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For Anyusha and Tushara 

Be right, not righteous


Part One



Once upon a time on the Indian subcontinent there lived a gloriously handsome young man called Shyam, which rhymes with charm, and is particularly appropriate because, as well as being cute and stonkingly sexy, our hero was a good man. Unlike most techies one meets, he had an innate sense of right and wrong. A moral crusader with a peculiar sensitivity to those around him, he understood that happiness cannot be bought in bottles and applied liberally to affected parts. As he sat at his screen, his tie loosened against the humidity of a poorly air-conditioned office, Shyam surfed the sites of human weakness: greed, neglect, foolishness, pride, divorce, poverty. Bill hadn’t just opened the Gates for him, he’d marked the path with a series of icons.


Somewhere left of Shyam, on that same continent, in hillier parts which are cooler and more still, worked a stunning girl called Chita. Her long black hair was braided in an elegant French pleat but her loose clothing was draped carelessly around her slender curves as, returning to her desk, she found a large pile of stock reports dumped by the paean. Sipping lemon tea, she wished, as ever, that a knight on a white charger would come to rescue her. Or, given the location, a Hindi film star lookalike in a studded white catsuit, matching boots and halo. A man who could invigorate her and give her life a purpose. ‘Why do you ignore the offers you get, child. You keep looking for a prince and they don’t exist,’ her mother often chided. Chita smiled, her almond eyes shining. ‘Then I’ll make do with a prince among men, Amma.’


Chita’s dream was no more and no less than that of most young women, but her sisters in the West would temper that romanticism with a large pinch of realism. They have learned the hard way that you can never be certain of anyone. That we all have dark corners of the soul that are inaccessible, sometimes even to ourselves. But Chita was still innocent. As she limbered up in readiness for Cupid’s all-encompassing hit, she saw only hope and beauty and happiness ahead of her.




MESSAGE FROM RAMA: Hi, Sita, want to talk?


MESSAGE FROM SITA: Sure. Where are you right now?


RAMA: In the office :-( You?


SITA: In the office also. I work for a tea exporting business. What do you do?


RAMA: I’m in software. Have spent most of today ironing bugs out of a new retail programme.


SITA: Ironing bugs? I hope they didn’t scream too loudly!


RAMA: I’m the only one who feels like screaming :-) It has to be up and running by the end of next week …


SITA: What a shame you can’t be up and running – then you could escape it! Does your job light a fire in your belly?!!


RAMA: A fire? I haven’t thought of it like that. If fire is purifying and a test of will, then yes, there are flames in my belly, as you put it :-) I like problem-solving. I think it’s my destiny.


SITA: You believe in destiny?!!


RAMA: Don’t you? Perhaps you’re my destiny? Who knows? Listen, I have to go. Maybe chat again tomorrow?





Shyam’s three brothers were already home when he arrived. Sitting around the dining table they ate chapatis and dahl and four different types of vegetable curry made by Aunty Sujata. Trading stories about their day, each was convinced he could do the other’s job in half the time and twice as well. Well, they were blokes.


Bobby, the baby, was the only one who’d made a break for it. He’d escaped the clutches of C+ and C++ to become an accountant. Not, it must be said, an exciting chartered accountant, but a safe certified accountant. Nonetheless, around here that was rebellious!


Sometimes the boys had competitions to see who had the most boring job or the most ridiculous office anecdote. This week, Lucky was winning hands down. His head of department was running a time-and-motion study at the water dispenser. ‘I drank a full cup every twenty minutes just to irritate the old fool. I spent half the day in the toilet. I won on both time and motions.’


Tutting crossly, Aunty Sujata rose from the table. ‘I am going to watch Doordarshan News. Then I shall be retiring to my room for private meditation.’


‘You’re sure it is meditation and not mediation, Aunty?’


‘I need both living with you, Lucky.’


The boys pulled out the whisky. ‘So, Bobby, how was the girl in the video shop today? Was she on fast forward or long play?’


Bobby coloured. ‘I don’t know. She wasn’t there.’


‘She must have found another casting couch.’


‘At least I’m not like you and Shivan. Changing your minds with the weather.’


It must be said that the guys were all mouth and no trousers. Despite the horseplay, all four of these boys were chaste, believing their love should be saved for only one woman. No wonder Shyam spent his lunch-times ‘whispering’ on Inderdates. Soon he would inherit their late father’s massive rubber estate. He needed someone to ease both his filial and biological burdens.


‘I saw the most sensational girl in the canteen,’ Shivan said.


‘You should have asked her for lunch.’


‘She’d already got her lunch, Lucky.’


‘Then you should have offered pudding.’


The twins, Lucky and Shivan, both worked for a Microsoft subsidiary. Each day they were differently smitten with one of the girls in their sales and marketing department. There was Indira with the eyes, Hashida with the hair, Mayuri with the smile, Fatima with the dimples …


Meanwhile none of them was getting any younger. They all needed suitable and dutiful women. But none more so than the uncompromising Shyam: ‘Marriage is a lifelong commitment – it cannot be entered lightly.’


The brothers were only flirting with the standard nudge-nudge, wink-wink vocabulary, but the nightly serenade of the cicadas underscored a certain tension in their musings.


While they talked, the family’s pet monkey, Honeybun, leaped around the furniture, stopping momentarily on the shoulders of the twins. The monkey had been passed to the family by some Bangalore Christians after it deliberately emptied its bladder into a cup of tea being served to a visiting rector from the Church of England.


It had bedded in well and slept at the foot of Shyam’s old camphor-wood bed. Now he settled on Lucky’s shoulder.


After a couple of drinks, the chaps fell to their favourite pastime: flicking balls of Sellotape on to the ceiling. Tonight Bobby was on form. He secured five balls within the one-minute limit. But, as ever, Shyam wasn’t satisfied with merely getting a hit. He needed to make the game harder. He’d ask for markers – little stains or part of a shadow, for which he must aim. Three times in a row, he hit a dark spot where the servant had caught an insect with the fly whisk. His brothers teased him. ‘The real Robin Hood, eh, Shyam?’


‘Don’t you mean William Tell?’


‘No. He’s Rama. Blessed by the gods.’




SITA: Why do you call yourself Rama?


RAMA: It’s to do with the story of Rama hitting the moving apples – a boyhood game with my brothers :-) Why are you Sita?


SITA: Because I wanted to meet you??!! No reason! It’s a little like my real name and I loved the story of the dutiful wife when I was little.


RAMA: The dutiful wife and her warrior prince.


SITA: But I’d argue she was the more interesting!! Are you here to meet a modern-day Sita, Rama?!!


RAMA: On Inderdates? Unlikely :-( Do you really expect to meet a suitable boy here?


SITA: I haven’t joined to meet someone. All the girls in the office log on to flirt with strangers and then go home to be good daughters!!


RAMA: I like talking to people overseas – women and men. A lot are in the same type of work.


SITA: A friend of mine at Air India knows a stewardess who met a German man through one of these services. They had a coffee in Munich and three months later married.


RAMA: A German? Sometimes, perhaps, it’s easier to express yourself with those who live by different rules. But I like our rules. It’s very important to me that I perform dharma –my moral duties and responsibilities.


SITA: And to me!!


RAMA: Then perhaps we are both wrong, and we were destined to meet on Inderdates? :-)


SITA: Perhaps! Rama, my boss is coming. I’d better go!!





Chita undid her braid and pulled a brush through the blue-black waves. Her father knocked and came into the room. As always he was filled with wonder at the sight of her. How could he and his wife, both quite plain, have produced such a lovely young woman? On this cool November night, backlit by a full moon at the open window, she was suffused with golden light. His daughter: the beauty, the graduate, the business analyst.


Of course, all fathers have romantic fantasies about their little girls. In Papa’s eyes, even a child with buck teeth, crossed eyes and a backside like a giant ham is a veritable princess. But Chita really was a mega-cool babe. At uni, they roped her into the drama society, hoping to put her in a wet sari and upset pulses across the southern hemisphere. But, as is often the way with true romantics, Chita was unaware of her sexuality. She assumed they wanted her to move trees round for the singing scenes. And left before the first production.


As it was, even now the servant boy disappeared into a quiet room every time he glimpsed her through the keyhole in a state of undress. The morning bus conductor had constantly tried to feel her up until she boarded with a fork and stuck it in his hand.


It was, thought her father, time to discuss age, fulfilment and love. Again. ‘You know, Chita your mother and I are getting old.’


‘Papa, you are both fifty-two.’


‘And you are twenty-four, child. It’s time you thought of settling down.’


‘I am very young by today’s standards.’


‘Without a life partner, the future is bleak. That is not what I want for my flesh and blood.’


‘All this talk of gloom and doom. What will be will be.’


Vigorously she bent her head and shook it so the newly brushed hair doubled in volume.


‘We just want what is best for you.’


‘I too, Papaji. I want what is best. If that were not true, I would accept the offers that have already been made to this family.’


‘The Kerala boy—’


‘No.’


‘He’s a doctor. His family—’ Sensing her tension, her father paused and then said softly: ‘Wouldn’t you just see him? There will be no pressure. We have always said it is up to you. But it’s foolish to object because he’s a gynaecologist. Somebody has to—’


‘Ugh.’ Then, seeing his face, she relented. ‘All right, Papaji, I will see him. But that is all.’


Shyam got the rickshaw driver to drop him by the old palace gates and wandered alone into the empty grounds. In the old days princes had ridden out from here to hunt for tigers through miles of jungle. Now, haphazardly placed towns and shanty villages had osmosed into a filthy, noisy, crowded but energising – almost enchanting – whole.


The gardens, once the talk of the subcontinent, were overgrown, and as he walked he disturbed dozens of fat frogs, who jumped across his path, brushing against his long, bare legs.


No sign now of the liveried retainers with their gold-threaded epaulettes, each charged with the welfare of one of the Maharajah’s eighty dogs. None of his many children being chased, squealing, through the courtyards by ayahs.


The building, rejected as a possible flagship in the north-east by the Taj hotel group, was in such a state of disrepair that even the local bandit queen, Rukshana, had given up her base under its crumbling moghul edifice to move to the grounds of the old British consulate. As he walked down to the dilapidated boathouse where, since childhood, he had come to meditate, Shyam again thought how fantastical it all was.


‘Chitaji, you are even more lovely than they say.’


Chita tried to smile. The doctor was a good-looking man, clearly cultured and well placed; but the thought of his daily work, examining the private parts of strange ladies, repelled her.


She watched as he popped a juicy gulab jamun into his mouth with a surgeon’s manicured fingers. She wasn’t naturally squeamish – but there was something strangely unsavoury about it.


On the way to the meeting, Chita had agreed with Papa that she was sometimes unfocused. ‘I put everything into my job. I don’t have the energy to map my future.’


‘Just use some imagination when these suitors come calling, Chita. Don’t always take people at face value.’


‘When the right man comes, Papa, I will know.’


She knew instinctively that this Adonis with his formal double-cuffed shirt and Hong Kong Armani suit was not for her. He is a stickler for detail. He would never break the Hippocratic oath. I would spend my life at polite parties wondering which of the women had been … splayed … on his table.


On the way home, she leaned across from the back seat and whispered tenderly in her father’s ear: ‘Papaji, I’ve done as you asked. Now, please, let us leave alone. Fate, I am sure, will take her course.’


Shyam sat looking out over the murky water. In the dusk light he could make out the silhouette of old boats abandoned on the opposite bank. One was rocking from side to side with the activity of rats. He pushed his thick hair back with strong, square hands and squinted as the dying red sun flashed suddenly; blindingly.


He pulled a blade of grass and blew against its edge so it whistled. A bird in a nearby tree sang in response. In a few months I will take charge of the estate. What does that mean? It means I can change things: update retrieval methods; restock where we’ve lost ground; improve the living conditions of estate workers; make the whole operation ecologically sound. There will be plenty to do. The grass made his lips sting. He put it down. I’ll get Bobby to check all the books, make sure nothing’s gone amiss in the months of probate. Apart from that, does anything need to change?


His left leg had gone numb. Shyam got up and started walking back towards the road. As the boys marry they’ll move into houses on the estate. Our children will play together just as we did. If I marry. Of course I’ll marry. We’ll move out of Aunty’s home and into the big house. My wife can oversee the renovation.


Back in the throng, he bought himself a cold drink. If everything is so clear cut why am I still filled with trepidation?




RAMA: Hi. Long time no see :-(.


SITA: One week only! My cousins from Madurai came to see us. Are you well, Rama? Working hard??


RAMA: Too hard … We’re trying to digitise maps of all the major cities for the emergency services – it will allow them to locate disturbances and attend them more quickly. The technology is all very new. But exciting. It’s the twins’ birthday tonight. Aunty is putting on a feast for the neighbourhood. No office girls allowed :-).


SITA: How dull!! Though better for the girls, I expect, than being pitted against each other like ponies at the gymkhana!! Your brothers sound so sweet, Rama. And the strange monkey that is always playing tricks.


RAMA: Sita, why don’t we meet?


SITA: You don’t even know my name!! We are strangers.


RAMA: We are Rama and Sita, like the Hindu myth. That in itself is an introduction. We have shared thoughts for three months now :-).


SITA: But only thoughts, Rama. Not dreams.


RAMA: :-( What are your dreams? sita: Where do I start? I want to change lives. Including my own!! My job is interesting, but progression is limited. For women, even now, much depends on who we marry. What I’d like to do is find the right man and make a difference together.


RAMA: Those are my dreams too, Sita. To meet the right woman, I mean :-) Let us meet. Please.


SITA: Perhaps you should phone me? By the way, my name is Chita.


RAMA: Chita … It’s like a whisper. A kiss. Give me your number, Chita, and I will call you tomorrow evening. My name, by the way, is Shyam  …





Like a kiss. It was an unexpectedly poetic line. Chita, with her feminine sensitivity to nuance, read more into it than, perhaps, was intended. That said, clumsy and untutored in matters of the heart, Shyam had unwittingly revealed a romantic soul.


In love, the smallest gestures and coincidences knit together to make a blanket of misadventure that tucks itself around each successive hero and heroine: Antony and Cleopatra; Napoleon and Josephine; Edward and Mrs Simpson; Bill and Hillary.


Rama and Sita fought their demons in a peculiarly mythic way. For Shyam and Chita, living in modern India and brought into each other’s orbit by the magic of the microchip, things must necessarily be different. Like lovers the world over, they visualised the first chapter, and left the book to write itself.


Mrs Dhoti had the finest tandoor in the town. When she arrived at Shyam’s home with two boys bearing giant dishes of chicken and lamb, the party really began. The twins, celebrating twenty-five years of duality, had demanded that their aunt make vats of their favourite vegetable curries – okra, brinjal and cauliflower quick-fried with saffron and mustard seeds. There was pilau rice and plain rice, and plates of chapatis, rotis and parathas. Mrs Mangheshkar had brought two bottles of her famous onion-and-chilli pickle and, for later, bowls of full-cream rasmalai.


At the party’s height there were at least fifty guests demanding food on Noritake china, drink in pewter mugs and constant entertainment.


Poor Aunty! Her CDs of Hindi film soundtracks were stacked on a shelf and replaced with Madonna and Iron Maiden. The young people were openly drunk. She went outside and turned on the coloured lights, strung through trees in the garden. The effect was almost magical until she noticed a boy and girl being over-friendly by the back wall.


Before she could exclaim aloud, Mr Pathak came out to congratulate her on the spread. He wanted to know about a row over miracles at the local temple: ‘Are the statues really weeping milk or is it another case of mass hysteria incited by the Bannerjee woman? Everybody knows, Sujata, that she has never been the same since her daughter eloped with that low-caste motorcycle messenger.’


The video-shop girl had given Bobby a copy of The Poseidon Adventure and they put it on in the sitting room for the children, who argued noisily through the whole film without once removing their gaze from the screen.


Lucky, who had grown a goatee beard for the occasion, and Shivan, who hadn’t, looked on and laughed. They never stopped smiling.


‘This family has the finest-looking men in the whole province,’ sighed one young woman wistfully.


At that moment Honeybun, the monkey, tweaked her and she spilled Coke on to the bodice of her white dress. Immediately Lucky was at her side, offering a crumpled serviette and a solicitous arm with which he guided her to the bathroom to effect repairs. The monkey winked at their departing backs and ran to Shyam.


The different sounds and smells and light brought the house alive so it seemed to pulsate with activity. Shyam went out on to the verandah, where a guest was sitting on the wall, smoking.


‘Ah: Shyam. I love this time of night. Finally the town starts to settle. There is a semblance of peace.’


Shyam nodded. ‘And you notice the heavy smell of the flowers. When I was little I loved to bring my bedding and sleep out here.’


‘I still do, sometimes. My wife scolds and warns I’ll get a chill, but people have slept in the open for thousands of years without meeting any harm. Certainly, I am as fit as a fiddle.’


‘That’s because you get a good breakfast in the morning and want for nothing. It’s not the same for those who have no choice.’


‘Perhaps not. Cigarette?’


Shyam shook his head. I wonder if Chita smokes? No. She doesn’t. I have a feeling about this woman. She’s right to say we’re strangers. But when we message each other, our inner terminals connect. Everything she is, is stored in me, unopened. How can that be when I know nothing about her: the colour of her skin, the look in her eyes … the cadence of her voice? It is irrational and ridiculous.


And yet, and yet …


This time tomorrow I will have spoken with her.




SITA: Shyam, I’m so glad you’re on-line. Papa is having a business colleague to dinner this evening. I’m going to escape with my friend. Can we postpone for 24 hours?


RAMA: Of course.


SITA: You’re not cross?


RAMA: How could I be cross with you, Chita? :-)


SITA: Did the party go well? Are you hung over? Naughty boy!!


RAMA: Last night, lassi and passion fruit juice … The party was a great hit. Lucky thinks he is in love :-) I slept on the verandah.


SITA: How romantic!! Both Lucky and the verandah. I wish I could sneak on to our verandah. Sometimes, even with the window open, the heat in my room is oppressive. The sound of the fan stops being a soothing hum and becomes a constant buzzing in my subconscious.


RAMA: I like the way you say things, Sita. No: Chita … To be frank, I have a stiff back today – perhaps it’s best to keep some ideas untested … :-(


SITA: Perhaps!! A better reason for not following instinct in the hills is the huge number of poisonous snakes. Shyam, tomorrow is our busiest day so I probably won’t log into Inderdates. We shall speak … after seven?!!


RAMA: I’m counting the hours, my princess.





Chita pulled on black slacks and a pale grey sweater as, outside, Manju skidded to a halt at the gate.


Chita’s parents were wary of Manju. She was quick witted and outspoken. She was considered fast. They suspected she was a bad influence on their virtuous daughter. But she’d turned down better teaching jobs to care for her widowed mother, a woman who, after years of crying wolf, was finally dying of a degenerative condition.


Tying her hair into a high ponytail, Chita added a smear of conker lipstick: ‘All right, all right.’ She ran out to where her friend was tooting wildly in her ancient gold Humber. ‘What’s the hurry? The road is empty!’


‘I just like irritating your old man.’ Manju grinned as Chita climbed in. ‘Hey, those trousers are terrific – very nice curve on the hip, yah? Iced coffees at the Meridien?’


She pulled away with a squeal of tyres and drove into the upper reaches of the landscape where the big hotels commanded the views, the pony trails and the golf courses that brought the rich in search of isolation. Well, relative isolation, because the Indian subcontinent is like a London bus – oversubscribed and under-resourced.


While the uplands may be less built up and populous, you will still find encampments in unlikely places and some old geezer asking for socks or Biros or change. As Manju zigzagged the car through descending mist, Chita said: ‘Heaven is probably a little like this.’


Of course there were boys in the bar. And of course Manju couldn’t resist looking. ‘Is it likely, Manju, that you will meet the right man by chance in an up-country hotel? Stop simpering.’


‘Don’t be a bore, Chita. I am merely admiring the scenery. I know that boy in the sports jacket – his father works for Tata. And his friend, the one in blue, flunked his exams and was rewarded with a Mercedes-Benz and a year in the States. Typical rich boy.’


‘Who cares, Manju – they’re just local.’


‘It’s interesting.’


‘Well, tonight I have something more interesting to impart – and not Gucci fakes or new face powder.’


Never have iced coffees tasted so delicious. The hotel crowned the glasses with a soft peak of sugared cream, sprinkled with roasted coffee chippings. Chita caught them on her tongue and savoured the moment. ‘I am having an assignation with a man from a chat room.’


‘Are you mad?’


‘We’ve been talking with each other for months – just about silly things … our day in the office, our families, the things we like doing … Don’t look at me like that, Manju. We’re not actually meeting. He’s just going to call.’


‘And you tell me off for looking at what’s right here in front of us? At least I know what I’m doing. Do you?’


‘I’ll talk to him, that’s all.’


‘But it’s not all, is it? Honestly, you’re Miss Goody-Two-Shoes ninety-five per cent of the time and then you do something crazy.’


They ordered more drinks.


‘On the basis that you both chose the names of the mythical lovers, you think you’ve been drawn to this man by fate?’


‘There’s something in it, Manju.’


‘Rama and Sita? Better to be Romeo and Juliet.’


‘We’re not Rama and Sita, we’re Shyam and Chita. Why can’t two ordinary people who also believe in duty and virtue meet on a website?’ Chita ignored her friend’s grimace. ‘Why can’t there be resonances? Anything is possible.’


‘Get real, Chita. What if he’s a psycho killer?’


‘Honestly, Manju, it’s just a little adventure. It’s fun. I’m not a total goose. This is quite harmless. I’m not tempting fate.’


‘What do you know of these things? You’ve never let a man near you. It’s all very well saying you’re not tempting fate, Chita: but what happens if fate tempts you?’


In the office the next day, Chita got an e-mail from Inderdates telling her there was a letter in her on-line mailbox. Logging on to the site, she found a note from Shyam: ‘Chita, I’d forgotten that I have to go out of town to talk some people through a system install. Hopefully I’ll be back in time to call you, but you know how the train services can be … I thought you should be warned. Don’t work too hard. Best wishes, Shyam.’


Best wishes. What does that mean? Chita mused as she went for a walk in the botanical gardens during her lunch break. It’s so strangely formal. He can hardly say ‘love, Shyam’. I might get the wrong idea … but ‘best wishes’? Why not ‘talk soon’ or ‘missing you’? Yes, ‘missing you’. That would be affectionate without being presumptuous. And yesterday he called me Princess. Best wishes is something you’d write to … an acquaintance or perhaps an old lady who’s getting a Diwali card!


Sitting down on a bench alongside waxy purple orchids, Chita remonstrated with herself. You know what the men are like on Inderdates. All in IT. The only languages they’re comfortable with are Java and HTML. But that’s what makes Shyam special. He has … an inner passion. An impatience.


Returning to work with a chocolate cornet, Chita laughed at her own intensity. Why can’t I let things go? I always have to see a project through. Lighten up, Chita. This is only fun. A game of chance. Nothing more.


All human emotion is a function of chance. That’s why even the most jaded women fantasise about love at first sight. Where Chita lived, a first sighting was often all that convention allowed. So the concept was romantic actuality. And, actually, often worked. Or was made to. Her idealism, then, was not entirely misplaced.


‘Chita, there is a boy called Shyam on the phone.’


‘Thank you, Papa.’ She waited until her father removed himself. Her heart was in her mouth. She swallowed before speaking. ‘Hello?’


Her voice was husky but clear. Shyam was dumbstruck.


‘Hello? Shyam? Are you there?’


‘Yes, Chita. I am here.’


In the silence she felt the colour rise to her cheeks. Touching them with the back of her hand, she discovered they were burning. ‘You got back without a problem?’


Shyam tried to pull his thoughts together. He was overwhelmed by the strength of his feelings. Her voice had set off a series of unexpected chain reactions, both physical and emotional. He tugged at his hair: this is madness. I’m being utterly stupid. She’s probably some toothless old hag playing the fool.


‘Yes, I had to stand the whole journey, but I’m home now. Everything happened as it should.’ I sound such a bore.


She liked his modulated tone and transatlantic delivery. She understood the meaning of the silences. But she had an urge – a woman’s urge – to fill a meaningful silence with … meaning.


Slowly she tried to get him to talk. ‘Are you calling from home?’


‘Yes – I’m on the verandah.’ That sounds so stupid.


He’s shy! I’ll tease him. ‘Are you being furtive?’


‘I wanted privacy.’ Too serious. Help …


Chita wanted to giggle. Better not … he might misunderstand.


Shyam wanted to punch the air with joy each time he managed not to sound like a starched idiot. ‘You know, this house is so full of people, it makes the train seem half empty.’


And so they teetered on, bending this way and that as potential lovers do, umming and ahhing, deliberately misconstruing odd lines in order to provoke debate and keep the conversation moving until one of them could muster the gumption to progress things.


Shyam, being an air sign, was a man more comfortable with ideas and theory than practicality. He’d choke on favourite Western lines like ‘Get your coat, love, you’ve pulled’. So it was Chita who tried to steer a course that would result in … a result. ‘Has your brother seen the girl from the party?’


‘I don’t know. I think he plans to call her. Some time.’


‘Oh. That doesn’t seem very enthusiastic.’


‘No. He liked her. I’m sure they’ll meet.’


‘If he doesn’t move quickly, she might think his interest is only lukewarm.’ Are you getting the hint?


‘For him, it’s quick.’


A new line of attack was called for.


‘Doesn’t Honeybun ever get lonely?’


‘There’s always someone in the house.’


‘But monkeys are like humans. They need a mate.’


‘What you don’t have, you don’t miss.’


‘Don’t you miss it?’ Now I’m spelling it out.


And something in her tone made the penny (or is it the anna?) drop.


‘Perhaps we all need a mate.’


‘It is nature’s way.’


‘I should enrol Honeybun in Inderdates …’ Is she interested?


‘Why should Honeybun be any luckier than you?’


‘Who is to say I’m not the luckiest man alive?’ Short dramatic pause. ‘Chita: I am being so stupid. We must meet.’


‘How? We’re hundreds of miles apart.’


‘Do you want to?’


Her dramatic pause. For effect only. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’


‘Do you think you may feel what I am feeling?’


Chita took the biggest and boldest step of her life. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think I may be feeling the same thing.’


Shyam and his Aunty Sujata spent thirty-six hours travelling to Chita’s town. After flying to Mumbai they were driven south for the best part of an afternoon before stopping overnight in a guest-house. The following morning they started the four-hour journey into the hills which would lead them to Chita.


In the previous month, the usual exchanges of information had taken place. The two families were broadly equivalent in status and outlook. Even so, Auntyji had grave reservations about the enterprise. ‘Soon you will inherit your father’s estate, Shyam. The paperwork is almost complete. You will be a very rich man. How do you know this girl is not chasing your money?’


‘Without boring you with detail, Auntyji, the computer matchmaker doesn’t operate in the same way as standard agencies.’


‘How is that possible? It’s the first question asked by any decent matchmaker! You should have told me you were looking. Mrs Das has brought together so many couples over the years. She could have found you a lovely girl from your own district. These hill-country girls can be very parochial, you know.’


The old lady sniffed as the taxi drew up outside a gracious plantation-style house. ‘There is a dog sleeping on the swing seat,’ she said disdainfully.


‘We usually have a monkey in ours, Aunty.’


Chita’s father, an elegant man in his fifties, came to greet them. He studied Shyam with approval and then talked about the weather and seasonal flowers as he led them to the huge reception room where Chita’s mother was waiting.


Shyam could not make out a single detail in the room. It was as if everything was blurred. He fumbled a hello and left it to his aunt to make conversation. He was rigid with fear. Turning away from the elders, he went to the window, pretending to admire the grounds while wiping a cold sweat from his brow.


Suddenly the hum of conversation stopped. He turned around.


She was there in the doorway, in a green silk sari. The fog slowly started to lift. Blinking, he focused on her face. She smiled.


She smiled, and Shyam felt as if the breath had been smashed out of him.


Chita had dressed with care. Normally she wore frocks or slacks, but convention on this day called for the adoption of native costume.


She had last worn the green silk sari to a wedding and had been much admired. It suited her willowy frame; her pale colouring. As she draped it around her, she thought of it as a security blanket.


That afternoon she was so sensitive to every movement that she heard the taxi a full half-minute before it drew up outside. She noted that their dog, Pancho, didn’t bark as he usually did at strangers.


As the visitors entered the house, she recognised the rhythm of Shyam’s voice, though she couldn’t hear the words. He is twenty-six and all I know is his name and occupation. And I am crazy for him. There is a wave of heat coursing through me that I have not felt for any other man. Perhaps I’ve gone mad.


Only last night Manju had asked: ‘What if he looks like a young Moraji Desai?’


‘What if he does?’ Chita had answered. ‘What matters is what’s inside.’


Taking one last glance in the mirror, she made her way to the sitting room. Ah well, let’s find out. It’s now or never.


As she stopped in the doorway, she was suddenly aware of him at the window. Tall, straight backed, with thick hair, wearing a sage linen suit that was too cool for these parts. The elders stopped talking. Slowly he turned around. She looked curiously into his eyes.


She looked curiously into his eyes, and all of time stopped.


Neither of them spoke. They couldn’t find the words. Chita’s father said: ‘I have never seen that child tongue tied.’


‘And I have never seen my nephew with red cheeks.’


‘Would you like more tea, Sujataji?’


‘Is it local? Nothing like fresh tea to whet the palate.’


Watching Chita and Shyam was like witnessing two halves of the ripest fig being placed together to make a perfect whole.


‘I wish I was blessed with the powers of augury,’ Chita’s mother said.


‘If it is written in the stars, what will be will be,’ Sujata replied.


The boy and girl underscored and enhanced each other’s beauty. You can imagine how Chita’s mother was projecting! Their sons will be gods, their daughters like queens …
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