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N E H A  Y A Z M I N

Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove:

O no! it is an ever-fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken. 

Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks

Within his bending sickle’s compass come:

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

—William Shakespeare

(Sonnet CXVI)
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Preface
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Mukti was balancing on a fallen bridge. It may have once been magnificent, but now it was no more than a plank of concrete floating on a teal-green river and connecting two cities: London behind her and New York ahead of her. Cold to her bones and gently rocking with the wind, Mukti’s heart pounded at the sight of the approaching storm.

She would run but a pair of silver chains, one gripped in each hand, had anchored her to the middle of the bridge. Tugging on one, she thought she could pull it to shore. If she used both hands. That meant letting the other chain go and she knew she couldn’t do that.

Why are these chains so heavy? Looking to her right and following the rings of silver, she saw the other end of this chain was secured around someone’s wrist. Jamie. Her sun. The water beneath him was blue like his mesmerising eyes.

There was no need to check who was bound to her by the other chain, but still, she looked. Jonny. Her moon, ruby red water sparkling beneath him.

Both the men she loved lay motionless on the water, arms spread out, eyes closed as though sleeping, anchored to her like she was anchored to them. And the storm was racing towards them all.

The skylines of New York City and London beckoned, promising sanctuary. “Save yourself and one of the men you love,” whispered the wind, “simply by letting the other go.” No!

Gaining on her fast, the tornado’s winds were strong enough to fling her off the bridge now. The storm would spin her around in its eye, making her body jerk awkwardly as the wings of the twister held her in their deadly embrace. If she didn’t sacrifice one of the men she was tied to, all three of them would perish.

Mukti tightened her fist around the chains. The storm whispered in her ear before planting on her lips her very last kiss. Did it say I love you or were they her own words scattering in the winds?
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Part One: Blue
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Can I go forward when my heart is here?

Turn back dull earth and find thy centre out.

—Romeo & Juliet

William Shakespeare
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Chapter 1
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Headache

Jamie held the blue-diamond platinum engagement ring in a tight fist. Since the day he had bought it, he’d been taking it out of his wallet and fantasising about how he would propose to Mukti. When she was ready. Nowadays, he held the ring to remind himself of what he had to do: Make Mukti his again.

Again? There was no again about it! She was his, and with every minute of this plane journey, New York to London, he was flying closer and closer to her. He refrained from thinking about what had taken Mukti back to London; specific details hurt too much and it was better to live in denial.

Every night in his nightmares however, Mukti ran into another man’s arms and he could deny the truth no longer. Jamie’s twenty-month-old daughter Freya would always be by his side and he couldn’t abandon her to go after Mukti, nor take his child through the fire burning in their way. The dream concluded with Freya saying, She’ll come back, Daddy.

Freya loved Mukti like a mother. Jamie wished Mukti—and not his ex-lover Sarah—was the mother of his child. Thankfully, Freya was too young to understand she was the reason Mukti had left them eleven weeks ago: Mukti wasn’t ready to be a mother, to shoulder the responsibility he’d placed on her. She also needed to find herself, before she could commit to anyone.

Apparently, she’d achieved self-discovery pretty fast: Barely a month after leaving Jamie, Mukti had decided to return to London. With Jonathan Webster. That name seared his brain. Fury caused his vision to burn red. He sought out Freya, sleeping in the seat beside him, and some of the headache eased. Thank god for Freya. She’s my life now.

[image: Music Note]

In the flowing white dress she wore in all of Jamie’s dreams, Mukti was by The Needle in Tension sculpture near London Bridge. It was where they had first met, over two-and-a-half years ago. Tonight, the needle was sprouting out of the soil in Hadley Common. The light-grey sculpture contrasted dramatically against the green of the nature reserve near his family home where he and Mukti had once spent the most amazing afternoon.

Mukti’s fair skin glowed in the sun and her wavy brown hair fractured the light wonderfully, like a kaleidoscope in his eyes. Her brown eyes were full of love and warmth as she played with Freya, his daughter’s dark curls bouncing on her shoulders and glistening in the sunshine. They reminded him of Sarah, who he’d known since the age of seven. She must have looked exactly like Freya when she was a toddler...

As though she’d heard his thoughts, the mention of Sarah upset Mukti. It’s time to go, Freya, she mumbled. The bright day faded abruptly into twilight. Bye Mukti, Freya chirped. There was something very wrong with this picture. Freya should have called Mukti Mummy. She shouldn’t have said goodbye to Mukti. They should be going home together...

Where was Jamie? He must be there somewhere; Mukti wouldn’t leave Freya alone in the park... Fear for his daughter gave Jamie a place in the dream and he quickly gathered her up in his arms while Mukti joined a tall figure in a dark suit, took his outstretched hand, and disappeared into the distance.

Jamie should have woken with a start now. But he didn’t. The dream wasn’t done with him yet. What more is there? Wasn’t it bad enough that Mukti had walked out on him and he had to relive it every night in his nightmares? Did he have to relive the aftermath of her departure over and over, too?

It was one thing for Mukti to move on and be happy with someone else when Jamie had left her in New York, when he’d given her his blessing. But now that he wanted her back, it was doubly hard to accept that Mukti still wanted to be with Jonathan. A very bitter pill to swallow. The harsh taste in his mouth dissolved when his daughter said, She’ll come back, Daddy. 

[image: Music Note]

Opening her eyes on the last morning of October 2012, Mukti smiled to herself. On this day last year, she had woken up in New York with a frown on her face. She hadn’t seen her then-boyfriend Jamie for months; he’d left her to visit his supposedly sick mother in London and cut off all contact with her. The only other man she cared about, Jonny, a true blast from the past that she’d bumped into soon after Jamie had left, was avoiding her because he was in love with her and had vowed not to act on it. She loved him too, but didn’t know it.

Now, her love for Jonny was one of the few certainties in her life.

She turned in the bed to see his handsome face and luscious lips, beautiful when they smiled her favourite twinkling smile. His dark hair was a mess now but before leaving for work, he would gel it into shape and fashion out a few stylish spikes here and there. She couldn’t see his jade-green eyes though, so however much she enjoyed watching him sleep, she willed him to wake up. She missed him.

Jamie would have roused already, sensing her eyes on him—

Jamie. Her soul mate. Mukti loved him more than anyone in the world—more than Jonny. Jonny knew, knew she might end up with Jamie, and still, he loved her with all of his big warm heart. She tried not to think about the unfairness of it. Her new motto in life was to go with the flow. Follow her heart. And these days, her heart led to Jonny, even though it skipped a beat whenever she thought of Jamie and his blue-diamond eyes, the crow-black hair that he never combed, his face, his voice, his music...

Jonny was so accommodating about it all; he was such a wonderful human being and treated her like a precious gemstone, a goddess. I don’t deserve him.

Mukti sighed. Her thoughts flipped between the two men so often and so rapidly that she had constant headaches. Actually, it had been a head-splitting headache that had woken her this morning, and now that she’d acknowledged it, the throbbing in her head was all there was. Creeping out of the bedroom, she went to the bathroom that was off the landing—to throw up. Vomiting eased the ache in her head.

Jonny didn’t know about the pain in her skull and she had no plans to tell him. He would feel guilty, thinking he was eliciting confusing and conflicting emotions that resulted in physical pain. But he would be wrong. Mukti wasn’t confused. She was in love with two men at the same time, simple as that, but the life that Jonny offered her was the one she could live. There was no conflict, either. Her love for both of them grew, unaffected by the other, parallel lines extending for miles and miles. Two horizons. One blue, one red.

She wouldn’t tell anyone but she welcomed the headaches. My punishment for being unfair to two wonderful human beings. They deserved better. Deserved a woman that loved them exclusively, that promised to be theirs forever. Mukti could promise them no such thing.

After emptying her stomach, she brushed her teeth, washed her face, and returned to the bedroom. Jonny was sitting up on the bed, sleepy eyes and wide smile. Her head felt light. Thinking about him distracted her from the ache in her head, yes, but seeing him almost eradicated it. Almost.

“You’re never here when I wake up.” He fake-pouted before smiling and opening his arms for her.

Mukti climbed into bed. “You always wake up after I leave.”

“Of course, I do. I don’t like it when you’re away from me.” He pulled her onto his lap.

“I don’t like it when you’re away from me.” The complaint in her voice was stronger than his. Instead of smiling wider, he just stared. And started leaning in. Not again...

One morning last week—she couldn’t remember which—she had said something that made him look into her eyes for a long moment before pulling her to him, kissing her dizzy, and falling back on the bed. He ended up being half an hour late for work.

As his nose touched hers now and his fingers twisted in her hair, Mukti whispered, “No.” What she really meant was yes, yes, yes.

[image: Music Note]

“How long will this last?”

Jonny came and sat next to her on the bed, dressed in his charcoal-coloured suit, hair still damp from his quick shower. “How long will what last?” He took her hand and kissed the ruby on her ring finger.

“Honeymoon period.” She bit her bottom lip immediately, eyes dropping to the ruby. The ruby he had proposed with in June—on the night they’d broken up because Jamie had suddenly returned to New York.

She and Jonny weren’t engaged now—the ring was just something neither of them could leave in some drawer—but she knew he was waiting for the right time to pop the question again. Neither of them knew when that would be though, and so, they didn’t talk about it. Marriage and engagements were probably sensitive issues for him and she wished she hadn’t inadvertently brought them up.

When she glanced up at him, he was grinning “Honeymoon period?” He raised an eyebrow.

She gestured to herself with both hands saying, “This.” She was wrapped in the duvet, her pyjamas tangled up in it somewhere...

“You’re referring to the fact that we can’t keep our hands off each other,” he said in a conversational tone. She blushed. “It’ll always be like this.” He sounded thoughtful. “I could never look at you and not want you. I’d happily spend every minute of my life becoming gods with you.”

Becoming gods was their code for sex; Mukti saw the act of physical love as a route to a higher plane and returning to earth as something close to gods.

“Whenever I kiss you,” he murmured, eyes flicking to her mouth, “it’s like I’m kissing you for the first time. I could kiss you forever.”

So could I. Don’t say that out loud. Jonny would skip work to make love all day... She shuddered.

“What’s wrong?” He curved a hand around the side of her neck, concern etched on his face.

“Nothing.” She chuckled at how serious and worried he looked. “I know you’re busy with your company’s restructuring process, but can you not work late today? It’s Halloween and I don’t want to be alone with all the witches and vampires about.”

“Don’t worry about the vampires, Mukti,” he said wickedly. “The only thing biting your neck tonight will be me.”
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Chapter 2
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Unreasonable

Their 27th floor apartment was in a newly-built stylish skyscraper in Canary Wharf, East London. Jonny’s twin sister, book editor Karen Webster, lived on the 32nd floor with her partner, crime-writer Sean Parrish.

Surprisingly, Karen was the cold and detached type, nothing like Jonny. Or maybe Mukti hadn’t made a good impression on her when the woman had picked them up from the airport six weeks ago? Those worries had dissolved when Karen left them to explore their new flat, all white walls and dark wooden floors. The front door opened to a spacious circular landing with four white doors at its rim. Jonny had pulled her towards the door closest to him: A luxurious bathroom.

“Wow,” she had said of the next room. It had a built-in wardrobe that ran across one entire wall and floor-to-ceiling glass windows on the other side of the bed.

Jonny took her through the next door saying, “Open-plan lounge, dining room, and kitchen, I’m afraid.”

The south wall, made entirely of glass, had a private balcony, the kitchen was at one end, and a dining table protruded from the worktop. Her eyes kept shifting to the view, though. So much sky... There were just a couple of tall buildings in the distance but they hardly obscured the panoramic view of Docklands. For a moment, she thought she was flying.

“I like the white-leather corner sofa,” Jonny mused. “Now, time to see our bedroom.”

“But this room has a smaller wardrobe,” she complained when they saw it. She liked the mahogany double bed though, and it was larger than the other bedroom and had an en suite.

Jonny fell back on the bed, arms spread out. “You can have the other room, then.”

“So, we can swap?”

“No. I said you can have the other room.”

Mukti’s eyebrows bunched together. “You want us to sleep in separate bedrooms?”

“I most certainly do not!” He sat up in a flash. “I want you to have the other room to use as your studio.” He grinned when she gasped. “What do you think?”

“Perfect.”

Six weeks later, everything was still perfect.

After putting the finishing touches to her Halloween-themed night-in, Mukti moved to the glass windows in the living room. The sky was all white. Beautiful. Still, it was nothing compared to how pretty it had looked on their first night in this apartment.

The jet-lag had caught up with them very quickly and they’d decided to shower and go to bed. Jonny had used the en suite and Mukti had gone to the main bathroom (which was now her bathroom). Afterwards, she’d found Jonny standing in front of the glass wall in the lounge. Grey clouds were swathed across the sapphire sky, blushing pink and lilac around the edges, fluorescent orange in some places.

“Any regrets about coming back to London?” His voice was quiet, casual, but she knew he desperately wanted some reassurance from her about their move.

“The word regret in front of a view like this... it doesn’t fit.” She shook her head.

“You’re right. I should enjoy this moment.”

“Or you could just kiss me.” She shrugged.

Jonny didn’t need to be asked twice. They became breathless very quickly though, desperate for rest.

Before they had drifted off that night, she’d answered his question: “I have no regrets about coming here with you. This is our home now.” She smiled at the thought. “This is my life now.”

He could barely keep his eyes open, but he still stroked her cheek with his fingers and smiled. “You’re my everything.”

[image: Music Note]

The flat was dark when Jonathan got home from work. Mukti wasn’t in the lounge where she usually waited for him, dinner table set for two. She must be in her studio... She hadn’t filled that room with as much art as she had her studio in New York, but he knew she would quickly adorn this new space with her talent and creativity. Her first official exhibition was over a year away and she’d already started work on her first collection.

Jonathan entered the studio without knocking. The floor was carpeted in tea-lights and candles, bar a narrow lane leading to the table in the centre of the room where Mukti’s easel usually stood. In the red lengha she had worn this time last year to accompany him to a Halloween party, Mukti was lighting a candle on the table. She looked magnificent in the yellowy-orange glow. He loved that this dress was as special to her as it was to him, that it was one of the few things she had packed when she’d left Jamie in August.

She smiled. “I know you think candles on the floor are overdone—”

“Not when you do it.” Nothing was boring when Mukti did it.

“Thanks. Now, eat,” she said sternly and sat down, “before the soup gets cold.” He obeyed. “Pumpkin and lime soup. Which will be followed by pumpkin risotto and pumpkin pie. Pumpkin overload, I’m afraid.” She giggled and the sound made him so happy.

“It’s Halloween, after all.” He shrugged. “Some of the girls from the office are going to a party. I saw them in their costumes. It reminded me of Malcolm’s party last year.” He winked.

“Is Isobel going?” Her voice was a tad sharp. Mukti didn’t like that he still worked in the same company as his ex-fiancé Isobel Riley. She was rather jealous of the woman he couldn’t care less about, and he liked it.

“I don’t know if Izzy’s going. I hardly talk to her.” He shrugged and grabbed a spoon.

“But you work together.”

“In different departments. We hardly communicate face-to-face.”

“You e-mail.” The warmth in her voice kept dropping. To icy levels.

So, he made his voice as neutral as possible when he said, “If we need to. We rarely do.”

“I wish you didn’t need to be around her at all.”

“Me too, even more so.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, because I—”

“Hate her?” she offered curtly. Her expression was cold, closed off; it hurt him to see it.

“No. I don’t feel anything for her whatsoever.”

“Then, why do you wish her away?”

Jonathan didn’t know what to say but Mukti was waiting, her brows squeezed together. “What’s up, Mukti?”

She leaned back in her chair. “I planned this surprise meal and we’re talking about your ex, who you still work with.”

He chuckled to lighten the mood. It didn’t. “You brought her up,” he said as non-confrontationally as possible.

“No, I didn’t!” Her eyes were wide, incredulous.

“You did. But let’s not talk about that anymore. Soup’s getting cold.”

Just as he was about to take his first spoonful, Mukti said, “I don’t want you to work with her anymore.” He would have choked if he’d put the soup in his mouth. “Can’t you just fire her?”

“You know I can’t.” He lowered the spoon. This didn’t feel like the arguments they used to have when they’d first become friends. After becoming a couple, they didn’t fight at all.

“Move to another company, then. The thought of the two of you in the same building, alone in the lifts...”

“We’ve never been alone in a lift once, Mukti.” He held her gaze. “And you know I can’t move firms.”

“You moved to New York and back!” She lifted her chin.

Were they still having a serious conversation? “Is this a joke?” he asked politely.

“You find this funny?” Mukti almost shrieked. He had never seen her like this, body rigid and fire behind her eyes. Angry fire.

“I’m just not sure what you want.”

“I don’t want her—”

“Mukti, I like my job...”

“And you wouldn’t move, for me?” She shook her head. “Jamie would.” She folded her arms across her chest.

That stirred him a little. “I’d do anything for you Mukti,” he snapped, “but you have to be reasonable.”

“I’m being unreasonable now?” she screamed, jumping to her feet.

“Yes!” Jonathan stood, too. “What’s happened to you?”

“What’s happened to you? You’re shouting at me!” she yelled. “Because of her.”

“This has nothing to do with Izzy!” he yelled back. He closed his eyes and sucked in a calming breath. “What is this really about?”

“Your refusal to let her go!”

Confused and angry, he stared at her aghast. He didn’t like shouting at her; he’d never spoken to her like this. He didn’t want to fight, didn’t want to hurt her. He sat down, hoping his temper would lower, too. Mukti remained standing, glaring down at him.

“What is it, sweetie?” he asked in a soft voice.

“You still don’t get it?” she asked indignantly.

He shook his head. “It can’t be about Izzy.”

“It’s about you not wanting to leave her!” she shouted. He didn’t know she could raise her voice to that level. We have neighbours... “Not even for me.”

“Oh, this is ridiculous!” He pounded the table with his fist. The cutlery and crockery rattled. Soup spilled down the sides of the square-shaped bowls and onto the plates beneath.

“So, I’m unreasonable and ridiculous?”

“Yes!”

Tears streamed down her face immediately.

“I’m sorry, sweetie, please don’t cry.” He rose from his chair and rushed around the table to her.

She didn’t let him touch her. “I’m already crying! Because of her.”

“But—”

“Good night, Jonathan.” She sneered when she said his name. “Don’t bother coming into the bedroom tonight.” Stalking out of the studio, she went and slammed the bedroom door shut.

Failing to make sense of what just happened, he dropped to her chair. It was so unlike Mukti to behave that way, completely unprovoked. She seemed convinced he ought to leave his job, having no legitimate justifications for her request and seeing no reason.

Why did she want him away from Izzy so badly? Did she suspect him of still having feelings for her? Didn’t Mukti know him at all? After everything we’ve been through... How could she ruin what should have been an amazing night? And to fight for the first time since getting back together, over Izzy, someone so inconsequential?

With each unanswered question, Jonathan’s temper began to rise again. He didn’t bother eating or taking the dishes to the sink—it would really piss her off to see the room like this in the morning. He doused all the candles and tea-lights, though; he was mad, but not that mad that he would risk burning down their apartment.
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Chapter 3
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Forgotten

Hours later, Mukti was wondering why her eyes were sore. A ghostly whisper in her head said she and Jonny had argued over dinner but offered no clue as to what they’d fought about. All she knew was that she’d been in bed half the night, alone.

Was it so bad that he couldn’t come to bed? She had heard him in the living room earlier, but the flat was dead quiet now. He must be asleep. How could he sleep when she couldn’t, not without him? Did I hurt him? She hoped not—causing him anything other than happiness was unbearable.

Shivering, she hugged herself and realised she was in her pyjamas. When had she changed out of her lengha? Why couldn’t she remember—

Click.

The bedroom door handle was being pulled down...

The door creaked open. Footsteps approached the bed and then disappeared. Behind her, the mattress dipped. Then, there was a hand on her shoulder, pulling her the other way. She closed her eyes. When she lay flat on the bed, she felt a warm hand on her face and a pair of lips on hers. Recognising them immediately, she kissed them back hungrily. Her mouth took in the familiar taste of his tongue, the exquisite firmness of it, and when his teeth nipped her bottom lip, she felt it all the way down in her stomach.

[image: Music Note]

Afterwards, Jonny sat up and turned the bedside lamps on. “I thought the floor felt a little different,” he murmured, looking around the room.

“Rose petals.” She had scattered the room with fresh rose petals. Red ones, of course, Jonny’s favourite colour. “There were loads on the bed, too. I must’ve thrown them off...”

He chuckled and lay down beside her, tucking her bare shoulders under the duvet. “You were rather... animated.”

“I’m sorry.” She had a feeling Jonny didn’t need to say sorry, though.

But then he said “I’m sorry, too” and she felt guilty. “I didn’t think,” he continued, “what it would be like if you spent each and every working day with Jamie. It’d be pretty damn unbearable.”

“It’s not like you to admit something like this.”

“That’s because there’s no chance you’ll ever work with him on a regular basis.” His tone was playful, lips smiling the bright smile she adored.

“If I did, you’d never complain.” She snuggled closer to his chest and his arms enveloped her.

“I wouldn’t throw a... tantrum.” He said the word tantrum very cautiously.

And she remembered. She had thrown a tantrum... over Isobel. Oh my god! “I’m so sorry, Jonny!” Tears suddenly lined her eyes. “I don’t know what came over me.” She felt horrified as the argument filtered into her memory, bit-by-bit.

He chuckled and pressed his forehead to hers. “It’s okay. Besides, we got to have make-up sex for the first time, which more than lived up to its reputation. Now, don’t get all emotional on me, because I have to fulfil that promise I made this morning.”

Jonny’s words and the memories they brought with them, made her tears evaporate into thin air. “No,” she said as he sank his teeth into the bend of her left shoulder like a vampire. Again, they both knew she meant yes.
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As she waited for Maggie in a small coffee shop the following Saturday, Mukti wondered how much damage there was to repair in her relationship with Jamie’s sister. The first two times Mukti had tried to arrange a meet-up via email, Maggie had fobbed her off, owing to prior commitments or being busy with work. Yesterday however, she’d called Maggie and begged the girl to make a little time for her. She even offered to meet Maggie at her new flat in Bow or her office after work.

“How about Bethnal Green or Shoreditch?” Maggie had proposed instead, still not sounding her usual bouncy, cheery self. “I’ll be in that area tomorrow.”

Mukti was so excited that she had arrived early at the café on Great Eastern Street, Central London, and hogged a table at the back. Painted in a deep crimson, with a couple of large black-and-white posters on the wall, the café was long and narrow, with the counter and cake display to one side of the entrance.

She got to her feet when Maggie walked in and waved her over. “Oh, Maggie, it’s so good to see you,” she said as they hugged. Maggie was her one real girlfriend and would probably be the last; Jonny’s sister was still being as cold as ever.

At least Mukti had made a better impression on Jonny’s parents. Within days of them landing at Heathrow Airport, Lucy and Adrian Webster had invited her and Jonny for dinner at their home in Gants Hill, Essex. Jonny hadn’t accepted until a whole week later, so Mukti could settle into their new life before meeting the parents. Adrian was such a gentleman and she saw where Jonny got his height, hair-colour, charm, and manners from. Lucy was a warm, affectionate little woman with dark-blonde hair and a pretty face. It was clear her upbringing had turned Jonny into this caring, sociable, and loving person.

Karen looked so much like her mother, but her personality was the complete opposite. Where Mukti was concerned, anyway. Throughout dinner, Jonny’s twin had been funny, witty, chatty, and easy-going despite her demanding career. Unless she was speaking to Mukti. Thankfully, her partner Sean was much nicer; he was quite a few years older than Karen and had soft features and curly black hair.

At the dinner table, the phrase we’ve heard so much about you had alarm bells ringing in Mukti’s head. What exactly had Jonny’s family heard about her? Did they know how she and Jonny had first met—at a house party in summer 2005, when they were 17 and 18, the night her ex-boyfriend Daniel White had raped her? Jonny had walked in and taken her home later.

Was everyone aware of the circumstances under which Jonny had come back into her life—when her then-boyfriend Jamie had left her all alone in New York—and how they got together—while she was technically in a relationship with Jamie? Had Jonny told his family he’d barely been engaged to Mukti for an hour before she ran into Jamie’s arms because he had returned to New York that very night?

When Jonny had taken her upstairs to show her his old bedroom, she’d asked all the questions she should have asked days ago. Why hadn’t she thought to ask him?

“I told them you’re the most amazing woman in the world and I love you more than anything,” he had answered evasively, taking a walk around the room. Light blue walls, a pine double bed, a computer desk with no PC, a single wardrobe, and lots of boxes in the corner.

“What do they know about us?”

“Only that you make me the happiest I’ve ever been.”

Mukti frowned. There was a time for romantic declarations—and this was not it. “Seriously, Jonny. Do they know everything?”

Walking over to her, he placed his hands on her shoulders. “My parents are under the impression that we met in New York—for the first time. We were friends first and then got together last Christmas. Karen... knows a little more.” He made a sheepish face. “She and I spoke and e-mailed regularly when I first moved to New York. When I became a little... glum after bumping into you, she squeezed it out of me that I met a girl who’d never be mine.

“She told me to leave you alone, which I was doing anyway—remember our second meeting was a good month after the first? And when I vowed to do all I could to cheer you up, she thought I was crazy. ‘It’s not your responsibility to cheer her up,’ she warned me. ‘Her boyfriend’s away for work’—which is what I told her was the reason for Jamie’s absence—‘he’ll come back.’ She kept telling me to leave you alone and so I stopped talking to her. Which she didn’t like at all.”

“Jonny!” Mukti shook her head in disapproval.

“But I think she was happy for me when you and I got together. Karen was the only one that knew I was planning to propose on my birthday... She called the next day to ask how it went. My tone made her think you said no. I didn’t correct her. No one knows we were engaged for a few minutes.”

Her heart thumped at what she’d put him through. “Did she know I got back together with Jamie for a bit?”

Jonny’s face gave her the answer. “She assumed you refused to marry me because you were still not over your ex and I let slip that he was back in town and... I’m sorry, Mukti, I was in a right state. She was the only one that knew and I told her...”

“You had every right to confide in your sister.” She pressed her palm to his cheek. “It makes sense now, why she doesn’t like me.”

“She likes you,” Jonny argued. “My parents are crazy about you, too; they told me so when you were in the bathroom.”

“But Karen—”

“Likes you, too.”

“She told you so, did she?”

“Yes,” he lied.

“You’re lying. But at least it’s just one person I need to work on.” When she’d first met Jamie’s parents, neither of them had approved of her.

“You don’t need to work on anyone.”

“I’ll try harder with Karen.”

“That’s good of you, Mukti,” Jonny said, admiration on his face. “But if Karen can’t see how wonderful you are and not realise you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, it’s her problem not yours.”

“But I want her to like me!” Unfortunately, Mukti was running out of ideas on how to win her over.

If her best friend wasn’t her ex-boyfriend’s sister, she could have confided in Maggie today, asked for advice. The girl’s wavy blonde hair was longer now, and her once round, youthful-looking face had matured over the years. Her cheekbones were more prominent and she seemed less perky. Or perhaps it was because she was slightly unhappy with some of the decisions Mukti had made. 

After the pleasantries were out of the way, Mukti asked, “Have you spoken to Jamie recently?”

Maggie seemed to be waiting for her to mention him. “Yes,” she replied. “I saw him last night and the night before.”

“So, how are they—” Mukti’s heart stuttered. “Wait. You saw him?”

Maggie nodded. “He and Freya arrived in London on Wednesday.”
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Accusations

Obviously, Mukti loved Jamie just as much as ever and Maggie didn’t know how she felt about it. So much had happened, so many truths had been buried and unearthed. The huge secret her family had kept from Mukti for an entire year had ruined everything. Under the assumption that Jamie would tell her once more to stay out of Mukti’s life, Maggie had been surprised when her brother asked her to meet Mukti and convince her to see him. That’s the only reason I’m here.

“They’re back in London, for good?” Mukti blinked. Maggie nodded and a thrilled smile lit up Mukti’s face. “How are they?”

“Freya loves being around family. She didn’t quite settle in New York.”

“My fault.” Mukti gulped, clearly feeling terrible about it.

“You were having difficulties coming to terms with unplanned motherhood,” Maggie said automatically “Or was it the fact that she wasn’t your own?”

Mukti’s face contorted. “I deserved that.” Her voice sounded thick, like she might cry. That wasn’t Maggie’s intention but she’d spent so much time fuming about the state of Mukti and Jamie’s relationship while they’d been in different continents, that when they finally got back together, Maggie couldn’t forgive Mukti for not trying a little harder to make it work.

Jamie had explained that Mukti wasn’t ready to be a mother and needed to find herself. Maggie understood. Took her side even. But when Mukti had gone back to that John, Jonny, Jonathan, or whatever his name was, Maggie suspected that Mukti actually left Jamie to be with the other guy, rather than the more forgivable reasons.

“Both reasons are justified and forgivable,” Mary had said to Jamie and Maggie when they were discussing this on Thursday night. “It couldn’t have been easy for Mukti to leave Jamie so soon after he returned. She must’ve been suffering and confused.”

“I bet confusion led her straight into another man’s arms!” Maggie retorted. “And she had the audacity to blame it on Freya! If Mukti got pregnant, she wouldn’t have had an abortion, even if she wasn’t ready to be a mum. I expected more from her, Mary. I thought she’d understand and accept Freya... but Jamie said it would kill her to know the truth and she was better off in the dark... He was right.”

“He wasn’t!” Mary snapped. Jamie finally looked up but his expression was unreadable. “I’m sorry, Jamie, but you were wrong.” Mary didn’t sound apologetic. “You cut her out of your life and kept such a big secret from her. Then you sprang it on her when she had so many other issues to work through, like your short-lived engagement to Sarah, her feelings for this Jonathan, their relationship, to which you gave your blessing...

“But she forgave you Jamie; she took you back and tried to make it work. Perhaps too much had changed in your absence? Perhaps she loves this Jonathan too much to ignore? Or maybe, she really isn’t strong enough for this life with you. It’s never easy to make someone else’s children your own, especially at that age.”

“You did it,” Maggie mumbled, slightly chagrined. “You weren’t much younger than Mukti is now when you came into our lives and you’ve been more of a mother to us than—”

“Well, it started as a job, didn’t it? And then I fell in love with all of you and it was easier—”

“Mukti loves—”

“Yes.” Mary didn’t let Maggie argue that Mukti loved Jamie more than anything in the world, so that should have been enough to make her stay. “But remember why your father hired me in the first place. Sometimes, life separates us from our own flesh and blood.”

Bless her. Mary was ever so gracious about their mother, Tanya Davenport. “Mum abandoned us to pursue a career in Hollywood. You don’t have to be so nice about it, we’re not.”

“You forgave her when she returned from the States after marrying Tom,” Mary reminded her. “It’s your disagreement over whether Jamie should return to New York with Freya that created this rift between you. Jamie hasn’t forgiven her, but they get along now because she took his side when the rest of us were urging him to tell Mukti the truth.”

“Fine,” Maggie huffed. “But Mukti crawled back to that awful Jon—”

“How do you know he’s awful?”

“Jamie said so.”

“Jamie would, wouldn’t he?” Mary threw her arms in the air, exasperated. “He hasn’t once explained why this Jonathan isn’t as wonderful as the kind of man that Mukti would fall in love with.”

“She doesn’t love him!” Jamie snapped. “He tricked her.”

“How?” Mary challenged but Jamie had left the room.

While Mukti collected herself, Maggie noticed just how pale her face was, how much weight she’d lost. She dressed differently, too. She was in a frilly red see-through long-sleeved top, with a sleeveless red knitted sweater over it, and a red pashmina around her neck. Even in her layers, Mukti was a size zero. At first glance, anyone would think she was wrapping up warm for the cold, wet, wintriness November had brought with it in its first week, but maybe Mukti was layering up to make herself look less skinny?

“You look so thin, Mukti,” she blurted out, concerned.

For a second, it looked like Mukti was about to let her in on a secret. But then she said, “You too, Mags.”

Maggie decided to change the subject; no need for Mukti to know about all the diets she’d tried this year. “So, how do you feel about Jamie being back?”

Lowering her eyes, Mukti said, “I’m glad he’s back with his family and that Freya’s happy.”

“Fancy paying them a visit?”

Mukti’s eyes widened, her lips stretching into another smile.

“Freya talks about you a lot, says you’re a fairy...?”

Mukti smiled happily, proudly, almost maternal. “Could I visit her when Jamie’s at work?”

“You wanna avoid him?”

“No, but I understand if he wants to avoid me.”

“Do you want to see him or not?”

Mukti thought for a moment and sighed. “Yes.”

“He’ll be home all day tomorrow, so pop by. By home, I mean, my dad’s place.”

“It won’t be too difficult for him to see me?”

“He wants to see you,” was Maggie’s evasive answer. Of course, it would be incredibly difficult for Jamie, but he apparently wanted nothing more than to see Mukti. “Shall I tell him you’ll come?”

Mukti nodded.

“Great, that’s sorted then. So... tell me about this Jonny.”

“Jonathan,” Mukti corrected her. “And we don’t have to talk about him; you don’t have to pretend it’s an easy subject for you.”

Something inside Maggie snapped. “I’m not pretending! I want to know what’s so special about this guy that you picked him over Jamie, your soul mate, half your soul, and blah-blah-blah. Or do you no longer believe Jamie’s the one? Is this Jonny—sorry, Jonathan—the real deal?”

“I deserved that.”

“Stop saying that! You’re taking the easy way out. Just like when you turned your back on Jamie and Freya, instead of trying to work it out. Relationships take time and effort. They’re not always like the fairytales they start off as. Finding your soul mate isn’t the hard part; staying together is.”

“Our relationship didn’t start off as a fairytale!” Anger flashed across Mukti’s brown eyes. “If you recall, your brother has a tendency of keeping secrets from me, especially when it involves Sarah.”

“That’s not Freya’s fault—”

“I never said it was. I’m not blaming Jamie, either. I take full responsibility for my actions.”

“You’re accepting the blame to stop me from telling you the truth. You left when the going got tough and didn’t look back.”

“You’re right,” Mukti whispered. “Maybe I was too weak to fight—the past 18 months had taken their toll on me. And for the first time since I met Jamie, I felt like I was suffocating. He’s never made me feel like that, like I was trapped. I couldn’t stand it anymore and it was unfair to both of them to stay.”

“And hurting them was fair?”

Mukti stared at her a moment, eyes sad. “I don’t know why, but I thought you’d... not be on my side, but... sympathise.”

“I was on your side for a long time.” Maggie sat back in her chair. “I let you down because I couldn’t persuade Jamie to return to you in New York. But when you did reunite, when you could finally be together, forever, you threw it away.”

Mukti nodded. “That was the final hurdle before the finish line and I forfeited the race, ran in the opposite direction of the future we were waiting for.” Pain, regret and heartbreak blotched Mukti’s face. She had turned her back on a lifetime of happiness with her true soul mate because she didn’t have the strength to fight for that life. To live it.

Mukti knew what she may have lost and she had to live with it every single day.
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Maggie was right to throw accusation after guilt-trip at Mukti. She deserved it for the pain she had caused the man she loved more than anything in the world. Do I still have the right to call him that? There was a big chance Jamie would ask her how she’d gone from not being ready to move forward with him to jumping into a serious relationship with Jonny.

“I won’t mind, you know,” Mukti thought aloud, “if Jamie has a go at me. You know what? I can’t wait until tomorrow.” In a flash, Mukti got to her feet and grabbed her things. “Is he home now?”

Bewildered, Maggie could only nod.

Mukti rushed out of the café. She was going to see Jamie. See him after what had felt like forever, though it was actually eleven weeks.

The short train ride felt like hours but she tried not to let her nerves get to her. At High Barnet Station, she saw a tall figure by the exit. Jamie came to pick me up! Maggie must have informed him. It was a huge relief, seen as it was pouring down with rain now. He had a big black umbrella and was wearing a black knee-length winter coat. If Jamie feels cold, it must be cold. Mukti hadn’t felt all that cold since returning to London though, her happiness a portable heater, warming her from within.

Of course, Jamie’s crow-black hair was in disarray and she smiled at that affectionately. His bright blue eyes shimmered like gemstones on his beautiful face, dimpled with tiny drops of rain. Her field of vision narrowed so she only saw him. Nothing had changed: Jamie still made the world disappear.
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Disconnected

Jamie wrapped his free arm around Mukti’s shoulders, the other keeping the umbrella over them. She was finally here, in his arms, where she belonged. It felt like someone had switched the lights back on. Like doctors had fired an electrical charge through his chest, waking up his heart.

He was alive again.

Her perfume—a new one, unfamiliar—filled his nostrils; he didn’t like the scent, thinking it was a gift from Jonathan. He buried his head into her thick, wavy brown hair and breathed in deeply. That fragrance hadn’t changed; she still used the same shampoo. Exotic flowers and lavender. It was hypnotic.

Too soon, though, she took a step back and prised his arm off her. She gave him a look that said That’s enough for now and walked off. He followed her out of the station, holding the umbrella above her head. He led her to the side street where he’d parked his dad’s silver convertible—the car he and Mukti had used when they’d visited Hadley Common in May 2010. He noticed the ruby ring on her finger a few minutes into the drive home and it burned a hole in his heart. He gritted his teeth to stop himself from commenting on it; he didn’t know if he wanted an explanation.

Mukti noted his irritation, though. “We’re not engaged or anything.” It was clear she was trying to keep her voice light. “We just didn’t want the ring to sit in some drawer.”

“Why not?” he asked curtly, eyes fixed on the road.

“Jamie,” she said indulgently, clutching the blue-diamond pendant around her neck. “This is my favourite piece of jewellery, the only thing guaranteed to go with me to the grave.” He didn’t like her talking about graves, but before he could say anything, she added, “It’s like having your eyes in my heart. They’ll see me through this life and the next and the next...”

An intense longing to kiss her overwhelmed him. She had just said he would be in her heart in this life and all the ones after it—how could he not kiss her? Already, his body was leaning towards her, his hand reaching for her face—

“Jamie, the road!”

His peripheral vision detected a slight slant in the road. He turned his head to see—

A car coming at them!

Reflex took over and his hands quickly reached for the steering wheel and manoeuvred the car back to the correct lane. To safety.

Relaxing in her seat, Mukti said, “Keep your eyes on the road, Jamie. I’m not ready to go to my grave just yet.”

Upon entering his dad’s huge white hallway, Mukti noted the quiet. “Where is everybody?”

“Out.” He took their coats and threw them on the chaise under the staircase.

“I was hoping to see them. I haven’t seen Mary in over a year-and-a-half and I’ve missed Freya so much...”

“You’re welcome to wait until they return.”

She looked so happy that his heart thumped wildly. “When are they back?”

“Late afternoon.”

Her eyes dropped to the floor. “I can’t stay that long, Jamie.”

Now, his chest felt tight. “You have a curfew.”

She snapped her head up, irritation flickering in her eyes. “I called Jonny on the way. He said I could stay as long as I like. Since no-one’s home—”

“I’m home—”

“I don’t think it’s a great idea for us to be alone.”

“Because we’ll end up doing what we did the last time we were alone in this house?” He thought back to Maggie’s 21st birthday weekend. He and Mukti had kissed and kissed and kissed by the large arch-shaped glass doors in the kitchen.

It was clear Mukti was remembering too, but then she returned to the present and said, “No.”

“Wait,” he said as she headed towards the chaise for her coat. She stopped by the foot of the stairs. “I have to show you something.”

“Has the interior of the turret changed again?” she asked sarcastically. Mukti adored the turret at the end of the coach-house that formed the front gates to this property.

“The turret wasn’t suitable for this.” He smiled. “Besides, I wanted it close to me. It’s up in my bedroom, come.” He took her hand and led her up a few steps.

“Jamie!” She withdrew her hand as though he’d hurt her.

She must have known it was an unconscious gesture of his, to reach for her hand, so there was no need to look so appalled. “So, I’ve lost the right to hold your hand, Mukti?”

“You haven’t lost anything, Jamie,” she assured him quietly, “but this isn’t right.”

He frowned. “Clarify for me what exactly is right.”

She pressed her hand to his face, her features apologetic. “Sorry.” Her voice was soft, her thumb stroking his cheek. “This isn’t easy for me; please try to understand.” She looked in his eyes, pleading for his co-operation. Then, she lowered her hand.

Jamie reached for her face. “I do understand—”

“Jamie, don’t!” She stepped back as if he’d electrocuted her.

“What? You can touch my face but I can’t touch yours?”

“What?” She looked bewildered and horrified. “Did I touch...? I didn’t realise... I should just go.”

“Please don’t. I’ll behave.” And he sprinted up the stairs to the top floor. He leaned against the bedroom doorframe and waited. He didn’t hear anything for a while. Mukti was most likely contemplating walking out the door while she could.

In the end, she climbed the staircase.
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Mukti stopped by the foot of Jamie’s black metal bed, flanked by bedside cabinets and huge windows looking out at beautiful golden trees. Her peripheral vision caught sight of something very different in the room compared to the last time she’d been here. She spun around to see that all the wardrobes were gone, revealing the white walls, now covered in—

“Hope you don’t mind,” Jamie said from the doorway. All her artwork was here, wallpapering Jamie’s room. The wall through which she’d entered had the most paintings, hung close together to fit as much in as possible. “I would’ve hung them in the room downstairs where Freya and I sleep, but it wasn’t big enough.”

“I thought you would’ve burned—” She bit her tongue.

After a moment, Jamie asked, “Burned them?”

“I wouldn’t have blamed you if you did.”

He closed his eyes for a long moment. “The thought never cross my mind,” he said quietly, honestly.

“I know,” she lied. Truth was, when she’d left New York, she didn’t know what Jamie would do to her studio. He seemed to have read her mind. He looked so hurt and guilty. “Thanks for bringing it all back.” She smiled, hoping to lift his suddenly grim mood.

He inhaled deeply, as though to calm and compose himself. “I couldn’t leave them there. I can keep them here if you don’t yet have a studio.”

“No, we’ve made the spare room my studio,” she said excitedly. “When can I come over to collect them?”

“Anytime.” But he didn’t look so happy about it.

“Next Saturday, then? And hopefully the others will be home so I can say hello?”

“You don’t need to ask for permission to visit.” His voice was so soft and warm; if he kept speaking like this, she might not be able to leave.

“Thanks.” She hurried for the exit, averting his gaze.

“No, thank you.” His voice was so grave, so full of gratitude that it made her turn around and face him. “For coming—for saying you’ll come again.”

“Try keeping me away.” It was meant to be a joke, but no-one laughed.

He moved towards her, forcing her to step back. She hit the doorframe behind her. He had her cornered now, his beautiful face an inch away and his blue eyes fixed on hers with no intent of releasing her. Don’t, she told herself when her hands wanted to touch his face; it was a struggle but she managed to ball her hands into fists. He was going to kiss her, she knew it, and a part of her, a very big part of her, wanted nothing more than to let him. But she couldn’t let him. Couldn’t betray Jonny.

With all the strength she had, Mukti whispered, “Don’t.”

He ignored her plea and tilted his head a little to kiss her. “Try keeping me away,” he whispered against her lips.

“Don’t. I beg you.” Her voice was no longer a whisper, but broken and thick, almost about to cry.

This made Jamie sigh, straighten up. She ran for the stairs. His voice stopped her four steps down. “How did we get here, Mukti?” His voice was low, eyes tortured. “You begging me not to touch you—how did it come to this?”

“Decisions we made, and some of others, catapulted us off each other’s paths.”

“Forever?”

She felt a sob building in her chest. “I don’t know about forever, Jamie. I can’t think about the future; it’s too difficult. I can only deal with the here and now.”

“And you want him to be your here and now, more than me?” he asked incredulously.

“It’s not about that.” She averted his gaze as he made his way down to her step. “The life he’s offering me is the life I can live. The one that’s most bearable right now. But it’s killing me to be so—so unfair to you. And to Freya.”

“Then come back to me, Mukti!” He grabbed the tops of her arms. “Do the right thing by all of us. He lied to you and manipulated you. I hid the truth to protect you and you forgave me. Did you forgive him? You said you’d never forgive that mistake.”

“I didn’t forgive that mistake.” Mukti lifted her chin in indignation. She would never forgive Jonny for telling her he had ended his friendship with Danny the night he’d raped her, when the two of them had actually remained friends. “But I can live with it.”

“You just can’t live with my mistake.” Jamie dropped his hands as though she’d burned him.

“I’ve already explained—”

“You had to go find yourself. I suppose you’re going to say he found you.”

“He did!”

“Then, shouldn’t you have returned to me as soon as you completed your journey of self-discovery?”

She didn’t like his condescending tone. “But I didn’t lose myself! Jonny helped me realise that. You should’ve been the one to do that! But I felt more lost around you than ever.”

Silence engulfed them as they absorbed her outburst. When Jamie had returned to New York and confessed to having a daughter he’d never intended for Mukti to discover—therefore perhaps never intended to return to her—Jamie’s connection with her had broken.

He had lost her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6
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Jealousy

Jamie didn’t seem to be breathing. This was her chance to leave. Quickly, she descended the stairs and gathered her things. At the front door, Jamie’s voice brought her to a halt once more. “You’ll come next weekend, won’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll tell Freya and Mary you said hi.” He came and stopped a few steps behind her.

“Where are they, anyway?”

He hesitated. “With Sarah. At her dad’s.”

The name thudded in her ears, numbed her insides. “Sarah?”

“Her dad lives nearby, remember?”

She spun around to face him. “Sarah?” Sarah? Sarah!

“Apparently, she wants to be a part of Freya’s life.” He shrugged. “Freya wanted to see her today—you know what she’s like when she wants something. Gets that from Maggie. I had no choice but to invite Sarah over. When Maggie said you were coming, Sarah took Freya to her dad’s so we could have some privacy. I asked Mary to accompany them.”

“Does Freya know...?”

“It was the first thing Sarah told her the other day.”

A sharp knife speared through Mukti’s heart. Freya would call Sarah mummy. The evil monster ought to be kept a million miles away from any child, especially Jamie’s child, and yet, she’d be in Freya’s life. What’s he thinking, letting her squirm her way back into his life? How long before Sarah wormed her way into Jamie’s heart?

Another sharp knife—well, a million knives from a million different directions, bulleted through her heart.

Jamie read her thoughts. “Sarah means nothing to me.” The knives shattered at this declaration. “But Freya loves the idea of having a mum for the first time in her life. I can’t deny her that.”

“But she’s just a child,” Mukti stressed. “You have to put your foot down.”

His body stiffened a little. “And refuse my daughter the one thing she wants more than anything?”

“She’ll break you the way she did last time.” And I don’t know if I’ll be able to mend you again. “Have you considered how her change of heart coincides with you releasing your first single and album?”

Jamie sighed. “Dad said the same thing. But Freya comes first. She’s been through enough. I’ve never been able to give her a mother; I can’t stand in the way when her real mother enters her life.”

It was a hard blow, below the belt. Worse than a billion knives slicing her heart and soul, it was like dying inside.

Noting the tortured expression on her face, he said, “I meant birth mother.”

“She’s so lucky to have given birth to Freya.” Moisture lined her eyes as she thought of Sarah seeing Freya as often as she liked, spending time with Jamie. Being a family.

Despite only meeting Sarah once, Mukti had come very close to hating the cold-hearted woman, but she’d never been jealous of her. Now, all she felt towards this wretched woman, who continually created barriers between her and Jamie, was pure jealousy. Images from her long-forgotten nightmares filled her head: Jamie and Sarah embracing, burning the whole world with their passion.

Swallowing, Jamie pulled her into his arms. “I won’t let her hurt Freya. As for me, I’m yours forever.”
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Exhibiting no jealousy over her reunion with Jamie, Jonny had insisted she should do everything in her power to protect Freya. So, she’d called Jamie to see if she could spend time with Freya during the weekends.

“Sarah requested that slot,” Jamie had said, tone careful.

“Well, tell her no!”

“Okay.” And he’d bumped Sarah to one weeknight per week.

It was a weeknight now and Mukti was getting ready to accompany Jonny to his colleague Meera’s wedding. As it was an Indian wedding, he had talked her into wearing a saree, curious about how she’d look “wrapped in one long piece of fabric”. She had spent all afternoon trying to get the baby-pink saree with silver embroidery to look right. But as she left her room, part of it bulged up in the wrong places and stretched too tight elsewhere. Oops.

Jonny’s eyes widened when he saw her.

“I’m changing right now,” she said, panicking. “I look ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous.” His voice was hoarse.

Twisting around for the bedroom, she came to an involuntary halt. Over her shoulder, she saw Jonny holding













































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
y =
\ d 4
|

£
BY l
NEHA YAZMIN™





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image007.png





