdhury apparently had a reputation that preceded him regarding women, and Dolly did not know much about his love life except that he was semi-involved with a woman named Hannah and there was much talk about a Santal woman who had worked for the family when they were out there and who had since disappeared. Dolly could not vouch for the authenticity of the rumor, but there it was. Oh, yes, he was a lovely, charming man, and good-looking too!

Dolly was a bit dubious about Miranda setting her cap for him, but if Molly wanted help in this quarter she and Tom would do everything they could to help. And then the conversation veered toward when she would want her daughter to fly to India and what the weather was like in England—and if Miranda could bring some cheese with her!

Miranda’s departure had to be postponed for a few months as India was on the brink of war with the Chinese, and Assam was in the path of the Chinese as they were about to march into a place called Tezpur. All the planters were being evacuated for their own safety. Assam was in a chaotic situation. Pundit Nehru, the prime minister of India, was flying into Assam trying to placate the Indian soldiers. The refugees from Tibet were coming in droves to Guwahati and Tezpur.

The patients from the lunatic asylum in Tezpur, the largest asylum in eastern India, were let out. People were running helter-skelter, and whoever could was leaving Assam. Pundit Nehru’s last speech for Assam was rather short, as he landed for only a brief moment and then took off in his helicopter—but not without mentioning that his heart went out to the people of Assam.

In all this chaos, Miranda’s visit was indefinitely postponed. It was not safe to fly to a war zone, she was told. Just as suddenly as these developments arose, however, the Chinese decided not to enter Tezpur, the border town, and to turn back instead. Nobody knew why the Chinese had changed their mind. Nonetheless, a call from India gave Molly the all clear to proceed with her preparations for Miranda’s visit to Assam.

In London the newspapers were full of news regarding the resignation of Harold Macmillan, the fall of the government, and the impending elections. Miranda was feverishly going around collecting bits and pieces for her impending departure. She was apprehensive and excited at the same time—the fear of the unknown!

Often at night she would wake up and sit up in bed debating in her mind if she was doing the right thing. But she was not chasing after Derek. She was going on a visit to her aunt and uncle—hoping against hope she would meet up with Derek, of course! That was the sole purpose of her visit, after all.

In the meantime, in a bungalow in a tea garden a sahib and his old retainer were deep in conversation. He sat on the veranda, whisky in hand, with a dreamy look, it was dusk. His eyes drooped, and he was feeling rather lazy and relaxed. Radhu chacha sat in one of the other chairs deep in thought. Radhu chacha often took the liberty of sitting while in the presence of chota sahib when they were alone—never with company, however. That was simply not done. But he and chota had a bond. After all he had given his word to chota’s mother that he would look after him.

However, at this precise moment, the crickets had come out of their hiding places, wide-awake for the night, and the aroma of jasmine, the exotic perfume of raat ki rani (“queen of the night” as the flower was known in India), was everywhere. The atmosphere was exotic and breathtakingly mesmerizing. It was quiet in the veranda; only a light burning in the front room of the bungalow gave some light. Other than that, all was in utter darkness and engulfed in the quiet ambience of the wonderful East.

On this mesmerizing and exotic evening two men were reminiscing about the past, going over every detail, and discussing the future as well.

So many thoughts were crowding Radhu’s head! They discussed the other English memsahib whom his sahib at one time had been quite taken up with, though Radhu could not for the world remember her name. Then there was Rukmini. His chota always mentioned Rukmini to him, often with tears in his eyes, and many times he begged him to tell him what had happened to her. But Radhu would not open his mouth. Hadn’t he given his word to the old memsahib, chota’s mother?

Chota had begged him, even threatened to kill him, for that bit of information, but Radhu would not budge! Chota gave up after some time—what else could he do? After all, he needed Radhu to look after him, didn’t he?

Radhu’s position was assured, and he was very content looking after chota and practically running the entire establishment. Nothing happened here without his knowledge.

Derek stretched out further in the old deck chair and poured himself another whisky. That was enough for him for this evening, Radhu chacha decided. He was very deft at handling this chota sahib, his “young master.” Chuckling to himself he silently removed the bottle. Derek’s eyes were shut.

He was back in London, having an imaginary conversation with Miranda.

Suddenly Derek sat up and tried to adjust his eyes to the dark. He could make out Radhu’s hazy shadow sitting a little distance away from him. “Remember, chacha, Rukmini used to wear flowers in her hair? And that was for me, to look beautiful for me?”

“Yes, chota. I remember,” came Radhu’s noncommittal answer. “Come on, it is getting late, and you will have to wake up early for the factory.” Radhu went in search of the servant to serve dinner to the chota sahib. This conversation always made him very uncomfortable. He could not look chota in the eye whenever Rukmini’s name was mentioned.

During supper one evening, Molly could feel the suppressed excitement Miranda had been trying to conceal about her upcoming trip.

Their conversation was mostly about mundane things, and Miranda tried desperately to avoid mentioning India.

“Mum, would you mind very much if I went to bed a bit early?” she asked tenderly. And in the same breath she cautioned her mother regarding mentioning anything to Charu, who was on her way back to London after a brief spell in Europe.

“And by the way, Mum, Charu should be here tomorrow. If she telephones and you happen to answer, please, please don’t mention a word about India. Please, Mum!”

“Goodnight, darling, and don’t worry. I won’t,” she added with a knowing smile.

Miranda was meeting Charu the next day. She had decided not to let Charu know that she was leaving for India shortly. She couldn’t bear to be teased or asked a lot of silly questions. And if Charu knew, then Charles would know, and of course ultimately it would reach Derek.

Lunch with Charu was full of Holland and other destinations in Europe and about the exclusive apartment they had. Charu looked and behaved rich. She looked good in her very expensive white trousers and blue silk flowery top. She looked radiant, and the glittering bright diamonds in her ears accentuated the glow in her face. Marriage definitely suited her. Miranda was a little envious! If only Derek had been as easygoing as Charles. But life was never the way you wished it to be.

“So, Mira,” Charu drawled, “met anybody exciting recently?” she asked, crossing her legs.

“No,” Mira was quick to answer under her breath.

“Get cracking, darling. Marriage is wonderful; you don’t know what you are missing!”

“Haven’t met Mr. Right as yet,” Mira answered rather caustically.

“Derek?” Charu asked.

“No.” Mira vehemently shook her head from side to side. “He has not bothered to keep in touch and,” she hastened to add rather too quickly, Charu thought, “there are other fish in the sea!”

Charu looked so very confident; her attitude unnerved Miranda a bit. She wanted to go home. She needed a refuge, a hideout. Why was she feeling this way? Jealousy? After analyzing herself, she came to the same conclusion that anybody with half a brain would have come to. Yes, Miranda was jealous of her friend Charu.

This thought hit her abruptly, full in the face. She excused herself and made her way to the ladies’ room where she brought up her lunch. Gosh, Charu had this effect on her? Why did she let her? Then she stopped herself from screaming by pushing her fist into her mouth. She rinsed her mouth and then made herself presentable with a slight touch of lipstick and a comb through her tousled hair before managing to totter back to their table. Smiling weakly, she excused herself by saying she was not feeling well. They promised to meet up again, and then Miranda left. It was an abrupt departure, and it left her friend slightly perplexed. Miranda knew very well that another meeting would not take place—not very soon, at least, and maybe not ever, she thought angrily.


3

“LADIES AND GENTLEMAN, please fasten your seat belts; we are about to land at Calcutta International Airport,” said the brisk and efficient female voice over the intercom.

Miranda sat up, suddenly jarred back to reality. She had arrived! Feeling tired and awfully excited she waited eagerly for the plane to stop taxiing and for them to disembark. Looking out of the window she could see unending rolling grassland. The sun was shining very bright, and looked extremely hot. Thankfully, Miranda had requested a window seat and got one.

Retrieving her carry-on baggage from the overhead bin she waited to get off the plane. So this was India, she mused. I am here at last! The last few days had been very hectic, what with visas and shopping and packing. She had never dreamed of flying on such a long trip! It was so expensive, and nobody she knew had flown, except of course Charu, Charles, and Derek. That name again. Why did it always have to rear its ugly head? She had come out here to enjoy herself, to see a bit of the world. And as far as she could gather, her uncle was planning on leaving India very soon, like all the other English planters. They were slowly creeping back to where they belonged.

Her mum had gone with her to the airport to see her off, and it was a very sentimental parting, which was quite understandable. Mother and daughter had never lived apart. Molly and she both had shed a tear or two. Finally they’d shared one last big hug, and Molly pushed her toward security. Molly waited until she could see her daughter no more, and after a final wave she was off toward home to put a call through to India to let her sister know that Miranda was on her way!

The sudden exposure to the afternoon heat caught her unawares and came as a shock. A blast of hot air hit her full in the face as she stepped off the plane. She had arrived at the height of summer. Her aunt and uncle had tried to talk Molly into sending Miranda when the temperatures were milder, but Molly was insistent.

After clearing customs and immigration, Miranda was finally out. She made her way toward the baggage claim. The only thing left to do was to collect her suitcase, which she had bought especially for this journey. The hall was thronging with people. Thank God it was cool inside; the heat had literally swamped her when she stepped off the plane. Well, she thought, she had better start getting used to it. After all, this would be the norm for the next few months.

She made her way toward the exit. Her aunt and uncle were there, simply beaming. Her aunt was so much like her mum that for a brief moment Miranda stood still. Was she seeing things? The small, rather dumpy figure, short, and on the heavy side! The same smile too. This was a homecoming! She was quickly smothered in Dolly’s ample bosom. Uncle stood a little apart, tall with a military bearing. His handlebar mustache was his pride and joy. According to family legend, Tom had been in the army and had fought in the Second World War. After being demobilized he had opted to go to Assam with Aunt Dolly in tow.

He was letting the girls have their sentimental reunion in their own way. Once Miranda was released from Dolly’s clutches, Uncle Tom stepped in with a sober and gentlemanly peck on the cheek, saying how wonderful it was to have her visit them and then leading the way to the car.

Everything was hot, and everyone looked hot. If the car windows were rolled down, the dust would clog your nostrils. And if the windows were up, it was hot and steamy. You could not win either way.

The Ambassador, a car very much in vogue in India, made its way across the dusty roads, meandering in between cows, humans, cars, and chickens. Miranda sat in the back, enthralled by what she saw: the street hawkers, the rickshaws, the small roadside shops. She lapped it all up. So many people! The car could not go very fast as people and traffic clogged the roads. There was so much color, she mused. Everywhere she looked was color. No matter how poor the people were, still they wore colorful clothes and smiled.

Dogs, cows, and people! Even the cows, considered sacred animals in India looked happy, sitting under whatever tree was there beside the dusty roadside and swatting flies lazily with their tails. Miranda noticed that many of the cows had vermillion marks on their heads. She made a mental note to ask her uncle about this.

“We will be staying on in Calcutta for the next couple of days,” Tom said, turning around in his front seat. Miranda did not reply, she was busy soaking up her new experience. New country, new sky—it was all so different. The sky was so blue, so bright.

The car stopped for a brief moment as a policeman directed traffic. He must be awfully tired, she mused. In no time at all, a few children had surrounded the car with their little hands outstretched.

“Memsahib, memsahib!” they cried in unison. At the same time they were looking in wonder at the people inside the car. They looked different!

So this was India, she kept thinking to herself, most intrigued and fascinated.

The people were smiling, laughing. They did not have much, one could see that. But they had laughter in them. She noticed they spoke with their hands and their heads, nodding from side to side. People were cooking on the pavement, sleeping on the pavement, washing their clothes on the pavement. It was so hot that the pavement was radiating heat. It was as if the air itself was so thirsty it was crying out for water. How strange it all was! Never in her life could she have fathomed India to be like this.

“Lord, they are cooking on the pavement!” Miranda said, appalled.

“The people you see, dear girl,” said Uncle Tom as he turned around in his seat to address Miranda, “most of them have lost their homes in the partition of India. It is very sad as many had to flee from their place of birth overnight with only the clothes on their backs. All this happened in the name of religion.”

“What do you mean religion?” Miranda was very curious.

“When India was divided into India and Pakistan, the Muslims left for Pakistan, though not all, and Hindus, most of them, fled to India. It was decided by a handful of people to divide India. So Jinnah became the prime minister of Pakistan, and Nehru became the prime minister of India. Many rich and wealthy landowners lost all and came over and of course vice versa. So where we are based at the moment, Assam, is sandwiched in between East Pakistan and Burma. We fly over East Pakistan and in their airspace to reach home. It’s all rather complex,” he added, chewing on his pipe.

Miranda was taking time to absorb all this information. What a complex country, and how sad for all these people. They must have had homes and places to live. To leave all and never to see their homes again—Miranda could not comprehend the complexity of the situation. They were approaching the hotel by this time, and as usual in India, so many people came out to help.

She wondered if it was always like this.

The hotel was a very modern hotel, set apart from the humdrum of the city. When the car turned into the hotel enclave the noise of the city was visibly dulled. What she needed was a cool bath and a nap. It was already late afternoon, so there was plenty of time before supper. She followed her aunt and uncle to the third floor, where they were in adjoining rooms. Dolly was so very happy to see her niece. There was so much to talk about. She was loath to let her go, but let go she must. So very reluctantly she managed to say good-bye to her niece only until the evening.

“See you later, dear, for supper,” she said sweetly. “Ask room service for tea, darling. If you want any,” she added as an afterthought.

Miranda’s room was a lovely, big single room. Miranda had never seen such a big single room in any hotel she had stayed in. Of course she had not traveled very much or stayed in many hotels, so a connoisseur of hotels she was not. Everything fascinated her about the enchanting and intriguing East. She suddenly remembered Derek—the thought simply smothered her, coming upon her like a wave. She felt excited simply at the thought of seeing him again, though she did not know where and when that would be.

The only thing she knew was that he was at that moment somewhere in a place called Assam and that they would be flying there. She was curious to see where Derek lived and worked. And how did he live? Did he live the way he did when he was London or did he live like the people here? She lay down; thankfully the heavy drapes were drawn and the ceiling fan was on full swing.

She woke when the room telephone started to ring. Lazily she stretched her hand to answer the phone. For a brief moment she felt slightly disoriented. Where was she? She was in such a deep sleep. It was Dolly, inquiring if she had had her bath and if she was ready to go down to the bar for a drink before dinner.

“I will be ready in two minutes,” she replied, breathless and ashamed of herself for having slept for so long! A quick bath and Miranda felt ready to face the world. She wore the sleeveless printed cotton dress that she had bought especially before leaving London. She added a touch of rouge to her cheeks and put on a light shade of pink lipstick. She put her hair up in a chignon; it was hot, and this hairstyle suited the East, she reckoned.

It was a very pleasant evening. Miranda felt quite merry after two gin and tonics. She was a very pretty girl, and the two dimples in her cheeks accentuated her prettiness. Men looked at her, and at the hotel bar there were a few men who came and introduced themselves to her uncle and aunt and her, of course. The men then joined them for a drink, and addresses were exchanged. And so the evening passed very pleasantly indeed. Miranda felt extraordinarily happy, almost elated—maybe the heat, she thought. The heat was making her feel very happy or was it that she knew in her heart of hearts that she would definitely be meeting Derek? Oh God, she felt so carefree, without a care in the world.

Her uncle and aunt decided to give Miranda a tour of Calcutta. She had come so far, and instead of whisking her off to Assam, they figured, she may as well see Calcutta and get a real taste of India. After all, once she got to Assam, life would be very different.

So after breakfast, they piled into the car and drove toward Park Street, which was Calcutta’s version of the West End in London. They parked the car and got out to walk around.

Park Street was full of people. There were so many restaurants that Miranda could hardly believe her eyes.

Aunt Dolly was busy showing her everything. “Here we get lovely pastries,” she told in Miranda. “Your uncle and I used to come to Trincas restaurent for afternoon tea dances!”

Dolly smiled, remembering when she’d first come first to India as a young bride. Not knowing anything, India had frightened her at first. But the more time she spent there the more she was in love with the country. She did not want to leave India. This was her home. She loved it—the easy life, the help, everything being done for you, servants running to help at the snap of a finger. This life, this luxury, was unthinkable in England. But it was inevitable that they would have to leave. Tom had confided in her that the gardens were being bought up by the Indian companies, and they in turn were not very keen on keeping the Europeans on as managers or assistant managers in the gardens. Dolly pushed the thought of leaving as far away from her mind as possible. What would they do in England? It was cold, damp. And Tom would not have a job. All of it was very depressing. However, she did not want any of these issues to dampen Miranda’s visit in any way. Let her enjoy herself, Dolly thought, she’d come this far. Tom and Dolly had decided beforehand not to speak of their own worries and the mental turmoil and anguish they both were going through. This was their home. To resettle in England, though it was their country, was simply a mind blowing proposition. It would be entirely different and difficult. The East had spoiled them, and it was not only them being affected. Most of the planters were experiencing the same anxieties.

“Oh, the food in there!” Aunt Dolly clutched her hands to her ample bosom as they passed a restaurant called Mocambos. “The chef was trained in France,” she whispered in a conspiratorial tone.

“Shall we show Miranda the Turf Club, Tom?”

“Why not?”

The building had been built at the time of the British Raj, and it still held its splendor. Huge white stately columns graced the building. The color had become beige with time, but the exotic and majestic building still held onto its grace. You had to stand and look up to appreciate the massive structure.

Her aunt and uncle took her around other parts of Calcutta, and the more she saw the more she was enthralled. The hubbub of it all captivated her.

They went back to the hotel for lunch, which was another novelty for her. People sat down to have a proper lunch, and it ran into a few courses. They had gin and tonics before lunch, the waiters moving silently among the guest with their trays, taking drinks to some and collecting the empty glasses from others. The luxury of it enthralled her, as it had enthralled many a European before her.

However, the morning expedition had tired them, so a siesta was a very welcoming suggestion after the sumptuous meal, followed by an evening bath in cold tepid water.

Later she met her aunt and uncle for drinks at the bar and then dinner.

“Oh, this is sheer bliss,” she thought to herself. “If only life could always be so wonderful and cozy.”

The next morning after a large breakfast, they journeyed back to the airport for another plane journey, though a smaller plane this time, a Dakota. They were flying to Assam.

“Where is Assam actually?” Miranda asked her uncle.

“The eastern part of India between East Pakistan and Burma, a very lush and fertile area. There is a saying that anything grows in the soil of Assam.” Uncle Tom smiled. He could not wait to see her reaction once they got to their bungalow. He loved the bungalow and all the trimmings that went with it. The more he thought about leaving India the more depressed he became. But Tom had a knack for brushing the unpleasantness of life aside. He invariably presented a happy and smiling face to the world. What was churning inside his mind was anybody’s guess.

The journey went off very smoothly; it was late afternoon when the plane taxied along the small runway. As usual a car was waiting for them. Miranda could not believe that her aunt and uncle lived in such style and luxury. Everywhere they went there was a chauffeur-drivencar waiting for them. It was all very enchanting and luxurious, a world she knew nothing about, a world she had never had a taste of except the time when she visited Paris with Derek. She was filled with wonder and expectation.

They left the little airport and started driving along the road heading toward the tea garden. It was so hot; the roads were clean and practically empty. As far as the eye could see were lush green paddy fields lining both sides of the road. A slight breeze was blowing that caused a ripple in the water and consequently was making the tall thin paddy plants sway. Miranda didn’t have the slightest idea what sort of plants they were.

Before she could ask, her uncle turned around in his seat where he was sitting near the driver and said, “You see those tall green reed-like plants in the water? That is paddy. They are usually grown in fields surrounded by water.” Miranda was listening extremely carefully. Then her uncle proceeded to tell her that the rice was first sowed in the nursery and then after a short while, say within a month or so, the seedling was transferred to the field. “Now that,” her uncle said, “is a back-breaking job.” It was mostly women who stood in knee-high water and planted each seedling, one by one in a row.

“When do they ripen? And what about the rice that we are served?” Miranda asked.

“Rice, my dear, is cut when the heads are yellow. The husk is removed by beating or threshing the grains. In Assam the thresher is called a dheki. The rice we eat goes through a tremendous amount of beating and chaffing.” Her uncle grinned. “So, from now onward, whenever you see or eat rice, remember the white rice is the rice after the husk is removed.”

Miranda was so enthralled and listening so carefully she didn’t have the foggiest as to how long they had driven or how much ground they had covered. She was brought back to reality when the car made a sudden turn and left the so-called highway behind them to drive along a gravel path. Huge Gold Mohur trees with flaming-red flowers lined both sides of the narrow gravel road. The branches of the trees touched each other high up above to form a canopy over the road.

Miranda was captivated by the breathtakingly beautiful scenery. She turned toward her aunt and said in a very small voice, “It’s so beautiful, Aunt Dolly!”

Her aunt was having a few winks and sat up with a jolt. She did not know what her niece was mumbling about, but she smiled anyway. “Are you happy that you have decided to come, dear?”

Before Miranda could say anything, her uncle from the front seat answered for her.

“Of course she is happy, and you know it, dear girl. We will be leaving soon, you know. It’s good you have come now. The tea gardens are being bought out by the Indian companies. And so we will have to leave this wonderful place.” Uncle Tom sounded slightly despondent and sad.

Then he piped up again. “No use talking about what could have happened or should have happened. Best to look on the bright side of life we will be back in England! One thing good is that medicines and doctor’s visits will be free !Ha Ha he guffawed loudly a mirthless laughter. “Thanks to Aneurin Bevan and the foundation of the National Health Service in England!”

“Oh yes, I am so happy!” Miranda answered her aunt’s question that had gotten lost in that brief moment. They were approaching a white gate by this time and a two-story bungalow. As they approached the gate, one of the boys who worked on the estate opened it. The car drove through the gates and stopped in front of the porch.

Uncle and Aunt got out followed by Miranda.

“Salaam, memsahib,” said two servants who had mysteriously appeared from somewhere.

At the sound of the car a number of other servants came out too. Miranda did not know when or where her suitcase was taken; it was all done very swiftly and efficiently. The entire situation was all very new and different for Miranda, rather strange and extremely exotic. She couldn’t wait to call her mother and tell her about it.

She followed her aunt into the bungalow after climbing a few stone steps that led from the porch to the front veranda. The veranda led to the front sitting room. Miranda found the room absolutely fascinating. It was huge. It was very tastefully decorated with a cozy three-piece suite pushed back toward the stone walls and a big bar cabinet on one side of the room. The floor was nice and cool, as it was a mosaic tile floor, with a brown rug in the center. There were several chairs with cushions scattered around the room. Miranda immediately took off her sandals that she had been wearing since the morning. Her feet felt so good standing on the cool floor.

Dolly took her upstairs to show Miranda her bedroom. Her uncle had become busy as soon as he set foot inside the house, disappearing as soon as they arrived.

Her bedroom faced a beautiful garden; a bougainvillea plant was creeping up along one side of the wall. Gardenias were planted all along the flowerbeds that circled the green lawn, which at that moment was being watered by a sprinkler. A veranda encircled the whole of upstairs so that every room opened out onto it.

“It is so beautiful,” she said again to her aunt. Dolly nodded. She opened the bedroom door leading on to the veranda, and Miranda followed her. The gardener was there tending to the flowerbeds. He looked up and touched his forehead in a little salute, and Dolly waved back. It was a little cooler now after the oppressive heat of the day. Dolly pressed a buzzer and one of the servant boys appeared. She asked him to bring the tea, and then they sat down in the rattan chairs on the veranda, breathing in the fragrance wafting up toward them from the flowers.

“Your uncle has disappeared,” Dolly said. “It’s always the same. I hardly see him,” she complained. “Except at meal times!” She smiled.

Of course there was no malice in the complaint—it was more of a statement. Miranda realized later on that her aunt had a tendency to complain about her uncle quite often.

After tea Dolly went off, muttering something about dinner and asking Miranda to make herself at home.

Dolly had some other plans that she was determined to set into motion as soon as possible—plans that had to do with Derek. She wanted to ask him to come over to see them on some pretext or other. It was a good thing that his garden was not too far away. She planned to introduce the young people pretending that she had no knowledge of Miranda and Derek ever having met! Maybe she would invite him for dinner? But maybe that was too formal and Miranda and Derek might guess that the whole thing had been planned. Dolly did not want to blow it. She would think of something, she was sure. She felt awfully mischievous with all the intrigue and planning. She had reservations about Derek considering the rumors about him and Hannah and the servant girl, but that was all a heresy and she was quite happy to dismiss the rumors. People were jealous of him and she did not pay much heed to rumors.

She asked one of the houseboys to ask Miranda memsahib to join her in the garden. The scent of the gardenias filled the air. Walking on the soft grass soothed Dolly’s aching feet, which she had a tendency to suffer from. But the thought of bringing the two lovebirds together was foremost in her mind. It was so wonderful that just thinking about it caused Dolly to forget her aching feet!

By then Miranda and Tom had joined her.

How would she pull this off? She mused to herself.

“Anything wrong?” Tom asked his wife.

“No, I was just about to discuss the supper menu with the cook!” What a lie, but little white lies never hurt anybody, she consoled herself.

“Drinks?” Tom asked, looking at the ladies with a questioning look. It was getting dark very quickly, as it usually did in the tropics, and the humming of the mosquitoes pushed them indoors. Tom poured the drinks, a large Scotch for himself and gin and tonics for Miranda and Dolly.

“Welcome to the tropics,” he said, raising his glass. “By the way, Miranda, do you play golf?”

“I’ve tried it,” she said, “but I am not good at it.”

“We will start tomorrow,” he said smugly. “A few lessons and that will give you a head start. By the time you go back to London you will be hooked on golf.”

Dolly suddenly had a brainwave. Why hadn’t she thought of this before? Derek played golf, and often Tom and Derek played together. What was she waiting for? She would literally push Miranda out of the house to go to the golf club with Tom. She was bound to bump into Derek at the golf club. By the time dinner was served Dolly felt all smug and had a little happy smile. She couldn’t wait to telephone Molly tomorrow and let her know what was going on.

After a superb dinner of roast chicken, roast potatoes, and boiled greens followed by cream caramel Miranda was ready for bed. She was happy and tired and promptly fell asleep.

The next morning she woke up quite early. She felt strange in her new surroundings. She could hear the chirping of birds. She got up and went out onto the veranda to feel and savor the morning air. The sun was already up and shining. The gardener was already in the garden watering the plants; the morning activity had already started. She went inside to change and wash. A cup of tea and some biscuits were waiting for her. What luxury! She could get too used to this if she stayed too long, she thought joyfully.

She found her aunt alone at the dining table; her uncle was not around.

“Oh, he leaves very early,” Dolly informed Miranda, but the next day Tom would be taking Miranda to the golf course! Today she needed time to recuperate from her journey. After breakfast Dolly decided to give Miranda a tour of the place starting with her front garden.

They had just stepped outside when a Land Rover drove up, making a great deal of noise on the gravel. A tall man in khaki shorts and shirt got out. Miranda couldn’t believe her eyes! It was Derek.

Her heart gave a lurch, and she blushed. She wanted to run away and hide, but that was out of the question. He was coming right toward them. Dolly greeted him first.

“Derek, we are here, in the garden!” Dolly was stating the obvious, but she had to say something!

He sauntered over, tall and slim, looking extremely handsome in his khaki shorts and shirt. He was very tanned and his hair was bleached to a golden brown.

“Hello, Dolly,” he said, very cheerful, and then he glanced toward Miranda.

They stared at each other, both dumbfounded. Miranda was absolutely and completely tongue-tied. Dolly broke the silence pretending not to know that Miranda and Derek knew each other.

“My niece, Miranda,” she said, introducing them. “Just arrived from the UK—”

Derek cut her short. “We have already met, Dolly,” he said. Suddenly he looked very grim, and his face lost that smile. He stiffened slightly.

“Hi, Miranda,” he said in a cold voice. “Welcome to India. Hope you enjoy your stay. By the way, Dolly,” he continued without even stopping to breathe, “I was looking for Tom, had some work stuff to discuss.” Then he turned to leave.

“Oh,” Dolly said, intent on detaining him, “Tom will be here soon, Derek. Come in and have something cold to drink. So you two have met, I see?” she carried on. “How strange! So, Miranda,” she glanced toward her niece, “you could join Derek tomorrow for golf!”

She had done it! How clever of her!

“What do you say, Derek? Do you think you could entertain my niece a little? After all, she is and will be at a loose end with two old people like us!”

She could feel a mischievous smile hovering around her little round face, which of course she was trying desperately to conceal. Derek’s sharp eyes hovered briefly on Dolly’s face.

Derek wondered what was this woman driving at. Was there something that he could not quite put his finger on?

“Come in, come in,” she continued. She would not hear about Derek leaving just then. “Come and have a coffee, if you prefer.” Derek could not get a word in and could not refuse.

Miranda and Derek avoided looking at each other and followed Dolly meekly into the house.

She left them alone in the front room and pretended to go and organize some coffee.

They sat as far away from each other as possible; the silence at that moment in the room was heavy and pregnant with many unspoken words and pent-up emotions. Miranda was looking down, pursing her lips. She could feel Derek’s eyes on her. His penetrating and frank stare made her feel confused. She had nothing to say.

Then he suddenly spoke. “A spot of golf would be fun, Mira.”

She was about to make an excuse, when he suddenly stopped her.

“No excuses.” His voice was very firm. “I will come and pick you up tomorrow. Anyway,” he continued in an amused sort of way, “Dolly’s orders!” He laughed.

Miranda could hardly believe that she had bumped into Derek this soon. It was all moving so fast. The memory of Derek’s kiss still lingered on her lips as if it had been only yesterday. She could feel his hands feeling her body. She knew that it would be very difficult to resist him this time.

Just then Dolly arrived with the coffee. A quick cup, and Derek was off with a wave and a “See you in the morning” to Miranda.

“What a lovely man!” Dolly said as if in passing rather than as a very loaded remark.

Miranda wanted to look beautiful for him. She wanted him to want her, though she had rejected him the last time at Charu’s wedding. But there was a reason then; what would she do now? Give in or resist? She would need an iron will now, especially with Derek looking so gorgeous. She tossed and turned the whole night, hardly able to sleep. The excitement, the anticipation—she could hardly wait to see him again. To be alone with him! But she was a fool! How could she succumb to his charms yet again?

The next morning, at another bungalow in a neighboring garden, another young woman was getting ready to make her way to the golf course. Her name was Hannah.

Derek was very early to fetch Miranda. Usually her Uncle Tom and Derek played together. This time Dolly stopped Tom from joining them. Tom felt very dejected, and Dolly had to pacify him by explaining a few of the essentials without going into too much detail.

But Dolly was in a bit of a quandary. Had she done the right thing by pushing them together? She knew about Hannah and had even heard a gossip say that the two were history, but she had her doubts. Maybe Miranda would be able to lure him away from the other woman. There was a lot on Dolly’s mind, and with nobody else to talk to she turned to her husband.

“Tom, do you think Derek and Miranda will…ahem…get along? What I meant was, do you think Derek will like her?”

But her words were uttered to an empty room. Tom had already left for the garden.

Miranda was wearing sneakers, shorts, and a small light-pink top that just came down to her waist. She looked pretty and fresh.

The Land Rover that Derek drove was not very comfortable, and it was a bumpy ride to the golf course.

“Mira,” he said in a very gentle voice, “why did you run away from me?”

He always called her Mira, which Miranda liked very much. She was quiet. She sat with her hands in her lap, hands clenched tightly together, looking straight ahead. Her eyes suddenly filled with tears. Her lips started to tremble.

Derek was driving and with one hand on the steering wheel, he lifted her chin with the other, not realizing that she was weeping. Her tears started to roll down her cheeks.

“Oh, Mira,” he said very tenderly, his voice full of compassion. He wiped a tear from her cheek very gently “It’s good you have come,” he said. “We can pick up where we left off.”

Miranda stayed quiet.

The golf club was a big bungalow with a huge green golf course at the back. The club itself could be seen from miles around, and it was one of the landmarks of the area.

Miranda followed Derek inside the clubhouse. After getting hold of a caddy, they made their way toward the golf course. Many others were playing, and Miranda was introduced to many of them as Dolly’s niece visiting from England. Many of them inquired after Tom and winked at Derek, and one or two took him aside to find out how he had managed to get such a beautiful girl so quickly as she had only just arrived! The air was full of good-natured banter and teasing.

There were other ladies there, and Miranda could feel that they were eying her up and down, sizing her up. Was it because of Derek? Women usually liked Derek, and many were supposedly in love with him. He seemed to have a knack with the ladies. She had gathered from her Uncle Tom’s little snippets at dinner the night before when Dolly had mentioned Derek having dropped by that morning. Uncle Tom then added in a good natured way that Derek was rather a ladies man and apparently had had a number of liaisons in the past. But recently he seemed to have simmered down and had been living like a hermit!

There was one particular lady who Miranda felt really fancied Derek, and she was very cold when she was introduced to Miranda. She was an attractive, tall, and a slim woman with rather a haughty disposition. She had a good figure, like a model, and flaunted it! She was visiting her brother and had been there for quite some time. Hannah her name was, and Miranda could feel her eyes boring into her, sizing her up. Was it a look of amusement? It was difficult to tell. But it was apparent that she knew Derek very well and was rather inclined to tag along with them, following them from a short distance and watching them. It was all very confusing and disconcerting. Was Hannah trying to tell her something? Miranda did not know. It seemed that way. But what a strange way to go about it!

Once she even managed to corner Miranda away from the others, but before she could utter a word Derek appeared from nowhere and steered Miranda away without a backward glance at Hannah.

After playing golf for a very short while, Derek suddenly suggested that they should leave. Miranda had a strong feeling that Derek was trying to avoid Hannah and to brush her off. Miranda followed Derek off the course as fast as she could; she was finding it rather difficult to keep up with his long strides!

The clubhouse was very quiet and deserted at that time of the morning as everybody was out on the golf course. Derek led her to one of the card rooms and shut the door. He then faced Miranda. Without saying a word he took her in his arms and kissed her. She broke away.

“Don’t,” she said.

He let her go. Silently he led her to the parked Land Rover.

“Don’t leave me and run away again,” he said in a gruff voice as he turned the key to start the vehicle. “How I have missed you,” he carried on. “If you only knew.”

Miranda could feel the heat emanating from him, and she was limp and languid. She had not been kissed for six months or more. He was hungry for her and she for him! But she would not give in.

“Let me take you back,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.

On the way back conversation veered toward London and Miranda’s mother. And of course the London weather.

She agreed to meet him that evening for dinner, and they parted as friends and very amicably. Miranda gave him a light kiss on his cheek and then was out of the vehicle.

She for the world could not understand why she had agreed to meet him! And she had also given him a kiss, albeit on the cheek. She was angry with herself, but she could not resist seeing him again. His presence was intoxicating. And there was another factor. She was very curious to see where and how he lived.

But something was nagging at the back of her mind. She was a little confused; who was Hannah? She seemed to be so possessive of Derek. Why? Was she an ex-girlfriend? With that thought in mind, Mira went in search of her aunt.

God, they had so many rooms! The bungalow was so large, Miranda was lost. It was like a maze with rooms within rooms. A liveried servant popped in from somewhere and salaamed her. She was not used to all this! What did she do? She smiled back at him. He seemed so friendly. In his broken English he informed Miranda that her aunt was in the coffee room and was waiting for her. He then proceeded to take her there. He had such a lovely smile that Miranda could not help observing how his face lit up. Was this an Indian attitude they had so little and yet they smiled? She supposed it was a somewhat fatalistic attitude that helped them carry on, despite not having much. How wonderful it was, to so easily be happy! Or was it? Was it just a façade?

Dolly was impatiently waiting for Miranda, wanting to know what had taken place, how the morning had panned out. But one look at Miranda’s face, and she decided to hold her tongue and let the girl speak.

“Who is Hannah?” Mira asked her aunt, helping herself to coffee. There was no beating around the bush for her. She had decided to come straight to the point.

“Oh, Hannah?” Dolly answered, slightly taken aback at Miranda’s direct approach. “She was Derek’s girlfriend once upon a time.” She chose her words very carefully. “Why do you ask?”

“Just out of curiosity. We met her this morning, and Derek introduced us. He was sort of rude and tried brushing her off, but she was determined to tag along with us.”

“Hannah is history,” Dolly said very matter-of-fact. She tried to dismiss her niece’s probing questions. “She and Derek went out for some time, but as things sometime happen it all fizzled out.”

With that she rang the little bell calling one of the servants to come and clear the table.

Miranda got the message! there is to be no more talk on that subject! But she wanted to know. She mentioned in passing that Derek had invited her for dinner that evening.

Dolly immediately got down to work. It was decided that Tom’s driver would take her. Tom was willing to drive her himself, but Dolly would have none of it. Miranda should go on her own. Derek had offered to pick her up initially but that invitation was declined very politely by Miranda herself!
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IT WAS STIFLINGLY hot; every nook and cranny was hot! Take a cool bath and in no time you were drenched in sweat all over again. However, despite the heat and the humming mosquitoes, Miranda was looking forward to her evening visit with Derek. She was getting very impatient, and it was difficult to pass the time. Every now and then her eyes wandered to the little watch she wore on her left wrist. It was more of an ornament that she rarely used, but today the little watch had been very handy. She could not settle in one room; she moved from room to room, to the garden, to the front porch, and back into the bungalow.

Lunch came and went and then siesta time followed by tea. Finally it was nearly time to have another bath and dress and at last!

Nothing escaped Dolly’s attention. She watched Miranda surreptitiously all day. She didn’t say anything but only watched. God, how restless she was getting! Dolly stifled her laughter during lunch. Well, let the poor girl be, she told herself, and let’s see where it all leads.

She was hoping against hope that all this anticipation, all this preparation would come to something and she would be able to cheer Molly up with some good news. Her sister was becoming rather eager as to what was happening and was debating in her mind whether she had done the right thing by sending her only daughter overseas on a wild goose chase. Hopefully she had not made a mistake. The expense of it was another issue; Molly could ill afford such a hair-raising plan if it was not worthwhile.

However, they were all depending on this impending dinner unbeknown to one another. Tom was dissuaded from driving Miranda for her rendezvous by his wife, so the chauffeur had to work overtime to take her and bring her back. He was none too pleased about it, either, but an order was an order and he had to comply—with a smile.

Derek’s bungalow was set apart from the surrounding lowland area, perched on a little hillock. A few flickering lights lined the climbing road from the main road leading to his front gate. The tall Gold Mohur trees, or the flame of the forest; their branches laden with red and orange flowers, lined both sides of the winding driveway. It was a secluded property, far from prying eyes.

As if by magic the gate opened. Miranda could not see who it was who had opened the gate. It was too dark to see. As it was in the East the darkness descended suddenly and everything was almost instantly submerged in eerie darkness.

A light was flickering on the front porch, however, and Derek was there to greet her and lead her into a massive brightly lit front room.

Before she could say anything he bent down and gave her a peck on the cheek. Was there another presence somewhere in the background? She distinctly felt she was being watched. There was someone there, watching.

She did not have to wait long to find out. An elderly man, his face lined with age, a liveried servant, came forward and gave her a salaam.

Derek introduced them

“Meet Radhu chacha,” Derek said, smiling.

“Radhu uncle, I call him uncle out of politeness”

Which was very unusual, Miranda thought fleetingly, as in this society the division between servant and master was usually very apparent; to introduce the two was rather strange. She pushed the thought to the back of her mind and proceeded to enjoy the evening.

The servant, Radhu, did not make eye contact with her, which was quite common. But though he looked subservient and meek, the perfect servant, she could feel the hostile feeling emanating from him. Miranda was very uncomfortable. Who was he? Why was he so very hostile? She had never met him. He did not know her, so why this reaction from him?

Radhu Chacha wheeled in the drinks trolley. Radhu had desperately tried to dissuade Derek from inviting Miranda this evening. He did not want another fiasco, another liaison, another scandal. After all, memsahib, Derek’s mother, would hold him responsible. Let the evening be over quickly, and then chota would turn to him for advice.

How little the new memsahib knew about the East. This made him think how little she knew that everything went according to what he Radhu, decided, Derek was just a small peg in big wheel Let her have a good meal and a drink or for that matter many drinks, but this would not go far! Another scandal, God forbid, had to be averted at any cost!

Radhu served the drinks, gin and tonic for her and beer for Derek. They were making small talk, exchanging pleasantries. Derek seemed a little distant, but Miranda decided to ignore it. They were not left alone. The old man always seemed to appear from nowhere to give her a refill. She found it most annoying.

Derek, however, seemed oblivious to his presence and did not in the least object to him being there. A threesome, Miranda mused bitterly. What a date.

Dinner consisted of chicken curry and rice with some vegetables as a side dish. It was good—not too hot and not too spicy.

Radhu Chacha, Derek told her, had personally supervised the cooking so that the khansamah would not get carried away with his spices and oil since memsahib was not used to the hot curries.

Derek was extremely quiet that evening. He was very amiable and friendly, but there was something missing. Miranda could not put her finger on what that something was, however.

During dinner it suddenly dawned upon Miranda that this old mild and meek servant was the real captain of this ship. And she was not wrong.

He was the person who really ran Derek’s bungalow, who looked after him, who watched him like a hawk. Nothing escaped his eyes. He had been with the family for years and had watched Derek grow up. Now he was duty bound to keep tabs on him. His job was to sail this ship without any turmoil, to make sure all was smooth and flowing freely. Another scandal would wreak complete havoc within the Chowdhury family.

Chota sahib had always had an eye for beautiful girls. But Radhu would never forget the Rukmini incident. Memsahib Derek’s mother came to him practically weeping. Memsahib weeping—he could not tolerate that.

She asked him to help her and the Barra sahib, who was extremely distraught. Memsahib asked Radhu to accompany the girl and the girl’s mother to Calcutta to sahib’s flat and stay in the flat with them until memsahib arrived. He was there when memsahib arrived. The crying of the mother and the girl he could not forget. Nor would he forget how much money had changed hands.

Radhu was there all through the childbirth and the signing of the official document by the girl. After all, they could not take any chances could they? She had to sign the paper relinquishing all rights over the child. Radhu then saw them off at Howrah Station. They were threatened with death if they ever set foot in these parts again. Radhu and memsahib soon left Calcutta with the baby.

He would never forget that day. Memsahib’s plan had worked and scandal had been averted somehow.

Chota sahib had not been told any of it, and probably would not care anyway. But Radhu would always remain the family’s faithful servant. He would look after chota sahib and report to memsahib all that was happening. Next time he saw the memsahib he would have a heart-to-heart with her. Chota sahib needed to get married and soon!

Once dinner was over, Derek and Miranda sauntered over to the big drawing room. Derek tried to pull Miranda to him, but she pushed him away very gently and good thing she did! Just at that moment Radhu silently entered the room with coffee. He had a knack, this man, and Miranda was quite amused. He seemed to always come in on cue.

Derek went and sat in his armchair and lit his pipe. Was he a bit sulky? That was the impression Miranda got.

The coffee was good, piping-hot coffee served in lovely coffee cups. Derek did live in style! The bungalow was lovely she had to admit that, albeit reluctantly. After hasty good-byes, under Radhu’s watchful eye, she was on her way home. What a hilarious evening, Miranda mused. That Radhu was something!

Not wanting to disturb her aunt and uncle, she tiptoed to her room. Little did she know that her aunt was wide-awake with her eye on the clock.

It was not too late, good nothing had happened. With that thought Dolly switched the bedside lamp off.

“Miranda is home?” Tom mumbled in his sleep.

“You can go to sleep now, in peace!”

She settled down to a restful night of deep slumber. Her niece’s virginity was intact thank God for that! After all, Derek’s reputation preceded him, and Dolly was a bit apprehensive and had been waiting all evening looking at the clock.

Morning came too soon unwelcome and unannounced. The first rays of the rising sun grew visible in the eastern sky. Slowly, gracefully the sun ascended. The sun was shrouded by the branches of the very tall gold mohur trees. The flaming-red flowers camouflaged the rays. The light peeped through the tall trees and heavily laden branches and made a crisscross pattern on the marble floor of the veranda.

Miranda rose from a very disturbed sleep. She was feeling awfully lethargic and tired.

Immediately she remembered the last evening and all the trimmings. She had expected some passion, but it was not to be. It was like two very old friends meeting up after a long time, a very pleasant evening in very pleasant surroundings.

“Chota, I did it for your own good.”

“You could have left us alone, chacha. She will think I have not grown up!” Derek was sulking. He had thrown himself on his bed, and he was livid with chacha.

“But, chota, how could I?”

“I know. You have given your word to my mother. Come on, repeat yourself. That’s what I have been hearing for the past seven years!” Radhu silently left the room. He had anticipated such a scene. It was best to disappear until the next time!

The roads were devoid of any cars or people. A few of the farmers were already in their fields, starting to plow the paddy fields. There was a slight chill in the morning air. Derek drove fast. The first rays of the sun was peeping through. The eastern sky was bright. It was so wonderful—so bright and so peaceful!

A feeling came over him with great suddenness, and he decided to stop. Sitting in the vehicle, he thought back on his life. He felt lost. His macho image, the women, Rohit what had he achieved? What had he done with his life? He was at the edge of a precipice; there was no going back from here. A wrong step and he would fall, and it would be extremely difficult to pick up the pieces.

Well, since he was already out on this mission, he might as well soldier on and proceed.

He started the car, and he was on his way.

What was he going to say? Why was he venturing onto this difficult path? Why was he driving like a maniac? Why, why, why? There was no answer. Why did he have to see her? He did not know. He was confused, but see her he must.

He veered off the main road onto the narrow gravel road leading to Tom’s garden and bungalow. The tires made an awful screeching noise.

He had to see Miranda this morning. He had somehow managed to sneak out of the bungalow before the old goat stopped him! He could not sleep for the life of him, so rising early was not difficult.

He did look a sight, disheveled with tousled hair and a day’s stubble. He was going to invite her to go for a spot of golf. That was his plan anyway, which was really just a ploy to see her.

She heard the sound of the jeep screeching to a stop. He rushed out of the vehicle and raced into the bungalow. Then he lost his nerve and did not know what to do.

In a loud voice he demanded of the first servant he spotted to see Miranda memsahib.

Dolly and Tom heard him, and Miranda heard him. How awful his tone was to the poor servant, she thought to herself. How could he? Wasn’t he a gentleman?

As she expected, there was a soft tap on the door. Gingerly she opened the door.

“Derek sahib,” the servant mumbled. Poor chap must have just this minute rolled out of bed and was making his way to the outhouse to relieve himself! He did not wait for an answer—he literally bolted!

Sneaking up stealthily, Tom’s servant disappeared noiselessly behind the house, in case Derek sahib saw him and called him again, he had to go to the latrine!

The bearer ran, disappeared!

It was a long wait for Derek, as Miranda took her time getting dressed. “Let him wait,” she said to herself. What did he want this early anyway? It was a wonder he could extricate himself from the clutches of that old nanny of his.

Dolly and Tom were wide-awake by this time, and Tom decided to go and speak to Derek. He found the young man pacing up and down the veranda. Tom was taken aback by Derek’s bedraggled appearance. He looked unkempt and unshaven. He had never seen Derek in this state before.

By this time Derek had simmered down and was taking stock of his situation. Was he crazy? What was he thinking? How foolish could he get?

“Good morning!” he managed to say.

“Tea?”

Derek just nodded his head. “I wanted to have a word with Miranda.” He carried on with his pacing, only much slower now. The stone floor of the veranda was reverberating with the sound of his shoes, up and down, up and down.

“Sit down,” Tom said, himself taking a chair. “She should be down soon.”

The pacing carried on until the tea came. Tom handed him a cup of hot tea. Did he detect a mild tremor in Derek’s hands? The young man was in an awful state whatever for? He was rather a strange man, he thought to himself. Tom was surprised by this rather unusual behavior of Derek’s.

Tom’s face took on a very somber look, and he silently proceeded to light his pipe.

Finally Miranda and Dolly came in together as if they had conspired to do so. Derek stopped in his tracks and looked Miranda up and down with a tired expression on his face. There were rings round his eyes, and he was unshaven.

Miranda and Dolly both stared in utter disbelief at his disarrayed appearance.

At last he sat down, silent and taking sips of tea.

It was very disconcerting for the others.

“What about golf, Mira?” But before she could even answer he held his hands up. “A suggestion,” he mumbled, looked inquiringly at her. He tried desperately to make eye contact with her but failed.

Miranda excused herself, blaming the heat.

Derek by this time had calmed down considerably, and after a second cup of tea, he left.

The trio had plenty to talk about from his appearance to his rather odd behavior.

In a little while a Land Rover drove up to the bungalow, only this time instead of Derek it was the driver and, of all people, Radhu chacha. Radhu clambered from the front of the car with a letter and a bunch of flowers from Derek’s garden for Miranda.

Miranda was watching from an upstairs window and could not believe her eyes! The nanny! She laughed mirthlessly.

Radhu handed the flowers and the letter to Dolly who happened to be downstairs.

The letter was full of apologies and questions of how he would ever atone for his utterly despicable behavior this morning. And then there was a question mark and the word “TRUCE” written in bold capitals. She could not help but laugh out loud at the humor of it.

Finally the letter asked that if she could let bygones be bygones would she be willing to meet him that evening at the Planters Club for the weekly club night.

Miranda was speechless. Could she depend on his reliability? He was as fickle as the English weather!

The evening Miranda had waited for impatiently rolled in at last. The cool evening was rejuvenating—especially after the oppressive heat of the day. She had slept most of the afternoon, feeling deliciously lazy. After lunch it was positively difficult to keep her eyes open. Excusing herself, off she went for her siesta. In a short while she had drifted off.

Miranda felt alive after the bath; it revived her. She chose to wear a sleeveless red dress that came up to her knees. She wore her shoulder-length hair up, and a pair of red coral earrings finished off the whole ensemble with lipstick to match.

Aunt Dolly appraised her looks and was slightly afraid of what might happen. But she let her fears pass. There was no use pondering such morbid thoughts!

By the time the three arrived at the club it was a little late, and they could hear the noise from the car park. Everybody was very merry and having a good time!

Derek was nowhere to be seen. Miranda felt slightly disappointed. Following her aunt toward the main room she was waylaid by two of the men she had met when she had first arrived from England in Calcutta. Gosh, it had been only a month and a bit, and such a lot had happened. The two men asked Miranda to join them at the bar. Excusing herself from her aunt, she followed the two young planters to the bar. Drink in hand, she was busy talking to the two men when suddenly looking up she saw Derek striding toward them. Tall and muscular, he was in an open-necked beige shirt and his perpetual khaki trousers.

“Enjoying yourself?” he said to no one in particular, but the remark was directed toward Miranda, who was looking very amused and very confident. He held a drink in his hand. It seemed the others were slightly in awe of him. Being very rich and the owner of a number of tea estates he was respected by young and old.

He turned to look at Miranda directly. His eyes held hers for a brief moment, and then they both looked away. She smiled. The music started, and some people went to the dancefloor to dance. Others sauntered off to the next room to see a movie. And many of the men made their way toward the billiard room.

Derek leaned against the bar, standing near Miranda. His eyes were on her. She looked so radiantly beautiful. He wanted to take her in his arms there and then and kiss her. Seeing her surrounded by the other young men made him slightly jealous, and he could not keep himself from making a caustic remark.

“Enjoying yourself, Mira?” he repeated. “The boys are very friendly here, aren’t they?” he continued in that same cold tone of voice. “And they have been looking after you very well, it seems.”

Why did he have to be so taciturn? What was the matter with him? Miranda flushed and looked down.

“Come,” he said, helping her down from the barstool.

“Going to the billiard room, Derek?” someone called out.

“No,” he replied.

“Oh, James,” he called out to someone. He turned toward Miranda, who was following him. “Meet Miranda.”

A man with a friendly face and broad smile held out his hand, and they shook hands.

Miranda was immediately drawn to him. He looked so kind and amiable. How could he be friends with Derek? They were like chalk and cheese.

“James is our tea garden doctor,” Derek said. “James,” Derek continued, “when is Mary returning?” Mary was James’s wife who had gone to England for a break and was soon to return. James mumbled something Mira could not catch.

The three of them made their way to the covered terrace. The terrace was situated slightly away from the main clubhouse, connected to the main building by a covered pathway lit by bright lanterns. A man-made stream flowed along the side of the terrace. The sound of the waterfall and the various plants managed to create an amazing ambience. Whoever had been the architect was an artist.

Miranda was slightly unsure as to what to say or do. She wanted to be back home safely tucked in bed. Everything was moving so fast.

Meeting so many new people that evening, she was confused with who was who, but something she observed, which was slightly disconcerting, was that many of the women present were extremely interested in Derek and she was often ignored. She was being scrutinized and being stared at, although very discreetly. It was rather off-putting! She would have to do some background checks of her own, she decided especially the one called Hannah that Derek had introduced her to the other morning at golf.

Hannah was there on the terrace with another man but watching them. The surreptitious glances of other females scattered around did not go unnoticed by Miranda. Hannah did try and speak to Miranda, but Derek invariably intervened. What was up with him, Miranda wondered. The woman was trying to be perfectly civilized; she was trying to be friendly. In fact, she was the only female there who was perfectly at ease and trying her best to be pleasant. So why was he being such a cad?

Miranda noticed that Derek was trying desperately to avoid Hannah.

Hannah was wearing a figure-hugging long dress with slits on the sides. She had a lovely figure, and she did look very chic. Her stilettoes accentuated her height, and she walked with a distinct swing. Hannah came toward them and laid a manicured hand on Derek’s shoulder, ever so lightly. He ignored her.

“Hello Derek,” she drawled. “Hi, Miranda.” She smiled. She seemed a lovely and friendly person. “How do you like the gardens?” she carried on, completely ignoring Derek’s scowls.

“We must get together sometime,” she said, looking more at Derek than at her.

He steered her away by holding her elbow to the far corner of the terrace. Miranda watched them exchanging words in undertones. Looking at them it was not difficult to see that they were having an argument of some sort. Still, Hannah had the presence of mind to wave to Miranda with a smile as she made her exit, taking her time with a final backward glance.

Miranda grew a little upset as the evening wore on. She had the distinct feeling that Derek and Hannah were connected in some way. Hannah was beautiful and very majestic looking. Why had they broken up? There was a lot of history there; it was easy to decipher that. Thankfully her aunt came out on the terrace and rescued her, eventually.

Aunt Dolly was more talkative after a few gin and tonics. She needed only a slight nudge in the right direction! She was more than willing to fill Miranda in with the local gossip. Dolly did not need much coaxing to start her off.

The local gossip was that Derek and Hannah had been going out for some time, for quite a number of years, in fact. Hannah was one of the local planters’ sister, and she came out to India quite often to stay with her brother and sister-in-law. Derek and Hannah had met in India at one of the club nights, and Derek took a shine to Hannah. One thing led to another, and he asked her to go out with him. They had been seeing each other for quite some time. Their affair was quite open, and they were an item. There could have been an engagement, but Dolly was not sure about that. There was even a talk of an impending marriage, but it all fizzled out. Apparently, as the local story went, before he left for England the year before, Derek had stopped seeing her. People were talking, and all were quite intrigued as to why Derek and Hannah had broken it off.

Derek was extremely upset and had tried very hard to entice her to come back, even promising to marry her immediately. But all had failed. There was a very public argument and apparently Hannah had hurled some awful insults at him. Their private life was made public, and after that when she had apologized, Derek would have none of it. According to Hannah, Derek was a very vile and egotistic man. What had caused the breakup Aunt Dolly was not quite sure, but all sorts of rumors were flying around.

There was even talk about a liaison with a coolie woman, but who could tell? That was supposedly why the so-called engagement was called off. But nobody had set eyes on the Santal woman. Her identity was a complete mystery. Hannah was absolutely mum on the subject and would not divulge anything.

So Miranda was his rebound. The bastard! Something was not quite right come to think of it, he had been two-timing her! When she met Derek in London he was still seeing Hannah—or was still hoping Hannah would concede to come back to him. That was why he was so silent on his return to India.

Why had Derek stopped seeing Hannah? Obviously they had an affair. Why was she so upset? What was the real story? James, James would tell her. She would have to find out from James, and that would not be difficult at all.

Or maybe it would be difficult. However, she would have a go. Try she must. She was a nurse; maybe she could go and offer her services at the local clinic where James was a doctor. Of course James would be pleased; her knowledge and training would be an asset to the local clinic. They were short-handed anyway. Her mind was made up.

She would have to broach the subject with her aunt and uncle the next day regarding helping James and maybe drive over there.

After a bumpy ride they arrived home, all quite tired and ready for bed. Tomorrow was another day, and Miranda was definitely looking forward to it! The enchanting and intriguing East…She was fast asleep in no time; she didn’t even have the energy to switch off the bedside lamp. Her big four-poster bed was soft and inviting. She sunk deep into the bed, clutching one of the numerous pillows.
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THE LOCAL HOSPITAL was very busy. Miranda made her way to the main part of the whitewashed single-story hospital where James was waiting for her.

It had not been a problem speaking to Tom and Dolly regarding her plans. And surprisingly Tom was very eager that she should go and make herself known at the hospital immediately. After all, James was a friend of his, and a telephone call would suffice. So it was decided that she would be joining James within the next few days.

It was a steamy, hot day, but the actual hospital area was cool as it was surrounded by very tall banyan trees that provided some shade around the hospital. Assam was full of tall trees and greenery. This kept the immediate vicinity moderately cool and breezy. The local villagers all sat under the trees in the shade and gossiped and smoked. There was even a small tea stall where the vendors also sold cigarettes and betel nut. The people all looked fairly content and happy as they waited their turn for the doctor. Every now and then a man in khaki shorts and shirt came out and called them by name.

Miranda had been dropped off by her Aunt Dolly; they were meeting for lunch at the club after Miranda’s first morning at work! James was very eager to show Miranda around and was quite happy that she had decided to give him a hand.

The clubhouse was cool when Miranda arrived there after her very hectic morning. She found the people to be so thankful for their treatment at the little hospital. They were easygoing and amiable, eager and seemingly happy. It occurred to Miranda that it did not matter how much pain or discomfort they were in, they never showed it. They suffered in silence. How different it was from what she was used to.

“Have you heard from Derek?” Dolly asked Miranda over lunch. Miranda shook her head. “The last time I spoke to him was at the club last week,” she mumbled in between mouthfuls.

Dolly knew that news of Miranda’s joining the clinic to help James would spread like wildfire among the planters, and Derek would be the first one to know, James being one of his very good friends.

Miranda was working in the back room of the clinic one morning a few days later when she pricked up her ears at the sound of a very familiar voice coming from one of the rooms.

“Derek!” she said to herself. “He has come in search of James and of course he knows that I am working here!” She smiled to herself.

She of course had not had a chance to speak to James as she had planned, and it was turning out to be more difficult than she had anticipated. But she was patient and willing to bide her time. Aunt and Uncle wanted her to stay with them for a few more months, and she was very willing to oblige.

It was soon lunchtime, and Miranda was getting ready to leave; one of the clinic nurses came over and asked Miranda to go over to James’s office. “Why?” she wondered as she followed the nurse. As soon as she entered the room her eyes fell on Derek.

“Oh! Miranda,” James said. “We were wondering if you would like to join us for lunch at the club?”

In the meantime Derek had stood up and was watching Miranda. “Hello, Miranda,” he greeted her in his deep voice. “So you are the new Florence Nightingale?” He had a bemused expression on his face.

She completely ignored his rather sarcastic remark and turned her attention to James.

Derek had already decided that she was joining them. He had come there that morning to see her, not to see James! He knew that after the other night at the club Miranda felt extremely humiliated, and he wanted to explain things. In short, he wanted to tell her his side of the story, over lunch if possible.

James, he knew, would leave them shortly after lunch as he had his afternoon clinic. And also James knew about his friend’s friendly feeling for this pretty girl.

Though James did not approve of Derek’s so called flings, maybe this time it was not a fling. It could be that Derek was really taken up with this girl. He hoped so. James wanted his friend to settle down.

Miranda was not even given a chance to say aye or nay. It was decided that she would have lunch with them!

James knew very well why Hannah and Derek had split. He and Derek went far, far back as friends. He would not let his friend down; they were pals and had to stick together.

Derek offered to drive her to the club with James to follow in his vehicle. The short journey to the club was spent in absolute silence. She was very aware of his presence beside her. James was following them in his car as he had to make a quick getaway. Derek reached out and tried to touch her hand, but she was quick and snatched her hand from his grasp. She was looking straight ahead in an unblinking stare.

Miranda felt Derek’s eyes upon her, but she was angry and felt utterly desolate maybe laced with a little touch of humiliation.

“You are angry with me, Mira?” he asked.

She looked so helpless sitting beside him that Derek had to control his urge to take her in his arms there and then. Miranda did not answer.

“Well?” he said. “Say something!”

“There is nothing to say,” she replied in a short voice. “You didn’t have to bring me along, Derek Chowdhury. My aunt is waiting for me for lunch at home.”

“I wanted to have lunch with you. I rang you at home, and Dolly informed me that you were working at the clinic. So here I am! I also told Dolly not to wait for you, as you were having lunch with me!”

The audacity of the man, without even asking her! Miranda had to control her anger. He was taking her for granted—again.

The weather was hot—everything was hot, and her head was hot!

They finally reached the club. The club felt so cool indoors. After driving in the hot midday sun they were all very thirsty and hot. The ceiling fans were in full swing. The rooms were kept dark intentionally to keep out the heat and sun. Miranda slipped her sandals off and proceeded to walk barefooted toward the bar, carrying her sandals in her hand.

They ordered drinks. Quite a number of the local planters were there drinking or nibbling on little tidbits that were served by the waiters, who silently moved around the room, picking up the empties and replenishing the others. Everyone greeted the trio as they made their entrance, but all eyes were on Miranda. She started to blush and was acutely self-conscious of their stares. Derek could see that she was feeling very uncomfortable and decided to go straight into the dining room.

Lunch was very jolly. Derek and James tried their best to lighten the atmosphere that was definitely fraught with high tension. James knew why, and he and Derek tried their utmost to draw Miranda into their conversation. She would have none of it! She spent the entire lunch giving monosyllabic answers: yes, no, and occasionally “very good.”

It was after lunch that the ice started to thaw. James left soon after, and Derek took her to the sitting room of the club and ordered coffee.

“You are angry with me, Mira,” he said, almost under his breath.

“What do you expect?” she asked, very vexed. “You ignored me the other evening,” she said, tears springing to her eyes.

Derek did not know what to do. “Don’t cry,” he said very tenderly, offering her his monogrammed silk handkerchief. “People are watching”

“Yes, that is your only worry who is watching.” She tried to rise from her chair.

“For heaven’s sake, sit down. Please. Don’t create a scene,” he said in a small voice. “I will explain everything.”

He so very much wanted to console her, but he was reluctant to make a public display of his feelings. Planters would talk and everybody would know, so for the moment it was best to lie low. He knew that Hannah was still in the gardens and that she would try her best to get in first. He had to prevent that from happening.

“You shouldn’t worry, Mira,” he continued. “I will explain everything,” he said, repeating himself. “In time.”

What was the matter with him?

“We’ll leave as soon as you have finished your coffee,” he said rather tersely.

Many of the other planters came over to say hello, and some even congratulated her for joining the clinic. Derek watched the young men with a bemused expression as they pretended to come and say hello to him when in fact Miranda was the sole attraction. And he also knew that James would be very busy in his clinic as of tomorrow!

The afternoon sun was still shining brightly when they left the club. Without saying a word he led her outside. He knew how she felt, but he felt helpless at this moment. He drove toward his bungalow.

“I want to go home,” she said.

“You will,” he replied absentmindedly. “In a short while.”

Both were engrossed in their own private thoughts. Whatever had made her get involved with this complicated and confused man? His mood swings were exasperating. But there was a big But—he was fast becoming an addiction! It was difficult to extricate herself from the clutches of this wild and difficult situation. Was it difficult, though? Was she in a macabre way enjoying it? After all, having led a very cloistered life, this was exciting. Did she really want to end it all? Or was she expecting something that was elusive and unattainable but hoping against hope to succeed?

“We have a few things to clarify,” he said.

She was jolted back to reality; gosh, she had been miles away!

His bungalow had this very cool and serene look, despite being bathed in the bright afternoon’s hot sun. And it was so quiet, siesta time; the servants were having an afternoon nap after their lunch as was the usual practice.

Three servants appeared, materializing from nowhere, asking him if he wanted anything. Miranda was flabbergasted. So many people to look after one solitary person.

Radhu appeared too; he must have been lurking around somewhere, she figured. He salaamed her, bowing very low. The nanny, she remembered, and suddenly she had an uncontrollable fit of the giggles. She could not stop!

Ignoring her, Derek addressed the old man. “Radhu, chacha,” he said, beaming at the old man, “would you make a cool glass of sherbet for Miranda memsahib?”

Radhu salaamed her—again—and proceeded to ask Derek if he’d had lunch and did he want lunch. When Derek said no, Radhu was slightly disgruntled. Miranda did not understand what they were saying to each other as they were speaking in Hindi, but from the tone of Radhu’s voice she could detect that he was complaining and was not very happy. This went on for a little while. She could detect a slight pleading in Derek’s voice. Ultimately Radhu went off to make her sherbet, leaving the young people in peace, or so Miranda thought.

But Derek knew otherwise. He knew very well that the old goat was hovering around somewhere within earshot and keeping a surreptitious eye on the young couple.

Radhu was a very old retainer; he been with the family since before Derek was born. Nothing went on and nothing ever did get done without Radhu chacha’s knowledge. Derek’s parents depended on him heavily, and Radhu simply worshipped the ground Derek’s mother walked on. He never left her side when she was in India.

Radhu ran the place for all intents and purposes. He hired and fired other servants. He ruled the place with an iron hand and loved it.

Radhu was complaining that afternoon that Derek never ate at home and all his food went to waste. He had decided not to cook anymore for Derek and threatened to complain to memsahib. Of course he did not do the cooking, the cooking was done by the khansamah, but he implied that he did all the cooking.

Derek waited until the sherbet arrived; this time it was brought by one of the other servants, as Radhu had decided to ignore the chota sahib for the time being. Derek smiled to himself. This was what he loved about coming back to the garden, how Radhu made such a fuss over him. He and his moods. Derek chuckled. In fact they all made such a fuss over him. He simply loved that, and he lapped it up! Often he and Radhu had long and lengthy conversations when Radhu coaxed him to marry and advised him to stop fooling around.

Sometimes Derek mentioned Rukmini, When that happened Radhu invariably changed the subject and clammed up. This always touched a raw nerve. Derek tried chastising Radhu once, only to be reminded of his misdemeanor and the anguish he had caused the family. After that Derek never dared to say anything. Mentioning Rukmini was Radhu’s way of cautioning him and trying to make him settle down and wind down.

After the sherbet was served and the servant had made his silent departure, Derek went and knelt beside Miranda on one knee. He looked up at her, full of tenderness and love. He took both her hands in his and held them.

“Don’t worry, Mira,” he said, kissing the top her hands, one at a time.

Miranda could feel the love she had for him surging up again! She shifted in her chair.

He freed her hands and held her down by her knees, looking up at her tenderly all the while. Slowly he lowered his head and buried his head in her lap. There was no talk. She could see the top of his head. Without thinking, she started to slowly stroke his head. Time stood still for them. They did not know how long they were like this. He suddenly looked up and caught her gazing at him tenderly. He took her face in his hands and kissed her. She did not resist him. She couldn’t and did not want to. That kiss was so full of tenderness, love, and passion. He pulled her up slowly from the chair she was sitting in.

“Come,” he said in a very small voice, “let me take you home.”

He had plans to say a lot more, but he simply could not bring himself to say anything.

What did he want to tell her anyway? About Hannah, about Rukmini? He was fearful and anxious. He did not know where to start, and the right moment seemed to pass as fleetingly as it had appeared.

His life had become so complicated, and he wanted desperately to protect this innocent girl from the web of his past actions. He was confused and bewildered. He was falling in love with her, but he knew that he had gone about it the wrong way. He wanted to come clean, but he hesitated. Time was passing, and soon she would be off, back to England. What was he to do?

They did not talk very much on the way back; both were occupied with their own thoughts. Dolly was eagerly waiting for her, and she beamed when she saw Miranda alighting from Derek’s vehicle with Derek behind. He came in for a drink and some work talk with Tom.

They all settled down after exchanging pleasantries. It was a cozy feeling and gave the impression of a happy family having a drink together, as if Derek was a part of that intimate family circle. Derek felt it; in fact, they all felt it, so much so that even Tom who hardly ever said anything felt quite sentimental.

Looking at Miranda, Tom said, “MY girl,” in a very affectionate way, “I am so happy that you have come to visit us!”

Miranda looked at her uncle who was now busy offering Derek another drink, and Aunt Dolly, good old Aunt Dolly, was asking him to stay over for supper. She was fussing over him so much!

He wanted to be there, and he was happy being asked to stay for dinner. He wanted to be near her, and she wanted him to stay! She did not want him to go.

Her eyes had that pleading look. She looked up at him once and saw he was looking at her.

He agreed to stay for dinner. They were all very chatty during the meal, but it was all over too soon and Derek soon wished them goodnight and was off.

The heat that night was very oppressive as it was the start of the monsoon and any day now they were expecting the torrential rains to start. Derek usually disappeared to England during that time of year.

The next morning what Miranda woke up to was beyond anything she had ever seen or dreamed of. The rains had started !It was the monsoon! Uncle Tom was at breakfast that morning. He looked unusually chirpy. What was up?

“It is the monsoon, my girl,” he said with a grin. It was infectious; Miranda felt like running out into the torrential monsoon rain. The monsoon madness! They heard the pealing noise of the telephone above the thunder and lightning. Aunt Dolly beat Uncle to it.

Miranda and her uncle could only hear Dolly’s side of conversation. Other than “really” and “oh dear!” everything else was pure conjecture by Tom and Miranda. Apparently the person on the other end was speaking very fast and had a lot to say! Both uncle and niece exchanged glances and pretended not to eavesdrop, though their curiosity was aroused.

Miranda pretended to stir her coffee, and Uncle Tom was extremely busy lighting his pipe, as if the task of filling his pipe and lighting it needed an awful amount of dexterity and tact!

The conversation was over at last. Both eagerly looked at Dolly.

Uncle raised his eyebrows. “What was all that about?” he asked, looking quizzically at Dolly. She smiled a very knowing smile and glanced at Miranda.

“Oh, Tom, Derek is staying back this monsoon,” she declared with aplomb, as if a major victory had been achieved in world affairs, as if Derek’s staying during monsoon was something extremely strange. But as to who the mysterious caller was, Dolly did not bother to enlighten them. She was mum.

What was up?

“Oh dear.” Dolly took a sip of her coffee. She had extremely pressing jobs to perform. She was inviting Derek for dinner that night—again!

So he was staying, not going away! That was an achievement. She must ask the cook to come to discuss the dinner menu.

Miranda was completely at a loss. Why was her aunt so very happy? What concern was it of hers whether Derek stayed during monsoon or not? She turned toward her uncle who was now busy reading the paper.

“Uncle Tom,” she said, “what has monsoon got to do with Derek?”

He looked up from his paper. “Oh, Derek never stays here during the monsoon season,” he said. “I have known him a long time, and Derek hates, simply detests, the monsoon, the rains. I am surprised that this year he has decided to stay back. Wonder why?” He went back to reading his paper.

Miranda felt almost lighthearted. Was she the cause? Suddenly after the phone call her aunt seemed to get a spring in her step. Aunt Dolly was humming. Wonders would never cease.

She was on the phone again.

“Derek is coming for dinner,” she declared after she hung up. “I have just called him.”

No wonder she’d disappeared from the dining room. Crafty, very crafty. But Miranda had a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach that she could not understand. Derek was not going away this year, and Dolly was pleased as punch!

Miranda did not have to wait long to find out what Dolly had been up to. They had a visitor in the torrential rain. Mary, James’s wife, had come by to see Dolly and also to meet Miranda. James was apparently full of praise for Miranda, her nursing skills, and her way with the patients. It was pouring when Mary arrived.

The monsoon had started in earnest; this season was very important in that part of the world. The dark clouds enveloped the sky with lightning and thunder. So many poems had been written, so many paintings etched depicting the monsoon. It was a welcome respite after the oppressive heat, a ceaseless torrential downpour for days, as if the sins of the earth were being washed away.

Autumn would slowly saunter in after the monsoon had cleared away all the debris and filth. It was a period of cleansing. And the trees and the land would be waiting to welcome autumn, the cool autumn. In the East the seasons were well demarcated.

Miranda felt like running out and soaking in the rain. The monsoon madness had gripped her.

“Thank God it will be slightly cooler after this,” Mary said.

Mary was quite tiny with dark hair and brown eyes. Being fashionable was not her strong suit, but she was cute and fun-loving. She was also a nurse, and she often helped James out in the clinic. They had met when James was doing his internship. After a whirlwind courtship they decided to tie the knot and here she was—and loving every minute of it. But that would not be for long, as James had decided to return to the UK and join the National Health Service, which was getting to be very popular. Britain needed doctors badly, so James had turned in his resignation and was leaving at the end of the year.

Mary was very chirpy and friendly, and her visit broke the monotony of the crazy torrential rain with very little to do and not many places to go to. Mary was apparently equally surprised at Derek’s decision.

“He always goes home for his birthday, doesn’t he?” Mary inquired, taking a sip of her steaming cup of coffee. “What will dear old mama say?” She smiled and looked directly at Miranda as if to say, “Are you the cause of this?”

Dinner that evening was full of jocularity. Dolly had asked James and his wife to join them, and, of course, Derek had already been roped in that morning. Derek arrived in his tailor-made brown khaki jacket and trousers, his uniform! He smelled and looked very expensive. Miranda was captivated. She also had a funny feeling that they all, every one of them, were trying their utmost to push Miranda and Derek together!

She felt Derek’s eyes watching her many times; a fleeting glance now and then was enough to pull at her heartstrings. After all, she was in love! And this was her first serious love affair—if one could call it an affair. Derek did not seem very keen on letting their romance be made public. Miranda was slightly upset at that, but as soon as Derek as much as looked at her with his smoldering eyes all was forgiven and forgotten.

She was seated next to Derek at dinner; it seemed very natural to sit next to him. Many a time she felt her knees touching his, and often their hands brushed each other’s as if by accident! Miranda could hardly eat; she was starry-eyed and only with difficulty could she manage to get through her soup and the rest of the meal!

Mary noticed it all and made a mental note to speak to Miranda later. Mary noticed how much in love Miranda was, and she wanted to tell Miranda the whole story about Hannah and Derek. She felt it her duty to inform Miranda. She was a sweet and innocent girl, and she deserved to be told. She was so much in love. She should be told, and Mary would do it.

Apparently Miranda’s aunt was over the moon. Mary was the only responsible person, it seemed! Derek was a good catch there was no doubt about it but to go into it blind? No way.
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THE DAY TURNED out to be very warm and humid. The rumbling of thunder could be heard very distinctly. The sky was overcast. Any moment now the heavens would break again. Mary and John were going to visit some friends in a nearby town and asked Miranda to join them. She agreed readily. Her uncle and aunt were a bit reluctant, though.

“You are brave, driving in this weather,” Uncle Tom said with his perpetual pipe in hand.

“There are a few bridges on the way, mind you. And as you know, James, it is a bit risky.” But all his doubts and persuasion were brushed aside.

“Don’t worry, Tom. Your niece will be brought back in one piece.”

“Ah! The folly of youth!” He said

“youth is wasted on the young!” “Who was it who said that? So very apt!”

Uncle Tom could not for the world understand the young himself.

“George Bernard Shaw” James piped up.

Miranda, from the time she had arrived, did not have much of a chance to speak to anyone her own age, and the women whom Miranda thought she could at least have a tete-a-tete with seemed too interested in Derek. So Mary was a breath of fresh air, and maybe she could fill in the blanks for her. After all, she had initially decided to help James out in the clinic to find out a bit more about Derek and the mysterious Hannah. But James, Miranda had found, was a very upright man and was not given to gossip about his old pal.

Donning a jaunty cap and jeans, Miranda was ready and waiting for the couple to pick her up. She was looking forward to the journey. At least it would give her a chance to talk to Mary and find out a few truths.

The journey was very pleasant, and apparently they were going to be visiting one of the most beautiful gardens in the area. The time in the car made Miranda very happy. It was hot, however. She could feel it inside the Land Rover. She would have loved to open the top and feel the breeze blowing on her face, but that was not to be with the rain and monsoon. Many of the roads were submerged in knee-deep water, but the bridges remained intact. At least they could drive over them.

“You know, Miranda,” James was saying, “if this place had been hilly we would not have been able to drive through it now. This area is well known for landslides. Your Uncle Tom would have been quite correct to warn us.” It was a statement that needed no answer.

After a quite considerable time James turned off the main road into a passable village path that was narrow and muddy. The most wonderful and breathtakingly beautiful scenery greeted them. Miranda was speechless. She had never seen such magnificent natural beauty. This surpassed even the most picturesque scenery of her uncle’s or Derek’s garden. There was a natural waterfall on one side of the slightly hilly road, and plants of all shapes and sizes covered the ground. She could see natural orchids hanging from a few trees.

She missed Derek awfully, but she tried telling herself that she was on a truth-finding mission. How wrong she was! As James drove in through the gates of this very magnificent one-story bungalow, who should be there to greet them, but Derek! He was standing on the porch and had come out as soon as he heard the sound of the engine. His tall, athletic figure was very visible in shorts. He looked absolutely fabulous. He looked very masculine in his handmade open-neck shirt and shorts. Miranda’s heart missed a beat. She was speechless. Had he known that they were coming? Who had told him? Wasn’t this supposed to be a secret?

Mary in her outspoken manner blurted out, “Why is he here, James?”

He hushed her up by saying under his breath, “He owns this bloody place, for heaven’s sake!” He then cleared his throat and added quickly, “He owns more than half the gardens around here!” And with that he brought the vehicle to a halt.

“Hi, Derek.” James was the first one out. Derek came forward and opened the door for Mary and turned toward Miranda.

“Hello, Mira,” he said, beaming. He came forward and gave her a peck on the cheek. She blushed; she could not say a word.

Mary saved the day. “Derek,” she said, “did you know we were coming?”

He laughed, throwing his head back, and decided not to answer her. His eyes were twinkling, and he was grinning from ear to ear.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” he said most mischievously!

They all trooped in after him, and Miranda was absolutely enthralled with the décor of the bungalow. The drawing room was out of this world. The furnishings in the room were superb. It looked as if someone with exquisite taste had taken a lot of trouble to choose each and every piece in the room. From the flowing curtains to the chaise lounge in the corner, everything was placed exactly so. There was a grand piano in one corner of the fabulous room. Miranda remembered seeing a piano in Derek’s other bungalow too. She wondered who played.

The ambience was so tranquil and peaceful and so blissfully cool, too.

“Come in, come in,” Derek said again. The rains had started again. “Make yourselves at home. Make yourselves comfortable.”

He called out to an invisible servant to bring in some tea. Miranda still could not get over her shock and neither could Mary.

Admiring the décor, Mary inquired very casually who it was who had such exquisite taste and had decorated the bungalow with such meticulous attention to every detail.

“Oh, it was my mother,” Derek replied in a very nonchalant manner. “My parents liked this bungalow very much, so they spent a lot of time here—that is whenever they were staying in India.”

“I wish I could show you the grounds and the garden, but it will be absolutely sopping wet!” The garden was in full bloom. Flowers were everywhere. Red and pink hibiscus plants covered an entire part of one side of the garden. It was truly breathtaking. The plants were swaying as if dancing to the tune of the orchestrated sound of the monsoon.

“You don’t use this bungalow very much, do you?” Mary asked in her forthright manner.

“No, not for myself,” Derek replied, glancing in Mary’s direction. “I prefer the other bungalow. It is more accessible. And also,” he carried on, “the little airport is nearby, and I can use my plane whenever I want to take off.”

Radhu, his old faithful, came in beaming and to announce that lunch was served.

Miranda smiled at Radhu as he pattered in.

“Radhu is so very happy today,” Derek said to no one in particular. “At long last he can show off his culinary skills.” He stayed at his chotasahib’s side.

Miranda, going into the dining room, realized that each and every room in the house had been decorated by Mrs Chowdhury and that she had the most exquisite taste—and the money to go with it, that had of course enabled her to buy the choicest pieces of furniture and art. Miranda wondered what their Sussex house was like. Apparently it was an estate, according to Mary, who had said so in passing to Miranda when she had come to visit her aunt.

The dining room faced the garden and had a huge hand-carved dining table in the middle with matching chairs. The large windows were adorned with velvet curtains tied on each side with a velvet sash. The room had a marble floor with a hand-carved sideboard on one side matching the dining table. The food was served in silver dishes.

They had planned to return that evening, but Derek would not have it. He insisted that they all stay the night and travel back the next day, as the monsoon was apt to cause havoc on the roads, making the trip unsafe. All the time they were there Derek hardly glanced in Miranda’s direction. He was busy talking to James; Miranda and Mary were left to their own devices.

Evening rolled in, and it was rapidly getting dark. How Miranda wished she could go outside and walk on the soggy grounds, barefooted, and inhale the night air, monsoon or no monsoon!

Wasn’t Derek lucky, she thought to herself. All this beauty, all this property, all this fine garden all his. He could simply choose to stay wherever and whenever he wanted. Lucky, she thought to herself.

“But I shall not give in!” She was determined and slightly vehement in her determination. Who was Hannah to him? That was bothering her and was turning into an obsession. But Miranda was ignoring something else as well, a bigger factor that was very significant in Derek’s life, Rukmini!

She could not or would not see the forest for the trees. She was in absolute denial, despite hearing a few snippets about the Indian girl who was supposed to have been an important part of Derek’s life. Miranda dismissed it all as rumor, completely dispensing with the fact that there could be some substance to the back-handed whispers. She was doggedly pursuing that one individual only, Hannah.

But now all her plans had been dashed, again. She wanted to have a little heart-to-heart with Mary. God only knew when such an opportunity would arise again. Miranda was awfully quiet, lost in her own thoughts, when she was suddenly nudged back to the present by Derek asking her in a very endearing voice if she would prefer to have her favorite gin and tonic or wine. She sat up with a start.

“I’ve startled you, have I?” Derek was asking her.

Miranda felt all their eyes on her. “I would like a gin and tonic, please, Derek,” she replied. The evening passed very pleasantly indeed, what with the drinks and Derek’s wonderful cook who had taken the trouble to prepare fried spicy meatballs to accompany the drinks. Miranda noticed that the old man, Derek’s Radhu, was always hovering within earshot as usual. Nothing escaped him! Miranda was sure he listened to everything they said and understood, pretending not to know or understand English. Derek did not seem to mind. Derek was well looked after by Radhu, who accompanied him wherever he went in India, which he mentioned quite often.

It was a pleasant evening. Miranda, for the moment, had decided to shelve Hannah. She even forgot her previous acrimonious feeling toward Derek. She settled down to enjoy herself. The time passed too quickly. Dinner was served in the magnificent dining room. The room was brightly lit by the beautiful chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The room was meant for the big dinner parties that were often hosted by the Chowdhury family in the past. The torrential rain carried on nonstop. There did not seem to be any letting up.

“What a magnificent room,” Miranda exclaimed ecstatically. “How beautiful,” she added. The room looked more beautiful and elegant in the evening, bright and glowing, the light of the chandelier bouncing off the large grandiose mirrors hung on all the walls.

“My mother used to throw her dinner parties here,” Derek said. After a very tasty and sumptuous meal they all trooped back to the drawing room, and dutifully a servant decked out in all his finery brought in the liquor and the glasses. This was his special duty to serve the liquor after dinner. This time Radhu seemed to have disappeared. Maybe he had gone for dinner. She was missing his presence in a funny way. He had become a fixture.

“Where is Radhu?” she asked, surprised at herself. The words seemed to have escaped her mind; it was a thought she hadn’t intended to speak out loud.

“He is a trifle disappointed,” Derek said. “Usually he serves the drinks after dinner, but this evening I have asked him to leave us and to have his meal in peace and relax. He is getting old and tries to do too much!”

Then to no one in particular he said, “Even when I am on my own, this ritual is performed.” Derek stood up to pour the liquor. “We do not have many visitors nowadays, not like the days when my parents used to come from England, or even when my father used to be here on his own. He, Radhu, misses all that.” Derek himself sounded a trifle melancholy, as if he himself was missing the so-called “old days.”

James and Mary were soon ready for bed and wearily got up to their feet.

“Thank God,” James said in a very sleepy voice, “I don’t have to drive!” He laughed a happy, contented laughter.

“Good night, old boy,” he said to Derek. “See you in the morning.”

“Good night,” Mary said and gave Miranda a peck on the cheek with a very knowing look.

She wanted to say so much more to this innocent girl, but it could not be done at the moment.

Derek and Miranda were left alone not for long! As soon as Mary and James left the room who should appear but Radhu! He was lurking around, listening. He would not, simply would not, leave them alone! Chota sahib could ask him to go and relax, could ask him until he was blue in the face, but Radhu had to look after him. He was busy clearing away the glasses and the remnants of the evening’s after-dinner drinks. He removed the glasses and plates with very slow deliberation, taking his time. At last, his task accomplished, he bid goodnight to Derek and then Miranda as an afterthought. He at last left the room. Miranda burst out laughing.

“Why did he take so long?” she asked. “He took ages!”

Derek followed the servant out, and Miranda could hear him speaking to him in a very hushed voice. What he was saying she could not understand.

“I asked him to go to his quarters and not to wait for us.” With that he went and sat beside Miranda on the sofa and pulled her toward him. She struggled just a bit but quickly gave in.

“How I have missed you,” he said in a very soft and passionate voice, his lips searching for hers. He held her in a very tight embrace and kissed her long and hard.

She returned the kiss, at first a bit reluctantly, but who could resist Derek? All her resolutions were blown to the wind.

Again he mumbled, “How I have missed you,” his arms encircling her in a tight embrace. Then as abruptly as he had embraced her he suddenly stood up and pulled her to her feet. “Let’s go to bed. Let me show you to your room.”

“Come,” he said, pulling her gently by her hand and leading her to her bedroom. It was another exquisite room. The huge king-size mahogany bed occupied the middle of the room, facing one of the large windows. It was draped with silk covers and had a number of silk cushions strewn on it. Huge windows with heavy silk drapes looked onto the marble-floored balcony. The balcony had a very wild look as the entire length of it was covered with various types of orchids. Derek was a collector of orchids; that was another one of his exotic hobbies that Miranda had discovered in time and that had quite surprised her. He had a few hidden qualities that surprised Miranda.

Derek started to undress her, but then he stopped with great suddenness. Was there a noise coming from somewhere? He abruptly left the room.

Was there some whispering in the corridor? Was Miranda hearing correctly? She could not understand what was being said, but she heard a door being shut quite forcefully down the corridor. The mysteries of the night! It wasn’t long before it was absolutely quiet. Derek did not return. She fell into a deep sleep after such a big day.

Miranda was awakened by a light tap on the door. “Come in,” she said and sat up. Radhu entered with her morning tea and a few biscuits. This was a luxury that Miranda was getting quite used to.

Giving her a wide smile, Radhu laid the tray on the polished bedside table and asked her in broken English if she wanted the curtains drawn. She nodded her head, and Radhu, after finishing his task, withdrew as silently as he had entered.

His main intention had been to find out if they had slept together, and he was happy that that situation had been averted!

His welcome in the other room was not as congenial.

“Go away,” Derek said. “I don’t want any tea,” he said with suppressed fury, his indignation at seeing Radhu clear.

The morning was very humid, as it was prone to be during monsoon. At least there was a respite from the rains for a little while at least, and James wanted to take advantage of the break in the weather for God only knew, he thought to himself, how long it would last.

“James, old chap,” Derek pulled him to one side after breakfast, “I’ll take Miranda home.”

Derek took her for a ride in his jeep and drove around the garden, old Radhu in tow, sitting in the back. Miranda giggled when she saw him waiting patiently by the vehicle.

“He seems to think that you need a chaperone!” she said.

“My father’s orders,” Derek replied with a smile. “He feels responsible when my father is not around.” The jeep ride was extremely pleasant. Miranda felt that Radhu merely tolerated her, hoping against hope that she would go away. He was chatting away to Derek in a language that she could not understand, and she felt that Derek was in his element talking to him. They had such a lot to discuss.

Neither Derek nor Radhu even once felt worried that she might be feeling excluded or ignored. Once she turned to look at Radhu, and he smiled a big broad smile.

Miranda felt so exasperated. She wanted to leave there and then, but how and where was she to go? She decided to admire the scenery instead and let them talk.

The garden was huge, and green. The tea bushes lined the paths, and the road beyond the garden was hilly. The road started to meander uphill. As they continued to drive, the road had sharper bends. It was an uphill climb. Derek stopped the jeep at one of the turns and asked Miranda to step out of the jeep and look down; it was very steep from where they were standing, and looking down, it was a sheer drop. They were quite high up, and a cool breeze was blowing softly. Where was the rain? It had disappeared! It was a pleasant feeling after the heat.

Suddenly, as if by magic, the fog started to descend from nowhere. The entire area was submerged in the fog, and it even felt a little chilly. Miranda suddenly felt cold. Her jeans and her thin top were not able to keep the sudden chill out. Derek asked her to look ahead down into the valley. It was breathtakingly beautiful. The sun was shimmering down in the valley, and all was very bright. It was so strange; it was foggy where they were, and it was so very bright far away in the distant valley. From nowhere tea appeared. Radhu apparently always carried provisions in the jeep. And this time instead of two cups he had three! The hot tea was very welcoming, and Miranda thanked him profusely. She was presented with a big salute and a broad grin in return.

Miranda was absolutely awestruck at the natural beauty. She was a city girl, never having experienced or seen nature like this. After the welcome tea they all trooped back into the jeep, and Derek turned the jeep around with such dexterity on that small and narrow road with a huge drop on one side and a high hill on the other. The fog was lifting. It was disappearing almost as soon as it had appeared. And a ray of sun was desperately trying to peep through! Only a driver with special skills could drive in conditions like this. At first she was terrified, and looking sideways at Derek she noticed that he was grinning. Radhu noticed Miranda’s discomfiture and fear and volunteered to supply her with what he thought was some very vital information in his broken English. He told her that Derek had won many trophies in car rallies and driving fast cars, and off-roading was a passion of his. And of course he was always with his sahib, looking after him, which he had done from the sahib’s childhood whenever he was in India. But now his sahib seemed to be more here than there, and he was very happy about it.

Derek cut him short with an embarrassed laugh. But one thing Miranda realized with a start was that the only person who truly knew Derek, whatever was to be known, was this unassuming, innocent-looking old man sitting at the back of the jeep who simply worshipped Derek, who would guard his secrets with his life if necessary.

He was the one who had seen and saved Derek many times from all sorts of calamities, including clinging women, angry husbands, and boyfriends. He had seen it all. He knew absolutely everything about his Chotasahib. It seemed, and Mira felt it very strongly, that there existed an unspoken bond between them, a bond of absolute devotion on both sides.

Suddenly she felt very cold and wanted desperately to go home. What secrets did Derek have? Was he hiding something? She loved him so much. She had known him for quite sometime now, but she was nowhere nearer to finding the real Derek than when she had first met him. He was a closed book. She had seen him in London, Paris, and then India. He was a very rich man, extremely influential, but he had a very closed interior. His mind had a lot of nooks and crannies, which would indeed be very difficult to excavate. He never let his guard down, even when he was making love or drunk! He never committed himself. He was extremely affectionate and loving whenever they were together, but that little “something” was missing. They were still not an item. Was he still in love with Hannah? Why all this cloak-and-dagger stuff? It was turning out to be rather a clandestine affair. She became very upset thinking about it, and the more she thought the more upset she became. Miranda felt that she was really a fool to wallow in this misery and to desire and expect love from someone who obviously was not very forthcoming and did not love her.

It was best to call it a day and fly back to London as soon as she was able. It had been a wonderful experience, a wonderful visit, and she would not have missed it for the world, but enough was enough. She missed her mother now.

Derek suddenly broke into he reverie. “Penny for your thoughts. What were you thinking, Mira?” he inquired very gently.

“Oh, nothing of importance,” she answered too quickly, too abrupt?

He did not know that he was the one that she found so very intriguing, interesting, that he was the one that she wanted to literally dig the secrets out of, despite the fact that he was so maddeningly obtuse, in his own way, and extremely intense. Especially whenever the name “Hannah” was mentioned! He was egotistical and haughty, and yet in spite of everything, she loved him. Strange, but she had fallen in love with him. It was a two-edged sword. She loved him, and at the same time she was very frightened of getting hurt. Who was Hannah, really? Did Derek still have a soft spot for her? Did he love her?

Miranda was becoming very unhappy sitting beside Derek as he drove. She could not take part in the conversation that the other two were having in that strange tongue, and she was left with plenty of time to think. She was sitting beside the man she was in love with, but she was not part of him! He was not being straightforward with her. She felt the tears pricking her eyes, and she lifted her hand to wipe her eyes, pretending to wipe a speck of dirt from her eye. Miranda was angry with herself for being powerless in his presence. She had to be strong and try and stand her ground.

Derek noticed her pensive mood and saw her lifting her hand. He knew instinctively that she was unhappy about something.

“Mira,” he said, slowing the jeep down, “anything the matter?”

She shook her head vigorously. “No, nothing,” she said almost too quickly in a small whisper.

“Then why are you crying? Have I upset you in any way?”

“I am not crying.” She looked at him directly. “Do you see any tears?” She managed a very weak smile. “See, I am smiling.”

They had reached the bottom of the road by then and were nearing the tea plantation. The very tall gold mohur trees with their red and golden flowers were visible from a distance. They were now driving along the shady road, lined on both sides by these tall trees laden with flowers that offered some very welcoming shade in the heat of the summer. They looked so beautiful and tranquil. But now in the rainy season, they were frighteningly and bewitchingly wild. In the monsoon these trees sometimes caused havoc as there was always a danger that they could get uprooted. The sky was overcast with dark clouds; who could get away from the monsoon? It would soon start to rain and the torrential downpour would resume. It felt awfully close.

Everywhere it was damp, except the shady road they were driving along. It was so quiet. Even the birds had gone to sleep. It was getting to be dark, and the jeep left the winding tree-lined road and was now roaring its way across the narrow roads among the tea bushes followed by a trail of dust. Derek was driving in a frenzy, as if he was in a desperate hurry to reach home. His face had taken on a different look, a very determined look. He was absolutely silent. Miranda had never seen him like this before, and it unnerved her a little. All three passengers were silent in the jeep.

The jeep screeched to a halt in front of the massive bungalow. They all got out. The ever-faithful servant wanted to know if he should ask the cook to get lunch ready, and if he should serve the food. Derek nodded, then transferred his gaze toward Miranda.

Looking at her directly, he asked in a very small voice edged with emotion, “What have I done to upset you, Mira?” He started to pace up and down the veranda, his hands digging deep into the pockets of his well-tailored khaki trousers. “Please tell me the truth and don’t try and hedge.”

She sat down in the nearest chair and clasped her hands very tightly together in her lap. Looking down and examining the mosaic floor very carefully, as if the floor really held her interest, she answered him with a few very carefully chosen words.

“Take me home, Derek,” she said, still looking down. “I want to go home.”

“You mean England?” He tried to make a half-hearted joke of it, trying to be facetious.

“Surely you don’t want to fly this afternoon!” He laughed a very dry laugh, then continued to pace up and down, up and down. “Why this sudden change? Surely you can tell me. Believe me, I am completely at a loss at your sudden change of mood.”

He did look quite concerned. He stopped pacing for a moment or two and came and stood in front of her.

Miranda did not look up. She clasped and unclasped her hands.

“Well?” he said. “You haven’t answered my question.” His voice was becoming a trifle impatient.

“Who is Hannah?”

There. She had done it. The cat was out of the bag. The cat that had made her so unhappy, the cat that would not leave her in peace. It was out. And she deserved an answer.

Derek was thunderstruck. He moved away from her. He stood facing the garden, deep in thought, hands in his pockets. The atmosphere on the veranda at that moment was very taut, thunderous in fact, laden with emotion.

“Why do you mention her?” he asked in a very deep and guarded voice. His eyes were blazing with suppressed anger. He was still facing the garden. With these words he suddenly turned and faced Miranda.

“Well?” he asked her again. “Why do you mention her?” Derek perched himself on the corner of the heavy mahogany table on one side of the veranda. It had a beautifully carved Chinese flower vase in the middle, and someone had taken the trouble to arrange some very colorful flowers in the vase. The vase looked expensive, which Miranda was sure it was, and the flower arrangement had been done with the precision of a person who took tremendous pride in his or her work.

“Well?” he asked her again, looking at her directly with that piercing look that Miranda had found to be so disconcerting. Once before she had had to encounter this look, that fateful evening at the club when Hannah was there. And he had looked at Hannah with that look.

But now Miranda was feeling very uncomfortable.

“You haven’t answered my question.”

Miranda could not say anything. She felt so stupid, bringing up Hannah’s name like that. She did not want to disturb a hornet’s nest. But then she was determined to know. She decided that she wanted an honest answer. Then again, what right did she have to pry into his private affairs? They were not even an item, which, according to the local gossip, Hannah and Derek were. He could as easily tell her to mind her own business, and if he did that he would be perfectly within his rights. What had she done? Anyway, now it was too late and there was no way of getting out of it.

“No, what I meant was, who is she?” She could not say anything else. She was terrified of losing him, but of course she could not let that on.

“I was involved with her for quite some time,” Derek answered in a very level voice, looking at her bent head very intently. “Does that answer your question?” He did not elaborate, did not explain anything. His simple reply was to the point.

He did not feel and did not think it necessary that Miranda should be told anything about his past. His answer was sufficient.

Miranda felt that she was none the wiser. After all, Derek had never showed any curiosity regarding her past. Of course her past was not at all colorful compared to his. She’d had a few boyfriends, gone out with a few of them to cinemas and discos, with occasional snogging. That was about it, very boring and nothing exciting. Of course meeting Derek had completely and utterly changed her life, and in a way she felt he had spoiled her. She would find it very difficult to settle down with the so-called boy next door now!

He left the corner of the table where he was perched and rang the bell for one of the servants. Immediately his old servant appeared, pushing a drink trolley. He disappeared as discreetly as he had appeared. Derek suddenly laughed. “The old goat,” he said to no one in particular. “He was just behind the door, eavesdropping!” His face was a picture of contentment and mischief.

“You know what?” he said, addressing Miranda as if nothing had happened. His anger had abated and somehow she felt that he had averted a situation that could have turned ugly.

“There are no secrets here. The servants know each and every thing that goes on.”

There was still no response from Miranda. By this time she was looking out into the garden with a faraway look in her eyes. She knew that Derek was trying desperately to draw her in and was trying to make her talk, but she was silent.

He poured the drinks, a gin and tonic for her and a small whisky for himself. “Aren’t you going to say anything?” he asked, looking at her quizzically. “You don’t want me to beg on my knees, do you, Mira?” he asked, quite jovially, trying to lighten up the situation.

“The walls not only have ears here, they have x-ray eyes. And at this very moment we have a number of eyes watching us.” At this, Miranda looked up. Derek handed her the drink and rang the bell again for lunch to be served.

The journey back was quite pleasant. Miranda decided not to probe anymore, knowing full well that she would not get anywhere with him. She realized that he would tell her himself if and when the time came. They each tried to make small talk to pass the time, though Miranda wanted to spend more time with him and was quite sad at the thought of leaving him. She felt her hand being squeezed by Derek as he was driving with his other hand on the steering wheel.

Radhu chacha had decided to join them as chota would not be returning to that bungalow and hence would be staying at the other one. So Radhu climbed into the back. Ever-watchful eyes on this chota sahib of his.

“What’s all this about Hannah?” Derek asked, deciding to broach the subject again. He looked away from the road for just a moment and then back at her. He continued, “Please don’t undo the beautiful relationship we have, Mira.” He immediately clamped his hand on her mouth, stopping her from saying anything, sensing that she was about to protest. He had sensed that Miranda was about to say something that would immediately put a damper on the whole situation.

She decided not to say anything, realizing that Derek was not going to make a commitment to a lasting relationship and their so-called relationship would carry on much the same way as it had all this while. It was not a relationship, it was more of a serious flirtation or a clandestine affair, to put it bluntly. He did have a serious relationship with Hannah that she knew. He was seriously committed to Hannah, but with her it was more of just play, momentary fun, good while it lasted. Why wouldn’t he commit? She had decided to leave for England and would inform her aunt the minute she got home.

Her next call would be Mary whom she would phone as soon as she got home. James was Derek’s very good friend, and he would never talk. He was like the old goat, Derek’s servant; he knew everything but would not divulge anything. Suddenly Miranda remembered her friend Charu happily married to her sweetheart. Where was she now? There was another of Derek’s friends, Charles, who simply ate out of Derek’s hands.

Derek at first thought of driving to his own bungalow and then dropping Miranda off maybe later on that evening. He wanted her desperately. He wanted to make love to her again. She looked so lovely at this moment. He was going to take the turn for his road when Miranda said, “Please take me home, Derek,” in a very matter-of-fact voice.

Without a word he turned the jeep around and drove her home.

The bungalow was extremely quiet when they drove in. Dolly came out smiling as usual.

“Uncle’s having a snooze,” she said apologetically before asking Derek to come in. He declined the offer, excusing himself by saying that he had to go and see that all was in order in his own bungalow. It was an excuse, Miranda realized, because he was upset at her reluctance to go with him. With a wave of his hand he was gone. Dolly looked at her niece quizzically, eyes full of unasked questions. There were so many things she wanted to know but just at this very moment she dare not ask. Miranda looked very unhappy. A lovers’ quarrel that would pass, she thought to herself.

But then looking at Miranda’s sad and unhappy face she decided to ask her about it in her gentle and persuasive manner. Miranda burst into tears. She could not hold the tears back. They flowed down her cheeks.

“Oh, Aunt Dolly,” she cried out in desperation. “I am so very unhappy.”

Dolly was really very upset and taken aback at seeing this tearful Miranda, a girl who was so full of life, so vibrant and vivacious. What had happened to her? What was the matter with her beloved niece? She was so very fond of Miranda and seeing her in this state really upset her considerably. Was it Derek? It must be him, she was sure. And here she was planning a wedding. She was hoping to hear some good news, but this? From the time Mary had rung and informed her that Miranda was with Derek, Dolly was sure of wedding bells. She had to make Miranda speak.

Dolly went over to the weeping Miranda and held her in her arms and slowly rocked her gently. Miranda snuggled close to her aunt and buried her face in her ample bosom. Tears streamed down her face, but she would not utter one word. Dolly waited patiently, coaxing Miranda gently to speak. The more she asked the more the tears flowed and Miranda clung all the more to her aunt. Dolly decided to telephone Mary but not within earshot of Miranda. It was a while before the tears stopped flowing and Miranda lifted her head. Looking at her tear-strained face broke Dolly’s heart.

“It’s Derek, isn’t it?” she asked ever so gently.

Miranda nodded. “It’s a silly thing,” she said and tried to brush it off.

Her aunt would not be brushed off so easily, however. She wanted to know what had really occurred and why Miranda was so unhappy.

Pushing her aunt off ever so gently, Miranda made her way to her room to make that all-important call to Mary. With her heart pounding, she lifted the receiver to dial Mary’s number.

In the meantime Dolly was quicker than Miranda and had gotten to Mary first. Dolly had already gotten off the phone with Mary by the time Miranda dialed Mary’s number to ask her when could she see her. She felt much better after that call, though what she was going to achieve she hadn’t the foggiest.

What in the world was wrong with this man, Dolly was wondering. Tom was of no use. Whom should she talk to? Whenever Miranda saw Derek she came back sad and despondent.

Dolly knocked on Miranda’s door. “I forgot to tell you, dear,” she said as she was walking into the room in her cotton-printed frock; it was so hot and, being slightly overweight, she felt it a bit more!

“Your friend Charu called, from somewhere near Singapore. They are coming over to spend a few days with Derek.”

Miranda looked at her aunt, rather surprised. “Charu and Charles?” she repeated.

Apparently Charu had phoned to inform Miranda that they were arriving within the next few days to spend some time with Derek and to see Miranda at the same time. They couldn’t have come at a worse time, Miranda thought to herself. Charu, Charles, and Derek. All very rich, and Charu married. She would have to put up a very friendly and brave front and again make a foursome with Derek and them. Maybe she would leave for England within a few days and escape meeting them. Her heart was pounding. She felt sick, like throwing up.

Aloud she said, “That’s nice,” with very little enthusiasm. Anyway, she was looking forward to next day and her rendezvous with Mary. Derek would not be a mystery anymore. Why was he so—what was the word—erratic in his behavior? As if he  were two personalities trapped in one. Amiable, kind, and even humorous, but certain words and gestures triggered a little “something” in him and that was it! He was very fond of her, she knew that much, but why did he not want to commit himself? Was it Hannah? Was there “something” between them that made it impossible? Anyway, there was no use speculating. All would be revealed, she felt sure, tomorrow morning.

A restless night again, tossing and turning in her soft double bed. Miranda was wide-awake most of the night. Very early in the morning she could hear the chirping of the birds, the only sound at that time of morning. It was almost musical, the silence broken only by the singing of the birds. She could hear them frolicking around on the veranda that her wide heavy bedroom doors opened onto. Moving the mosquito net aside, she got out of bed and walked toward the outer door in her thin cotton nightie. Opening the door ever so softly, trying not to frighten the birds away, she stepped out. The morning air had an almost an ethereal feel. She breathed in deeply, drinking in the fresh, cool, unpolluted air, filling her lungs with it. Soon all the activities would start, since life here started early. She wanted to enjoy the solitude, wanted to think. The hubub of the daily activities was a bit of a hindrance.

Miranda walked languidly across the floor toward one of the comfortable cane chairs that was nearest to the creeping bougainvillea plant with beautiful pink flowers. This was the day, she thought to herself. Miranda had arranged to meet Mary for coffee at eleven in the morning. “Girlie talk,” Mary had said with a giggle. Lovely, kind, and friendly Mary. She was pretty in her own way. She always had a welcoming attitude, and James doted on her. They made a lovely couple pity they had no children.

Aunt Dolly had told Miranda in confidence that Mary and James were going to see some specialist in London next time they went home. Miranda felt her thoughts were straying. She was about to get up and go indoors when a sudden scream broke the stillness of the morning, a piercing shriek. Where had it come from? One moment it was so quiet and the next this heart-wrenching scream. She stood up with a jolt. She craned her neck out to see across the green lawn but could see nothing. Suddenly it all went quiet as suddenly as the scream had started. Then she could hear voices, people running, toward what or whom she did not know. Miranda went briskly into her bedroom. The room was still dark as the heavy brocade curtains had not been drawn. Grabbing her blue cotton housecoat from where she had flung it carelessly on the chintz chaise lounge, she ran downstairs. Her aunt and uncle were both outside, her aunt still trying to tie the sash of her housecoat.

“Ah, there you are, Mira!” she said, glancing toward Miranda.

“Good morning,” Miranda answered. “I heard an awful scream,” she said.

“I’ve sent one of the servants to find out,” Tom replied, looking rather worried. He dug his hands further into his dressing-gown pocket. His eyes were fixed on the white wooden gate, waiting expectantly for some news, any news.

Aunt Dolly suggested they all go in and have a cup of tea in the meantime. The sun was already creeping up, and the eastern sky was a shimmering gold. The morning air had a feel of freshness about it, and it was cool. The day was going to be hot and sultry, what a contrast!

The telephone rang. Aunt Dolly was nearest to the phone; they had all trooped into the spacious dining room by then.

“Hello,” she said. “Mary! What is it, Mary?” She sounded concerned. “James?”

Aunt Dolly flopped down in the nearest chair to listen.

“What’s happened to James?” she asked.

“Nothing has happened to James,” Mary said.

Apparently James was going to the clinic early and Mary was accompanying him. One of the tea garden workers had been bitten by a snake and was being rushed to the hospital, and that was the scream they had heard. His wife was distraught as she assumed there was no hope for him to survive. Mary had rung to apologize as she could not meet Miranda that morning, she had to assist James. It was a wonder that the man was alive; thank God they’d had the presence of mind to tie a tourniquet to prevent the poison from traveling up. But how extensive his injury was they did not know. She was in a rush and would speak to Mira later, and with that, the line went dead. She had hung up.

Miranda looked at Aunt, and Aunt, replacing the receiver, looked at Miranda. She could see the disappointment etched across Miranda’s face. Miranda looked absolutely and utterly crestfallen. She had been so looking forward to this meet with Mary—well, it was not to be. Dolly’s heart went out to this lovely young girl. Dolly knew why Miranda was going to meet Mary; she didn’t have to be told. It was obvious. Slowly and with a little difficulty, as her arthritis was acting up again, Dolly went across to where Miranda was sitting at the big mahogany dining table with her hands clasped tightly together in her lap. Dolly put her arm around the girl’s shoulder, and Miranda burst into tears. Uncle Tom was absolutely nonplussed. He didn’t have the foggiest.

Why was Miranda crying? Had the snake episode moved her that much? He looked questioningly at his wife, rummaging in his pocket for his pipe, which unfortunately he had left in his bedroom. Dolly shook her head, and raising an eyebrow she asked him to leave the room, a silent command that Tom obeyed very reluctantly. After all, he was waiting for the servant to bring in the tea! Women, he mused. God only could read them. Crying over the snake incident! Really. These city women, slightest thing, they went off the handle. She had so much to learn! But now the first and foremost was his pipe. A smoke would do him a world of good, although Dolly kept on nagging him. “Give it up,” she would say, “Give it up,” but who listened? Not he! He grinned to himself mischievously. A single puff would open up his gray cells, to quote the famous detective Mr Hercule Poirot, the fictional Belgian detective created by Agatha Christie.
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THE PART Y. THAT was the topic of conversation everywhere, anywhere, wherever one went.

“Have you heard…” and so on and so forth. The Planters Club, the center of local gossips, was full of it. People telephoned each other with the latest. Apparently fresh flowers were being flown by private plane from Calcutta. Two master chefs were being flown in from Calcutta too. They would be staying for a week to organize the food. The ingredients were being brought in from somewhere. A band was coming over from Goa, and a huge marquee was being erected in the garden. Thank God the monsoon season was over, and now it was a rather fresh and cool October.

All this sounded extremely grand and expensive, but when you were Derek Chowdhury all was possible. This very chic, expensive party was being thrown by Derek in honor of his friends Charles and Charu who were visiting him for a few days. He was organizing the event for the newlyweds. It was the talk of the town. Miranda heard about it, and her uncle and aunt heard about it. A special invitation had been hand delivered, though not by Derek himself. Miranda was a bit hurt and surprised. The friends were not only his but they were hers too. Why was she being ignored? Was she being ignored? Or was it a figment of her imagination? Her name was included on the invitation card; what more did she expect? In a very small way, she had hoped and wished that Derek himself had personally come to invite them.

Charu telephoned Miranda from Singapore and informed her that they were on their way to India and were looking forward to seeing Miranda; she was so looking forward to it that she did not have the words to express herself! And that same evening brought her another surprise! Derek dropped in, unannounced. They had not seen each other in the last three weeks. Miranda could count the time up to the last minute. The handsome Derek, looking ever so tanned and muscular. She had forgotten how good-looking he was. He sauntered in with his usual confident and casual gait.

Seeing him in the drawing room, Miranda’s heart gave a lurch. She stifled a cry. They were not expecting him, and seeing him there in person was a big surprise. Derek had even missed the club nights these last few weeks, where usually everybody who was anybody congregated. Miranda had felt slighted, as if he had purposely not turned up just to avoid her.

It was evening and they were having a few drinks when Derek arrived. Uncle Tom immediately offered him a drink, but Aunt Dolly was slightly, ever so slightly, cold in her greeting. “Hello, Derek,” she said with a frosty smile. “Haven’t seen you around for a while. Everything working out all right? For the party, I mean,” she added hastily.

Uncle Tom offered Derek a whisky, which he politely declined. But Tom would not have it. “A small whisky, a chota?” he inquired, coaxing Derek to have a small one.

Derek gave in and sat down. He crossed his long legs at the ankles and stretched out in the comfortable chair. He felt very comfortable in their drawing room, in their presence. Having known Dolly and Tom for years he was at ease. He knew that he did not have to stand on any ceremony with them, and also they were not in awe of him and took him for what he was, another planter, one of them, not as the scion of a very rich family.

He was so tired that evening. Mira was sitting opposite him in the big airy sitting room, very demure and concentrating very hard on the intricate pattern of the carpet. Derek glanced at her.

The lovely pale-yellow silk curtains were moving slowly in unison in the soft evening breeze. It was the tail end of the monsoon, Derek felt relaxed. He was deep in thought. He didn’t say much but replied to Tom’s irrelevant questions about the garden, and had he heard about the chap who was bitten by a snake, small talk. He had something on his mind, which was noticeable. Thank God Tom and his wife left them alone for a while. It had all been engineered by Dolly! She suddenly stood up and beckoned poor Tom to follow her as if there were something very urgent he had to see no doubt Dolly was instrumental in instigating this sudden disappearance. Tom followed her with a bewildered look, but follow he did, surprise written all over his face!

He was at a loss, poor Tom. The poor girl bursting into tears for the man who was bitten by a snake a few days ago, now Dolly making eyes at him, silently beckoning him to follow her? What was the matter with everybody? All whispers and tears! He wished someone would enlighten him!

However, in the meantime, Derek could not bring himself to utter one word. He was usually not tongue-tied, far from it. Glancing at Miranda, seeing her sitting there, so lovable and sweet, helpless and disarming, he wanted to go over and hold her in his arms and never let her go. He wanted them to be an item, wanted to tell the world that she belonged to him. But circumstances were holding him back. But was it circumstances or was it his own foolhardiness? What could he do? Would he make a clean breast of the whole damn thing or hold his tongue?

He needed some advice. Thank God Charles would be here within a few days. He would talk to him, would have to. Too many people had been hurt, including his dear father and mother. His mum had been a real brick; she had kept his father cool and stopped him from going off the handle. What on earth had made him get involved like this? This innocent girl, coming all the way to see him. He had taken it for granted that her visit was for the sole purpose of seeing him. He had let her down. He did feel miserable, but his hands were tied, for the moment at least—and how long that moment would last he did not know. It could be years before he had the courage to make a clean breast of things, this ominous affair that had loomed large in his life until now. Derek wanted to come clean about everything.

But all the odds were against him. He got into a panic each time he contemplated telling her. He knew and felt quite sure of it, that his confession would drive her away faster than anything that had taken place up to now. He was in a quandary and did not know which way to turn. But he knew one thing for sure, Miranda was not going to stand for all this for much longer. His friend James had hinted as much. She was planning on returning to England, and it was quite imminent. That was what James had told him that very afternoon. This visit this evening was an excuse to see Miranda and to make sure that she did come to the party that he was intending to throw for his friend and his new bride. Maybe he could coax her into coming over to meet Charu a few days before the party; at least then they would be able to spend some time together.

Miranda was about to bring this insufferable silence to an end by making a caustic remark like, “Are you still sulking?” but even before she could open her mouth to say anything Derek approached her and laid his hand on her shoulder. Miranda, despite all the anger and rancor that had clouded her mind a moment before, laid her head on his hands. They stayed like this for some time, quiet. The silence spoke volumes.

A smile slowly spread across his face as he recalled her silent and suppressed anger! And knowing Mira, and knowing that she could be quite stubborn sometimes, he smiled to himself.

He mumbled something about Charu and Charles’s arrival, that they were coming in a week’s time and would be staying for a week. Would Miranda like to come over to his place and meet her old friends? Charu had telephoned him a few times to make sure that Miranda would be there to meet Charu. Miranda did not know what to say. Her aunt came to her rescue. Clever Dolly, Miranda thought.

Derek removed his hand hastily from Miranda’s shoulder and repeated himself, this time quite loudly.

“Of course she will meet her best friend,” Dolly said in a very quiet voice, coming in as if on cue! “Tom, Tom,” she called out, “where is Derek’s whisky?”

Dolly sat down on the hand-carved wood sofa. “Maybe Charu could come here, instead,” she continued. “After all, the girls will have so much to discuss and such a lot to talk about. Don’t you think so, Tom?”

Her husband did not for the world know what she was mumbling about, having just come in. Handing Derek his drink, he said, “Ah, ugh, yes,” as if he had been programmed to agree with Dolly, always.

Derek did not know what to say. She had him cornered!

“So that’s settled then,” Dolly carried on, as if making sure that they would stick to her plans. “Charu will telephone Miranda no doubt as soon as she arrives, and maybe she could come and have lunch with us. The two friends will need some privacy!” she finished off with a smug look.

Derek by now had sat down and uncrossed his legs, sitting upright in his chair. She had such a lovely sweet way of manipulating situations! What could one do but agree with her? Making sure that they were all coming to the party, he stood up to leave.

Dolly asked him to stay for supper. After all, he had often stayed back and had supper with them, why not today? Derek was upset at first with Dolly for insisting that Charu should come over to them and not Miranda go to his place. And secondly, Miranda had not uttered one word the whole evening. Not one word to him, had not even greeted him. Of course she had smiled when he arrived, but that was it. No conversation, nothing. No, he was not staying for supper, but he would make sure that Miranda turned up for the party. Declining Dolly’s offer of supper, Derek walked toward the door.

“Please do come, Mira,” he said, looking intently at her, and with that he bounded down the few stairs outside. They heard a screeching noise on the gravel outside as he took off at a terrific speed in his jeep.

Dolly was quite pleased with the events of the evening. She knew that Derek was slightly on edge, and she did not feel at all sorry for him. Her poor niece, she felt sorry for the poor girl. She loved him so much, and he was leading her up the garden path! Visit him, indeed! She would make sure that Charu came to her place, not the other way around.

“You will have to dress very grand, my dear,” she said to her precious niece. “We will make you look real pretty for the party.”

It was already late by the time they settled down for supper. Miranda was not hungry at all. Derek’s unexpected appearance had made her feel very tense, and now she felt quite weak in the knees. She was angry with herself for feeling like this, but she had no control over the fluttering in the pit of her stomach. He could turn her into jelly. Her face was very flushed, and she hoped to God Derek had not noticed it.

But Derek had noticed it, and before leaving, he very briefly for a fleeting moment had touched her hand. Brushed it, accidentally? Just for a second she felt the pressure of his hand, and then it was gone. He had looked very intently into her eyes before he took off.

Dolly saw it all. She knew that this man loved her niece, but why was he not able to commit himself? What was holding him back? She was at a loss herself; she could not comprehend his behavior and was determined to get to the bottom of it.

She hoped he was not involved with some tea-garden woman. How would she find out? Talk to Charu? Nobody seemed to know anything, or was it that people were holding something back? Something awful, some awful tea-garden secret. Oh dear, what was she to do? She was not hungry, but she made a pretense of eating something. Hannah was around, but that was definitely history. Her poor niece.

Supper that night was a silent affair. The three of them were busy with their own thoughts. Mira was engrossed in Derek, Dolly was angry and upset with Derek, and Tom was completely in the dark, trying to figure out what had caused this silence and monosyllabic answers. Nobody was hungry, except himself! He loved the way the fish was cooked by the khansama, very aromatic indeed. It went very well with the fried rice and the whisky! Why weren’t the girls eating? Maybe they were watching their weight, he thought. Mira did not look fat to him, and Dolly was always a little tubby. Maybe they were planning to lose some weight for the party. That was it, the party. But why were they so morose? Talking would not affect their eating. Maybe it was a secret he was not privy to. Better make a hasty retreat he wanted to disappear into his own study where he felt comfortable and was not stepping on anybody’s toes. The talk about the coming event, Derek’s party, bored him to death anyway. His wife’s peculiar behavior this evening had surprised him, and Miranda’s sudden tears was the final icing on the cake. What was going on? He did not really want to know, but being a kind man, seeing Miranda so distressed pained him. This much, he concluded, all boiled down to Derek somehow, but how he could not fathom. Tom made a hasty retreat to his den, or “the study,” as Dolly referred to it in her own way.

Charu arrived a few days after the Derek episode. She telephoned Miranda from Derek’s residence, sounding extremely chirpy and friendly and wanting to meet Mira immediately. But why did Miranda feel that there was an undercurrent to her conversation? Something about Charu’s voice. Charu “sounded” rich, as if richness could be communicated across telephone wires! But Miranda had a distinct feeling that her childhood best friend had changed and was rather condescending when she spoke to Mira. Anyway, the conversation automatically revolved around “my husband” this and “my husband” that, as if she had lost her own identity. Apparently Charles was her only topic of conversation. Miranda felt slightly disconcerted and reluctantly agreed to meet her friend the next day for lunch. Charu suggested Mira come over to Derek’s, which Mira quickly declined, suggesting instead the club or her uncle’s place. They decided on the club.

Replacing the receiver, she had the feeling that her friend was undermining her in some way; was it because Miranda was still unmarried or was it because Charu had married money? Or was Miranda wrong about Charu, and the events of the recent months had caused her to become paranoid and suspicious? Anyway, lunch it would have to be, and she would have to wait until then to read Charu,

Miranda had a sneaky feeling it was Derek who had engineered the whole thing. He had wanted her to come over to his place, but she would not let that happen. She was meeting Charu on a completely neutral ground.

Dolly would not disagree to that, and if he did make an appearance at the club during the course of lunch, by chance, who was to say anything? After all, Charu was his guest and bringing Charles over to meet Mira during the course of the meal would be the most natural thing to do.

Miranda was suddenly sure that Derek would make an appearance, and she felt rather excited at the prospect of seeing him. Though the whole plan seemed to be slightly underhanded, she could hardly wait. Tomorrow seemed like a very long time. Already Miranda felt the butterflies in the pit of her stomach, and a flush was starting to creep up her cheeks. She knew that she had improved in looks since the time she had spent in India, what with the early-morning golf with Uncle Tom and the occasional tennis at the club, and swimming, of course. Her tennis had improved considerably, which she could hardly play when she was in England. She had a lovely tan and had lost a few pounds with all the exercise she was getting. She felt and looked good. It would be an awful pity when she went back to the dreary, cold, and drizzly London, running for the Tube and the hustle and bustle of London. She did miss it, though, in a funny sort of way!

The thought of running for the bus in the monotonous drizzle reminded Miranda that she had, as if deliberately, forgotten England. Life out here was so full she was never bored. She wanted to stay on. But how? Derek seemed such a distant and difficult proposition. He seemed to care so much for her when they were together; he demonstrated so much love and affection. But again she was musing on the old subject, the well-trodden ground. He did not want to commit. Was it because she was not rich? Was it because he had someone else in mind? Hannah, for instance? It was getting very tiresome. He was a difficult man. Why couldn’t it be easy, the normal way, the normal courtship. But no, it had to be so very frustrating. So very complicated.

“Penny for your thoughts,” said Dolly, creeping in and observing her. Miranda was miles away looking out into the garden. The big bay windows in the dining room were wide open and the long blue silk curtains were swaying slowly in the cool morning breeze. The windows would be closed soon to keep the midday sun out, and the room would be darkened, though it was autumn, it was still quite warm.

“Well?” Dolly persisted.

“No, Charu phoned. Wants to meet up tomorrow for lunch at the club.”

“You must go,” Dolly replied, putting down a bunch of flowers she was carrying in her arms.

“I’ll get the vase for you, Aunt.” Miranda stood up to go and fetch a flower vase to avoid her aunt’s probing and asking too many questions and of course putting two and two together.

Somehow the morning would pass and lunchtime would arrive. The afternoon was Miranda’s favorite time of day, the lazy afternoons after lunch, or tiffin as her Uncle Tom referred to the siesta, the occasional visits to the club in the evenings, and otherwise drinks at home before dinner.

A life of complete and utter luxury. Would she hate to leave all this? She would. From the time she had arrived she had not done a stroke of housework. Her clothes got mysteriously washed. The morning tea was brought into her room, after which she got ready for a round of golf. Occasionally the afternoon tea was served on the veranda, and after tea they washed up, changed into something comfortable, and had a few drinks before dinner. Not too early mind you, it was always served toward early evening when they could really enjoy the cool evening breeze. So now, after handing her aunt the cut-glass flower vase, Miranda excused herself and made a quick getaway. She headed for her room. The excuse was she was going for a cool bath before lunch.

The morning of the much-anticipated lunch with Charu arrived soon enough. Miranda woke up full of trepidation and anticipation. She was, in fact, looking forward to meeting Charu. What would she look like? What would she be wearing? Musing thus, she was taking her time to get ready. Thank God her uncle trusted her enough to drive the jeep out to the club, which Miranda had been driving for some time.

Derek had been standing very close to Charu when she telephoned Mira the day before and heard the whole conversation, albeit one-sided.

“Well?” he asked, in a very small voice, when Charu had replaced the receiver. “She is not coming, is she?”

“No, we are meeting at the club, in fact. Her idea,” added Charu as an afterthought.

Derek slumped into the armchair near the telephone and stared straight ahead.

“You will have to tell her, you know. You can’t carry on like this,” Charu muttered under her breath while leaning against the wall. She had a lovely slim figure that was accentuated by her figure-hugging jeans and mauve halter top. Her long black hair was held in a lose chignon at the base of her neck. She was staring at Derek with her large beautiful black eyes, the irises with a tinge of brown. Her eyes were accentuated by black eyeliner. She had on long, dangling amethyst earrings and wore no other jewelry or makeup.

“Well?” she repeated again, with a tinge of impatience in her voice. “What do you intend on doing?”

Derek sat slumped in the chair, as if all life had been drained from him. “I love her, you know, Charu,” he said in a hoarse voice. “And I don’t want to lose her.”

“I fully understand that,” Charu replied with an edge to her voice. “But there is a limit to what a person can and will tolerate.”

“Have you mentioned to her that you loved her?”

Derek avoided answering that. Instead he said, “I know, and I always seem to bungle it!”

If Charu only knew the rest. He stared at the wall with a vacant look.

“You seemed to have bungled with” she stopped, “with Hannah too, Derek,” Charu carried on, quite ruthless in her remarks. She did not care, her friend was being hurt.

She knows, Derek thought, astounded. Well, why ever not? Charles must have told her.

Derek looked up, slightly bemused at Charu’s outburst. How much she had changed after her marriage!

They were still in the hallway, near the telephone, neither having moved.

“Do you still play the piano?” Charu inquired, changing the subject and trying to humor him a little.

Derek looked at her, a pained look in his eyes. “Sometimes,” he muttered under his breath.

“Play something for me now, Derek, please.” She gestured toward the piano. Derek remembered his mother playing often in the evenings. He could never forget the music that used to mesmerize him in his childhood. Music was food to him. He often played the piano, got lost in the music. That was his solace, besides drinking of course.

Derek stood up.

This Derek liked the most: the piano, the room that was very sparsely furnished but held a lot of memory for him. His mother, playing the piano, his mother teaching him to play. He had carried on with various tutors in England, and playing still gave him tremendous pleasure.

“Charu,” he said hoarsely, “would you mind very much if I play the piano on my own?”

This evening he did not want an audience. He so wanted to be on his own and play, and keep on playing.

“Of course,” she said. She left the room, softly closing the door behind her and feeling very sorry for him. “Poor guy,” she thought to herself. She knew that Derek had fallen head over heels in love with Mira, but his past was dogging him. Charu was in a dilemma—should she tell her friend? She loved her friend, and she was very fond of Derek. The best thing to do would be to discuss it with Charles. He would know what to do. After all, Derek was his friend, and the friendship went back a long, long way.

She was looking forward to lunch with Mira, a friendly, chatty lunch. The fish curry at the club was very popular and apparently extremely tasty. That’s what she had been told. The cook took pride in his fish curry; she must try it! Apparently his fame had spread far and wide. It would be a girlie lunch; no men were allowed. They had so much to talk about! But she was unhappy. She did not want to see her friend hurt.

“What an egotist!” she said aloud to no one in particular.

She wished she had not introduced Mira to this man. What a mistake that had been. But how was she to know? She had to do something to put things right. She would advise her friend to forget Derek and go back home, that she was barking up the wrong tree and she would be an old maid if she hung onto the hope of Derek ever marrying her.

She was looking forward to seeing Mira, the lovely Mira, her childhood friend.
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WHAT SHOULD SHE wear? This was Mira’s primary thought. Something light, which would keep her cool, and look sophisticated. A light sleeveless summer dress and sandals. Smiling to herself, she picked up her sunglasses and was out the door of course after a quick peck on the cheek for Aunt. She had to comply with the pleasantries.

“What the hell,” she thought to herself. She would soon be at the club. To drive five miles was child’s play for her now. Charu had offered to send a vehicle to fetch her or to fetch her on her way, but Miranda declined the offer, preferring to drive herself and to be without any constraints. She did not want to depend on them to bring her back; if she wanted to leave earlier, she could. She did not know how the lunch would go or how long she wanted to spend in Charu’s company. So driving herself to the club was better, and she could make a hasty retreat if necessary.

Thankfully the rains had stopped, a respite for a few hours, the tail end of the monsoons. And it was considerably cooler. This was not bad for driving, Miranda mused. Mira hit the not-so-dusty road. The dust had settled, and instead there were puddles in the road. The hot road of a few days ago was rather pleasant to drive now. The dust had settled and the heat was a lot less, but it was quite close and humid. By now the layout of the road was familiar to her. How many times had she traveled on this road? Countless. With her uncle and aunt and with Derek. The thought of Derek brought back the longing to see him, the desire to be with him. She was tired of going over and over it again and again, analyzing things, analyzing his behavior. She felt a lump in her throat. Tears slowly rolled down her cheeks. She was unable to stop herself. Was she depressed? Was she expecting too much? Was this how the so-called sophisticated people carried on? She was confused.

Managing to park on the side of the road, she got a hankie out and wiped the tears. She was determined not to let Charu see her crying or even any remnants of tears. Mira touched up her makeup, combed her hair, and she was ready. She was very thirsty. Thank God Dolly always gave her a bottle of water to carry. Taking the bottle out of the cloth bag, she took a big swig of the not-so-very-cold water. At least it quenched her thirst for the time being. She decided she would order a large cold no, chilly beer when she arrived for her lunch. A hazy sunshine was trying to peek from behind the gray clouds. Any moment now the heavens would burst and the rain would start again.

She saw a car coming in the opposite direction very fast, and she had to swerve onto the grass verge to avoid an accident. Mira came to a sudden stop.

“What the hell,” she muttered to herself, getting hotter by the minute. “Who was that?” She felt her heart stop, and her throat was absolutely parched. She could have been killed. “What the hell,” she thought to herself again. Mira tried the door handle to get out, but she could hardly crawl out, and immediately her legs gave way. She fell by the grass verge.

The unexpected occurrence of being run off the road had shaken her terribly. Sheer terror was reverberating throughout her entire being. She was perspiring profusely from nervousness.

The other car stopped a little way away, and Mira turned her head slightly and looked. A sudden fear gripped her. She became terrified. She was ready to plead for her life! She did not want to die, not just yet. She would leave tomorrow for England, anything to get away from the person who was coming toward her, who had nearly succeeded in killing her a few moments ago. There was nothing to save her now! However, a few villagers were starting to gather around her. Thank God for that. Where could she hide? The woman driving the other car had already seen her. Oh God! She would beg her to spare her. She did not want Derek, let the other woman have him. She wanted to get away in one piece.

Hannah was approaching, quickly, running, in fact! Mira had wild thoughts churning inside her mind, thinking that Hannah could not wait to get her she had purposely tried to cause an accident and hurt her.

“Good God,” Mira thought. “She’s coming toward me!” What was she to do? Duck? What a silly idea. There was no avoiding her now. She was getting pretty close. “My God, she tried to kill me! Why?”

Mira panicked. She screamed, “Please don’t kill me!”

“So sorry.” Hannah had reached her by then. “So very sorry, Mira,” she said with genuine feeling. She really felt sorry for what she had done. There could have been a fatal accident. Mira gave a wry smile. There was nothing else to do. Hannah crouched down and put her arms around Mira’s shoulder to help her up. The latter burst into tears.

“Come, on,” she said, “you are not in a fit state to drive.” She helped Mira up and walked her toward her vehicle.

“Where were you off to?” she inquired. “Let me drive you.”

“But the car?” Mira said under her breath, lost for words, shaken, and in a state of shock.

This woman was in a state of shock. Lord, what had she done? She helped Miranda up, slowly, ever so slowly. No broken bones.

“Can you stand? Slowly does it.” By now there were so many people around them. This was the East, and there was always someone to help.

“Don’t worry about the car. Someone will pick it up,” Hannah said, very confident. She managed to get the other girl into her car with the help of some villagers, and they were on their way.

The rain had started again. Except for the sound of the rain, there was silence all around, giving the ride an eerie feeling. Nobody was out except for some kids playing in the little canal by the side of the road. The canal had swollen in size, and the water was flowing very fast. The children were in and out of the canal, gleefully having a wonderful time.

“This canal,” Hannah said, trying to make small talk, “is so full of water. I hope it doesn’t burst its banks. I love the monsoon,” she added. Miranda was silent, watching her rescuer. So she did not want to kill her after all. Why was she so paranoid?

“The club?” Hannah inquired. Mira nodded. Turning the car around, Hannah drove in silence, deep in thought. She wanted to ask so many questions but could not bring herself to do so. It was not the appropriate place, and after this, this awful incident, she would bide her time. Hannah had been wanting to talk to Mira for a very long time, but the opportunity had not come. God and fate were instrumental in this, this sudden meeting, in a funny sort of way. She had a lot to tell this girl, to warn her, and she was determined to do so. She was not being bitchy, mind you. It was just that Mira should know something about Derek’s past. But not this way! There were so many other ways they could have met and talked. But now, James needed to be contacted. Maybe Mira could lie down in one of the rooms until James arrived. He needed to examine Miranda to see all was well.

A small sneaky thought crept up. What was Mira muttering about, “Don’t kill me!” Had Hannah been portrayed as a femme fatale? Was Derek the culprit? Why? The bastard.

By the time they rolled into the club it was pretty late. Charu was sitting in one of the wicker chairs in the veranda impatiently looking out for Mira. She was about to go and telephone Dolly when Hannah drove in.

“Quick,” Hannah said, flushed and breathless as she came rushing in. “We had a slight accident.”

Charu ran to get help.

“Mira is in a state of shock. Can you get hold of the porters to give us a hand? And oh, Charu, get hold of James, please, will you?”

Miranda was helped out of Hannah’s car. She felt much better once she was indoors, slightly revived. Declining the offer to lie down, she went and sank into one of the many easy chairs. By this time there was a crowd surrounding her, the members, porters running around, some bringing water, some bringing ice, sudden activity in the sleepy club.

“James?” Suddenly they all wanted James. Where was James? Had anybody informed James?

Miranda was feeling much better by this time. She did not need James, but he had already been informed and was on his way posthaste! Apparently a servant had been out already, peddling furiously toward the cottage hospital.

“What happened?” Charu cautiously asked Hannah when things started to quiet down a bit.

“A slight accident. My fault,” Hannah answered.

Mira was quite alert by then.

Charu had planned a long chat with Mira, but this had to be shelved for the moment. Hannah volunteered to drive Mira home after lunch and after she had been checked by the doctor, but nobody paid any attention to her. She quietly made her way toward the bar leaving Mira in the capable of hands of Charu.

Hannah desperately wanted to be left alone. She wanted a drink. What had she done? The entire incident could be and would be misconstrued by the others, and especially by Derek himself. Who would believe her? Ordering a cold chilled beer, Hannah made her way toward the darkest part of the big cool bar. Nobody would see her there, and she would be left well alone. With that, she sank into a comfortable chair and stretched her long brown legs. She was deep in thought. She felt miserable. She must go and have a look to see that all was well; otherwise tongues would wag and who could tell?

She remembered the first time she met Charu. It was in India, and she was still with Derek. They had made a foursome. Such a long time ago, it seemed ages now. She had heard that Charu had married Charles, her childhood sweetheart. Nobody had objected to their marriage. Her eyes became slightly misty. It had all happened such a long time ago; they were happy days, fun days, never-to-come-back days. She and Derek, they were an item.

The waiter brought her beer to her. “Anything to eat, memsahib?”

“No thank you, Salil,” she replied, “and please don’t tell anybody that I am here.”

“Jee, memsahib” and with that the waiter softly padded away.

She leaned forward and took a swig of the chilled beer. She felt comfortable. She could feel the beer trickling down her gullet, and a feeling of contentment overcame her.

Hannah sank further down into her chair and rested her feet on the footstool. Various thoughts, thoughts she had no control over—why, when, and if only came rushing in. The poor girl, why did she have to get entangled with Derek, of all people? Of course he had that affect on women and even Hannah had been mesmerized by him. But she had gotten out of it; she was strong. But Mira was a simple girl, an innocent, sweet girl. She would be devastated. She took another swig.

“Oh God,” she said to herself, “Why do I have to mull over past incidences? A mistake is a mistake, but that was a very expensive mistake. There’s no going back and rectifying that mistake.” She tried hard to brush off the past. Mulling over what could have been, the uncertainty of life brought on a rancid taste in her mouth.

Derek could never give himself entirely to anyone. Something always held him back. Even in their relationship she had felt as if she was always treading on eggshells. She was the one who had broken off their liaison; nobody knew that. People still felt that she still held a torch for him. Their affair had been a dead-end road. And any woman would face that with Derek. When it came to the crunch, he clammed up. Why was he so closed? There was an unseen barrier that was unpenetratable. Why? That was a mystery.

Part of the mystery she was privy to, however. Derek himself had blurted it out in a drunken state. And that had been the straw that broke the camel’s back for her. That was when she’d decided to call it a day.

She had loved him, but she knew that they were going nowhere. She knew very little about him except what he had decided to tell her…Derek was very upset, but that was that. The past…

She took another sip of her beer, deep in thought. Should she or shouldn’t she? Should Mira know what Hannah knew? But what did Hannah know? Nothing very much…It was like going over again the ground that she had trod many a time. It had become an old film that was being played over and over again in her mind.

Derek was supposed to pick her up that morning, that unforgettable morning. He turned up late and quite tipsy and looked rather upset. It was late in the evening, it was in London.

“It is a very important day for me,” he had said on that day that was etched in her memory forever. He was sprawled on her carpet.

“How’s that?” she asked.

“I was involved with someone…once.”

“Oh!” she said, surprised and taken aback. A woman, so what? She had seen other men; it was no big deal. “So?” she replied, egging him on, intrigued. “What happened next?”

Derek slowly turned on his back and crossed his legs. His eyes were focused on the wall in front of him. He was very intent and completely oblivious to his surroundings.

“I am driving to Essex to see my son today,” he said matter-of-fact.

“Your son?” Hannah exclaimed. She could hardly believe her ears. “What do you mean, your son? You have a son?”

“It is a long story,” Derek answered. He sat up, crossed his legs, and proceeded to tell her his life story.

“Come on,” he said, slowly getting onto his feet. “Let’s go and get something to eat. I am famished.” And that was end of the conversation. He would say no more. And he never referred to it again. She had tried a few times to broach the subject but without any success. She had cajoled him, pressed him, gotten him drunk, but to no avail. She had been allowed a tiny glimpse of his life, his past, but that was it. No more. The curtain had come down abruptly. The players were not yet dressed for the part. Another time.

The memory was so vivid for her and so sad. She could not stay with Derek. After that she decided to break off their so-called engagement. Yes, they had been engaged to be married. As reaching the altar was never to be, they had still gone out together for a long time, but even then there was always a barrier, something that always came between them. He was upset, and his final words on that fateful day were, “You are also leaving me, Hannah. Like she did.” That was his parting shot. But what had intrigued Hannah was who was this she who had left him. Was she his son’s mother? So many questions remained unanswered, shrouded in mystery.

The party at Derek’s went off very well. He had spared no expense. The band from Calcutta kept the place swinging, and the food was out of this world. The evening was an unforgettable one, and a postmortem of the entire evening was conducted at breakfast, a very late breakfast at Dolly and Tom’s dining table.

“Derek looked very handsome,” Dolly piped up. “He is a handsome man. Don’t you think so, dear?” She looked inquiringly at Mira.

“Yes, Aunty, he is.”

Dolly wanted more of a response, more enthusiasm. She was not happy with this short answer. She wanted to gossip, wanted to discuss, and above everything she wanted to know if anything had passed between Mira and Derek. Something important, something to celebrate. But the girl was so tight-lipped. Here was this handsome young man, and this silly girl was letting him pass through her fingers. Really, these youngsters nowadays! What did they want? She was getting a bit fed up with all of it. They should have announced something by now, really!

The phone rang and broke her train of thought.

“I’ll get it,” said Mira, who was nearest to the phone. It was Hannah, asking if she would be going to the club that evening. Maybe they could get together and have a natter?

Mira was slightly taken aback by the call. Mumbling that she would definitely try to be there, she replaced the receiver.

“What’s happened, dear? You look so pale.”

“No, nothing. That was Hannah asking me to meet her at the club this evening.”

Dolly was most intrigued. Why did Hannah want to meet up with Mira? What was that girl up to? What did she want? All sorts of thoughts were passing through her mind.

“Didn’t she say anything else? I mean, did she say why she wanted to meet up? After all she has not been very forthcoming all this time, but she did help you when the accident happened. Mind you, it was her fault. And she is Derek’s ex-girlfriend after all.” She poured another cup of tea for herself without wanting another cup. The tea was tepid.

“Bearer,” she called out, “please make some fresh tea.”

Mira excused herself and went and sat on the veranda. The beautiful garden was so peaceful. Soon she would have to go and leave all this. She could not possibly wait for him to make up his mind; after all, she had come out to India because of him, full of hope and anticipation. She would be going back empty-handed. Back to the grindstone, the monotonous life. Dreams, dreams…what was that song?

“Dreams Are Made of This” By whom? She could not remember. Anyway, she was meeting Hannah that evening. Why did Hannah want to meet her? Aunt Dolly was correct; Hannah had never tried to befriend her in anyway before, why now?

Her thoughts drifted back to the party. Derek had asked her to dance once. Being the host he was busy. He did look good, had on an open-neck brown shirt and cords. He looked so debonair. And Charu? She looked out of this world—no wonder Charles doted on her. Such a gentle person, so beautiful. Her pastel-colored sari and a small sleeveless blouse accentuated her slim figure. She had on very long silver dangling earrings, and her long black hair was flowing down her back. Mira noticed that Charles could hardly take his eyes off her, and for most of the evening they were together. Mira felt a stab of jealousy, a slight pain in her heart. Charu was lucky. Charles was a wonderful husband, and not only that his family, his parents, had accepted her.

Once or twice Miranda had felt Derek’s eyes on her, but that was it. Even when they danced it was without any enthusiasm, as if a duty had to be performed.

“Penny for your thoughts.” Dolly startled Mira from her thoughts.

“I wonder why Hannah wants to meet me.” She looked at her aunt inquiringly.

“That Hannah be careful, my dear. But go and meet her. Hear her out. You never know what she will come out with. She was not there last night was she?”

“No,” Mira answered in a small voice. “Her sister and her brother-in-law were there. Wonder why she missed such a fabulous do? I suppose she had her reasons.”

“She must have been invited,” Dolly answered very matter-of-fact. She sat herself down in one of the rattan chairs. Dolly could not stand for long as her legs became rather painful.

When Mira reached the Planters Club it was dark, and the club as usual was very well lit. Tom and Dolly had insisted on accompanying her though it was not a regular club night. Mira went in search of the other woman and made her way toward the bar. Hannah had mentioned previously that she would be there, waiting for her. They would not be disturbed, she had said. The bar had a number of small wooden tables with very comfortable brown leather chairs. Affluence was noticeable all around. The planters came in there to relax and unwind. They worked hard and woke up very early each morning. Mira knew that by the time her uncle joined them for breakfast half his day was over!

She found Hannah at the bar waiting for her.

“Hi!” she said when she saw Mira approaching. “What will you have?”

“White wine, please, medium.” She was on guard.

They settled down for a long evening.

“Hey,” Hannah said, “please ask Dolly and Tom not to wait for you. I can easily take you home.”

“I don’t think that they would want that. Don’t worry. They won’t mind waiting! I know my aunt and uncle,” she added. “They will not hear of you driving me home!”

She smiled.

So pretty she looked, Hannah thought to herself, that dimply smile of hers. What man could resist that smile? She looked so young and vulnerable. Derek was such a bastard! Anyway this was the evening that Hannah would tell what she knew and the rest was up to the poor girl to decide.

“How long have you known Derek, Mira?” She got straight to the point with no beating around the bush.

“Here it comes,” Mira thought to herself. She sat up and moved to the edge of her chair, making a move to get up and go.

“Don’t,” Hannah said with a restraining hand gently holding her down. “Hear me out, please,” she said. “I am not your enemy. Hear me out, please. Decide for yourself after I have finished.”

Mira sat back again and looked at Hannah directly. The waiter had brought their drinks by this time and placed them on the small table between them.

“Anything else?”

Hannah ordered dinner for both of them without asking Mira.

“This may take a little while,” she said, “and by the time we finish our drinks, dinner will be very welcome. Cheers—to our friendship.” They both took a sip.

“Now,” Hannah said, “as I was asking you, how long have you known Derek?”

“More than a year now. As a matter of fact, it has been over two years.”

“Well, Derek, Charles, and I go back along way.” Hannah took a sip of her drink.

“Hey, what about some munchies?” She called the waiter and ordered some fish balls and proceeded with her story.

“I first met Derek in London when he had finished university and was toing and froing between India and the UK. We became good friends and eventually fell in love. Charles was a childhood friend of Derek’s with whom he used to go on holidays, and they spent a lot of time together. Charu had come into Charles’s life by then. Anyway, coming back to Derek…” She took another sip of her drink.

“How do you like it here?” she suddenly changed the subject. Mira was taken aback at this sudden switching of gears.

She turned around instinctively and saw Derek entering the bar with Charles and Charu in tow. Mira did not know what to do.

“Keep calm,” Hannah said under her breath.

Derek came and stood by their table.

“I telephoned the bungalow, and the servant said you had gone to the club. I wanted to pick you up on our way,” he said all in one breath.

Then he added a “Hi” to Hannah as if it were an afterthought.

Before Mira could answer, Derek was moving toward a table as far away from them as possible.

“He has the hump,” Hannah said with a smile, “which is usual! He didn’t expect to see both of us together!”

Mira was suddenly fed up with the whole thing. She suddenly felt very bold and liberated! It dawned on her, she realized at that moment, that she had the strength and was able to extricate herself from the clutches of that mad intoxication that she had been under the spell of all this time. What a relief! It was an emotional freedom! Why should Derek get upset at seeing her with Hannah? He was not her keeper! She could have a drink, go out with whomever, and do whatever she wanted to. They were not even engaged! Not even an item. Let him go to hell! She had towed the line for too long.

He would have to dance to her tune now—that is, if he wanted to! She turned toward Hannah and said, “Hannah, it does not bother me. We are having a drink together. We can have a drink together! I don’t have to get his permission. I am free, a free woman, who happened to go out with Derek a few times. He did not commit, and we are not even an item. So there you are.” She felt awfully happy and unencumbered. “So, what were you saying?” she asked eagerly.

Hannah smiled to herself. What a change, she thought. Good for her. A sudden change—and for the better. A human being could take only so much and no more. Her aunt was not a great help; she was a fool. That uncle of hers was as henpecked as could be. She, the aunt, Hannah was sure, was pushing hard for Derek and Mira to tie the knot. She would not let Mira be herself. After all, Derek was a good catch! But now Hannah felt sure that Mira would speak her mind and be bold enough even to tell her aunt to mind her own business.

“Well?” Mira said.

“Wait, let’s ask for another drink each. Same for you?”

Mira nodded.

After the drinks had arrived they settled down for a long evening. Mira felt Charu’s eyes on her a few times, but she ignored it.

“You know that Derek and I were an item. Both our families were expecting us to marry. But I was the one who broke up with him. You of course want to know why, which is quite understandable. A desirable, handsome, and rich man, an extremely good catch.” She took a deep breath and continued.

“When I met Derek he used to drink a lot, and not only drink, he had a tendency to become quite aggressive when he had one too many. Occasionally he came out with a few phrases, words that made me wonder if he had something to hide. It was a day that I remember very vividly. Derek had come to my place one evening, which he often did and even stayed over. But on this particular evening he was very pensive, very solemn. He looked almost glum and a trifle sad. ‘It is a very special day today,’ he said.

“I still remember that evening. It was cold, dark, and gloomy. A typical November evening in London. There was a slight drizzle, and Derek had no coat on! He had parked his car quite far away as there was a parking restriction near where I live in Notting Hill, in London. So he had to walk quite a bit. He seemed to be absolutely oblivious to the weather. He was quite wet when he came in.” Here Hannah paused and took a big gulp from her wine. Mira sat, transfixed, her eyes on Hannah. She rearranged herself and shifted her position.

“When I asked what was the significance of the day, he said he would tell me, but first he wanted a drink. Helping himself to whisky, he always drank neat whisky those days, he said in a very matter-of-fact voice that it was the birthday of someone who was very important to him and he should be there instead of here with me! All very hazy. What was he trying to say, I asked myself.

“He stretched himself out on the floor and called me to him. I went to him, and he held my hand for a long time and looked deep into my eyes. ‘Today is my son’s birthday,’ he said. He clutched my hand tightly and turned his face away from me. I had so many questions to ask, but I could not. I was dumbfounded. You could hear a pin drop it was so silent in the room. I could not utter a word.

Mira could not believe her ears, she was dumbfounded.

Hanna continued,

“Derek himself broke the silence and said in practically a whisper that his son was in Essex and was being looked after by his parents. After that, he said he was famished and wanted to eat but then changed his mind and abruptly left. I could not stop him, I was numb, paralyzed. I could not move.

“I do not know anything else. I don’t know anything about the mother. I did drive to Derek’s family home in Essex out of curiosity, pretending to look for Derek. He was not there, of course; he was in India. I did see a little boy playing with his grandmother, an awfully sweet little kid.”

Hannah glanced up at Mira. “So there you are,” she said. “I have told you all I know. You judge for yourself and decide. Myself, I refused to see him after that. You may blame me for being selfish, but what could I do, Mira? My entire being felt suffocated. Who was this woman, the mother of his son? He was not forthcoming. I loved him enough to forgive him, but he had changed. He could not trust me enough to tell me who the mother of the child was.”

Hannah offered her hand to Miranda, pulling her out of her chair. “Let’s go and have something to eat. I told you you’d need it,” she said playfully. She seemed playful enough, but there was a tinge of sadness in her voice. “That you’d be hungry after my story!

“Oh, there is one small point that I forgot to add. When I finally broke it off with Derek, he said something very poignant. ‘You too are leaving me, Hannah? Everybody leaves me.’ It was sad, but I was not prepared to be his verbal punching bag any longer. I’d had enough. Mentally I was becoming a wreck. His moods used to change like the English weather! Bright one moment, dull and thundery the next.”

“My uncle and aunt,” Mira exclaimed. “Let’s go and ask them to join us for dinner, they must be starving!”

That was the last time she would see Derek, as Miranda would be leaving for England without saying good-bye to him. Their next meeting would be under very different circumstances.

Hannah was awakened early the next morning by a loud knocking on her bedroom door.

“Memsahib, memsahib, telephone!” Bahadur the bearer was outside knocking vigorously on her door. “Mira memsahib,” he said. “Very important, very important.”

Collecting her housecoat, she opened the door and ran to answer the phone.

“Hello?” she said. “Mira?”

Without wasting any time with the basic preliminaries Mira informed her that she was leaving for Calcutta that very day and then flying back to London as soon as she could get a ticket, which would not be difficult as so many flights were available.

“Was I instrumental in this sudden decision?” Hannah wanted to know.

“No, I had been thinking about this for a very long time. Let me be straight, I had come to India with the sole intention of meeting up with Derek and eventually maybe becoming an item, maybe marriage. I was besotted by him. But looking back now I have also been at the receiving end of his erratic behavior and mood swings. I was willing to overlook it, which is very silly, but I soon realized that all this would come to nothing. It was a sheer waste of time. It was too much of a strain for me to cope with. I felt that I had to conform to his ideas and wishes, whom I fraternized with, where I went with whom, and so on and so forth. We were not even an item! He has no rights over me, and I do not have any moral obligation to him. Anyway I was getting too used to the good life. It would be awfully difficult to get down to the nitty-gritty. Well, Hannah,” she continued, “London, here I come. And Hannah, please do keep in touch and ring me when you get back. And thanks for everything.” With that she replaced the receiver.

Hannah was stunned.

“You will be missing the best part of the year,” Dolly said, “the tail end of monsoon and the start of wonderful autumn!”

Dolly was most indignant at this sudden decision; she blamed Hannah on one hand and was literally begging Mira to call Derek on the other. She wanted to call him herself, but Mira had already seen to that. She threatened never to speak to her aunt ever again if she made the slightest move to call him! And she told her not to call him until she had left India.

Dolly was cursing and swearing and blamed even poor Tom who was driving her niece to the little airport to catch the flight to Calcutta.

By the time Mira boarded a British Airways flight to London it was far too late to do anything. Dolly had broken her promise and had phoned Derek. But she was very surprised at his behavior. He seemed very cool when she told him, as if he somehow had expected it.

“Oh well,” he said. “She must have been bored out of her mind. Thanks for letting me know.” And with that he had hung up! Dolly was very upset. She was genuinely fond of her niece and was very reluctant to let her go. She could not stop crying. Tom slowly walked her to the car after seeing off Mira.

“That bastard!” she said, referring to Derek. “My poor, poor Mira.”

Tom paid no attention to her recriminations. Silently he gestured to the driver to drive home. The news of Mira’s departure for England had spread like wildfire. At the Planters Club the next evening it was a common topic of conversation. “Have you heard?” And so on and so forth. And Derek had a sinking feeling that all eyes were on him. He was mortified by Miranda’s leaving and the surreptitious glances.

When he had received the call from Dolly he could hardly believe his ears.

“Left?” he said.

“Yes, left.” Dolly sounded awfully upset.

That evening he could take it no more. He was out of the club in one shot and drove home. Pouring himself a drink, Derek stretched himself out on one of the easy chairs on the veranda. Thank God the rains had stopped, briefly. Autumn was on its way. Taking a big swig of his whisky, he rang the bell.

“Koi Hai?” he called out. “Anybody there?”

Radhu came running, what did chota, the little one, want?

“Radhu chacha,” Derek mumbled, “why was I so stupid? You never told me what happened to her.” He looked at Radhu who by now had pulled up a small stool and sat down.

“Rukmini?” he asked.

“Yes, Rukmini!” Derek said and banged his fist on the table.

“Forget about her,” Radhu said in a very small voice. “Go and make peace with your son.”

With that, Radhu stood up. “Marry that nice young memsahib who was here. She has left, hasn’t she?”

God, nothing escaped this man. This was the mysterious East. Were there no secrets?

“Have some dinner, Chota.” He softly padded away. Derek called him back.

“Chacha, uncle, please tell me.” He was entreating Radhu by this time. “I have to know.” Radhu looked at him for a while. “Not tonight, Chota. Another day.”

Derek knew Radhu was going to put a call into England to get permission first from his mother. Derek sank further into his chair. Yes, his young son. He had committed no crime. Radhu was correct; he would make peace with him. But the mystery still remained—what had happened to Rukmini? Radhu was so tight-lipped. Derek smiled to himself, a sad smile. He would have to force it out of him!
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IT WAS A lovely autumn day in England when she landed at Heathrow. Mira’s heart was beating fast; she was excited in a way. Coming home was an excitement in itself. She would see her mum after a long time well not that long, but long enough. She would have to look for a job. Thanks to James she had not sat idly by. Her time at the tea-garden clinic would look good on her résumé.

Collecting her luggage she made her way toward the exit, through the nothing-to-declare gate. Debating whether to take the Tube or stand in line for a cab, she decided to be slightly extravagant and take a cab. She made her way toward the taxi stand. The past few days had gone so fast; it had been a whirlwind departure. She did not say good-bye to Charu for the simple reason that speaking to Derek would be very difficult. She did not want to see him or speak to him. It would take a bit of time for her to get over him. But this was the best way out, a clean and absolute break. She had avoided calling James and Mary as well.

“Where to, love?”

She was miles away. “Edgware.” She flung her suitcase inside and got in. It was a hackney carriage, expensive.

London as usual was busy and bustling. The cars were going very fast on the motorway. She had forgotten how fast the traffic moved in this part of the world.

She was deep in thought and thankful for the glass partition that separated her from the driver. Suddenly the driver braked and she was slightly pushed forward. She looked out. Gosh, they were on the North Circular! How had that happened so fast? She would soon be home.

She hoped to God her mother would dispense with the questions. She could not face a Spanish Inquisition—not after such a long journey. She needed a hot bath and bed.

Molly was all agog waiting for her daughter at home. Her bed was made and a lovely roast dinner was waiting for her. Dolly had called her, all weepy and near hysterics. It was Tom who rang again and filled her in. He absolutely agreed with the dear girl for taking the initiative to leave. If a man did not come clean, it was best to call it a day. And he said to please let Mira know that her uncle was all for her and that he understood perfectly. That would make Mira happy, Molly was sure. The poor girl. She’d gone to India with such high hopes; in fact, all of them had such high hopes. But, well, never mind, things happened. She was sure there was a much better chap round the corner who would snap her daughter up. After all, she was an attractive young woman with a lovely personality.

Just then she heard a car roll up to the front door. She peered through the lace curtains and saw her daughter alight from the black hackney carriage. Molly practically ran to the front door and flung the door open. She had on her bedroom slippers, but still she ran to the taxi and hugged her daughter tight.

“I missed, you, darling,” she said, tears streaming down her face.

“Me too, Mum. It is good to be back.”

“Change, miss.” The taxi driver was holding out a fiver and a few coins.

“Thanks,” she said. And with that, both mother and daughter entered the house, arms linked.

Molly could hardly leave her daughter alone. There was so much to talk about, so much to tell. In time, in time, Molly thought to herself. In the meantime her daughter needed a bath, and the lovely dinner, the lamb, was roasting in the oven. She would have to get the Yorkshire pudding in and get the mint sauce ready. It was lovely to have her daughter home. The house had seemed very empty without her, as if the house itself had a lost feeling.

She could hear Miranda moving about upstairs, the old familiar sound. She should be down soon, all pink and fresh. Then Molly would put the Yorkshire pudding in. Have them nice and hot. Mira loved a roast dinner. The wine was being chilled in the fridge. She herself hardly drank, but today was a special day, a special occasion. She was so happy. Her daughter was home—and a courageous daughter at that. She had the strength of character to stand up to a man and tell him in not so many words to go to blazes! Well done, Mira, Molly thought to herself. He could be rich, but that did not deter her daughter from leaving. Thank God she had decided not to waste any more time on that Derek. Molly started to hum under her breath as she went about setting the table and finishing all the other little chores, which she had to dispense with before her daughter came downstairs.

She decided not to do the washing up that evening; she would leave it for tomorrow. There was too much to talk about.

By the time Mira came downstairs the dinner was on the table, including the piping-hot Yorkshire pudding. Molly was already sitting at her usual place with a broad smile, looking very fondly at her daughter.

“Oh, Mum,” Mira said, embracing her mother. “I love you so much, Mum!” she continued. “I missed you such a lot. I love you loads, you know.”

“There, there, go on and start you dinner. It’s going to get cold. You can carve the lamb.” With that, she handed her daughter the carving knife.

Mira felt so relaxed and very comfortable in her own home. She was in their sitting room, Mum was dozing, and the black-and-white TV was on. Neither was watching it. She was relieved to get away from all the mood swings and suppressed anger, and Derek. Never again would she put up with all that. Life, she decided, was too short and there was more to life than that. What a lucky escape.

Derek seemed a very disturbed and unhappy man. He was always so very restless. But who could blame him? His son—that was very intriguing indeed. Who was the mother? Where was she? Was Derek married? Maybe estranged? Maybe that was why commitment was out of the question for him. She was confused, but she decided to go to bed as she felt awfully tired and jet-lagged. She could have a lie-in tomorrow and slowly get back to normality. First and foremost, a job, and then all would fall into place.

She nudged Molly to wake her up from her snooze in front of the TV. Slowly both mother and daughter made their way upstairs and to bed.

Mira had been back for over six months and had settled in nicely. She had contacted her old friends and was able to get a job at the Accident and Emergency Department in one of the big hospitals. She had been trained for accident and emergencies and was quite happy about starting to earn some money again.

She received a call from Hannah one day asking her to meet up for a coffee in the West End or maybe a lunch in Soho. They decided to meet at Leicester Square and walk to Soho for a Chinese lunch.

Mira could hardly wait to meet her new friend. It was so strange, she thought as she was waiting at Holborn for the Piccadilly line train, that out in India they were hardly friendly—they had become friends on her last day! Neither knew prior to the meeting that it would be Miranda’s last day in India. She jumped into the crowded compartment. There was standing room only. Getting off at Leicester Square, she made her way toward the square itself, where they had decided to meet in front of one of the cinema halls. Mira saw her first. Hannah looked very chic in her jeans. She had on a black overcoat and a red scarf around her neck. It was cold. Even though it was April, it was cold!

Hannah saw her then and waved. Kissing each other on the cheek they made their way toward Soho and Chinese food.

“How have you been?” they cried out in unison.

“I have a lot to tell you. You have to gossip sometime, you know,” Hannah said cheerily sounding happy. They both laughed.

“Tell me, tell me,” Mira replied, all agog. “Don’t hold anything back.”

“Let’s order lunch and a bottle of—shall we have red?” Hannah inquired. Mira nodded in agreement.

Lunch ordered, wine ordered, they sat back to have a good old chat. Hannah had most of the news as she had only recently returned from the East. Apparently Derek had stormed into the club a few days after Mira left and made a beeline for where Hannah was sitting with her sister-in-law and brother having a drink. He accused her of maligning his character and conniving to break up his liaison with Mira. He could hardly contain himself. He was drunk and foul-mouthed. He was even asked to leave the premises by the club secretary and he was banned from entering the clubhouse until such time they thought fit. Mira was appalled and thanked her lucky stars at such a narrow escape.

“There was no liaison, per se, Hannah,” Mira said in a very small voice. “There was nothing concrete between us. He did not commit, and it was fizzling out in a way. He did not own me, and it was not you who influenced me. It was my decision and mine alone. And I thank my lucky stars at such a narrow escape. You know something?” she continued, using her chopsticks to lift a bit of roast duck on her plate, “I don’t even miss him. I was slightly, no not slightly, quite a bit, in fact, fed up with the way things were going. I realized how fed up I was when I arrived back in England. I don’t know how I tolerated his behavior. Maybe I was in love. I was naïve and dazzled by his attention at the beginning. He was dashing and smart—what girl could resist him?”

“I couldn’t either,” Hannah replied, smiling.

“Anyway, he is his own worst enemy. It is simply not possible to go through life like that. He will have to come to terms with the innocent girl he abused—I’m assuming she was an innocent girl. Who knows? He must try and make amends. I wish I knew her. There is a very big skeleton in the cupboard, and the family is trying their utmost to cover it up. That is what is dogging our friend. He hesitates to come clean. He is, of course, ashamed of the past, and he tries so hard to forget his checkered past! Anyway, let us enjoy our meal, and let’s drink to us.” With that they raised their glasses.

“What about a cinema?” Miranda suggested.

It was very cold when they came out of the warm restaurant. It had also started to rain.

“April showers,” they both cried out in unison. They walked fast toward the cinema. The Tube station was nearby and they would not have to go far to catch the train back home.

Near Christmas Mira was asked to fill in for some of the nurses who were down with the flu. She was extremely busy. She had no time even for a coffee break. Being winter, the pavements were slippery, making it more hazardous for people and especially the elderly. She had so many broken bones to look after that when her shift ended she decided to sleep in the nurses’ quarters in one of her friend’s room who was on duty after her. It was when she went home the next afternoon that she was informed by Molly that Derek had suddenly turned up the evening before looking for Mira.

“Were you polite, Mum?” she inquired gingerly.

“Of course I was! What do you take me for?”

Derek wanted to know where Mira worked, but that information Molly would not give. Mira smiled to herself when she heard that. Good old Mum. Apparently he had taken their phone number and would be phoning Mira.

Molly did not look at all pleased. What did he want? Coming round, prowling. She pursed her lips and went about her own tasks even though she did not have much to do.

Mira was in the bath when Derek telephoned.

Molly answered the phone, and he asked her if Mira would she be so kind as to phone him.

“And please, Molly, would you please pass on the message?” He was practically pleading.

Mira at first hesitated, but curiosity got the better of her. The upshot of the entire conversation was that Derek wanted to meet up with her the next day if possible as he was on his way to Essex on an important errand. What errand? She could not probe as usual it was all very intriguing, impenetrable.

Derek’s life was a riddle, an unaccountable secret. She let it go. There was no use harping on the same subject.

She was most surprised at her own nonchalant behavior. The call did not disturb her. The gnawing feeling had faded with time. It had been more than a year since the last time she had laid eyes on Derek. Time healed, as they said.

He was surprised to see that she did not have any acrimonious feelings or any rancor toward him. She promised to meet him for tea at The Ritz in Piccadilly the next afternoon after her morning shift. After all, he had the money, so why not?

She arrived a little after four o’clock, as arranged. Derek was waiting for her in the foyer, facing the door. He saw her immediately as she entered the foyer leading to the dining area, where tea was usually served. He approached her with outstretched hands and a big grin. He looked thin, Mira thought, but as usual very handsome and debonair. He gave her a big hug and freeing one arm lifted her chin to kiss. Mira deftly avoided their lips touching and presented her cheek.

“Let’s sit down for a while.” Derek led the way to the plush armchairs arranged in a semicircle outside the dining room. Mira was busy admiring the décor, the various shapes of lights that adorned the entrance hall and the fabulous crystal chandelier that was hanging from the very high ceiling. It was all very expensive, plush, and rich. The bar was tucked in at the back of the entrance hall. It was full but not noisy. The men were all in ties and looked very smart.

Derek wanted to talk.

Miranda followed him and sat down in one of the very comfortable chairs away from the bar, somewhere less noisy. She was tired.

“Let me get you a drink.”

She nodded in assent and opted for gin and tonic; she could not think of anything fabulous to drink! Derek returned with a whisky and gin and tonic. It had already turned dark outside, and there was a slight drizzle, a typical London evening, cold and wet. Christmas was in the air, though, and everybody was in a festive mood.

After the usual preliminary pleasantries, Derek’s face took on a rather grim look.

“I want to talk to you, Mira,” he said in a steady voice. “There is so much to tell, I don’t know where to start!” He gave a bitter laugh, and she looked at him quizzically. Deciding not to say anything, she waited for him to resume the conversation. He took a sip of his whisky and settled back.

“I have a son,” he said.

She nodded in assent.

“You know?” He was surprised and sat up. “You knew when you left India?”

“Yes, Derek,” she replied in a very small voice. “I knew.”

“However, let me continue,” he said and started again. His voice was very low. Mira had to strain her ears to catch his every word.

“I had finished university and was at a loose end. I worked for my father in London for a couple of years, went round the world, etc., and then decided to head back to India for a while. Both my parents were at the garden at that time, and the idea was good. I had nothing to do, and a bit of fresh air, swimming, and tennis—it was all very tempting. Of course I had been to India many times, and I was especially fond of the garden life. So I made my way to India and the garden and was spending my time driving around in the jeep, the club, and practically doing nothing except for helping my father occasionally and trying to understand the intricacies of business. The only aspect of my life that improved was my tennis!” Here Derek stopped and looked toward the dining room.

“Let’s go and have our tea,” he said abruptly. “I am famished!” Finishing the remainder of his whisky in one gulp, he stood up and extended his hand to Mira. She was thankful for a little help, as she was finding it difficult to extricate herself from the very soft and low chair.

They headed toward the dining room for their exquisite afternoon English tea! The mâitre ď came and showed them to their table. The dining room was very bright, and someone was playing the piano.

“You play the piano, don’t you, Derek?”

He nodded.

Tea was heavenly, with various types of sandwiches, scones, and cakes. They had a choice of tea, and Mira opted for Assam tea, which had just then come into fashion in London. Derek was slightly bemused at her choice but decided not to say anything. The conversation during tea was very limited, as she was very hungry, not having eaten since breakfast, which was very early before her morning shift. She’d had no lunch, with only a cup of tea as she dashed off to meet Derek at The Ritz. Derek seemed to peck at his food, eating very little but drinking a lot of tea. Mira could not care less. She was hungry, and the food was so tasty. After all, it was not every day that she was invited to The Ritz! Looking up, she found Derek watching her. He looked sort of happy and content.

“I am glad you decided to meet up, Mira,” he said. “You did not brush me off, though you had every right to refuse. I know I behaved like a cad, and I should have come clean with everything.” He continued a semi apologetic statement. Miranda looked down, silent.

“I know I took full advantage of her. She was our ayaha’s daughter, her mother was working for my mother. She had no rights.”

Mira at once sat up in her chair. “No rights?” She held her cup. “Whom did you take advantage of?”

“I meant those days. It was quite common then to have a liaison with a servant—all hush-hush, nobody knew anything. I wanted my fun, my cake. And it was an open secret that the planters used the women, often took them by force. All very disgusting.”

He was speaking in riddles. Miranda could not quite comprehend the flow of his talk.

“This is one of the reasons why the garden coolies became very disgruntled and started attacking the planters. However, let me continue.” He lifted his hand to stop her from saying anything.

Mira was confused. She stopped Derek in midsentence. “Please speak a bit more coherently. What are you trying to say, Derek?”

“OK, let me start from the beginning. Let me speak, please…don’t stop me. As I was saying, there was this girl, I took full advantage of her innocence and her lowly status, being the ayah’s daughter. I…yes, I know, I have to atone for my sins.”

Mira did not know what to say, and Derek was deep in thought.

Both had a lot to say, but the feelings were hidden in the deep recesses of their hearts and both found it very difficult to put into words what each felt for the other. It was all very polite and civilized. Mira knew that she still loved him. Funny—she was still in love with him! He had spoiled her for others. Why? She could not tell. It was a mystery…

Derek was a little impatient and wanted to do away with tea as soon as possible. And it seemed he was relieved when tea was over at last and they could make their way toward the plush armchairs in the lobby once again. He wanted to go and get a drink first. Leaving Mira alone to toy with her own thoughts he made his way toward the bar. Mira felt that he needed some Dutch courage, and the drink was the courage, a prop. She could see Derek coming back toward her, drink in hand.

Giving her a small smile he sat down and took a swig. “So,” he started again, “you know when you left, I missed you a lot. One day soon after your departure I went back to the bungalow, and an eerie silence greeted me.” He took another swig of his drink. “I don’t know why it bothered me so much that day. So many times, for so long, I had been there on my own, but nothing like that had ever happened.” He looked down into the tumbler. “I suppose good sense prevailed. I wanted to make a clean breast of things, so here I am.” He stretched his arms out, holding his drink in one hand.

“I was in India having a whale of a time with plenty of time on my hands, with practically nothing to do. How much tennis can you play? Or for that matter how much can one swim? Now we come to the interesting bit.” Derek went on in his hushed voice.

He was bored—and young. His hormones were running wild. There was this ayah working in their house, a widow who had been working for his mother for a long time. She had a daughter who as far as Derek remembered from his previous visits was a little girl in a frock who used to run in and out of the house, playful, jolly, climbing trees, the apple of her mother’s eye, a sweet, mischievous little girl.

This time when he saw her she had changed. She was a young woman, though she was only sixteen. She had blossomed into a very pretty girl, and instead of frocks she was wearing saris. She was not running around anymore; she was very demure in her behavior and was hardly seen in the house. She mostly stayed in her quarters. Derek was very surprised at this transformation, not realizing that some three to four years had passed since he’d last seen her. He started lurking around the servants’ quarters and started to visit her. One thing led to another, and they became lovers.

He still remembered the first day he’d made love to her. He had gone as usual to see her. He was drunk with desire and want. He kissed her hard. She at first resisted but had to give in. After all, he was the son of her mother’s employer. He was the chota sahib. This went on for some time. He used to sneak into the tiny tin house and make love to the innocent girl; he had an insatiable hunger for sex. He was young, and the forbidden fruit was there for the plucking.

She informed him one day that she was pregnant and was scared of telling her mum. Derek bolted the next day to Calcutta and took a flight to the UK. Not a word to anybody—he was gone. He was a cad and a coward.

The girl disappeared from the garden. It transpired that his parents, when they came to know from the ayah that the chota sahib was responsible for getting the girl pregnant, decided to remove the girl from the garden. It was all done very discreetly. Nobody knew what had happened to her except Radhu chacha.

After a few months Derek was informed that he had a son and that the girl had died in childbirth. Derek’s parents adopted the baby and brought him to England after the preliminaries. They were looking after the boy and giving him their name. It was something that was not spoken about, not discussed. After a while life went on as usual, without Derek ever having to shoulder the responsibility of looking after his child.

Derek did not believe that the girl had died in childbirth. He decided to confront Radhu chacha one day, but Radhu invariably shut up like a clam whenever her name was mentioned. After a lot of threats and begging the old man, however, Radhu informed him that the memsahib had entrusted him, Radhu, to take the girl and her mother to their village and marry her off to someone after the baby was born. Memsahib was there at the birth, and she gave a lot of money to the girl’s family. Of course, all was done with Radhu’s help. Mother and daughter were made to sign a declaration saying that they would not trouble the sahib and memsahib ever. The girl was married off; the man married her for the money. When his family discovered that she was not a virgin, she was abused and she killed herself. Radhu had been informed eventually by the girl’s family. Only Radhu and Derek’s mother knew everything. His father was oblivious to it all.

But Derek, all these years, could never show any affection for the boy and even hated him. He realized the shame all this had brought on the family. And also his own style was cramped a little by this unfortunate adventure. He always ignored the little fellow. What a cad Derek was.

Derek never celebrated his son’s birthday, and whenever he was home the little fellow never came near him. He was frightened of his own father! As far as he was concerned the child did not exist. Derek’s parents were very upset with him, with his treatment of the little boy. After all, he was their grandson. But Derek himself could not or did not want to come to terms with this.

“How could I, Mira?” he said. “Imagine, night after night waking up, drenched in sweat, full of remorse, the feeling of, ‘What have I done?’ Knowing I was responsible and I was the cause of that innocent girl’s death. She could not live with that shame. Innocent, sweet, young girl. She had committed no crime, yet she paid for it with her life. And I am such a coward. I even refused to acknowledge my son, my only son. Why? Because I felt guilty. I felt that by ignoring his existence I would be able to wipe out my own sins.” With that he brought his palms together in a sort of prayer and shut his eyes. He looked so forlorn and dejected.

“I have to atone for my actions. Of course,” he carried on, clearing his throat, “some of the other planters had coolie mistresses. And some others took advantage of their positions and consequently forced themselves upon the unfortunate women. This is history, the shameful past of the tea planters.”

Derek looked down at his shoes and shifted his position in his chair. “The past is gone,” he carried on. “The future is unknown. The present will one day become the past. I have to make amends to the people I have hurt—most of all, my son. But there is something else I want to ask of you.

“Will you marry me, Mira?”

She was speechless. She stared with frank, open eyes at him.

“I am not giving you much time, am I?”

“I need time,” she said, frowning. This was so sudden. She had to gulp and take in some air.

“I know,” he said in a matter-of-fact way. “Have a think. This proposal should have come much earlier. However,” he carried on, a slight tinge of sadness in his voice, “I feel that I have to atone for my sins. Also I feel so very alone. Looking on from the sidelines, who would have me? Now that I have come clean, would you accept me? Tomorrow is Rohit’s birthday, Mira.”

His eyes shut. He looked awfully tired stretched out in the armchair. Mira had to restrain herself from cradling him like a baby.

“I have bought some books and games for him. You know something?” he said, sitting up. “This is the first time that I am celebrating my son’s birthday. He will be nine years old tomorrow, a big boy now.” He opened his eyes, which were misty.

“I am driving to Essex this evening,” he continued, “to be there tomorrow, bright and early for his birthday. We will be driving to his school to pick him up.” Saying that, he sat up.

“He will be so surprised to see me there. He is attending the same school I went to.” Derek sounded happy, proud, with these words.

He raised his hand to say good-bye. “Well, I shall be on my way now. Au revoir, good-bye. I always try and avoid the word good-bye. It is so final. Well, let me have your answer…soon.” He took his signet ring off his middle finger and offered it to Miranda.

“I cannot accept it, Derek,” she said, looking deep into his eyes. “I will have to say yes first.”

He nodded and was off.

Miranda stood in the foyer watching his retreating back. A solitary tear was rolling down her cheek. She carefully wiped it off and proceeded toward Piccadilly.

Mira was on duty again that evening at the Accident and Emergency. It was awfully busy as only a big hospital’s emergency department could be. So many broken limbs had to be set. It was the usual run of patients in winter in the cold and icy weather. Then there were others, traffic accidents, near-fatal accidents. Busy, busy so awfully busy. So many of her colleagues were off sick with flu. She had to go in!

It was very late that night when the call came. The ambulance was bringing in a severely injured male who had been involved in a road traffic accident. Apparently the car had skidded while on the dual carriageway and broken the barrier and landed on the other side. The driver of the car was very badly injured. He was being brought by ambulance and was on his way.

They carried him out of the ambulance on the stretcher slowly, very carefully, covered in a blanket by the time she reached it. It took a while for the stretcher to emerge fully from the ambulance. They had to be very careful. The oxygen mask was in place and covered most of the victim’s face.

“The name!” someone shouted. “What’s the name of the RTA victim?”

“The road traffic accident victim?”

“Derek Chowdhury,” someone shouted back.

“The car was filled with so many books and games!” someone, maybe a paramedic from the scene, said.

His belongings were in a plastic bag, and there was the ring, the signet ring he always wore on his middle finger. They had to cut the gold band to extricate it from his finger.

A lump slowly rose to Miranda’s throat.

This was the ring!

Being in charge, she was handed the bag.

It was hot and so very humid. The monsoon had suddenly descended without any warning. The monsoon rain! Usually they were prepared, but this year it was different. The rains, torrential rain, descended with a vengeance. Early.

“Grandma?”

“Yes, darling?”

The young gangly youth, a teenager dressed in tatty old jeans and T-shirt, came searching for his beloved grandma. He had nothing to do, so what was the next best thing? Ask or bother his grandma for a story. He was a boy with very dark hair and olive complexion. He was rather tall for his age, a good-looking boy who would be a very handsome young man in time.

“Tell me a story. Please, pretty please!” He gave his grandmother a big hug. “I love your stories, Grandma!”

“At your age you should not be asking me for stories!” She smiled affectionately at him.

She doted on her grandson. She was a tall woman with light-brown hair with a hint of gray, dressed in a simple cotton dress, which was apt for this weather. Thank God for the ceiling fans she thought to herself. Her husband was adamant that the boy be sent to a boarding school, but she had put her foot down. She simply could not live without him. During the school holidays he was hers.

“Come here, darling,” she said. She stretched her arms out.

The boy went over and planted a kiss on her cheek and gave her a big hug.

The torrential rain bored him to death. He wanted to go to the Planters Club to play tennis, but that was out of the question. He was bored. What shoud he do?

Just then he heard the familiar clip-clop sound on the wooden stairs. His father was coming downstairs with difficulty. He found it difficult to manage the stairs having fractured his arm and legs and endured some other injuries in a motoring accident. Usually it was Radhu who helped him down. But nowadays he seemed to manage on his own, although Radhu, the faithful Radhu chacha, would invariably be hovering by his side. Radhu, the cunning old goat, knew everything! He seemed a family heirloom! Radhu, with his wizened look, small and wiry but with all-knowing eyes. He was so very old now!

Radhu loved the boy, Rohit, as he had loved his father.

When Derek had arrived back at the gardens to recuperate from his accident, Radhu could not hold his tears back seeing the young master. His chota sahib had returned a cripple. What a tragedy. But Derek had decided to spend most of his time in India now, which Radhu was all in favor of! His young sahib—he would have him all to himself!

Of course the Barra sahib the big sahib, the young master’s father, and memsahib came to visit him, often accompanied by Rohit, the grandson. What a lovely boy he was turning out to be! Of course he teased Radhu mercilessly, but Radhu tolerated the teasing. He was young, after all.

But one thing in this drama that Radhu was not very happy about was that his chota had never married. Why?

A few days later during siesta time, Rohit’s grandmother and father were in their rooms and old Radhu had gone to his quarters. The bungalow was quiet. What was Rohit to do? The library…time to have a look around, in the drawers, behind cupboards. He had to spend the time somehow!

He found a black-and-white photograph tucked in behind a few old books. The photograph was of a pretty woman laughing into the camera lens. She looked so happy and detached, almost ethereal. He turned the photograph over. It said Mira Stewart.

Who was she?


Epilogue

THE YOUNG MAN untangled his long legs and stood up to leave. He was so very much like his father, Miranda thought to herself, confident and very much a man! Just like his father was in his young days. He had dark eyes with an intense look. He was a passionate young man, which was very evident in his mannerisms and the way he held himself, the way he shook her hand—a very strong handshake indeed!

“Thank you very much for taking time to see me, Mira,” he said. “I wanted to meet the woman who saved my father’s life, who was so much a part of my father’s life.”

Mira tried to say something and had just opened her mouth to form a word when he stopped her gently by covering her mouth with his hand.

“Please, let me say something. My father was brought to the hospital, and you nursed him. I know it was difficult for you, but you performed your duty. But Mira, you took leave just to be with Dad. Thank God that the new intensive therapy unit had opened by then. But you left soon after. Why?” His voice was ever so slightly hoarse, quivering. Rohit had a look of expectancy in his eyes. He was young, and he wanted answers.

She smiled, a very attractive smile. She took his outstretched hand in hers, clasping it firmly in both of hers. Still smiling, she looked straight into his eyes. “Good-bye, Rohit,” she said, her own voice shaking a little. Miranda did not want to expand neither did she want to know who had furnished him with all the details he had.

“Have a safe journey back to India,” she said, smiling. “By the way, how is your father?”

she asked “He was an acutely snobbish man!”

She laughed out loud, a girlish giggle!

Rohit was captivated. No wonder his father was still haunted by her memory! She must have been a stunner in her time!

“The monsoons must have started by now?”

The young man nodded. “He is fine.” He hesitated for a brief moment. “Dad will be coming over to England very soon. Would you mind very much if he should come and say hello to you?”

“Not at all. I would love that,” she added hastily too hastily? “I would love that. It has been such a long time.”

Looking down, she realized she was still holding the young man’s hand! Slowly she let his hand go. “No, I would love to see him. When will he be coming?”

“Soon, I should think. I will make sure that he comes and visits you. By the way, there was this ring…” He rummaged in his pocket and took out the signet ring of his father’s. “He asked me to give you this ring, as a remembrance.”

She covered his hand with hers. “Say yes to him, will you, please?” She took the ring from him. It had been repaired.

Rohit did not understand. He looked confused

“Don’t worry, he will understand.” She stood on tiptoe to kiss him on his cheek. “Good-bye, Rohit. Oh, by the way, how is Radhu chacha?”

“Oh, Radhu chacha is no more. I wonder how you know and remember him?”

“We go back a long way, my dear.”

With that she gently shut the front door to ponder on the past. A cup of coffee was in order!

It had started to drizzle again. “When will it ever stop?” she mused, looking forlornly out of the window, pulling her cardigan tight around her and crossing her arms across her chest. She shivered a little.

It has been a number years since she had last seen Derek. He had been discharged and whisked away to Essex, then to India.

She had made herself scarce, taking off once he was up and about. One thing Mira could not bear was to see him in that state, a state of total helplessness. She had run as fast as possible away from him. Human frailty. She could not, absolutely could not face that life again, the continuous state of indecisiveness—and now this. Maybe she was a coward. No, it was the right choice at the time. That was what she had felt, but now looking back she felt…if only things could have been a bit different.

He had atoned for his sins, hadn’t he?

THE END.
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Hindi Terms:-

British Empire Glossary:-

Achkan -long top worn by men

Barra Sahib –Big boss

Bearer-House valet or servant

Chacha - uncle

Chota Sahib- Chota is small, and sahib is boss, hence “small boss,” a term of endearment

Churidar-Indian trousers

Coolie- garden worker;-they were usually from Central India and were known as santals

Jee-Yes polite way of replying.

Khansamah-cook

Memsahib- lady of the house

Mantras-A sacred word or formula chanted during any Hindu religious ceremonies

Mandap-A raised platform set up for weddings or any religious ceremonies

Pallav- part of the sari which is draped around the shoulder
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