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A STORY ABOUT AN ORPHAN BOY WHO GREW UP IN POVERTY AND LATER DISCOVERED THAT HE WAS A PRINCE.

HE MADE A SUCCESSFUL CAREER FOR HIMSELF, ALTHOUGH HIS JOURNEY THROUGH LIFE WAS A STRUGGLE AND A ROCKY ONE.

MANY YEARS LATER HE MET WITH HIS AGEING WEALTHY UNCLE WHO WAS LOOKING FOR HIM FOR NINE LONG YEARS.

HE REVEALED THE TRUTH ABOUT THEIR ANCESTORS AND ASKED RAVI FOR ONE FAVOUR.

TO TAKE OVER HIS KINGDOM FOR A PIECE OF LAND WHICH RAVI HAD OWNED.

HIS DYING WISH WAS TO BE BURIED NEXT TO HIS MOTHER IN THE FAMILY GRAVE YARD.

RAVI GRANTED HIS UNCLE THAT WISH AND TOOK OVER THE KINGDOM OF MANAOS.

A FICTITIOUS STORY SET IN AMERICA, ENGLAND AND SOUTH AMERICA, THE NAMES OF THE PEOPLE, CHARACTERS, PLACES, AND EVENTS PORTRAIT IN THIS BOOK ARE ALL FICTIONS. 
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I was ten years old when a plague took place in my village and wiped out my entire family, my parents and my two siblings.

How and why I survived God only knows. I continued to live in my parent’s house on the West Coast of Berbice, a small fishing village by the sea.

We owned the house and the two plots of land it stood on, and ten acres of field land on which my father would grow rice for his family to eat for the whole year.

In the back yard, my mother had a small kitchen garden, where she grew vegetables and herbs. She kept chickens and ducks, which I continued to look after. 

As well as two rows of a dozen coconut trees, a couple of mango trees, banana plants, one lime tree, and many guava bushes. 

My father was a carpenter by trade; in his spare time he would make wood furniture, such as rocking chairs, tables and wardrobe for our community who would place orders.

He would work on them before the rice season began and afterwards.

I would sit and watched him work in the back yard, he was skilful at what he did; he could turn his hand to anything and it would look good.

I missed them a great deal, especially my mother. I had to watch them die one after another and saw them laid to rest.

Sometimes I wish I had gone with them, but my life was spared for some unknown reason.

The entire village was almost completely wiped out, except for a handful of survivors of which I was one among them. I had to take care of myself and grow up quickly.

The elders and people from the neighbouring villages were helpful to a certain point, but they did not interfere in one’s daily life and upbringing. 

My parents were Hindu and my great grand-parents arrived from India along with round 1.2 million indentured labourers, who were transported from India on work permits.

They were placed into various European colonies in the West Indies, the Indian Ocean, South Africa, South America, Fiji Islands in the South Pacific and in other countries around the Northern and Southern hemisphere.

On my great grand-father’s side, he and another brother left together; but some-how they got separated. He ended up in Berbice, and his brother went on to Surinam or Dutch-Guiana. 

My father, Arjuna had told me that his grand-father Mohana, told them that his brother Anan from Surinam went back to India after five years. 

He found out from other ship-loads of workers when they arrived at Bath Estate, where he used to live and work.

Mohana had tried to return to India after his five-year contract had ended, only to be told that his papers were lost, which meant he could not return to his home-land in India.

He was despondent and felt great regrets for not seeing his home-land again and the family he had left behind.

He got married and settled down to a woman he later found out was from a royal house-hold in India.

She would not tell anyone of her story why she left India, or whether she ran away; they had two sons and a daughter from that marriage. 

He was from the Brahman Caste and he read Sanskrit, and they both spoke Hindi.

My parents worshipped many gods on a picture hanging on our wall. They said that the cow was sacred, and that was the reasons they did not eat its flesh.

They followed the traditions of their ancestors which were handed down to them and to pass on to future generations that were yet to come. 

Freedom of Religion was practised by three faiths, in this vast country of South America, 86,000 sq miles, and which consists mainly of forests, savannahs, swamps, wild vegetation, rivers, and all kinds of wild and exotic animals.

Christianity was introduced by missionaries from America and Britain, and was imposed mainly on the black slaves. 

Hinduism and Islam were brought over with the labourers from India. The Hindus built Temples; Muslims built Mosques and the Christians built Churches. 

The three main faiths united the people in their work places and in schools and they lived together in harmony. 

However they did not inter-marry as it was taboo for a Muslim man or woman to be married outside his or her religion and vice versa.

Being alone was a very daunting experience. In the evening I would go down to the sea, which was a part of the Atlantic Ocean and was at the back of my home. 

I would walk past the wild mangrove trees with its popped-up roots interwoven together to form a huge mass, and sit on a log of wood which was brought in from the sea and anchored itself at the edge of the white sandy beach which stretched for many miles along the coastline.

No one knew where it had come from and what distance it had travelled to get to this place and to embed itself at this spot. 

Wild trees grew around it to form a shade. On that stretch of unspoilt beach I would sit and look at the swell of the ocean, and ponder at the creations that surrounded me.

There were various plants and colourful birds; the sky above, the ocean with all kinds of fish, and a pair of manatee that roamed those waters. Where they came from was my question. Definitely not by chance.

The aeroplanes that flew across the ocean on a daily basis were either going on to Surinam, Cuba, Brazil, or some other South American countries. 

They were taking cargos, while others were ferrying passengers to a holiday destination or on a business trip.

As I sat back and rested my head on a tree trunk I would think of going to distant and far away places.

Maybe one day when I could afford it I would like to travel the world and to meet different types of people and to speak different kinds of languages. 

As a country boy and a poor orphan I could only dream; I thought there was no harm in dreaming.

Perhaps the adventure books I had been reading suddenly brought about those wild and imaginary ideas into my head. 

I would catch fishes, crabs and shrimps with my father’s net, which I would roasts on a wood burning stove to eat.

During my fishing trip, I would swim with the pair of manatee or a sea cow, when they arrived at high tide at certain times of the year. 

They were friendly mammals; no one knows where they came from and where they went. 

Some days I would barter with a shoal of fishes, for a square meal of rice with meat and vegetables from an old Muslim woman who lived three doors away from me.

School was free up to standard six, which I attended regularly with the remaining children who had survived that natural disaster, and those from the other villages.

I wanted to make something of my life when I grew up. My teacher, Miss Price, taught us arithmetic and the English language from books made in England as we were under the British rule at that time.

One day she said to me, “Ravi Latchman you are good with numbers, and I think you should pursue a career in this field.”

I did not fully understand what she meant. I would give her a few fish each week just to borrow a text book and a few story books from her collection.

Grace Price was a tall and elegant black woman. Her grand-parents and many others like them in the village were captured from Africa and brought over as slaves to work for their white masters. 

They built railways; dug canals and trenches, and grew crops of sugar- cane until slavery was abolished. Price was their master’s name, and they inherited it.

So far none of my relatives from either side of my parents came to look for me.

I knew my father was frequently visited by a man he called Bhai, [brother] and suddenly that visit stopped.

Two years later, now aged 12, a Muslim family moved in three doors from me. 

The old woman, who used to live in that house, had left to move in with her granddaughter in the Corentyne area, another part of the county of Berbice.

She once told me her grand-parents came from the West Bihar region in India.

She would let me sleep in her house when my parents first died and I was frightened to be alone. She was warm and friendly and I called her grand-mother. 

I would give her fish, do her shopping, light her lamp, as there were no electricity in those days; bring her fire-wood, and she would gave me food in return.

I learnt to speak Hindi with her, as she spoke no other languages, and she taught me to cook rice and other types of food.

She told me that I should not be afraid, that the One who created me would always protect me.

One day I brought her some fresh eggs and saw her prostrate on a mat she said belonged to her father. 

Afterwards I asked her who was she praying to; she told me her God, the One and only. 

I then asked her to tell me about her God. She said she did not know much, but I must put my trust in Him. 

I was sad when she left; it was as though, everything I had loved and cared for was leaving me behind.

A family of nine had moved into her house. There were four girls and three boys with their parents. 

Their father drank rum and he was not kind to his children and their mother when he was drunk.

One girl named Muna she was in the class below me. She was friendly, and would follow me home after school.

Whenever she was being bullied because of the colour of her hair, I would stick up for her like a big brother would do. Her other siblings, would called me Ravi the orphan boy.

Their mother was always looking for something to cook to feed all the hungry children. 

One day, one of my best laying hens went out and she never came back in the evening. I was so upset and I told Muna during our recess period.

She said they ate it and my first reaction was to hit her until she explained that they had nothing to eat that evening.

Her mother had to cook that fowl for nearly one hour to get it tender because it was so tough.

“You stole from an orphan”, I said. 

“I did not steal your bird,” she replied, “my brother Shazam did. He crept next door to that empty waste-land and saw the fowl and caught it. We did not know that it belonged to you.”

“Your religion told you not to steal, is that true?” I questioned. 

“True, but we do not practice our religion. You saw what my father is like, he got rid of his sister to move here,” she answered.

“That old woman is your aunt?” I enquired.

“Yes,” she replied, at least she was being honest.

In the late sixties tuition fees at the Government Technical Institute were abolished and in January of that year a new Institute was set up in New Amsterdam.

I got a place in that Institute and went there to study chemistry, biology and geography.

Life was tough. When I ran out of money, I would sell the dried coconuts, and lime, and whatever the land produced.

It helped me to finance myself and to pay my fare for the ferry crossing to the school in New Amsterdam. 

In my class, there were children from all back-grounds; some whose parents were well-off in Government jobs, others rich rice-producing farmers, but they were going there just for the fun of it.

For me, I was determined to make something of myself and held on to that determination with patience and perseverance, and to make good progress at the outcome.

Three years later, now 18 years old, I met a man named Ismael at the ferry crossing in New Amsterdam.

He came up to me and asked if I was Arjuna’s son Ravi. I answered, “Yes uncle.” He told me he knew my father and grand-father, and that they were remarkable people.

I thought, what’s that got to do with me? They were dead and gone and I was alive and a struggling orphan. 

He asked me what I was doing, and I told him that I was looking for work now that I had completed my Ordinary Level Examinations.

But the jobs were all in the capital Georgetown, and that I did not know any-one out there.

He told me that he and his family were immigrating to America in the next six months and asked whether I would like to come with them, before another calamity struck our coast line.

There was a beautiful light complexioned short and plump woman looking on as we spoke.

He told me that she was his wife and that they had two children a boy and a girl but he did not introduce me to the woman.

I made an instant decision and did not pause for a second thought, and that decision changed my whole life.

I told the man who I called uncle out of respect, that I would like to join them, and take the opportunity to go to America with them. 

We planned to meet up again at his house in Cotton Tree village, to discuss the issue further.

Cotton tree is a place where there were once a lot of cotton farms where the slaves planted and cultivated the cotton wool.

When the pods are fully opened the white wool emerges, and after under going certain processes, the fibre is spun into yarn and turned into fabric or textile.

I went home that evening wondering whether I should trust that man. I had survived two natural disasters; the first one was when I was around six years old.

We had the tail-end of a tsunami which took place somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean. 

I clearly remembered my mother picked up my little brother Rohan and held on to my arm tightly and said, “Run Ravi.”

We ran inland with other villagers, but the water kept coming behind us sweeping everything in its path.

My mother had noticed that the sea went out at first and then she heard this noise from upstairs.

She said when she looked out she saw in the distance, a huge wave coming towards the seashore.

Our wooden house which was built on concrete stilts and foundation enabled it to remain standing.

But everything else was washed away; the sea flooded over the road and beyond.

It was the rice season, and many people were out in the fields harvesting their crops for that year.

Those who lived near by the sea-coast like we did; found that when they returned home, there was no house to go into. It was all swept away, and they had lost everything.

It struck at 2.30pm in the afternoon, with only one noise, as if to say I am on my way.

The workers in the fields came running, I saw my father running towards us and he hugged the three of us. My mother was shaken up, and he sat down consoling her.

I had survived that disaster and the plague of Malaria. Now this uncle was telling me, “Get out and don’t wait for another. Next time I might not be that lucky.” 

I went to see Miss Price, my school teacher, to ask her advice on what I was planning to do.

She was like a second mother to me. I would always take some vegetable or fruits from my garden for her whenever I visited her and would never venture into her yard or house. 

I would meet her at school or at her front gate to return any of the books that I had borrowed from her.

That day, I took with me a couple of dried coconuts I picked from the back garden. When I called at her front gate, she came out and I told her I wanted to talk to her in private on an important matter.

She opened the gate and let me into a downstairs room where there was one large sofa, and one single, and a table and four chairs.

At the far corner was a wood burning stove, like all the other villagers, we were backwards in coming forward in this sleepy village. 

It was as though time stood still for most of us villagers, without any progress to show for it.

We had no electricity, running water was from a stand-pipe on the road, the road itself was nothing to talk about, and when-ever it rained the buses would get stuck in the mud. 

It would take a tractor without the passengers to drag it out from the mud, we were not moving forward at all.

The Government were given funds from abroad to make improvements in the country but no one knows what happened to that money.

They lived a life of luxury, where-as the ordinary working class men and women were left to struggle through life.

No doubt people were moving away for a better tomorrow, eight years on, no government minister came forward to visit those who had survived our village tragedy.

All that they did for us was send two men wearing masks to spray every-where with some sort of chemical substances and disinfectant and renamed the village.

Miss Price told me to sit down as she poured out three glasses of lemonade from a jug with ice floating on the top.

It was always hot and humid in that tropical region. As we were not far from the equator it got very hot in the dry seasons with little or no wind during the day-light hours. 

Shortly afterwards, a tall light complexion black man about fifty years old using a walking stick, appeared in the doorway. 

She helped him into the single padded chair with pillows on two sides, then she said, “Ronald, this is Ravi one of my students. Ravi, meet my husband Ronald.”

I leaned forward and shook the man’s hand. He asked me how I was, and he told me that he was a Police Inspector at Wellington Police Station. 

He was involved in a car accident a few months ago and was now recovering at home after leaving hospital.

“If you are interested in joining the Forces, with your height, when you turn 21, come and see me,” he insisted. 

“Thank you, Mr Price,” I answered. I thought, at least a door was being opened for me. 

Then I said, “I did not know that Miss Price was married.” She laughed as she said,

“We have a son and a grand-daughter, Aubrey our son is working in Mackenzie in the Bauxite Mine Industry.”

She handed me one glass, my mother always told me not to eat and drink from strangers, but Miss Price was not a complete stranger. I took the glass out of respect for her.

And I ate from the old woman when she gave me food, but I still remembered my mothers’ word. 

Then she handed one to her husband, and she sat on a chair next to her husband holding the third glass in her right hand.

“I made this myself,” she said looking at me.

I took a sip from my glass and said, “It tastes good Miss Price.”

“What do you want to see me about,” she questioned.

I told her how I met Ismael and what he said to me and that I was meeting him in a few days time and I wanted her opinion on the matter.

Ronald then said, “I would go if I were you, follow your dream, everyone talks about the American dream. Now is your chance, you got nothing here to hold you back.”

He sounded optimistic and positive and I was waiting for Miss Price’s reaction.

She drank from her glass, and said, “I would advise you to go, like Ronald said, I know Ismael and his family; he has got a sister in America, and one in Britain. 

They both got married before they left here; we were invited to Zaitun’s wedding,” she said looking at her husband; “When you were the district policeman.”

“Oh that Baccus family,” he answered, “the older brother, Yunus; safe guy.” 

People along the West Coast, seem to know one another as well as most villagers. 

They told me to see Ismael again and let them know what he had said. We chatted on various other issues before I left.

On my way out, I asked Miss Price, why she called herself Miss when she was a married woman. 

She told me, everyone knew her as Miss Price, before she got married and she kept it that way. 

Two days later, I rode my bicycle, which had once belonged to my father, to Cotton Tree village to meet Ismael and his family, with the direction he had given me.

He had a large white painted house, with a downstairs kitchen in a similar style to my parent’s house. There was no front gate so I rode in and rang the bell on my bicycle. 

Two hammocks made from rice bag materials threaded through with ropes, were tied securely to the house beam.

As I braced my bicycle on one of the beams away from the hammock, Ismael came out and greeted me and took me upstairs to his house. 

Where there was a large seating area with sofas and chairs with all the bedrooms facing the other side. 

The layout was similar to my own home, except we had a few rocking chairs that my father had made himself.

He had photographs on three walls, one of a black cube in the middle of the desert, and a few with large Arabic writings.

He told me to sit down and then said I looked like my father, tall, slim, and good-looking. No one ever paid me any compliment before. 

I smiled and replied, “Thank you, uncle.” 

His son Harun came in, I saw that face before, but did not know the person.

He wore a white knitted hat on his head; he said Salam, and his father answered. I did not know what it meant so I said hello. 

After being introduced, Ismael told me that Harun was training to do electrical work, as they were expecting electricity in that area in the near future. 

“It will come in handy when we get to New York,” he said, Harun was six months younger than I was.

While we were talking, his wife Maymun, the woman I saw with him at the ferry crossing, came in with a tray of four glasses of cold drinks.

She passed the tray around; when she came in front of me she asked me how I was, like everyone else does. As I answered my hand was shaking as I took the glass from the tray. 

She left the tray on a small table, with the remaining glass of cream soda and went downstairs.

Shortly afterwards, an older man came in wearing a white knitted hat on his head. He said, “Assalamu Walaykum,” and the other two replied “Walaykum Salam.”

He came over and shook my hand and I said, “Hello uncle”. He told me that his name was Yunus, the elder brother. 

He then walked over and took the other glass from the tray and started drinking from it.

Out of curiosity I asked them, what was the meaning of their greetings to each other?

Yunus said it meant “Peace be upon you,” and the reply was ‘’Peace be upon you also.’’

“That is so beautiful,’’ I remarked. 

“What do you practice Ravi,” Ismael asked.

“Nothing uncle, I replied and then I asked them about their religion, Yunus told me, that they believe in One God, and that they should pray five times each day, but they are still trying their best. 

Their Grand-father who came from India would walk for 20minutes every morning and 20 minutes back for the Dawn prayer at the Sunni Mosque at Number 3 Village.

He never missed his five daily prayers. He and your great grand-father arrived on these shores on the same ship. They were best friends, and they would meet up and chat in Hindi.

Your Great grand-father died first. Our grand-dad Abdul Qadir used to say Mohana was a good man and he missed him.

They became good friends on the long voyage across the dangerous seas and oceans, and they kept that friendship till death parted them.

I asked them how well they knew my father and grand-father. Yunus told me, that they bought 20 acres of rice field land in the Abbary Creek from him.

He was getting old and could not work the land. What price they offered him he sold it to them for; he did not make a fuss, he was a good and generous man.

When the Savannah flooded and Ismael’s son Hasan was drowning, your grand-father tried to save him.

He left his cattle and ran shouting for help. He pulled him out of the water and tried to revive him, but there was nothing anyone could do. 

Ismael then said, “I will never forget that day, when they brought Hasan’s body home. He was my first child and seven years old,” he remarked with sadness in his voice.

I told them about the ten acres of land belonging to my father. “If I were to leave for America; I would like uncle Yunus to plant the rice field, instead of grass taking it over. 

I would get a contract drawn up stating everything clearly, and all I would like from that field, if uncle Yunus decided to take it on, would be, could he please give my teacher Miss Price a bag of rice every harvest.”

“No problem, Yunus answered, Miss Price seems an important lady to you,” he remarked.

“Uncle, she helped me with my O levels in three subjects, and for the other three I went to the Government Technical Institute.

Her husband encouraged me to join the Forces, but that would be three years from now. I liked to leave here while I am still young.” I answered.

Ismael told me, his sister Zaitun had invited them over I did not know much about the system and how it worked.

They were allowed to bring their family and I would be going as a member of his family.

He also told me that we would all travel together to the capital to get our Visas when my passport arrived.

Shortly afterwards, they were all leaving for the sunset prayers, and I left with them. We all rode our bicycles avoiding the ditches on the road.

As we parted, I said, “Remember me in your prayers,” they answered InshaAllah [If Allah wills].

Muslims in my country do not speak about their religion to anyone, even to an enquiring mind like mine.

Next morning I looked in the mirror and saw my reflexions looking back at me. I thought, who am I, where did I come from, where was I going, and what purpose was I here for on this earth?

There were so many unanswered questions; I was an orphan, no doubt about it, but not by choice.

I worked for my daily livelihood since I was ten years old; no extended family came forward since my parents had passed away. Sometimes it was better, that way I was left alone.

After the tidal wave that struck 13 years earlier, relatives came forward and took a few orphans away.

Their treatments were harsh; one boy returned to our village and told his story. He was put to work straight away in the rice field and never went to school again.

He ran away a few times and hid from his uncle, who used to beat him and the other children when he got drunk. I do not know what became of him.

I began to wonder why Ismael and his family were willing to help me. Was it because of my great grand-father and my grand-father’s generosity, or was there something in it for all of them; like the saying, one good turn deserves another.

If I couldn’t make it in America in 5 years, I would return home. By then I would be 23 years old, and could enter the Police force.

In the evening I would go down to my favourite place by the sea, walk through the wood-lands and on to the white unspoilt sandy beach, where wild and colourful plants grew.

The remnants of seeds were brought in by the tide and when they were emptied on the shore-line, some unusual plants would spring up, which no one had ever seen before.

It was my time for reflexion, at the awesome beauty that surrounded me. I was going to miss all of this when I left here, including the friendly sea-cow, but nothing lasts forever.

I was moving on and leaving my past behind me; but not forgotten. Somehow these sad and happy memories would always be with me.

The rain water from the Savannah brought down by the river, and emptied into the Atlantic Ocean could be seen clearly. They ran side by side with the sea-water, but somehow they never mixed.

It was remarkable to watch these two bodies of flowing water, one dark in colour and the other lighter, moving in the same direction.

On a clear day, Crab Island can be seen in the distance. It was given that name because of the different species of crabs that were found on that patch of land, at certain times of the year.

The waters around that Island were treacherous. It was where the Atlantic Ocean meets with the Berbice River. The oil tankers and cargo ships would avoid crossing that stretch of water.

One afternoon I was on the ferry crossing at New Amsterdam, two men were in a boat, they lost their paddle.

One of them jumped in to retrieve it, but could not swim against the dangerous tide; he went down a few times and never surfaced again. The ferry released a rescue boat for the other man.

That afternoon the tide was out and the sea was calm, with a gentle breeze blowing in from the Atlantic Ocean.

Sea birds were flying over head and some were busy feeding in the muddy waters at the outgoing tide.

By 3pm the tide would return again, and this whole process would continue as it has been since the beginning of time.

It remains a mystery to watch these daily phenomena which took place on a regular basis.

Two months later, and my passport arrived everything worked at a slower pace out-here.

The following week, Ismael, his wife Maymun, son Harun, daughter Asma and I left early one morning for Georgetown the capital for our Visa to America. 

The taxi driver was a local man and we all knew him, he told us that recently many people he took for a visa were turned down.

They told him that there were a couple of people who were very difficult when interviewing them. 

One was a white man and the other a mixed race woman. ‘Pray you don’t get them brother Ismael’ he remarked.

Our journey took us two hours, on arrival we had to wait in a queue to get a number. 

The people who were sitting there were all seeking a Visa for America or to the United Kingdom.

Many were leaving disappointed, while others were smiling, the looks on their faces could tell their story.

I was wondering what our out-come might be, would we be leaving smiling, or despondent.

When it was lunch time and all the interviewing staff left, Ismael decided we should all go somewhere for lunch.

As we were not familiar with the city he asked an elderly passer-by where to find a good restaurant.

He gave us some directions to Aladdin’s Cave restaurant. He said good food, good host the best; Ismael thanked the old man.

As we all continued to walk, he told us that we should never asked a young person if ever we get lost or in a strange city.

They will most likely take you some-where and rob you. It happened to people he knew he told us. 

We were country folks coming to town he said. They can spot us a mile away. Don’t trust anyone especially in this capital.

He was giving us good sound advice and I appreciated it, but we were all laughing at the way he came across with his words.

When we got to the restaurant he ordered, rice with baked and steamed fish and salad for all of us, the dessert and drinks we chose ourselves.

On the menu there was chicken and mutton, but he did not order those dishes. I had eaten so many fish they were coming out of my ears.

Out of curiosity I said, “Uncle Ismael why did you not order any meat dishes.”

He remarked, “We Muslims only eat Halal meat, our animal must be slaughtered in a different way, my son, and I did not want to ask any questions because they would not speak the truth.

They are only interested in our money, especially us country people; they can tell by the way we speak.”

Ismael seems a good and trustworthy man, from my limited knowledge of people.

During our meal, Harun said, that if he knew that Miss Price was giving private tuition to school leavers, he would have joined me.

Asma then asked, “How many of you were in her class, and how much did you had to pay?”

I wished she had not asked me that question, now I was compelled to answer her.

“There were two others and myself,” I answered “one boy and a girl, both black. I do not know what they paid, but I bartered with food for some of her text books.”

I had done most of the work myself. I only saw Miss Price when I could not fully understand an equation in mathematics.

After I had left school, one day I met Miss Price in the market place buying fish, she asked me what I was doing, and I told her that I was a fisherman as well as doing all sorts of jobs to survive.

My parents did not leave much money and six years on and I had spent it, although people still owed my father for tables and chairs he had made for them so I had to sell whatever the land produced and live on that income. 	

She told me about the Government funded Institute, which was in New Amsterdam, and if I was lucky to be admitted I would have to cross the ferry five days each week for the next two or three years, and I could not afford the ticket for that length of time.

She also said that she was giving private lessons on a few subjects. I asked her if I could join her class, doing only three subjects, which would at least enable me to get into the Army.

I told her I could not afford to pay her, but I could supply her with provision which the land produced, and fishes from the sea. 

We agreed on those terms, and I joined her class in Mathematics, English, and History and I went three days to New Amsterdam.

“What grades did you get Ravi,” Maymun asked.

“Aunty, I got three A’s with Miss Price, one B and two A’s with the Institute.”

“You are clever as well as handsome,” she remarked.

“Thank you, aunty,” I answered.

“What profession would you like to take up,” Asma questioned. 

“I like Mathematics and I think I would make a good teacher,” I replied.

Ismael said “InshaAllah” then he explain to me what it meant, [if Allah wills it].

“Everything we achieved in this world has been written down for us, for example like today, if all of us were to go to America, we would get that Visa without any problems,” he remarked.

“I did not know that,” I answered.

I had little knowledge of that family who had suddenly taken me under their wings.

Ismael was a tall and well-built man, around forty years old. He was a farmer and worked closely with his older brother Yunus. 

They both owned their own home, a tractor and a herd of cattle, and some milking cows. 

He seemed honest and trustworthy, from my limited knowledge of people. Maymun his wife was a soft spoken woman.

She told me that she was a typist for the Sugar Cane plantation export market, before she got married and that she came from the Canji district area another part of Berbice.

Their son, Harun was slim and slightly shorter than I was; he looked more like his father.

He was good with his hands, in making and assembling all sorts of things. He wants to learn Arabic and to memorise the Quran.

Asma the 15 year old, seemed bossy, liked asking questions, and to have a say in everything.

She was slightly overweight for her height and age, pretty and looked more like her mum.

I guess that if everything goes well, I would be living with this family, so I would have to get used to them. 

At the end of our lunch I offered to pay my share of the meal, but Ismael said it was all right and that I was now their family.

After we left the restaurant we took our time going back to the Visa issuing office; they opened at 2pm until 4pm in the afternoon, and 9am to 12noon in the morning hours.

We missed the morning session and we were hoping to get an appointment for the afternoon. 

When we arrived at the office, we sat together waiting. It was the only time Asma kept quiet.

At 2.30pm, a woman called us all into a room. Each one of us sat on a chair waiting our fate and the outcome of that meeting.

Shortly afterwards, a black woman came in and sat behind the desk, she was smartly dressed in a white shirt and navy blue skirt.

She looked neat and elite, like the bill-board advertisement everywhere along the road side approaching the capital, and free Mandela written on the sea wall.

Her hair was straightened was a hot comb. I once saw Miss Price having her hair done by another woman; what went through my mind when I first saw that bizarre hair styling.

What if she burnt her skull with that red hot comb just out from the fire; black women would go through heaps of punishment to look good.

This woman was staring at each one of us; I was sitting next to Harun at the end of the row.

Ismael took out all the passports and the documents he had in his possession and handed them over to her from across the desk.

She looked at the paper-work and said, “All the family going over?” Ismael replied, “Yes madam, my wife, two sons and daughter.”

“Where in New York will all of you would be residing?” she questioned.

Ismael told her that his sister and brother-in-law got him a house in Richmond Hill Queens. 

The woman said she had a brother in Queens; he works and studies. As she was talking, she started stamping the Visa into the passport, only looking at the photograph on the passport.

When she looked at me and stamped the Visa and signed it, I began to wonder, ‘‘What if she had looked at my surname and saw that it was different from Baccus?’’ “What excuse would uncle Ismael come up with?” 

I was relieved when she had finished with us and put all the passports and documents together and handed them over to uncle Ismael and said, “Good luck.”

Uncle Ismael replied, “Thank you, madam,” and we all left quietly. When we came outside and into the street, Ismael said, “Alhamdulillah.”

Harun explained to me that it meant, “All praises are due to Allah [God]”. I was beginning to acknowledge that this family was religious.

They were trying their level best to stay focused on their religion with whatever they were taught by their elders. 

On our way to the taxi rank or stand we stopped to have some ice-cream. I offered to pay, but Maymun said it’s her treat for all of us and Ismael told me that it was alright. 

Afterwards we caught a taxi that was taking passengers along our route, Ismael and Asma sat in front, and three of us at the back.

Ismael was chatting with the driver about the dry seasons that we were all experiencing and how the farmers were waiting for a rain cloud to appear.

In the back seat the three of us were falling asleep, with the long journey ahead of us and the heat of the afternoon sun.

Asma had asked me to teach her some Maths before her final exams and I told her that I would do that for her to get a better grade.

When we were approaching my village, Maymun asked me to come home to their house for supper. 

I told her politely that I was tried, I had food at home, and I must feed my poultry and let them out for a few hours, before they bed down for the night.

Asma asked when I was going to start her Mathematic lessons as we only had 10 weeks remaining before we left Berbice. She could come over tomorrow afternoon.

Ismael said, “No you don’t.” 

“But Ravi has got the text book,” she insisted.

I told them that I would come over with my books on Wednesday at about 4pm.

The following day I was going to be busy. I was going to put up a fence around my parents, my brother and sister’s graves, so that cows and other wild animals would not tread on their resting place, and at the same time write their names on a piece of stone.

My father had done that for his parents, and I was going to do the same for my parents and two siblings. 

We have our own private burial ground on our land; my grand-father bought the land from the white masters after he got married, for one shilling per acre. 

A land that was already there before the British conquered it; they fought the Dutch and took it over, and then they sold it off to the settlers. 

The white masters divided the land into acres and plots, with their own markings as they were being sold off.

My great grand-parents were buried in the first reef, and my grand-parents in the second reef, along with my parents and two siblings.

When I was dropped off at home, I thanked the Baccus family and said that I would see them on Wednesday, the day after tomorrow.

Maymun said “InshaAllah, and I replied back “InshaAllah.” I was getting the hang of the Arabic words and their meaning.

After I fed my chickens and ducks, and collected the eggs, I went to sleep and did not wake up until the next morning.

That day I went looking for my two school friends, a black boy named James and Ramnarine, a Hindu like me. They both lived in the next village. 

When I called on them they were willing to help me to do the fencing of my loved ones. 

After we had finished the fence work, we picked coconuts and sat under the wild berry trees drinking the water and eating the flesh of the coconut.

When Ramnarine asked, why only now I had decided to mark each grave and put some fencing around them.

I told them that I was leaving for America and that I had no one here or anything to keep me hanging on.

The ones I loved had left me a long time ago; eight years on and no relatives came to look for me, and that was the reason I decided to leave while I was still young.

My two friends understood, we all started school together and the two of them went on to High School, and were now looking for work, with their qualifications, where as I was leaving my home-land to better myself.

I told them that I was going to miss them, but I would call on them before I left the country.

When we left the grave yard, I felt sad and lonely. If one of my relatives had survived with me I would not have thought of leaving, but stayed behind and taken care of the other survivor.

That night I dreamt my parents; they were both standing together, and were the same ages when they had passed away and had not aged at all.

I was talking to them but got no response, I realised that the dead cannot reply back, or tell the dreamer anything. 

I woke up frightened, I never dreamt of my parents before; and why only now? I visited them whenever I could, but had never once seen them in a dream.

The following day, I took my text books and notes and went to the Baccus’s house as arranged for 4pm. 

I rode my bicycle and got there on time, Asma was waiting in the kitchen area downstairs. 

They had placed a table and two chairs for me to teach her, and where her mother would be around doing her cooking and domestic chores.

Girls were well protected, especially Muslim and Hindu young ladies from the ages of puberty until they were married.

They greeted me on arrival; I did not see uncle Ismael or his son, Harun. I asked Maymun and she told me that they had gone to check on the cows in the field and should be home soon. 

She gave me a cold drink, as I sat down with my text books; and Asma with her note pad.

I started from the beginning of my text book and explained to her, and then gave her some simple arithmetic to do. Once she got the hang of it I increased her work. 

When her mother left the kitchen area to go into the garden at the back of the house, she grabbed my hand and took the pencil I was using.

“Why did you do that?” I asked, and I took the pencil from her.

“Did any girl ever tell you how handsome you are?” she remarked.

“Stop it, before I told your mother what you just said and leave,” I answered. 

“You don’t like girls,” she asked.

“Did I say that?” I replied.

“Please don’t say anything to my mum,” she pleaded. 

“Then don’t do it again. I said I am here to teach you and nothing else,” I told her. 

Her parents were helping me out of the Country, and she was going to jeopardise everything for me. 

If Ismael and Maymun saw me getting too friendly with their daughter they might changed their minds to take me along with them.

My only opportunity would end before it began, if I was not careful with this bossy girl. 

I had to work out a strategy not to be in the same room with her. I would be spending three hours every Monday and Wednesday giving her lessons, until she took her Maths examinations.

I gave her some home-work before I left. When I returned for the Monday session I would correct her work, and give her another set of work to do, and what she did not understood or got wrong I would go over with her. 

Asma was not stupid. She grasped whatever I explained to her quickly. She was still going to school and would be taking all her exams before we left the country.

Her father wanted her to have a career, on whatever she was capable of doing, and she was going to continue school in New York.

In the weeks that followed I sold my mother’s gold jewellery, with sadness in my heart, except for one gold sovereign which my father gave me before he died.

He said it was from my great grand-mother who came from India, she kept it as a sentiment.

To remind her of her home-land and who she was, and that I should keep it, before he could tell me the rest of the story he passed away. 

My father’s working tools I sold also, and with the money I raised I bought a suit, some new clothes, shoes and a suitcase, and kept the rest for my ticket to America.

A month before my departure, I went to see Muna my school friend, to get her aunt’s address.

The old lady whose house they took over; I did not want to leave without saying goodbye to the old woman.

Muna’s brother had told me that she was learning shorthand and typing at a College in Bath Settlement a journey of five miles.

I could not go to their house, her mother was too strict, and I was afraid of her drunkard father.

I made the journey on bicycle, when I got to the school which was a big old house, I asked the woman at the reception desk if I could see Muna Khan for a few minutes.

“Are you a relative?” she asked. 

“No, a school friend,” I replied. 

She told me to wait, minutes later a short obese East Indian woman came out.

“Why do you want to see Miss Khan?” she questioned in a stern voice, “Boys are not allowed here. Well young man?” she asked.

I explained to her that I was seeking the address of an old lady related to Muna and I wanted to see her before I left the country. 

“Wait right here,” she said as she moved her large figure around and went into another room.

Shortly afterwards, Muna appeared, “Ravi, she said, you looked grown up.”

I was about to say the same thing, that this ugly duckling grew into a beautiful swan like the fairy tale story.

I could not believe that it was Muna. She was smiling I never noticed that she had a dimple on her right cheek until then.

She was a very attractive young lady, slim and of medium height with a flawless light complexion.

I had not seen her around for two years, although we lived three doors away from each other.

She was a year younger than me, I used to help her with her sums home-work during our recess period; she was good at spelling and always spoke the truth. 

After I got over the initial shock, I finally told her why I came to see her. She gave the number of the Village and said that I should ask for the Uddin family, when I got there.

“Why are you going to visit my aunt?” she questioned.

“I wanted to see her before I left the country,” I replied.

“Where are you going Ravi?” she asked.

“I am leaving for America next month,” I answered. 

She was not smiling any more. “I wish I could come with you,” she said with sadness in her voice. 

“Muna, you are Muslim girl.’’ I reminded her.

“What difference does it make? You were my best friend when we were growing up, and now you are saying goodbye,” she said with tears in her eyes. 

“You won’t come back?” she asked.

“When I get my green card I will return to check on my property over here.” I answered.

I told her the date I was leaving and that I would come to see her the evening before I left, to say goodbye.

“Promise?” she asked.

“I promise,” I answered.

The large woman swaying her hips returned, “Miss Khan your time is up, no more talking,” she said.

“Young man, you got what you came for?” she asked as she gave me a long hard look. 

“Yes madam, thank you,” I answered. Muna then said bye and I replied back. 

When I left the big old house and rode out into the street. I kept thinking Muna had changed a lot since I last saw her.

She was slim and beautiful, her hair had a kind of reddish brown colour only on the bottom half of her head, like all her sisters and mother.

She once told me during our school days that they were descended from the Carib tribe Indians on her mother’s side. 

I asked her whether her ancestors were cannibals, according to history they ate the white men that went there and discovered them.

Those that escaped wrote books about them, and how the sailors were eaten by this indigenous tribe. 

“Don’t believe everything people write, Ravi,” she answered, “they have plenty of fish, and animal, why would they want to eat people?” she remarked.

The following day, I took some white paint and went to paint the rectangular shaped fence around the four graves.

After the first coat, I sat under the wild berry bushes waiting for it to dry, before I applied the second coat of paint.

While I was waiting I began to look at the wild life around me, there were lizards, mongooses, hare, foxes, and many other reptiles searching for food.

Over-head were dozens of scarlet and green Macaw on the fruit trees, they were making noises as they ate in a hurry and flew away.

As the heat of the midday sun intensified these creatures took cover from the sun and go into hiding for their moment of siesta.

Only the human beings and the working ants that carried cut leaves bigger than them-selves braved the heat of the sun. 

This place where my people were laid to rest my father had brought me here when he was fencing and painting the wooden pickets of his parent’s grave shortly after my grandmother had passed away.

I had vivid memories of her as a five year old child. She was short and plump with a light complexion and had long white hair.

She would sing to me, and tell me stories of long ago and held me on her lap so I would not run away. 

Grand-father chose this place to be buried, where the soil was sandy, and a sort of desert colour with the overhanging wild berry trees, cactus plants, and black sage bushes laden with red fruits near by.

My father and his father once sat at this very spot where I was now sitting, to watch their herd of cattle grazing in the meadow below.

This place was also used to heap the cut rice collected from the field, not far from here, tied in bundles and then placed like a pyramid with the stalk at the top and the grains hanging down wards.

Another process would take place, where the bundle would be scattered and two pairs of oxen yoked together would walk around it until the grains fell apart, and was completely separated from the stalk.

It was hard work in those days, an old and primitive method, until the combine harvester was introduced. 

The entire landscape was open and breezy, trees were planted to mark each and every owner’s plot of land, which started from the main road and ran right down to the savannah.

One main dam was available for everyone and everything; tractors, cows, people and all living creatures.

The dam itself was made of mud, in the rainy seasons it would break down as the mud softened. 

The locals would pile more mud upon mud, and in the dry seasons it would harden as it baked in the sun.

On the other side of this mud dam was a river, which collected rain water as far as the Savannah and other canals in between and emptied it out into the Atlantic Ocean.

Once the sun had gone down below the tall trees I applied the second coat of paint to the fence.

While I was painting I told my parents that I was leaving them and going to a distant land, but they would always remain in my heart.

I told them that if one of them had survived I would not have made this hasty decision to leave.

I do not know whether the dead could hear, but I said what was in my heart; according to Hinduism they believed in Karma.

A person’s action in this life would determine his or her next existence.

I simply did not understand that philosophy. I intended to return to say my farewell, before I left the country.

After I had finished my painting I rode my bicycle and stopped by the first reef where my great grand-parents were laid to rest.

In two unmarked graves next to a tree they called Peepar, but in fact it was a cinnamon tree.

The dried bark of that tree was used for cakes and other cooking products, it is an Asian Tree, but what was it doing here in South America.?

Did they bring it with them on that long voyage, or was it there when they bought the land.

I braced my bicycle on the tree and broke a piece of the dried bark and began to chew into it while I stood back and looked at the unmarked graves.

I was wondering which one was my great grand-father, and which one was my great grand-mother.

They were both born in India and travelled half way around the world to be buried at this spot next to that cinnamon tree; our life in it-self is a mystery.

As for her, my great grand-mother, if the sayings were true that she was from a royal house-hold, what brought her here; and what was she running from?

My father gave me a gold sovereign when he was dying and said I should keep it. “This,” he said, “belongs to your great grand-mother, hold on to it.”

He never told me the significance behind the gold coin, before he passed away. Was it a family heir-loom; or some omen or charm the Hindus used as protection from evil spirit? 

It did not do her any good. Look where she ended up, to a land of no return, from a Royal Princess to a sugar cane peasant wife, and I came from this line of ancestors.

I am thankful to be alive; and standing there. Although I never met them some how I felt connected to them and they would always be a part of me. 

I intended to do my own investigation before I made a conclusive decision whether to hold on to this coin or buried it into one of my ancestors’ grave. 

There were other graves of Hindus and Muslims dotted around in various plots of land around me on this reef; they all came from India. 

No one came to visit them; only the cows and sheep that ate the grass around their graves paid them a visit.

They all came here with one intention; to work for five years and then to return home but that did not happen. They were robbed of their exit papers.

After I left the reef I got back on to the mud dam and rode home. I sat for a while on the back steps of my parent’s house, which was now mine and began to question myself.

Was an orphan a bad person to be left alone in this world to take care for his or herself?

I was glad that it was me and not my sister Inderah or my brother Rohan. Eight years on, and she would now be 12 and Rohan 15.

I decided not to spend that night alone in case I dreamt of the dead again and woke up frightened.

I went out looking for my two school friends to keep me company before the sunset; they reckon that the devils came out at that time. 

My friends had stayed with me before, whenever we went out fishing for sweet water fish in the creek after dawn, but this time we were not going fishing. 

In the mean time, I prepared one of my hens for supper. I had to either eat them or give them away before I left the country.

I put all the spices together and mixed in the meat and left it cook on the wood burning stove outside the main kitchen.

Then I secured the door before I left, in case the other hens got inside looking for food. 

When I arrived at James’ house his mother told me he went for a job interview and should be home soon, and that she would tell him that I called.

I rode on to Ramnarine’s house, he was at home, and I asked his mother if he could come over for the night and that I was cooking a fowl.

His younger brother invited himself. His excuse was that he wanted me to explain some Geometry to him.

He could not fully grasp what his teacher was on about, sir was going too quickly, he told his mother. 

His mother agreed on those terms and she said that it was alright and the three of us then rode to my house.

The chicken was already cooked, so I dished up our supper in three enamel plates and the three of us sat on the steps eating.

While we were eating Ramnarine’s father brought us some roasted sweet potatoes and I added that to our evening meal of bread, curried fowl, boiled plantain, and the sweet potatoes. 

After he had left James arrived and he joined us, at the end of our meal the boys told me they were going to miss me when I left West Coast and this brotherly group that we had formed.

I was thinking much the same, that I was going to miss them, but I had to move on and do something positive for my future. 

I had a home, ten acres of land to grow rice, a fishing net my father used for catching fish and some coconut trees that could provide me with cooking oil.

I could utilise all these resources and make a fairly good living out of them, but I was not a farmer and if the land failed to produce I would have no one to support me or ask for help.

I was going to do what I knew best, and to follow my destiny and see where it would lead me to. 

That night the four of us slept on three mattresses in the sitting area of the house. 

We moved all the sofas and chairs to one side of the room, and placed each mattress on the floor.

The two brothers slept on the double, and me and James slept on the two singles. I kept a kerosene lamp burning. 

Before we went to sleep, James told us that a black man who recently moved into their village was a vampire; he changes into a large bat and went out into the night looking for blood to drink.

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“People gossiping,” he answered, and that was the reason that he was moving away from the village, he said. 

Ramnarine said, people cannot survive on different types of human blood. James replied, “So you are a doctor now? Since when did you get qualified?”

“If he was a white guy, then I would almost believe it,” I remarked, “like the legendary tale from Transylvania.

A famous story of the past, when the sun goes down the vampires would wake up and come out.

They slept in coffins during the day in this large house with a draw bridge at the entrance.

They drove their horse and carriages looking for their next blood victim. They would prowl about all night till dawn; it’s a myth and a folk tale.”

“How do you know all this,” questioned the three boys.

“I read a book about it,” I answered.

“Where is Transylvania Ravi?” Ramlal brother of Ramnarine asked.

“It is a place in the North West Romanian capital, Bucharest, a long way from here.”

Our friendly sleep over night became a night of horror stories. Then Ramnarine said his grandfather told them a story about a white headless man on a white horse. He would come out every full moon.

He rode along that road outside from Bath Estate to Blairmont Estate at around 3am, many people saw this headless ghost. 

“How they knew that he was a white man if he got no head?” James questioned. 

“We asked my grand-dad that same question and he said; “Only the white masters rode horses in those days.

And they wore helmets, riding boots, and carried a cane, but this one wore no helmet, because he got no head.”

“I wonder who took his head off,” I said jokingly. 

We were all laughing and then the light of the hand lamp went out which made us more frightened.

James had a battery torch under his pillow. He quickly got it out and shone it around the room.

The kerosene had run out from the lamp we used in those days, I got it up and running again.

After I filled up the small barrel below the wick, and then we all settled down to sleep.

That night I dreamt of my parents and two siblings, they were the same ages as they were when they died and had not aged, which disturbed me.

My brother and sister were smiling but my parents were not, I was asking them how they were but no one answered.

I called after them and was crying as they were walking away from me and then they vanished.

I woke up with tears in my eyes, and was perspiring profusely, my other friends were fast asleep and then I went back to sleep until it was dawn. 

While James and Ramnarine tidied the house and put the furniture back in its place, Ramlal and I cooked eggs for breakfast.

He told me that he had enjoyed spending the night with us, and he wished he had friends like us.

After breakfast the boys went home and I continued with my daily chores for the day.

That Sunday I went to visit the old lady whose name I did not know in the Corentyne area of Berbice.

I was looking for some information regarding the gold coin in my possession, perhaps the old woman might shed some light on it and the many other issues I was about to ask her.

I left early that morning and caught the first ferry to New Amsterdam, and then a taxi that was going to Spring-lands at the end of the road.

I came off at the beginning of the Village Muna had told me about and I asked a few women for the Uddin family house.

After 10 minutes walk and with the heat of the morning sun I stopped to get a cold drink.

I asked the man behind the counter, and he told me to count 20 houses on the left side of the road and the next one with a black wrought iron gate would be where the Uddin family lives.

He asked me whether I was a relative and I told him that I was visiting an old lady, she used to live a few doors from me on the West Coast of Berbice.

After I finished my drink, I thanked the shopkeeper and left. On the 21st house I saw the black wrought iron gate like the man had described.

I called at the gate and a woman in her thirties came out and said, “We are not buying anything today.”

I told her that I was not selling anything, I came to see the old lady if she was still around, and explained who I was and gave her my name.

She opened the gate and let me into the yard and under the shade of the house, and went indoors again.

The front garden was very colourful; there were hibiscus trees, white flowering jasmine plants, a carpet of forget-me-nots, with its bright blue flowers, there were red, pink, and white oleander shrubs, as well as white lilies. 

The bees and humming birds were busy collecting nectar from this beautiful garden of various plants and shrubs.

The woman now wearing a blue stripped apron came back and took me indoors into a downstairs room where the old woman was sitting on a rocking chair padded with cushions.

She got up when I walked in and said “Little Ravi, you grown into a handsome young man.”

“How are you grand-ma?” I asked as I shook her hand, and she gave me a kiss on both my cheeks and gestured for me to sit on the sofa next to her.

I had not seen her for six years, she was looking well with more grey hairs on her head.

The room was well ventilated and smartly decorated with a cream and pink three piece sofa, two large vases with red plastic flowers on each corner of the room, curtains and rugs that matched the furniture.

The wooden walls were painted with cream coloured paint, and there were pictures of trees and ocean sceneries hanging on opposite sides of the wall.

I was wondering what sort of job these people do for their livelihood to have such a lovely room, a car on the drive and a beautiful house from the outside.

I gave the basket I was holding to the old lady. I had made it myself from platted coconut branches and held together with strips from the bark of the branches woven into the shape of a small basket.

In it I had a dozen eggs, limes, and some mangoes from my yard, those items were the old woman favourite.

She would always ask me for eggs and lime with the intention of paying but I would give her for free and she would give me a plate of food in return.

It was a good way of doing business with her, and I missed all of that when she left; from then onwards I had to fend for myself.

She removed the cover and looked inside the basket, “Oh eggs, lime, and some mangoes my favourite,” she remarked.

As she spoke I saw her face lit up, “You are a good boy Ravi, and may God rewards you,” she said looking closely at me.

Then I told her that I was leaving for America and I came to say goodbye, because I did not know when I would return.

We talked on various issues regarding my parent’s house and land, and she told me about my mother.

She was an only child, daughter of a baker; a beautiful woman with a lovely smile.

She talked about my uncle Rajesh. He lived some where in the Demerara region, his father was not too fond of him and he would come to visit his mother after his father died.

She said my grand-mother would visit her every day and she would cry a lot after grand-dad had passed away.

I took out the gold coin and showed it to her. “Can you tell me anything about this coin?” It once belonged to my great grand-mother and my father told me to hold on to it.

She smiled, “I am going to tell you what I heard from your grand-mother and I only saw your great grand-mother once.

She was the daughter of a Maharaja [king]. Which one I don’t know, he had many wives, and he would give each daughter a gold sovereign on their wedding day.

Your great grand-mother was married to a Maharaja [king]. I don’t know his name either.

He had many wives and concubines, in those days men had hundreds of women.

A war took place and her husband and son never came back and then she ran away with her maid to Calcutta.

They got on board a ship and came here for five years like every one on that ship. 

She wanted to calm down from whatever she was escaping from, but this place was a land of no return.

Her maid died during the long voyage, which added more grief to her life. 

Their masters kept them here to work; destroyed their papers and told them that they were lost.

Mohana married her, she was a very beautiful woman; light skinned in complexion, slim with beautiful green coloured eyes, and long hair. 

She was much older than he was, and they had three children two sons and one daughter. 

She died in Bath Estate, Raghu [Babbu] your grand-father, brought her body and buried her on his land in the first reef. 

He and his father Mohana then went to Surinam and brought back a cinnamon plant and planted the tree by her head.

When she was a little girl she used to play in the palace garden of her father under a Peepar tree, a sweet smelling flowering shrub. 

Mohana could not get that tree so he gave her that cinnamon tree instead, I felt sad after hearing that part of her life story.

Raghu your grandfather, [Babbu was his other name] was the youngest, Shuli was the middle girl and Gupta was the eldest. 

She named her sons after the Gupta Dynasty some century way back, which she was descended from. 

Her life was sad, from a palace life to living in a logy in Bath Estate, that was her destiny, but she was happy with Mohana, after she died Mohana told her story to his children.”

“What is a logy grand-ma?” I questioned.

“It is a long wooden building on the ground with a partition for each family and workers, with an outside kitchen. I was born in one of them, she answered. 

If you want to look at one of them, they still have them at Blairmont Estate; people planting sugar cane for the Estate still lives in them.” 

Bath Estate was demolished and everyone moved to the main road, now known as Bath Settlement.

Bath is a place in England, where the white Master was born and grew up; the white masters put their names to the places that they were born and to the various Estates they owned.”

While we continued our conversation, the house-maid brought us some cold drinks, and the old lady handed her the basket I brought for her.

When she left I was eager to find out more about my late ancestors, whom I had never met, their story was intriguing and remarkable.

I asked the old woman what I should do with the gold coin, she told me to keep it, or bury it with the Royal lady.

It would not serve me any purpose in this century, she said and it would be difficult to prove who I was, if I went in search of my ancestors in India.

“You have no paper work to prove who you are; only the words of an old woman, you are an orphan but a Prince,” she remarked.

I thought I had covered all the angles, and asked all the questions, I had in mind to ask the old lady. 

Then I asked her about the family she was living with, she told me they all gone to Nickeri [a place in Surinam] by ferry from Spring-lands.

They travelled across the Corentyne River to the other shores to visit relatives and friends, and to buy spices, they should be home before dark.

She said that her grand son-in-law was a dentist in Skeldon and her grand-daughter worked with him doing the booking and office work, and that they had two sons.

It was lunch time, and the maid called us in to eat. She had prepared rice with chicken curry, salad with fresh mangoes and cold lime juice drink. 

The dining area was next to where we were seated, there were pictures hanging on the white painted walls with a clock below it and a hand basin with clean towels.

The large dining table was covered over with a plastic covering. There were also six chairs and a few stools

The wooden floor had a large floral rug, and a few potted flowering plants that added some fragrance to the room.

After we washed our hands and sat down, the old woman told me to help myself. I was too shy to touch the dishes and I told her to dish the food.

“A growing young man like you must eat well,” she said as she dished up for both of us.

We continued our conversation throughout lunch, she told me about herself, after her husband had passed away.

My grand-parents would make regular visits to see that she was all right and would sit and chat with her.

They were lonely themselves, and then my parents came to live with them. I was six months old when my father came to live there.

He took care of every-thing, his parents, the land and the cattle, your uncle Rajesh took money instead of land from your grand-parents for his inheritance.

He came back for more after your grand-father died, and your grand mother would give him money whenever he visited her.

There was so much history in my family one could not imagine. I made some notes as she was talking so that perhaps one day when I had children of my own I would pass on all that information to them.

After we had eaten, ten minutes later the old lady told me she was going to pray.

She opened the back door and told me that I could sit outside in the garden under the large shady tree which looked like a banyan tree with birds nesting in its trunk.

As I sat on the wooden bench and gazed at the neatly tended flower beds in front of me, I thought that this old lady had not forgotten her God. 

What about me? It was time I went in search of the God who created me and everything around me.

The garden was covered with all types of flowers, roses of various colours and smells, when the wind blew in my direction its fragrance felt heavenly.

If this earthly garden felt like this; what must Paradise feel like? I questioned myself once again.

Honey suckle lined the green heart wooden fence at the far corner of that large garden. 

Bees, butterflies and two humming birds were all competing for the nectar from each and every flower in the garden. 

Suddenly the old lady appeared in the door way and was walking towards me. She greeted me with Salam before she sat down and I responded like-wise.

I understood the Arabic words and its meaning. Then the old woman told me that both sides of my great grand-mother’s ancestors came in the line of Royalty. 

The Maharaja was married to a Princess, and her father was a king, if I was living in India I would have been a Prince by status and by right. 

We both laughed at her joke, and I told her that today I was nothing but a poor orphan and an unknown Prince.

She said, ‘Don’t be sad, our Prophet [Peace Be upon Him] was also an orphan, and a shepherd.

He brought the Quran to us; his message is for all mankind. You must read the Quran, Ravi, and you will find what you looking for.”

“Grand-ma,” I said, “I can’t read Arabic.”

“Then find an English translation and read it. It’s meaning is close enough,” she answered.

This old woman knew quite a lot more than she appeared to. She told me they don’t talk about their religion because they liked to live in peace among other people with different faiths.

Then she asked me about her brother Jaffar Khan. She said he was the youngest and a drunkard, his wife Rofan was a good woman to live with him that length of time and to have seven children.

She felt sorry for his wife and children and that was the reason she gave her house to him so that the children could have a roof over their heads. 

“We were not invited to his children’s wedding, she said, but I love my brother.

I am now 80 years old Ravi, I have had a good life, lonely at times but now I am happy with my grand-daughter and her sons.”

It was getting late, and I told her that I must leave now, if I wanted to catch the last ferry home.

She told me that I would have to travel by bus to Springlands for a taxi going to New Amsterdam. They do not do pick up by the road side on Sundays.

We said our good byes and she gave me a hug and kissed me on both cheeks and said, “May God grants you success in what-ever you do. When you come next time, Ravi I will not be here, and I will be in my final resting place.” 

I felt sad and lost for words, may be it was our last and final goodbye, as I walked towards the front gate she walked with me.

I saw a bus coming so I quickly turned around and said to her, “Grand-ma, May God grants you Paradise for being such a humble and kind person.

When no one else was there for me, you gave me comfort through difficult times. May God reward you many times over?”

She replied, “Ameen.” 

I got on the bus and waved to her with tears in my eyes, as the bus pulled away, she looked sad and so was I.

Ten minutes later I arrived at Springlands where the road ends and the sea port for the ferry crossing began.

At the pier there were all types of boats ferrying people across to Nickeri where second and third generations of Indian descendants had formed their own settlement, like a little India, I was told. 

There was a market place next to the port, and it was buzzing with traders selling spices, food stuffs, house-hold goods, clothing and fabrics.

I never knew a place like that existed until that moment; it took me an hour to go around and still there was plenty more to see.

I could not get a taxi to New Amsterdam. All the drivers told me to come back in the morning for the first ferry crossing.

I was now stranded and I could not go back to the old lady as it was not her house.

I decided to spend the night at the port, sleeping in the open air, hoping that it would not rain.

There were other people like myself sleeping rough on card board boxes, and in their taxis or on a plank of wood.

I took two empty card board boxes from the market place and flattened them out and then I found a comfortable spot in one corner of the pier. 

I put the flattened boxes down and lay on top of them and looked up at the night sky.

I thought of what the old lady had said earlier, that I was a prince. Instead I felt more like a pauper but a happy one, and grateful for what I had. 

It was a beautiful starry night; I had never had the pleasure of looking up at the night sky.

From time to time there was a shooting star that flew across the starry sky leaving a long trail behind it.

I was restless and frightened to fall asleep in-case I did not wake up on time for the 5am taxi.

I could hear the other residents near by snoring and the sea water lashing against the wooden pier, but finally I was over taken by tiredness and drifted off into a deep sleep.

I woke up with the call of the dawn prayer from a Mosque not far away. The Muslim men had left for prayer, while the rest of us were either sleeping or lying down.

The taxis were still stationary by the side of the road, and two men who had woken up were conversing in Hindi; from what I understood there was running water from a tap outside the market place, where people could wash and clean up.

I followed the two men and found the stand-pipe, and then the men went off to get their morning tea on another street corner.

I returned to the pier in case I missed my taxi, one of the Muslim drivers, a tall slim brown skinned man was already there, I told him where I was going and he said to jump in at the back.

I had noticed that people around those parts were not very friendly, unless one started up a conversation with them. 

I was not in that frame of mind or bold enough to do either, in fact I was tired, hungry and wanted to go home. 

I realised that whatever life throws at you no matter who you are or where you came from, you must bear it with patience. I did not intentionally miss the last ferry home. 

But it had happened all the same and because of that, I slept under the stars and saw many shooting ones, which my eyes have never seen before and it was something to be remembered.

As we headed towards New Amsterdam when we entered the second village the driver bleeped his horn and slowed down.

A little boy about 10 years old came out and handed the man a food container and then he drove off again.

In the next village ahead, he picked up four passengers; a short fat dark skinned man who sat in front with the driver.

And two boys between the ages of 12 and 16 both slim sat next to me and a talkative light complexion over weight woman sat behind the driver.

The taxi was now full unless the driver decided to stop and pick up more passengers along the route. Sometimes they would cram seven individuals into one car. 

The woman continued to chat to the driver; she told him that they were going to the visa office to see if this time they would get their visas to America.

She was putting me to sleep so I closed my eyes and must have drifted off to sleep for some time, until the boy sitting next to me asked me if I like to eat a roti with some meat. 

I told him that I was not hungry but thanked his mother anyway, and then the woman asked me where I was going.

I told her ‘Hope Village’. That name was given to my village after the plague that swept it almost clean of its inhabitants.

She said. “That is the place where Malaria wiped out the whole village, why do you want to go there young man?” she asked.

I had to choose my words carefully before the driver stopped the car and put me out, in case he thought that I was still infected with the disease.

We were in the middle of no-where, with swamps on both sides of the road and another ten or more miles before we get to New Amsterdam and the ferry crossing.

I told her that I was meeting a school friend there and to see the place. 

“Where are you from?” she asked.

I wished she would stop pestering me so I did not have to lie to her and the others. 

“I lived at Bath Settlement,” I answered. 

I quickly changed the subject and asked her what part in America they were going to and she told me New York City. 

By then our journey had nearly ended, and I could see the ferry crossing ahead of me, boarding had not yet commenced.

After I paid the taxi driver I said goodbye to the others. They were using the same taxi into Georgetown, the capital. 

I went to get my ticket for the ferry crossing and then bought a glass of sugar cane juice for my breakfast and blended in with the crowd.

On the other side of the river, I took another taxi and went home, my chickens were out all night and looking for food, after I fed them, I rested for a while and continued my daily chores.

The next day, I went out looking for fencing material for my great grand-parents’ grave.

I was going to fence their grave with the tree included and paint the wood and plant some flowers inside. 

The next three days I was occupied with the fencing and paint work, after I completed that task.

I took some Jasmine stems from my front yard and planted them inside the four corners of the grave. 

On Thursday I went to visit Asma she was taking her Maths exams the following day. 

As her back up tutor I went to wish her well, and to find out if there were any queries that she might have; I was confident that she was going to do well.

That Sunday was my last one in my village and country. Maymun had invited me to her niece’s wedding in Canji. I had never attended a Muslim wedding before and wasn’t sure what to wear. 

When I asked her she told me to dress casual, only the bride and groom were the important people on that day.

She said that she was going a few days earlier with Asma to help the family and that I should come with her son and husband. 

That Sunday morning I got dressed early and took with me another set of clothing to changed into.

Rain had fallen the previous night and the road was muddy with puddles every-where which was hard to avoid when riding a bicycle.

We were leaving on the first ferry to New Amsterdam which was at 8am. We took a taxi which was a 15minute drive away.

Once we were on board the ferry Ismael explained to me what went on in a Muslim wedding.

The dowry would be given from the bridegroom side, and not from the bride like in a Hindu wedding. 

“What did you give my mum?” Harun asked his father, “I give her Jewellery and two cows, one bull and a heifer,” he replied.

It took us 30 minutes to get to New Amsterdam, further up the Berbice River there was a Bauxite mining company, one could hear the plant operating in the distance.

Once we reached the other side, we took another taxi with other passengers going into Canji.

A journey of about 15 minutes took us 30 minutes as the long road was full of pot holes.

If anyone of us in that taxi had a heart condition our chances of survival would be limited. 

When we finally arrived at our destination, we were greeted by all the family and I was introduced as Ismael and Maymun’s son.

The three of us had a light breakfast, before we joined the rest of the men cooking the wedding feast in the back-yard which was meat, potatoes and rice.

The food was prepared in huge pots accompanied with roti, salad, and a few sweet dishes. 

The meal that was being prepared was for the bride and bride-groom and their guests when they arrived for the Nikkah [wedding].

The Walimah feast was the next day, and that was done on the bridegroom’s side for his guests. 

The bride was going into Corentyne two villages away from Skeldon, apparently that girl went to a wedding in the same village where this boy lived. 

He was at that wedding and saw her and told his mother they made some enquires and with in six months they were getting married. 

I had noticed that there was no music in that Muslim wedding, and men and women did not mix except for the young children.

Large tents were erected from the front of the house to the back where invited guess would sit and eat together on the floor on plastic sheets covered over with a large floral table cloth. 

We sat with the men at the back of the house, listening to their talk on cricket, and politics. 

When the bridegroom arrived with his guests in six different cars, then all the men were getting ready for their daily Salah [prayer] followed by the Nikkah ceremony. 

I asked Harun what I should do. He told me to come along and just follow what everyone in front was doing.

He said that we would stay at the back, and let the older men stand in the front rows.

It was an experience I would never forget, everyone facing in the same direction and prostrating at the same time to One God.

It was the first time that I made prostration and it felt good; it was an amazing scene for me to view as a non Muslim.

After everyone was fed the bride was getting ready to leave, for some unknown reasons women would cry at weddings.

The bride and her mother were both crying as the girl was leaving her parent’s house for the last time and to start her own life with her husband.

It was a simple wedding not too extravagant or elaborate but colourful and practical according to their beliefs. 

Shortly afterwards, Ismael, Harun and I left to catch the last ferry home, after shaking hands with Maymun’s family.

When we arrived on the other side and got to Ismael’s house, it began to rain heavily and he told me to spend the night with them.

I slept in a spare room and under a mosquito net, next morning after breakfast I went back home to check on my poultry.

My final week at home, I spent tidying the yard and selling whatever I could, the chickens and ducks were all sold except Mister Pip the turkey. 

He was given to my father as a present so I kept him as a pet. He would make a lot of noise whenever strangers came to the yard, he was like a guard dog.

I fed him on seeds, grains of rice, and chopped fish, I was handing him over to uncle Yunus. 

By Friday morning he would be gone, along with my suitcase and personal documents to the Baccus’s house.

I would be spending that night with my new family as we were due to leave for the Airport at 5am the next day, a journey of 3hours and 30 minutes our flight was at 12.30pm on Saturday. 

On Wednesday of that week, I went to Blairmont Estate to see for myself what a logy looked like out of sheer curiosity.

After I made a few enquiries I was told where I could find a whole community that lived together in these logy. 

I saw some children playing in the courtyard and asked if their mother was at home, two of the children held my hand and took me to see their mother.

She was a beautiful young woman about 20 years old with long black hair; she was wearing a red and white floral dress that had a rip at the waist line. 

She kept her black hair tied together with the same material from the dress she was wearing.

I asked her politely if I could look at her living quarters and she said, “Yes, come in,” I had to lower my head to get inside.

It was tidy, the floor was covered with card board, and beneath that was sand.

I looked around the small space which she shared with her husband and two young children.

A small wooden bed was in one corner with some clothes hanging on the wall that divided their living space from the next family, and a few basic essentials in card board boxes hidden under the bed.

I got upset and walked out to where she was waiting outside holding the hands of her two sons.

I took all the money from my pocket and handed it over to her, and told her to buy food and clothes for the children and herself.

She thanked me and at the same time she was trying to kiss my hand and was bowing to me like their god.

I told her not to do that and stopped her, and then she asked me if the manager from the estate had sent me. 

I told her no and walked out into the court-yard almost in tears and left in a hurry.

As soon as I got back on the main road I got on my bicycle and rode away in case she called out to her neighbours and told them some young idiot was giving away money.

She might as well make use of it; I would not have any use for my country currency in America. 

When I got home I kept thinking of my great grand-mother’s situation, she once lived in a similar place like that.

I felt her pain even though I had not seen her and we would never meet in this life. 

The old lady had told me that Allah [God] had already written our destiny and now we must live it; good or bad that comes our way.

She had reiterated that Karma was a heap of nonsense, and I totally agreed with her. 

On Friday morning when I woke up, I cleaned out the upstairs and covered all the furniture and bolted all the windows from inside top and bottom.

I was not going to sleep there again and for how long only God alone knows. I was spending the night with the Baccus family for our early morning departure.

By 9 am uncle Yunus’s son Imran came to collect Mister Pip the turkey, and my suitcase with all my personal documents which was in a holdall. 

He would be driving us all to the Airport in his seven seated van, recently introduced into the country. 

After he had left, I went to visit the grave-yard of my ancestors, before it became too hot in the day.

I rode my bicycle and entered the second reef, after I had said my goodbyes to my grand-parents.

I walked over to where my parents and two siblings were and told them that I was leaving in the morning.

My heart sank with great sadness as I took one last look before I departed from the burial ground on the second reef. 

I got on my bike and rode along the muddy dam, to the first reef to say farewell to my great grand-parents.

I stood under the shade of the cinnamon tree and thought these two people have changed my life. 

They came from India following their dreams but were abandoned out here. I on the other hand was moving on following my dream, like they had once done and to see where my destiny would lead me to.

The jasmine I had planted had grown taller, in a few months it would blossom a gift fit for a princess. 

My next stop was to see my teacher Miss Price, we sat and talked for over an hour.

She told me that the two other students she taught along with me were both doing well.

The girl went to England and was training to become a nurse and the boy was in Canada with his relatives.

He was working as an apprentice and going to college in the evenings.

She gets letters from them and regular updates on what they were doing and their progress.

She encouraged me to continue with my studies. Even though it might be difficult, I should not give up.

She wanted to feel proud of me like she had with the other two students that she had taught.

I told her that I was going to try my best to continue so she would feel proud of me also.

I gave her a set of my house and gate keys and told her that she was free to pick the fruits from the yard and whatever the ground produced.

She gave me a hug as we parted and said, “May God be with you and don’t forget to write.”

By 3pm my two friends arrived to help me board up the doors and windows on the ground floor, and we all had a slap-up meal together.

By 6pm I was leaving my home accompanied by my two friends, when I finally padlocked my front gate. 

I took one last look at the house where I lived and grew up and I felt that I was leaving part of myself behind.

I was stepping into a world of the unknown, my knees felt weak and I could not ride my bicycle. Instead I pushed it along to the next three doors to where Muna lives.

I promised to see her before I left; I rang my bicycle bell at their gate and she came out.

She stood inside the yard and hesitated for a moment before she opened the gate.

I remained outside and spoke to her through the opened gate, I told her that I was leaving at 5am from Cotton Tree and I came to say goodbye.

“Would you come back Ravi,” she asked politely.

“I hope so,” I replied.

“Please write to me whenever you find time,” she asked looking at me in the eyes.

I felt confused. She is a Muslim girl and I did not want to keep her hanging on. I couldn’t marry this girl, even if I wanted to.

We were from different religious backgrounds where these two faiths did not mix in our country.

I told her that I couldn’t write to everyone, but if she wanted to find out about me she must ask Miss Price.

I was going to keep in touch with Grace and Ronald, because they offered to take care of my property. 

She placed her hand in her dress pocket and took out a small package wrapped in gold gift wrapping paper and handed it to me.

“It’s a gift for you I made it myself,” she said, “open it when you get to America.”

I was looking at the soft neatly wrapped package in my hand, “What is it?” I asked.

“When you open it you will find out, please put it away before your friends see it,” she insisted.

“Thank you, Muna, I said, what ever it is I will hold on to it.”

She smiled as I placed the package into my trousers pocket, and moved away from the gate.

When she closed the gate I waved to her and she waved back, she looked somewhat sad.

She stood by the gate and watched until I rode off with my two friends.

“What was all that about Ravi,” James asked.

“I was just saying goodbye to a school friend,” I answered.

“She is your secret admirer, but you can’t admit to it,” Ramnarine remarked.

“She is a school friend and a Muslim. As you know, it is forbidden to get involved with a Muslim girl,” I reminded him. 

We rode along the broken dusty road to Cotton Tree Village then my friends asked when I would be back.

I told them maybe after I received my U.S Green Card, then I would be free to travel. 

When we arrived outside Ismael’s house, I said goodbye to my two friends, and hugged them both as we parted. 

I stood and watched them ride away, I thought perhaps the next time I saw them I might not recognised them.

In the Baccus’s house hold a lot of entertainment was going on with families, friends, and neighbours coming together to say farewell.

Different kinds of food were being served, and there were much laughter and talking that filled the room.

Harun took me upstairs to show me where I was going to sleep, and then we came downstairs to have supper and to meet their extended family.

We were all having an early night for a 4am wake up call. After all the guests had gone I went to bed less excited for the next day ahead. 
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LEAVING THE WEST COAST

Next morning at about 5am, we were on our journey to the Airport, uncle Yunus was accompanying us and his son Imran was our driver.

When we drove past my home I took one last look and thought, when will I see this house again.

Once we entered the county of Demerara the roads were much better, some progress had been made with the new Government, but it was still not quick enough.

We stopped in Georgetown the capital for breakfast before we continued our journey to the Airport.

After I checked in at the desk and my suitcase went through, I thought the next stage of my life had begun.

We all came outside to say our goodbyes to Imran and uncle Yunus, Ismael embraced his brother and they both shed some tears as they parted from each other.

We boarded a small cargo plane to Port of Spain, and waited for an hour before we embarked on a BWIA flight to our destination to Kennedy Airport in New York. 

It was like a dream that came true for me. Who would have thought with my unhappy childhood and back-ground I would one day board a plane to the Big Apple a city that never sleeps. 

My thanks were to God the Almighty and then to the family who were taking me across with them.

They had looked upon me as their son, from the first time I met them, and I intend to live up to their expectations. 

We all sat in the middle row, of this massive plane with a huge wing span with 300 or more passengers on board.

It was an experience of a life-time one could not have imagined for an orphan and a country boy like me.

I sat next to Harun on our flight when food was being served I was not sure what to eat first.

I had to look at the other passengers sitting parallel to me and copy them and then Harun would copy from me. 

We arrived the following morning; it was a beautiful summer’s day with a warm breeze blowing. 

When we arrived outside Zaitun and her husband Ali was there to meet us and another man in a taxi. 

All the women went in Ali’s car and us men in the taxi with some of the suitcases.

The house we were all going to reside in was in Richmond Hill, Queens; a three storey building with three apartments, top, middle, and a basement floor.

Harun and I took the two beds on the top apartment, Ismael, Maymun and Asma stayed in the middle and the basement was left vacant.

When I was unpacking my suitcase I came across the package Muna had given me and decided to look inside.

As I was removing the wrapping paper Harun joined me and he asked, “What is that.”

I told him that a school friend had given me this as a leaving present, and she told me that I should open it when I get to America. 

“A girl,” he remarked.

“Yes a Muslim girl,” I answered. “In case you get the wrong idea, I used to help her with her Maths and she would correct my spelling. We went to the same school for four years. 

I met her a month ago and told her that I was going abroad, and then I went to say goodbye and she gave me this gift.” 

It was a white cotton embroidery handkerchief with a red heart shaped design on one side and my initials R L inside this heart.

“She is telling you something, Ravi,” Harun remarked.

“Like what?” I asked.

“Her name is Muna Khan, in case you’d like to know and please don’t get the wrong impression.” I told him.

“I like my cousin Ayesha, the girl with the long hair,” he confessed. “But I could not tell her in words. All I said to her was, please do not get married before I return.” 

We were both laughing at our naivety with girls, and put it down to our upbringing. 

Modesty, shyness, respect to elders and parents played an important role in our everyday lives when growing up.

There were certain rules and boundaries we were not allowed to overstep. 

I put Muna’s handkerchief in my ward robe and never thought of it again.

Within two weeks we all found employment except for Asma. She had enrolled to attend school two blocks away from where were residing.

The four of us shared the rent and household bills, Maymun and Asma would cook and we all would eat together.

Harun and I would wash the dishes and tidy up the kitchen before going up to our room. 

Ismael would come upstairs to check on us unannounced. He encouraged us to save some money and enrol in an evening college, which we did after six months.

Harun was doing a course in engineering and I continued my studies in Mathematics and chemistry.

A year later, I met a Muslim man by the name of Ahmad from South Africa; he was in my Maths class and a part-time student like myself. 

On day we came out together and he told me about himself, his wife and son back home and his religious beliefs.

Every time we met I would ask him about his God [Allah] and he would answer any questions I put forward to him.

When I told him about the family I was living with, he said people Iman [faith] goes up and down, they would get back into it once they were reminded.

Islam was being revived he said, people were coming out giving dawah, [inviting people] but it had not reached all parts of America and the West as yet. 

We were created to worship one God and that Islam is not a new religion it was around since time began, and all the Prophets came with the same message.

A week later he gave me an English Quran written by Muhammad Pickthall an English man and a translator.

I was puzzled at first and asked my South African friend whether any one can become a Muslim no matter what shades of colour they are.

He smiled and then told me that Islam came for the whole world and not only for the Arabs and brown skinned people.

I told Ahmad about my ancestors and how come they did not know anything about this religion.

He said they only follow what was handed down to them; they did not go out looking for the truth.

It began to make sense and I decided to look deep into Islam. I started reading the Quran he gave me before going to bed each night.

It was not a story book; it contained laws, practical advice, and talked about the past nations, the present, and the future. 

It was a remarkable book, easy to read and understand; the same book the old lady had told me to read. 

What was written down made perfect sense, and coincided with what the old woman had told me back home. 

I had noticed that, to believe in one God and be kind to parents were always mentioned together and sabr [patience] was mentioned many times over.

I asked my South African friend again and he told me, that it was an important reminder to people whether Muslim or non Muslim and he went further into more detail.

There were certain rules that we must abide by if we want to enter into Paradise.

It took me nearly a year to read the Quran twice over and asked as many questions as possible.

That night I was going to tell Ahmad that I had made my decision to accept Islam with-out any doubt as a way of life. 

When we left college, we decided to take a shorter route home and that nearly cost us our lives.

While we were walking and conversing three young men came out from a parked car and pointed a gun at us.

They were looking for money, presumably to buy drugs. We emptied our pockets and handed over the US dollars that both of us had in our possession.

One of them was cursing and telling the man holding the gun to shoot us.

My heart was beating so fast it could have easily flown out from my chest.

I thought I was going to die in a strange country and that my death had brought me to this place. 

My friend said to the guy holding the gun, “Before you shoot us can we say our last prayer for today.” 

“Go on, he yelled and don’t take too long.” 

Ahmad prostrated on the concrete side walk and I did the same. We kept our heads there for a moment.

I was saying to myself “Oh God help us.”

Then I heard the slamming of the car doors and the screeching of the tyres as the car sped away.

Ahmad tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Get up, my brother they are gone and what was it you were going to tell me?” he asked.

I was still shaking and he seemed calm, as though nothing had happened.

“Why are you so calm, when we were about to die?” I asked.

“I am used to this type of scenario in South Africa,” he answered. 

Then I told him that I was ready to accept Islam and that I had decided to get circumcised first before I took the Shahada [testimony of faith] and then added one Muslim name on all of my personal documents. 

“I am happy for you my brother,” he said and he gave me a hug as we parted that evening.

A few days later, I told uncle Ismael and Maymun and they chose Hasan as my first name.

Two months later I accepted Islam and began to learn how to pray and the Surahs [chapters] in the Quran.

Uncle Ismael was impressed with how much I had learned and knew, and he would come upstairs to hear me telling the stories of the past nations as mentioned in the Quran. 

I continued to work and study and to make regular visits to the Mosque in our locality for prayers and Jummah Salah on Fridays.

My knowledge of Arabic was very limited and in my spare time I would learn surahs with Harun and uncle Ismael.

That Ramadhan we all fasted. It was something new to me but I managed with perseverance and determination.

After three years in America, Asma now 18 years old had a marriage proposal from Ali’s younger brother Ishaq.

He worked in a science research Laboratory. He was ten years older than she was, but her parents agreed all the same, now it was up to her. 

She was doing well in college, and was hoping to make a good career for herself.

She became confused over the proposal and came upstairs to see Harun for his opinion and advice.

Harun asked her if she liked Ishaq and felt comfortable with him, she said yes, that he was polite and respectful and was easy to please.

“He is a good guy Asma with a good job, you would not find better in New York. Dad checked him out so what is your problem?” he asked.

I was sitting there listening to the conversation when she said, “I like Hasan.”

I was thinking, who is Hasan and did not realise that she was talking about me.

“Hasan is already interested in a girl back home and he is still studying. Don’t let dad hear you say that,” he told her.

“At least I tried,” she said as she got up from the sofa. “Who is this girl, Hasan.? Do I know her?” she questioned.

I was looking at Harun, “Tell her,” he said.

“She is a school friend and I don’t think you know her,” I answered.

When she left I said to Harun when Asma mentioned Hasan I was wondering who this guy was and where she had met him, until you mentioned a girl from back home; then I realised that it was me she was talking about.

“She is becoming like the girls over-here,” he said. “Have you noticed how the girls behaved in the class-room with their teacher? 

No matter how well parents teach morality and behaviour to their children at home, when they go out into the outside world, the society they live in, does not do them justice.” 

I nodded my head, I did not want to make any comment regarding Asma but I was happy to see her get married. 

I had a few encounters with her when I first became Hasan, one evening I came home from work early and went upstairs to finish my home work.

She knew that I was in or she must have seen me go upstairs. She stood at the bottom of the steps calling me to come downstairs to have some tea with her.

She was not allowed upstairs in the flat where Harun and I shared unless her father gave his permission.

I told her that I would be down in a few minutes I quickly put my coat back on and knocked on the door on my way out and told her I had to go out in a hurry.

It was a cold evening; I had to go into a shop to keep warm just to keep away from her.

Another time a similar incident took place I would not answer when she called out to me.

I locked my bedroom until I heard Harun come home from work. I felt intimidated by her.

She had a simple wedding with family and friends; and she looked beautiful and happy on her wedding day.

Life continued as usual in the Baccus’s house-hold, but much quieter without Asma around.

The following year, Harun and I both graduated from college. Harun went to Egypt to memorise the Quran.

I went to work full time to save enough money to do my PhD at Harvard University in Boston where my South African friend had gone a year ahead of me to do his PhD.

Ahmad had the ambition and zeal to succeed and not forgetting who he was. 

He was poor like me but humble even though he was living through apartheid, and that did not deter him from success. 

Uncle Ismael was missing his son Harun, sometimes he would come upstairs and sleep on his bed when he was on his days off.

He and I bonded like father and son, but I knew my place; that he was not my blood line.

Six months later, I went on to Harvard and met up with Ahmad, he was an intelligent student.

We would pray together and share the food we had between us to save money.

He graduated ahead of me, and decided to fly back home to his family and parents in Durban, South Africa. 

We kept in touch and hopefully someday we would meet up again for a reunion.

After I graduated from Harvard, Ishaq got me a job where he worked in the research laboratory.

My salary was much higher than his, due to the fact that I graduated from Harvard University.

As I got to know him I found him to be helpful and a pleasant guy. He would invite home to see Asma, but each time I would come up with an excuse not to go there. 

One day he said to me “Why don’t you come to see your sister Hasan? Is there anything wrong between you two?”

“No,” I answered quickly. “I like to get home when it is busy with other commuters going home.

I was held at gun point once with another student when we were taking a short cut home late one evening.

I do not want this type of incident to happen to me again I might die on the spot this time.”

“I am sorry” he said “I thought you were avoiding Asma, she always talked about her brothers.”

I felt awful and did not want him to get the wrong impression that I kept away from Asma because she once had a crush on me.

After a few weeks had passed I said to him, “Tell my sister that I will come to see her on Saturday afternoon if she was not busy.”

That Saturday morning on our way to work I told uncle Ismael that I would be home late; Ishaq had invited me over for supper.

Before I got to work I stopped at a candy shop and bought Asma a box of Cadbury milk chocolate, which had written on the box ‘made in England.’

I kept the chocolate in my locker and was hoping they would not melt before she got them.

After we left work Ishaq drove me to his parent’s house, where he and Asma lived on the top floor apartment. 

When we arrived he opened the door and greeted Asma with the Islamic greetings.

“I am home,” he said, and look who I brought with me today,” she came running out from a room and suddenly she stopped. 

She looked surprised, before she gave me a hug, I handed her the box of chocolate I had in my hand. 

She said, “Thank you, Hasan” and put the box to one side and gave me a hug.

Ishaq left us and she took me into their sitting room and she was still hanging on to me. 

“Steady on girl, I said to her. Are you alright, Asma?” I asked.

I was worried for a moment as she was looking paler than usual and I moved away slowly from her grip. 

“I want to tell you a little secret,” she said, “I am pregnant I only found out today and you are the first to know.”

“Congratulations” I said in response. “But you must tell your husband now.” 

We talked about her parents and her brother Harun and the job I was doing when Ishaq returned and sat with us.

She said, “Ishaq I got some news for you. I went to the doctors today; we are going to have a baby.”

He was so excited he got up from his seat and rushed forward and gave her a hug.

“I am so happy” he said,”We must tell all the family.”

I repeated my congratulations to Asma and gave her a kiss on the cheek like a brother should do.

Then was sat down to have supper; the delicious meal she had prepared; while we were eating she asked me about Muna the girl back home.

She wanted to find out her name and her family name, but I refused to tell her.

Ishaq then said,” Asma, leave your brother alone he would tell you when he was ready to talk.” 

I laughed and said, “I don’t want to talk about her.”

“There is no girl,” she said. “You and Harun made that one up.”

The rest of the evening me and Ishaq spent chatting while Asma was making phone calls to everyone she knew to tell them of her good news.

After she had finish conversing with family and friends Ishaq was ready to drive me home and Asma came along with us.

It was late when we arrived home and they decided to spend the night with her parents.

Next morning at breakfast the subject was about her baby and they were all selecting names of both girls and boys.

Shortly after lunch that day they left us and went back home. 

I continued to work at the research laboratory for another six months but I was not happy with that job.

I wanted to teach, but not in a New York school or any-where in America. 

The children mainly girls, did not have a childhood. They grew up too quickly, and the boys carried guns and knives around with them.

They took drugs and sold drugs and would confront their teachers and argue with them.

It was a society with the good, bad, and ugly in it, with people from all walks of life.

A society on the brink of collapsing with a very low moral standard compared to where I was born and grew up.

It was a melting pot with people from all parts of world one could find in New York and elsewhere in America, land of the free and home of the brave. 

A few months later we all decided to visit Harun in Egypt, he was doing well working and studying.

He told me that I could get a job in a University in Cairo, and learn the Arabic language like he was doing. 

I decided to take up the offer and began to write out my CV and applied in a few Universities in Cairo and Alexandria.

Many months had passed before I got a reply from two Universities in Cairo. I chose the one where I could get a cheap apartment not far from the University. 

I left New York to take up my new post in Egypt, teaching Mathematics and Chemistry. 

My salary was far less than what I was earning in America, but I was happy that I could learn the Arabic language.

I decided to study Fiqh [Islamic Jurisprudence] at weekends and evenings.

Harun would come to visit me and we would practice Arabic with each other or he would revise the Quran and I would listen and follow him.

In Ramadhan we both would return to New York to fast with the rest of the family and to celebrate Eid.

Once Harun had completed memorizing the Quran and felt confident in him-self he returned to New York with his parents and got a job in an engineering firm. 

Uncle Ismael bought the house we were renting as an investment for later years to come.

By then Asma was mother to two sons, the first one was Mohammad and the second one was Yasin. 

That same year during my holidays for Eid ul Adha I went home to New York, to celebrate Eid with all the family. 

The next day during supper, uncle Ismael told me and Harun that it was time we both got married and settled down. 

His sister, Nazmoon in London England had seen a few young ladies for the two of us to meet.

Everything was arranged for summer the following year, and he and Maymun were both coming with us.

If all goes well he said, Harun and I could get married by the end of next year and bring our wives over.

He advised me to return to New York and find a job in a school, if it was teaching I liked to do.

I told him I could not teach in a school out here, and that the pupils were out of control. I was happy in Egypt.

He was not too impressed with what I had said but Maymun spoke up on my behalf.

She said, “If Hasan is happy in his job then he should continue there, but I would like him to come home more often.” 

I did not want to sound ungrateful to this kind and generous man, I said, “Uncle Ismael, I hope I did not upset you.”

He replied “No Hasan, its good you speak how you feel, I am happy if you are happy. 

But we are all going to London next year InshaAllah. It’s time you and Harun settled down.”

“Yes uncle,” I answered.

It was then I thought of Muna, my childhood friend, and wondered if she had already married or was still single.

I was now a Muslim like her and we could get married, there was nothing or no one to stop us.

That night I asked Harun his opinion what we should do in a situation in which we were both facing.

He kept Ayesha waiting and if Muna was still waiting for me it was not fair on both girls that we should go off and marry someone else. 

I would have to go back home some day and if I took my wife and found Muna still single and waiting, what excuse would I make to her knowing full well that I broke her heart. 

“Hasan, my brother,” he said, “We would do as dad told us and go to London with them and have a good time we know what we wanted.

We have never visited that country before; it is an opportunity for both of us to see their life-style.” 

The following day I wrote a letter to Miss Price and told her to tell Muna Khan; if she was still single, that I was coming home next year.

I would rather spend my life with someone I grew up with, who knew everything about me than a total stranger I would have to go through my life history with. 

Harun was thinking along the same lines, but could not tell his father about Ayesha, his cousin.

As far as we were aware she was still single and doing a course in needle work.

Asma his sister was in regular contact with her two cousins Ayesha and her older sister. 

Two weeks later I flew back to Cairo and continued to work and study Fiqh in my spare time.

One evening I was looking through an Arab newspaper and decided to look in another Arab country for a better paid job if I was going to get married and support a wife.

I was fluent in Arabic, which would enable me to use my skills in both English and Arabic when teaching Arabs and non Arab students.

I sent out my CV to a few Universities and waited for a reply, many months later I got a reply from an American run University in Saudi Arabia and another one in Kuwait City. 

My interview was in the summer and at that time we were planning to leave for London.

I rang uncle Ismael and told him, that I would meet them in London two days later than planned and the reason behind it. 

I spoke to Maymun and explain my situation and what I was doing; she seemed to understand me better than uncle Ismael. 

Harun once told me that his mother sometimes thought that I was her dead son Hasan returned to her, that was the reason she insisted on naming me Hasan.

Days turned into weeks and weeks became months, and still no reply from Miss Price.

I became despondent and told my teacher after one of my Fiqh lessons.

He said, “Has an, you can only have what was written for you, no more, no less, no matter how hard you try. Have patience, Allah is the all seeing, the all hearing, and the all knowing.”

I felt better after that day and stopped worrying, and was looking forward to go to London to look for a future bride.

I went to the two interviews. The one in Kuwait City; the pay and living conditions were excellent and nearer to the University than the one in Saudi Arabia. 

After my interview was over I went back to Cairo to check in my mail box for a reply from Miss Price, but nothing was there. 

That evening I flew out to London Heathrow I arrived around 10am the following day and some what felt a little lost and bewildered.

There were white or English people around than coloured working at the Airport, not like New York or the Arabian countries.

I found them to be far friendlier than where I had travelled from at my last two destinations. 

When I came outside, Harun was there with his uncle Musa and another man who introduced himself as Abdullah.

A young boy about 14 years old joined us as we all walked towards the car park.

“How was your trip?” the two men asked.

As I responded I noticed Abdullah kept looking at me from head to toe. I was wearing a brown suit and I took off my jacket due to the heat and to feel more comfortable. 

While on our way to the car park Harun took over my trolley which had only a single suitcase.

He spoke in Arabic and told me that Abdullah was our future father-in-law. He checked him out and now he was here to check me out and the young boy was his son; a second opinion.

We both laughed and continued our conversation in Arabic I told him that I was still waiting to hear from Miss Price, and I would not make a decision until I find out about Muna.

Abdullah kept looking at me and smiling when we got to his car, which was a Mercedes, top of the range. He opened his boot and I placed my suitcase inside. 

Before he closed the door he said, “What language were you two speaking?”

“Arabic, uncle,” I answered politely.

He was a man from my country. He studied law, but was now a property developer with his wife. 

That was all the information I was given about the parents of these girls Harun and I were going to see, but nothing about the girls. 

Harun and I sat at the back with the boy, Musa sat in front with Abdullah who was driving. 

While the two men at the front were chatting about the weather and other issues Harun told me Abdullah got a profile of both of us.

He had a chat with him and asked him lots of questions. “Now you going to be interrogated,” he remarked.

“What sort of questions did he asked?” I enquired.

“Where I studied, what sort of degree I got, how many languages I spoke, what country I visited, dad was annoyed,” he said. 

“Did you pass his test?” I asked.

“I don’t know, he is waiting to see you first and then we will get the verdict.”

“My job interview was less stressful compare to this,” I added.

“How did it go?” he asked.

“It went well and I am 99% sure I got both jobs, but I would like to go to Kuwait,” I answered.

“I would not take up my post until early next year, and hopefully be married by then.” 

“Do we have a profile of his daughters?” I asked.

“No, but we are going to see them in person. There are three in total and we take our pick,” he replied.

“I hope we don’t pick the same one,” I said.

“Then we would have to toss a coin,” Harun answered.

We were both giggling as we headed out of Heathrow and into the busy streets of London.

The young boy in the back seat with us, with large staring brown eyes and a white complexion, kept looking at me.

Every time I moved my head to look at the streets of London I saw him glancing at me. I thought that I was under scrutiny. 

If he was going to be my future brother-in-law, out of politeness I should have a chat with him.

I asked him what his name was and whether their summer was always hot like today. 

He replied, “My name is Ali and our summer this year is very hot. I like your American accent,” he continued. “Do you live in America?” he asked.

“Not at the present moment, I worked in Egypt,” I replied.

“You must be the American professor my mother talked about,” he remarked.

“Enough now, Ali,” Abdullah his father scolded him

Harun and I looked at each other.

We were going into North London, forty five minutes journey from Heathrow Airport. 

Shortly afterwards, when we reached our destination, Abdullah pulled up outside a semi detached house in a quiet Cul–De-Sac location, overlooking a playing field. 

We all got out and I thanked Abdullah and took my suite case from the boot of his car, then he shook our hands. 

He told Musa that he and his wife would come over in the evening; I thought perhaps to cross examine me.

He went back into his car with his son now sat in front with him and he waved to us as he drove off.

Outside the front door Uncle Musa said to me and Harun that we were going to see his two daughters on Saturday at his house. 

Uncle Ismael appeared in the door-way, and greeted me and gave me a hug, like he had always done.

I entered into a large sitting area which was two rooms made into one, with colourful wall paper hanging from the ceilings. 

There were large sofas with matching cushions and curtains, and fitted carpet throughout the rooms and corridor.

Mahogany wooden furniture was dotted around, and vases of plastic flowers, including ornaments from other countries were placed on the mantel-piece. 

I sat down to admire the interior design, which was practical and colourful its blending effects were both relaxing and homely.

The way the English decorator the interior of their house fascinated me compared to other countries. 

Minutes later a woman in her late fifties came in followed by Maymun carrying a tray of tea.

I was told that in England the people drank a lot of tea even on a hot summer’s day, just like the Egyptians would smoke hookah. 

Uncle Ismael said, “Hasan, this is my sister Nazmoon, the eldest of the family, she is a State Registered Nurse.” 

As a mark of respect, I stood up and greeted her with Salam; she responded to my greetings and then she came up to me and gave me a kiss on both my cheeks. 

She said, “Welcome to my home, now I can say that I kissed a Prince and a handsome one indeed,” she uttered.

I was stunned at her remark, I thought I left this princely past behind me in Hope Village, and to start a new beginning in another land, but it seems it was back to haunt me.

If I had not found out about my ancestors I would be standing in a state of shock at the sudden out burst of the woman.

I looked around me out of curiosity at the others in the room, and it seemed they all knew. 

Maymun sat opposite me and asked, “Did you know about your ancestors.” 

I nodded my head and said, “An old lady who used to live a few doors away from me told me what she had heard from my grand-father.” I answered.

I thought that it was all a myth, as there was no proof to back up her story. 

My great grand-mother was not an imaginary person, she was real, but yet I was not convinced. 

“Please forgive me, I apologise, if I did not share that part of my life with uncle Ismael and Harun.

I want to be me, the young man from Hope Village on the West Coast of Berbice, and not a prince whose identification is blowing in the wind.”

“Never mind son, Musa remarked we must find you Cinderella to complete the picture.”

“I would rather this information remain within these four walls uncle, until I leave London,” I said for my benefit.

“We would not expose your secret, Hasan, to money man Abdullah, and his family,” Musa remarked. 

I looked at Nazmoon for reassurance; she was sitting on a foot stool in the corner of the room.

“As you wish Hasan,” she answered.

After having tea and snacks, all of us men went to the Mosque for prayers which was five minutes drive away.

Building work was being carried out on the Mosque, to make it larger. 

We were told that only the old men attended the regular five daily prayers, but during Ramadhan and Eid it gets crowded. 

I was jet lagged and after Maghrib [sunset] prayers and supper, I went upstairs to have a lie down in one of the bed rooms I would be sleeping in for the next five nights, in that four bed semi detached house.

I must have drifted off to sleep until I heard a knock at the door, and Harun walked in and said,

“Hasan dad said to wake up and to come downstairs looking presentable. Our future in-laws are here to interrogate you.”

“Charming,” I uttered.

Harun would always say something silly to either scare me or make me laugh.

We looked after each other and bonded like blood brothers for the past six years we had been together.

I was the brother he never had, and vice versa, he would always come to me first if he had a problem or was short of money before he went to his father. 

I felt terrified as I sat up and looked at him to regain my composure and collect my thoughts.

I was beginning to think, do I have to go through this kind of ordeal to look at a girl? Was my CV not enough, I hope she was worth it. 

In America it was difficult to find a decent girl with moral values, they grew up too quickly without a childhood, and it’s like looking for a needle in a hay stack to find a suitable partner. 

We were recommended to meet this family in England but I still had my doubts, as to what this couple was looking for in me and Harun. 

“What does our future mother-in-law looks like,” I asked.

“She is English, fat and friendly she had a difficult life. Her parents threw her out on to the streets when she took Abdullah to meet them. 

Her brothers beat her and Abdullah, and they both ended up in Casualty, her people don’t like blacks and Asians.

This happened in the late sixties, but they were determined to stay together, her name is Liz. That is all I found out about her. 

As for father-in-law Abdullah, he got a degree in Law; but does not use it. He was born on the East Bank of Demerara.

He came here in 1961 to study, and only went back home once when his father died but never took his family with him.” 

I got up, had a wash and changed my clothes and went down stairs, ready to be cross-examined by this lawyer and his wife.

I entered the room said Salam to the couple who were sitting next to each other, and shook hands with Abdullah.

I was told by my religious teacher not to come in contact with non Mehram [not closely related] women not even to shake hands with them.

I sat next to uncle Ismael on the large sofa and he asked if I managed to sleep a little, I told him that I dozed off but was still feeling tired.

The woman was looking at me and smiling and then she said, “What subject do you teach in Egypt,”

I thought she got a profile of me, why ask?

“Mathematics and Chemistry,” “Alhamdullah,” I answered.

“What was the meaning of the last one?” she questioned her husband.

He did not respond to her, perhaps he did not know, uncle Ismael then said.

“It’s Arabic; both my boys speak Arabic it meant Praise be to Allah,” [An expression we-Muslims used].

I was waiting for the next question when Nazmoon walked in with tea and cakes for the guests.

The woman turned her attention on the tea in front of her, and said, “You all are invited for tea on Saturday, and in the evening we are going out for a meal.”

I looked at Harun and said in Arabic, “Don’t forget to take your English pounds with you; we might ended up paying for her meal.”

Harun started laughing, Ismael did not think it was funny and looked at both of us and said to the guests.

“These two always joking and laughing. When-ever I ask them what was the joke, they would say its nothing dad.”

Abdullah was slim and tall, light brown in complexion with a few grey hairs on his head, clean-shaven and spoke like a polished English gentleman.

His wife was much shorter, a little over weight with brownish colour hair, green eyes and a friendly smile. 

No more questions were thrown at me, instead she told us a little about London, Scotland, and where she was born in Bristol. 

Then she asked if we brothers would like to live and work in England, it was an open question, so I did not answer. 

The look on uncle Ismael’s face told a different story in fact he was furious.

Maymun answered and said, “My sons can’t make that decision until they see your daughters.”

Husband and wife kept quiet then uncle Musa changed the subject to motor cars, and his job on the British rail. 

We all sat and listened in silence to him and the others as they joked and laughed with one another.

Harun and I kept looking at them with their comical behaviour. 

Uncle Musa and Abdullah met, when he bought the house he is presently living in from Abdullah.

As they were from the same country they kept in contact with each other and meet up regularly and their wives became good friends.

One day Abdullah told uncle Musa that he was looking for two decent educated or skilled young men for his two grown up daughters.

Nazmoon contacted uncle Ismael and that was how Harun and I came into the picture.

On Saturday our noon prayer and lunch, Maymun reminded me and Harun to dress smartly; we were all going out in the evening from Abdullah’s house to a restaurant for supper.

Ten minutes later Abdullah arrived in his cream Mercedes to take some of us to his house as we all could not fit into uncle Musa’s car. 

He took uncle Ismael who sat in the front and Nazmoon and Maymun at the back.

We did not leave immediately until we had a pep talk from uncle Musa.

He told us how old the girls were, and that they were beautiful and educated, and their father was very strict with them.

“He can be controlling and he wants what was best for his girls which was understandable. 

You two must look at the girls properly and when we get to the restaurant in the evening sit opposite the one you chose.”

Harun said, what would happen if we chose the same girl, uncle Musa started laughing.

“You guys are funny,” he remarked. “It is unlikely, there are three of them but if this happens we would deal with it.” This match-maker was sure of himself. 

Uncle Musa continued; “Ask her questions that you think and feel comfortable with, and why you think she was the right one for you, and don’t be mesmerised by her beauty.” 

While we were on our journey through London, I tried to remember what my Arabic teacher had told his students.

He said, a pious woman must be number one, and he elaborated on that subject.

Modesty would fall into place if she is virtuous, [chaste] and beauty, wealth and the rest can follow later.

Harun interrupted my thoughts when he said to uncle Musa. “Only the old people practice Islam over here and the women do not look too modest either around these parts. It is like America.”

“Don’t be negative son,” he said “You will have to teach her, those children went to Madressa when they were little.”

Shortly afterwards we reached our destination; we drove through a private road with small trees and flowering shrubs on either side of the road.

Then we reached a black wrought iron gate which swung opened as we approached and uncle Musa drove through it.

A large detached house stood in the grounds among large potted plants and a colourful front lawn. 

He parked up on the drive way where there were two other cars by the side of a closed garage. 

The building looked like two semis, combined into one detached house. Abdullah opened the front door and greeted us and took us into his sitting area.

It was richly decorated with expensive wall paper, sofa that matched the curtains and cushions, furniture and rugs and much more, it was like sitting in Aladdin’s cave. 

I read somewhere that an English man’s house is his castle, Abdullah was not an English man by birth, but he certainly lived like one. 

He showed me where to sit and he took Harun to the other side, he separated the two of us.

I guess because we conversed in Arabic and laughed, and he was not having any of it or there could be some other motive behind it. 

The door suddenly opened, and liz came in carrying a tray of tea and placed it on a large glass top table that stood in the middle of the room, with the steam still pouring out from the top of the mugs.

Nazmoon followed next with one of the daughters behind her, she was dressed in an Asian out fit and looked quite young.

She pulled up a green leather foot-stool and sat next to Abdullah, her father and they were whispering to each other.

She smiled and said that they were coming with the cakes but very nervous in case they dropped it.

Then two other young ladies came into the room holding a tray each with single pieces of cake on a plate.

They placed the tray on another coffee table and then they began to serve us. I was watching the girl walking towards me holding a plate in her hand.

She was wearing a peach coloured Asian outfit, she said Salam and smiled as she handed me the plate of sliced chocolate sponge cake covered with icing on the top.

I noticed that she had a dimple on her right cheek her hair was light brown in colour with brown eyes, slim and pretty, with beautiful complexion.

I was lost for a moment she reminded me of Muna back home. Why did she served me, and the other sister served Harun. 

They must have seen us before and made their choice, the one that served me sat on the other side of her father, and the other sister sat on the single sofa.

Abdullah put his hand on the girl’s shoulder and said, ‘This is Hannah, she is 23 years old, and this one is Zainab she is 18, and that one is Fatimah, she is 21.

Fatimah had green eyes like her mum and light brown hair, Zainab looked like her mum, very English; all the girls were beautiful.

Hannah came with the tea, she smiled as she came closer, and handed me the mug of tea, I said, “Thank you,” and she smiled again.

The same was taking place on the opposite side of me, it was like watching a silent movie, with the crockery noise in the background.

Uncle Ismael broke the silence, when he asked Fatimah, whether she was studying or working.

She replied, “Uncle, I am a trainee Midwife.” 

“What about you Hannah?” he asked. 

“I am a junior school teacher, uncle,” she answered. 

After we all finished eating and drinking, the three sisters, collected the dishes and left the room.

While the men and women were chatting among themselves, Harun joined me and said, “The girls picked who they wanted, and I thought it was up to us.”

“What did you think of her?” I asked.

“I like her, he answered, she can deliver all the babies,” and he started laughing.

“What about you,” he enquired.

“She reminded me so much of Muna, when she smiles I thought that I was looking at Muna, right now I am undecided lets see how tonight goes.” I answered. 

When it was time for prayer all of us men performed ablution, and left for the mosque, including Ali.

We all stayed on until the sunset prayers, and then we left for the restaurant together.

Abdullah had booked two tables for a party of twelve, six on each table. 

The tables were covered over with white table cloth, and had napkins, side plates, knives, forks, and spoons.

When we walked in Abdullah showed Harun where to sit with Ali in the middle and me at the end, all of us facing the entrance.

On the next table he sat with Uncle Ismael and Musa facing the same direction.

When the girls arrived all dressed in long skirts and shirts I was quite impressed with Hannah’s choice of colours.

She wore a floral purple skirt with a plain top and a plain scarf wrapped around her neck. 

We greeted the girls, and Hannah sat opposite me, Zainab sat in the middle opposite Ali and Fatimah in front of Harun.

Harun spoke in Arabic and asked me, what he should say to this girl with piercing green eyes.

I myself was unsure, through nervousness I laughed then all the girls began to laugh. 

The girl in the middle said, “You two brothers seems very close, us sisters always argue.” 

“What do you argue about?” I asked. 

“Oh, things like borrowing each other make-up, shoes, and jumpers, that sort of thing,” she answered.

Then Harun finally started a conversation with Fatimah, and I asked Hannah, what age group of children she taught in school. She was well spoken and smiled a lot.

The girls had already ordered everything we were going to eat for that evening but a menu was given to each one of us.

Hannah told me to ignore it as they had already ordered by phone. Drinks were brought in, followed by the starter, and then the main course, which was meat Biryani, salad and various sauces.

Hannah and I continued to chat, she asked me what type of food I usually eat in Egypt, and that she would love to travel to the Middle East, and learn Arabic.

By now I was hypnotize by this beautiful young woman sitting in front of me and looking at me as I spoke.

She was trying her best to answer some of the questions I put to her and I was thinking that I would teach her Arabic myself if we were destined to be together.

If all went well in this match-making process, I would like to meet up with her again for another chat before I left London.

Ali who was listening to our conversation remarked, “You heard what dad said that none of you are going to live abroad.” 

“Shut up Ali and mind your own business,” Hannah remarked. Ali had now let slip what we were not expecting with his comments.

If Harun and I were interested in these two sisters, we would have to live in England, which I was not prepared to do right now.

I was thinking to move to Kuwait for a better job and pay to bring up a family.

Now I was not going to push my luck, and let destiny take over. Hannah told me that she needed some religious guidance; we all continued to talk, laugh and joke among ourselves.

They seemed comfortable with us and told us that they would like to take us sight-seeing in London before we left.

Fatimah turned to Ali and said, “You are not invited.”

“Dad would not allow it if I am not there,” he answered.

She looked at me and Harun and whispered, “He is our dad’s ears and eyes. Wait till his turn comes, we are going to do the same to him.” 

We were all laughing and Ali got vexed, “Girls, he hissed, they all pick on me.”

I felt sorry for him and wanted to give him a hug, but his father was looking at us.

Harun then said according to Islam Ali is right, he should accompany his sisters, it’s called Mehram, until they are married, then their husbands would fill that gap.

Hannah remarked, “We do not have any knowledge of Islam, our dad did not teach us.” 

The girls were sociable than we had expected. When the third course was brought in as ordered the three sisters wanted to have a taste from our bowl of ice-cream.

Hannah asked me if she could, when I said it’s alright, the three of them dipped their spoons into my dish.

The same was happening to Harun, and they let us have a taste from their dishes. 

The sisters were over-powering. It seemed like a done deal to them, that they had caught two small fish to put in their expensive pond.

I was curious to find out whether the girls over here behaved in this manner like these three sisters.

Harun and I never went out with girls before, [Islamic code of conduct] and it seemed odd to watch these sisters so relaxed with us total strangers.

Before we left the restaurant, Fatimah in a whispering voice said, that they would pick us up the next day for a tour of London.

“Please check with your parents first,” I told her.

“Ali is coming, it should be alright,” she answered.

I was beginning to think that these girls had done this sort of thing before and doubts began to creep into my mind. No one is perfect, but I was still inquisitive to find out.

When we left the restaurant and came outside, Liz took her children home in her black BMW.

Abdullah drove the women and uncle Ismael, and uncle Musa took me and Harun with him.

My first question to uncle Musa was, how come the girls chose who they were interested in, and not us.

He said that the girls and their mother were at the Airport when I arrived and saw me and Harun together.

They picked who they wanted to get married to, he was innocent of all that and only found out when they came out of the Mosque and Ali blurted it out.

Harun asked if those girls saw any other men before us. He replied, he did not know and asked why.

Harun remarked, “The girls were not shy, they were eating from our plate like we were already married.”

“We saw that,” he replied, “Abdullah was kissing his teeth, and shaking his head with embarrassment.”

Uncle Musa asked if both of us were happy with our choice. “I like Hannah,” I replied “But I could see that there were lots of barriers to break down where Abdullah was concerned, he does not want to let go of his daughters.”

“What about you, Harun?” he enquired.

“Undecided, uncle,” he answered. 

When we got indoors, nothing was said we all prayed our Salah and went to bed.

Next morning at breakfast, Maymun said, “There were some amusing antics on your table last night Harun, what were you and Hasan saying to those girls?” she enquired.

“Nothing mum, they ordered something they did not like, so they ate from our plate,” he replied. “I think they did that deliberately.” 

Uncle Ismael said, Abdullah told him on their way home last night, that the two brothers could find work over here, until he was ready to get his daughters married after Fatimah finished her training in eighteen months time. 

“What does he take us for?” uncle Ismael remarked. “Is he trying to cut some deal with me because he is rich?

My sons are not coming to live over here and be pushed around by him, and I don’t like the behaviour of his daughters last night, call me old fashioned if you like.”

I said, “Uncle, the girls told us that they were going to take us out sight-seeing today. Ali is coming with us, what we should do.?” I asked.

Uncle Musa replied, “If they already arranged this, then both of you should go.”

He looked at uncle Ismael and said, “Brother Ismael, if you are not happy with all this, don’t say anything to Abdullah. Leave quietly and go back to New York.

Back home there are plenty of girls, your brother Yunus has got two daughters.”

Harun looked at me and smiled.

“What should I tell Abdullah?” he questioned. “Tell him you would like to discuss it with your sons. It is a big decision and you would let me and Nazmoon know what was decided,” he answered.

In the afternoon, two cars arrived with all the family except Abdullah.

Liz took the two women and uncle Ismael, with her youngest daughter.

Fatimah drove her father’s Mercedes, Hannah sat in front, Harun, Ali, and I sat at the back. 

Hannah and Ali were our tour guides, as Fatimah drove around London. We were given some history of famous places along the route.

We all got together at Regents Park where there was a Mosque, and a beautiful park on the other side.

We went for a walk in the park, and Harun and I bought ice-cream for everyone.

As we sat on the park bench eating, Hannah said that her father was annoyed with them for eating from our dishes the previous night, and that they were sorry.

The four of us sat on one bench Ali sat opposite us on another bench with the walk way in the middle where he could observe us.

The girls told us that their father wanted Fatimah to complete her training first, and then take a year off before settling down.

And that he made all the decisions and rules in the house, and no one could make him changed his mind.

I came here with an open-mind but I was not prepared to wait another two years and six months or perhaps three years for this girl.

I think that Abdullah thought we were not good enough for his multi-millionaire family. 

There are many hurdles in life. I fell over some and jumped over others, but I would not let this rejection affect me.

The week that followed, we all went to visit the Cotswolds, where Musa and Nazmoon’s two sons and their family lived and worked.

It was the most beautiful panoramic scenery I had ever seen since I left home. There were rolling hills, valleys and meadows, and in some parts towering mountains.

The green pastures with grazing animals, cows and sheep added beauty to the landscape.

There were fields with crops ready to harvests in some stretches along the motorway, and heaps of hay rolled up in other sections in various fields. 

The air was fresh and clean. I did not know such places existed in England although I read many books on this topic. 

We spend most days on tour visiting various places of interest, and a seaside town, as well as Somerset, Bristol, and Bath.

When we return to London it was time for all of us to leave. On the eve of our departure Abdullah and his wife Liz came to say farewell, but we never saw the girls again.

When they had gone uncle Musa told us, that Abdullah said, he was not interested in me and Harun to married his daughters.

We were poor with no home or money and he does not think that we could give his daughters a comfortable life style.

I admired him for his straight answer and honest opinion and wish him and his daughters well. 

Uncle Ismael said he had never felt so insulted in all his life, and he wished he had never wasted our time, but it was a good experience. 

Next day we packed our suitcases and headed for the Airport, I was going to Cairo and was flying on Egyptian Air, and the others were going on to New York.

When I arrived at my destination and apartment I was jet lagged and went to sleep. 

I woke up the following morning to check my mail and there was a letter from Miss Price. 

She told me she gave my message to Muna and that she was still single, and was looking forward for my return.

That was a tremendous load off my mind, and at the same time I was accepted for my new post in Kuwait City, to which I must acknowledge a date to commence.

I was so excited I rang Harun to give him my good news as both of us were now preparing to go back home to get married. 

After my contract ended with the University, I stayed on for another month, to learn Fiqh and Arabic, before I went back to New York.

During that time I received a wedding invitation with a telephone number from my friend Ahmad in South Africa.

He was going to India to visit some family out there and do some shopping for his sister’s wedding.

Ahmad and I were descended from Hindus in India but later on his parents changed their faith but kept the Patel surname.

It was my chance to travel with Ahmad to see India and to look for my ancestors or at least see where they came from.

After making a few phone calls, we planned to meet up in Mumbai I cut short my Arabic class and flew out to join him.

He was there when I arrived and we booked into a hotel, we decided to stay together in one double room with two single beds. 

Although we both spoke Hindi we were being cautious of the people and the entire surroundings.

We started our journey travelling with other tourist on coaches, taxis and in rickshaw from one province to another. 

India is a vast subcontinent in Southern Asia with people of different colours and many languages. 

Ahmad managed to find some of his people in Gujarat State and we stopped over with them for one night only.

We found a few Latchman Singh who were Sikhs in Central India, we came across many Palaces but nowhere or no one knew a Princess whose name was Sita or she could have used that name as a decoy.

We travelled on to the blue city of Jodhpur and then to the pink city of Jaipur and on to Delhi. 

Ahmad invited me back to his home in Durban in South Africa to his sister’s wedding and to meet his parents, wife and two children. 

After the wedding ceremony was over I flew back to Cairo and then on to New York. 

When I got home that evening I told Uncle Ismael and Maymun about Muna, and they were happy that she was someone I knew and went to school with.

The month that followed, the four of us left for the West Coast of Berbice, six years and three months after I departed. 

We arrived in the monsoon season the down pour of rain and high winds looked more like a mini hurricane.

The roads were much better to drive on and we had no problem getting to our destination. 

This rainy weather lasted for three days and night, before we saw the sun again. 

The day that followed all of us men from the house-hold and Maymun went to meet with the parents of Muna we soon found out that her father had passed away two years earlier.

Her mother was surprised to find out that I was now a Muslim; she gave her consent without any hesitation for Muna and me to get married.

On the other side uncle Yunus was happy that Ayesha had finally agreed to get married. 

He told us that she had a few marriage proposals but she kept saying no and he did not want to force her.

The same date was fixed for both weddings Harun and I; a double celebration at uncle Ismail’s house. 

While friends and families rallied around with wedding preparations me and Harun were sorting out Muna and Ayesha’s travelling documents, as we were all planning to leave at the same time.

Afterwards, I went to visit the people I knew and to invite them to my wedding, the old lady in Corentyne had passed away.

My two school friends Ramnarine and James had left the village and were living and working in the Essequibo district.

Miss Price was not in the best of health; I took her to a private clinic for treatment and made arrangements for her follow up care.

I spend some time with her and I told her where I studied and the places I lived and worked over the past years, and where I was heading out next after my wedding. She sat quietly and listened most attentively. 

Then she said that she never once gave up on me as a student and it was a pleasure teaching me.

She was happy at my achievements and to play an important role in my early life.

“After all that you had endured,” she remarked, “There was always light at the end of the tunnel.”

I told her I took my inspiration from her, no matter how tough it became, I was not a quitter. 

Many days later, I carried out some repairs on my house, and had electricity put in, and running water in the yard and into the kitchen area.

You would be surprised what money can buy, if one was prepared to pay, money talks over there. 

After my wedding Muna and I were going to spend two weeks at my house, and then I would have it boarded up again, before we left the country.
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THE WEDDING 

Our wedding was simple and not too extravagant; the whole village turned out because we were well known.

On that day I had mixed feelings; my parents were missing from that important day of my entire life to give me a hug.

Uncle Ismael and Maymun took their place instead, as well as Miss Price and her husband Ronald. 

The days that followed, Muna and I would go down to the sea, at the back of my house.

We would walk on the white unspoilt sandy beach or sit on that same log of wood and look for the friendly pair of manatee through binoculars. 

We heard from a few villagers that the pair had a calf, and the mother was aggressive with some fishermen when they came close to her young.

Those two weeks went by so quickly then we were all heading back to New York for Muna to meet Asma and the rest of the family before we left for the Middle East. 

In the New Year Muna and I left New York for Kuwait where I commenced my teaching profession, and Muna went to evening classes to learn Arabic. 

In Ramadhan of that year we flew to New York to spend two weeks before the Eid celebration.

We continue to fast with all the family and to celebrate Eid at the end of the fasting. 

It was Muna’s first Eid with the family and Asma was making rude remarks about her.

I confronted her and told her to stop it and to be more polite when speaking to a stranger or to someone older than herself.

Then she came and sat next to me holding one of her sons and smilingly said to me. 

“Has an, you better be careful when you fall asleep at night. She might eat you if she wakes up hungry, that cannibal wife of yours.”

“Asma, why is it that you dislike Muna?” I asked.

“Because you married her instead of me,” she answered boldly.

“Don’t you get the message? I was not interested in you, I am going to tell your husband if you don’t stop this nonsense,” I remarked.

“He would not believe a word you say and I would deny it,” she replied.

I suddenly realised that I was dealing with a spiteful and evil woman and the quicker I took Muna away from New York it would be better for both of us.

In response I said, “Asma you should try and lose some weight.”

She got angry and shouted at me in front of every one that I called her a fat cow.

“I did not say that you were a fat cow,” I answered politely “I was just trying to tell you to eat less and to watch your weigh.”

Four years on, I was at the airport in New York with Muna and my son when I ran into Ali, son of London multi-millionaire Abdullah. 

He told me that he came to New York on a shopping spree with his mother Liz and youngest sister Zainab.

I asked him about his two other sisters Hannah and Fatimah and their dad. He told me that his sisters got married.

Hannah married a Pakistani guy who owned a restaurant and she gave up teaching to help in the restaurant.

Fatimah married an electrician and was working as a midwife in the hospital.

“I am happy for them,” I remarked.

“What about you doctor Latchman and your brother?” he asked.

“We are both married with a child each,” I answered, “You see that woman sitting in the far corner holding that little boy, she is my wife and he is my son.”

He looked across and enquired, “How old is your son.”

“He is two years old,” I answered. 

“Is your wife an Arab,” he questioned.

“She is from back home but she speaks Arabic,” I replied.

I told him that we lived in Kuwait where I was presently working, and that my flight was now boarding.

I shook hands with him and gave him a hug and told him that it was nice seeing him again. 

As I walked away to join my family I thought, every-thing happened for a reason. 

Seven years later I went home to the West Coast of Berbice with my wife and two sons Nizam and Husain, to visit Miss Price; she was seriously ill. 

While we were out there I was told that some one was looking for me and asking questions about my whereabouts.

As far as I knew I had no extended family and therefore I ignored it and flew back to Kuwait after Miss Price’s funeral.

Many years later when I was in New York on a short visit, uncle Ismael took the three of us children and his wife in the upstairs flat and sat us down.

Then he told us that he had decided to go back home to cotton tree village before the next winter set in. 

He was in America for nearly twenty years and that it was time he retired and left the country with his wife.

He had made a ‘Will’ leaving the house to his three children and that there was a small mortgage to pay each month on the house and the three of us should contribute towards it.

Asma then said, “Dad, Hasan is not your son and he is not entitled to your property.” 

I was shocked after hearing that remark; there was a long silence before she spoke again.

“Harun, you got nothing to say?” she asked her brother.

He did not reply, and then I spoke up.

“She is right, uncle Ismael. You should leave your property to your own children.

I will sign over my share to Harun and Asma,” I remarked “I want peace and not war.” 

What I never had I would never miss and at last I did not have to contribute towards a mortgage.

That autumn before uncle Ismael left New York I went back to see him and Maymun.

Muna bought them a few gifts from Kuwait and we all sat together, ate and chatted as though nothing had happened.

After they flew back home, I took my family back to Kuwait and never visited America again.

We all went instead to England to visit one of Muna’s married school friends living in Birmingham; Faridah and Abdul Latiff and their three children. She was a house wife and he was a property developer.

He told me that there was a lot of money to make in that type of business; perhaps that was how Abdullah in London made his millions.

They lived in a five bed detached house with a garage in the suburbs away from the main road with a lawn at the front and a large garden at the back where they grew vegetables.

I told him that I liked the area that he was living in and he encouraged me to look for work in a University in Birmingham.

He said, I would be accepted and that I was born when our country was once ruled by the British and not after.

My sons loved it over-there and we decided to look at a few private schools for Nizam.

He was fortunate to get a place at Harrow School and his education continued in England.

Many years later, I came home one evening after work and Muna told me that Harun rang and he said that I should ring him, it was urgent.

I hesitated for a moment then I picked up the receiver and dialled his number. 

He told me that his father was ill and that he was going home to see him and that his sister Asma had already gone.

“Is it serious?” I asked

“I don’t know, but I am going with my family,” he replied. 

I told him to book three seats on the same flight that he was going on for me, Muna, and Husain and I put the phone down. 

He rang back and asked if Nizam was not coming and then I told him that he was at a private boarding school in London. 

After I hung up the phone, I thought I must not make hasty decisions. Nizam was in his second year and I should not disturb him.

I told Muna what was going on and to start packing our suitcases, we could be flying out at the week-end.

I took some time off work and informed the head of Husain’s school and we left that week-end.

I met Harun at the airport and took our tickets and paid him in US dollars. 

His son Hamza was the same age as Nizam and his daughter Tasnim was six months younger than Husain.

My nine year old son was having a conversation with Tasnim and they were both giggling away, and then she showed him her finger which she trapped in their door that same morning.

At take off Harun sat with his family and I sat with mine, afterwards I left my seat and went to sit with him, while Ayesha sat with Muna. 

There was so much to catch up on; he told me that he did not like what Asma had said when his dad told us about the ‘Will’.

After their parents left the country she moved in with her three children on the top floor apartment, and was using the basement as well. She and Ayesha his wife did not get on. 

“Tell me about Nizam,” he asked.

“He is doing his O’ Levels, and then his A Levels. That is what they call it in England and then he is hoping to go on to University to study Medicine.” 

“What about Husain?” he asked.

“Presently he is undecided on what he wants to do. He kept telling me he wants to travel and see the world,” I answered.

“He looks more like his mother,” Harun remarked. 

“What is Hamza doing?” I asked.

“He is going to do Engineering, like me,” he replied and Tasnim is too young to know what she wants.

While Harun and I spoke on various issues our three children were having their own conversation and our wives were laughing with each other.

Muna and Ayesha got on very well; they were married at the same day and came to New York at the same time. 

They became good friends and kept up that friendship by telephone and writing to each other. 

When we arrived on the other side Ayesha’s brother Imran was there to meet the seven of us and drove us home.

We all piled into his seven seated cruiser with our suitcases at the back. All the children decided to sit together.

I sat with Muna and Ayesha in the middle seat and Harun sat in front with the driver who was his nephew. 

Harun asked Imran how his father’s health was. He said that he was hanging on as he wanted to see his sons.

“What is wrong with him?” I asked.

“The doctor told us that his tubes were blocked and they put him on oxygen and some tablets,” he answered. 

I was thinking that if he was in America he would have treatment for that type of illness, but now it was too late.

No one was talking after hearing such news, and then Imran broke the silence and told me that a man from Georgetown was looking for me and he left his number with them for me to contact him.

“What this man look like?” I asked.

“He was dressed in a suit. We think he is a lawyer, but he would not disclose anything to us, he wants to see you in person,” he replied.

“What have you done, dad?” Husain remarked.

“Nothing I can think of, son,” I answered.

“Why is this guy looking for you then?” he asked.

“There is only one way to find out; is to meet up with him in person,” I replied.

Muna was grabbing at my arm as she spoke “Don’t go, Hasan. It could be a set up.”

I reassured her that I had done nothing wrong while living in this country. “Why someone would want to set me up? I must find out who this person is and what he wants from me.”

When we entered into cotton tree village suddenly a wave of sadness over-took me and I had to prepare my self for the worse.

On arrival as we pulled up outside of the house I saw some men wearing white knitted prayer hats on their heads and they were sitting on long benches underneath a section of the house.

Harun and I quickly jumped out from our transport as uncle Yunus the older brother hurried towards us and hugged both of us at the same time.

There was silence as he walked with us on either side of him and then he took us upstairs. 

Uncle Ismael was lying on a bed with an oxygen mask over his face his breathing was shallow and distress.

I walked up to his bed and held his hand, when he moved his head he saw me and Harun.

He removed the mask from his face and held my hand and that of Harun and said, “You two must remain close together and look after each other and your mother.”

I could not speak; I was emotionally upset looking at that dying man, so I nodded my head.

I saw him close his eyes and Harun began to cry. I said “Dad read the ‘Shahada,’ [the declaration of faith] and I started reading it and he was repeating it with me, then I let him read it by himself.

He kept his eyes shut with the words on his lips as he passed away quietly; it was the first and last time I called that man dad. 

I would never know why I did it, but I had done it at the spur of the moment without a second thought, from the age of eighteen he took care of me like a father.

When I first went to New York I went out a few times with my work mates and he did not liked it and he pulled me in.

He told me that I would be wasting my money and life away if I went down that path.

I should save that same money go on to college and make a career for myself and I took his advice.

He was there when I graduated from Harvard University, he was there when I got married, and he was there with me at the hospital when both my sons were born.

This man had played an important role in my life and never once asked me for anything in return.

I love him like I would have loved my own father now his book was closed and he was about to meet with his Lord.

I can only pray and asked our Lord to grant him Paradise and not just Paradise but the highest place in Paradise [Jannat al Firdose].

He had completed all the pillars of Islam; he and his wife went for their Hajj pilgrimage after he retired.

On their way back they stopped in to see us in Kuwait City, and he told me that when he completed his hajj he told Maymun that he would like to go back home to his country. 

It was 11am that day, after our next prayer he would be taken to his final resting place in the cemetery to be buried next to his first son Hasan and his parents. 

We were made from earth and to earth we shall return, a reminder to all of us.

The room was full of his immediate family and they were all weeping silently, his wife now a widow was standing by his head drying her tears.

Harun was holding on to his uncle Yunus and Asma was standing with her daughter at the foot of the bed.

My heart was saddened and my eyes were full of tears. I brushed away my tears and looked around at all the sad faces.

No one was saying anything they just continued to shed tears for this wonderful man who was once a husband and a father.

We were all there in that room until the doctor arrived to certify the death and to write out the death certificate.

Then the body would be washed and shrouded ready for its final journey to the mosque for his last prayer and then on to the cemetery.

Only men were allowed at the cemetery when the body was lowered into the grave. Harun fainted, me and Hamza his son had to hold him up until the grave was covered over.

I was feeling weak at the knees and when we were leaving I stumbled a few times. 

Two men held on to me until we came outside and then they sat me down inside our transport.

His death had affected me more than my own parents and two siblings. Perhaps I was too young at that time when they passed away and did not fully understood about life and death.

That night they had the wake but there was no party going on, villagers were coming and going and food was being served.

Maymun was sad she came and sat with me and Harun holding our hands, as she said through her tears, “I am glad he was reading the shahada when he passed away.” 

There were no words of comfort to say to her. She had just buried her husband and the feeling of loneliness had crept in.

“I know that feeling because I have been there once before,” I said, “Mum we are here for you and it will get easier as time goes by.”

She replied, “You two are good boys, you came on time to hear Ismael’s last words.” 

Two days later I telephoned the number that was left with uncle Yunus and spoke to a woman.

She made an appointment for me to see a man by the name of Edwin de Silva the following day at 2pm.

She also told me to bring with me an overnight bag and that I would not be returning the same day because I was going to meet with someone.

I would be staying at the Lotus hotel and was told to check in, if I arrived early. I asked her what this was all about, and she told me that when I saw Mr de Silva he would explain everything to me.

I told all the family what the woman had told me and that my appointment was in the afternoon and I would not be back until the following day.

Uncle Yunus told me not to sign any document to commit myself in case someone was after my property.

“I never thought of that,” I said. 

Then I told them that they booked me into an expensive hotel and that when I asked the woman who was paying for all this she told me not to worry.

Muna wanted to come with me but I told her to stay with Maymun and her mother. I would take Husain with me.

The next day we left in Imran’s seven seated cruiser, and along the way he collected more passengers going into Georgetown the capital. 

We arrived early in the city and found the hotel, at the reception desk I gave my name and told the East Indian man that I had brought my son with me. 

He smiled and said, “No problem, sir,” it was the first time someone had called me sir in my own country.

He told me the suite number and said he would send us up some refreshments.

We could have room service if we wished, we just had to ring the reception and order what-ever we required.

He gave me a menu with the reception number and wrote at the top of the menu lists, ask for Paul. 

A porter took our two bags upstairs and opened the door for us, and I gave him a tip.

It was a five star hotel, and it certainly lived up to its star ratings, it was richly decorated and beautifully designed.

There was a king size bed with designer counterpane and the finest tapestry with matching curtains, rugs and sofas. 

The three small glass top tables in the room had flowering plants on top of each one of them.

There was expensive mahogany furniture dotted around the room and a dining table with four chairs stood in one corner.

The large room was separated by a glass door which led us into another room with a double bed and fine furnishings. There were two sets of bath rooms with showers, hot and cold running water. 

Husain threw himself unto the king size bed and asked, “Who is paying for this entire luxury, dad?”

“Not me, I hope. I can’t afford to spend even a day here, the woman told me it’s all paid for, by who I don’t know.

I was not sure what to expect or I would have brought your mother with us to share in some of this luxurious living. 

You know son, your mum would never asked me for anything extra or extravagant. She does what she knows best; being a good mother and a wife.”

“What do you mean by extravagant, dad?” he questioned “Like going on holidays twice every year; like her friends do, or pestering their husbands for the latest high street fashion.

She is not that type of woman even though I gave her money to spend on herself; she would only wear what I bought for her.”

“Perhaps she likes what you buy her, dad, and your taste in clothes, and she sends the money to her mother.

She told me and Nizam once that she was so happy when she heard that you were coming home from America and was hoping that both of you would get married. 

She was being forced to get married to a farmer in the Corentyne area she only saw once and did not like him or the family, and that you and her were childhood sweethearts.”

I laughed,” Is that what she told you and Nizam? That is taking it one step too far,” I remarked. “We were innocent children growing up, may-be if she thinks like that then, I did not.

I was a poor orphan trying to survive. I never knew where my next meal was coming from.

I had no time for girls, to be honest son. I lived a sheltered life until I was married and so was your uncle Harun, we talked about girls but never went down that road.”

There was a knock at the door and I went to opened it. The smiling waiter wheeled in a trolley with tropical cold fruit juice in a jug and two empty glasses and some fresh fruits.

The fruits were peeled and halved. There were mangoes, pineapples, apples and bunches of red and white grapes, as well as roasted peanuts. 

After the man had left the room, Husain jumped up and went to wash his hands before eating and so did I.

He said, “Dad who is this mysterious person giving you this kind of expensive treats.”

“I wish I knew son, it could be a woman,” I answered but I am going to find out at 2 o’clock. 

“Mum would not like if it’s a woman, unless she is from your royal blood line,” he remarked. 

I did not hide anything from my sons regarding my royal links from my past; I told them what I knew and found out but that I had no proof to back it up. 

Not long after the telephone rang, and Paul the receptionist told me that the guy who brought us in, was asking to see me.

I told him to send him upstairs, and at the same time I ordered some lunch for the three of us.

I thought it was coming up to 12 o’clock and Imran would be hungry if he had not already eaten.

I ordered sweet water fish, which I was longing to eat with rice tropical vegetables, fresh salad and fruits.

Husain opened the door to let Imran in; he looked amazed as he looked around.

He said, “Uncle Hasan, can you afford this?” he asked. 

“I am not paying for it, as far as I know,” I answered.

“Wow, this is how the rich live,” he remarked. 

He told me he came to check on us before he went home, and I told him I had ordered lunch for him and we would be eating in ten minutes.

When the food arrived it was brought up on a trolley. The waiter dished up and the three of us sat down to eat.

Then he asked if he should wait around in case we needed anything else. I told him we had plenty and thanked him; the food he had brought in was enough to feed a party of six. 

Imran was laughing as he ate, “You know uncle, I have never been waited on before, and it is amazing to see how the other half lives.” 

I told Imran to tell Muna that we were ok and that I would ring her tonight and he could tell the others or give them a brief description of what he had seen here.

We chatted for some time and at 1.15pm. I went with him downstairs to see him off.

The receptionist told me that at 1.45 a taxi would be waiting outside to take me to Mr de Silva’s office.

I thanked him and went back upstairs and told Husain we had thirty minutes to get ready.

I took a shower and changed my clothes and so did he. We made an effort to look presentable in case we were going to meet with this mystery person.

The taxi from the hotel was outside waiting with the driver at the wheel when he saw us he came out and opened the door for the two of us to get in at the back.

He smiled as I greeted him, when we sat down I told him where to take us, and he said, “I know, Dr Latchman.”

I was beginning to think the staff at the hotel knew who I was. From the time I entered the building they were extremely polite and were happy to serve us.

We arrived at Mr de Silva’s office which was on the second floor of a five storey building.

I knocked on the door and entered. His secretary greeted us and took us into another room.

Mr de Silva was on the telephone and he cut short his conversation and hung up the phone.

He stood up from his seat behind the desk and shook my hand and asked “Who is this young man?”

And then he gestured for the two of us to sit down. 

I replied, “He is my son, Husain.” 

“I am pleased to meet you at last, Dr Latchman and your son; I am Edwin de Silva; lawyer for Hanif Latchman.”

I was now puzzled as to who this Hanif Latchman was. I did not know any-one by that name.

He picked up a file that was in front of him and pressed a buzzer, the secretary appeared.

He said, “Ruby my love, take this young lad and find some thing for him to do, I must speak with his father in private.”

He looked at me and said, “Ruby is my other half.” She was a brown skinned East Indian woman with lots of make up on.

I was wondering if she ever took off her make up and how long it would take her to put it back on again, it was difficult to tell her age with all that facial covering.

She was smartly dressed in a blue and cream matching two piece out fit, and a pair of matching heel shoes. 

Mr de Silva was a mixed race gentleman in his late forties, with a reddish complexion, slim and about six feet tall like me with grey hair and he spoke with the local accent.

The woman took Husain with her and I followed the man into another room which was well ventilated with comfortable sofas and a few small wooden tables.

There were tall potted tropical plants that stood on the floor on both sides of the room.

When we sat down I asked him who was Hanif Latchman and that I did not know any one by that name.

He told me that his name was Rajesh at one time and then he married a Muslim woman and changed his name.

He opened the file he was holding in his hand and said, “You are the sole benefactor to his Estate and fortune.

We have been tracking you for many years. We lost you when you left Egypt.

Then you surfaced again with two young sons, we left you a message but you did not get back to us.

H e was reading from one page to the next, and then we caught up with you again in Kuwait. You had done some travelling; you went to London a few times and to India and South Africa.

Your wife is local and you went to school with her, the guy wrote here that she is beautiful.

You are here to visit a sick man. How is he progressing?” he asked. 

“He passed away the same day I arrived,” I answered.

“I am sorry for your loss,” he said as he continued to tell me about myself and my whereabouts, he seemed to know more about me than myself.

When I could get a word in, I asked him whether this person was following me and my family around.

He told me that every three months he gets an update, and knew exactly where I was and what I was doing.

He said he did not think that he was following us on a daily basis but once he knew where we were based he would leave, and then return to make checks. 

“Your son Nizam is at a private school in London, “Harrow” is written down here,” he said.

“That is right,” I replied. 

Then he told me that he studied in London and he enjoyed living out there. He said that his father had done his studies up in Scotland and because his mother could not get used to the cold winter months he returned home and started his own practice over here. 

“Your uncle, Mr Latchman senior, is prepared to release half of his fortune to you as from now; which is the sum of” and he said the amount in dollars.

I asked him to repeat the amount because I did not fully grasp what he had said and he wrote it down on a sheet of paper and handed it to me.

My eyes nearly popped out from their sockets when I looked at the figures in front of me. 

He told me to think about it and that he could get that money transferred into my bank in Kuwait or any-where else in the world.

He would give me the transaction papers to take away with me for security purposes.

“You will also receive a photocopy of this part of his ‘Will’ to take with you in case you were being questioned about how that money came into your possession. 

Mr Latchman is flying in tonight, his plane was under-going some checks, and he always stays at the same hotel where you are at the moment. You would have to spend a few extra days to meet with him.” 

I told him that I only came with an overnight bag and, he said it was, no problem and that Ruby would take me and my son out shopping to buy three items of everything I needed and the same for my son.

“I would recommend elite brand shirts, they are the best. Ruby will bring me the receipts.

One other question, is your room comfortable? You may ask for what-ever you require and the staff at the hotel will do your laundry.”

I told him that the service was excellent and asked him where my uncle was coming from on his plane.

He told me from Manaos Kingdom in the Rupununi. Then he said that he went out there a few times to visit him and that there were plenty of cattle and beef production in that area.

I said to Mr de Silva that according to history Manaos Kingdom was destroyed by a mighty earthquake. 

He remarked, “That was centuries ago, Doctor Latchman with the Muisca Tribe. Now it is a flourishing city with Hanif Lachman as their ruler for the past twenty years.” 

I could not believe what I had just heard. “My uncle is the ruler of Manaos Kingdom and how did he get to that position?” 

He told me to meet him in the hotel lobby at 11am the next day and that he would reunite me with my uncle.

“How did my uncle make his millions?” I asked 

“You will have to ask him in person doctor, I am only allowed to disclose certain information,” he answered.

“Please call me Hasan,” I said to him.

“I am Edwin,” he replied.

I could not take in every thing that he had told me, it was as though I was living a dream and the night mare would soon be over. 

More like, in a state of trance and waiting to become conscious. I needed to ask him more questions; but my appointment time was over.

Everything he had told me so far came as a shock, especially the money side of it and my blood uncle a ruler of a Kingdom.

In my head I was trying to convert the amount of dollars he had written down on a sheet of paper; into American dollars and English pounds and I was getting muddled up with the figures.

I wanted to find out how my uncle made his fortune before I agreed to touch any of it; but that question would have to come from me. 

He rang his secretary and told her to bring my son, and that she would be taking us out shopping and to get the taxi from the hotel.

The woman brought Husain back and Edwin asked him how he spent his time with Ruby.

He said that he was teaching aunty Ruby to play chess and she won a few games.

Edwin was smiling as he placed the papers back into the folder, “You think that she was good?” he asked.

“She is brilliant Mr de Silva, I can make a champion out of her,” he remarked.

Edwin burst out laughing then he told his wife where to take us shopping, and the taxi could drop her home and that he would be home later.

“How late?” she asked.

“May-be an hour or more,” he answered. She was looking at him in an odd manner and was not moving from the spot on which she was standing.

He looked at me and said, “Women have suspicious minds, I am seeing Mr Roopa in five minutes and I don’t know how long this meeting will take.”

She picked up her hand bag and I shook hands with Edwin, and said, “I will see you tomorrow.”

He gave his wife a hug and said, “I will see you at home, my dear,” and he shook hands with Husain.

We followed the woman to get to the exit of the building, she was not looking too happy and then suddenly she met with Mr Roopa coming in.

He said to her, “Is Edwin upstairs?”

She answered, “He is waiting to see you, Mr Roopa.”

“I better hurry then,” he remarked. 

After that the woman was more relaxed and smiling; when we came out-side the taxi from the hotel was waiting.

She sat with the driver in front and Husain and I sat at the back. She told him where to take us and to come back in one hour.

I spoke with my son in Arabic so that the other two would not understand our conversation.

I told him that we were spending a few extra nights at the hotel and that I was going to meet with my uncle in the morning.

We going shopping and that we were allowed to buy three garments of each item we chose, such as three shirts, trousers, and underwear, and not to go crazy as we were being followed. 

He grabbed my arm and said, “By who, dad?

“Someone my uncle paid to find me and please be on your best behaviour. When we get back to the hotel I will explain everything to you.”

We arrived at this British store which took over one street and we headed straight for the men’s department.

In this massive store one could buy anything they required from A to Z, but it comes at a cost. Only the rich and famous would shop in a store like this. 

I chose three shirts and asked Ruby her opinion. She told me not to buy the magenta colour as it did not suit my light complexion.

She told me that she always buys her husband’s shirts and I asked her to pick out another colour and she chose a red and white stripe to go with my other two; one blue and the other a light brown.

I bought trousers, underwear, socks, and handkerchiefs. She asked me whether I was going to buy three suits and I told her that I bought a few suits in London on my last visit out there and I liked their fashion. 

“Only two sons you have, Doctor Latchman?” she questioned. 

“Yes madam,” I answered “and please call me Hasan, and you don’t mind if I call you Ruby?” 

“Not at all,” she replied.

Husain had done his shopping in the boys section and Ruby went across and was chatting to the female cashier and then she took those receipts from her.

When we were on our way out we met with the taxi driver walking towards us and he took all the bags from us.

While he was loading them into the taxi, Ruby told me not to give any of the staff at the hotel a tip.

Your uncle has done that and he gave generously to each one of those who would take care of you during your stay at the hotel. 

“Thanks for telling me.” I replied. 

When we got back into the taxi I asked her if my son could try some of the local ice cream.

She told me that she would take us to a lake side ice cream parlour and that she knows the proprietor.

She looked at her watch and told the driver where to take us. It was a short drive away, where there was a lake with ducks and geese swimming in the water and pink and white flamingos that stood on one leg on the bank of the lake. 

We got out and went into the parlour the man behind the counter was looking at me and Husain as Ruby greeted him.

“Family visiting you Ruby?” he asked.

“Friends uncle,” she answered. 

The short obese East Indian man quickly wiped his hand on the blue apron he was wearing and stretched out his hand.

“I am please to meet you young man, and this little fella must be your son, he said, “I am Samaroo.”

“I am pleased to meet you sir,” I answered as I shook his hand from across the counter.

We ordered our ice cream and I insisted on paying but Ruby said no and that she would take the receipt to Edwin.

“What about our driver?” I asked her.

“It is up to you, Hasan, if you wish to invite him,” she replied.

I went outside and brought the driver in and told him to choose what ever flavour he required. 

Afterwards, we took out tubs of ice-cream and went and sat on a bench over looking the lake.

Ruby told us that those ducks and flamingos came from other parts of the world and that lake was a stop over for them.

“How long would they remain here before they moved on?” Husain enquired. 

“Sometimes a week or more and then they would be gone,” she answered. 

I asked Ruby how she got that name, East Indian people were either Muslims or Hindus.

She told me that her parents became Christian and she just followed in their foot-steps.

She gave me some advice as we were walking back to our taxi. She said what ever information I was given today by her husband Edwin.

I should keep to myself and not disclosed it to anyone for the time being. 

I asked her, “What about my wife?”

She replied, “Not even your wife or son, for as long as you remain over here, you can’t tell who is a friend or foe.”

I thanked her and told her that if ever I needed some advice while I was out-here, I would come and see her.

She laughed and remarked “Any time, Hasan.” 

We all got back into the taxi and headed out to Ruby’s house, which was about ten minutes drive away.

She lived in a quiet leafy suburb; when we arrived outside her residence which was a large white detached house with a green painted roof. Edwin’s car was on the drive and she said Edwin at home.

She bade us farewell as she got out, and said “I hope I will see you again soon, but if I don’t have a pleasant journey back to your home in Kuwait.”

She waved to us and we waved back.

“Lovely and friendly lady,” I remarked. 

“Like my mum,” Husain replied. 

When we arrived outside our hotel, two men came out to take our shopping bags up to our room.

After the men had left the room Husain told me that he was going to study Law and come back here in Georgetown to work in Mr de Silva’s Law firm, but he must do his studies in England.

I said, “Son in that case I will have to find a job in England to support you and Nizam so that all of us can be together.”

“Who is this Hanif person dad, and what was your meeting about? Husain enquired. 

“Edwin told me that he is my uncle, my father’s only brother and that he was searching for me for over nine years.

Tomorrow I am going to meet him in person at around 11am. I want you to remain upstairs until I send for you, in case our meeting does not go too well.” 

“Dad, please be careful,” he said.

That evening after our supper we had an early night; our wake up call was at 7am and breakfast at eight. 








[image: images]






WHEN I MET MY UNCLE

I went downstairs into the lobby at 11am and I could see Edwin and an elderly, light-complexioned gentleman in the far corner of the room.

They were sitting together on a long sofa talking and drinking tropical fruit juice from two blue glasses on a small table that was in front of them.

When Edwin looked up and saw me approaching he stood up from his seat and said something to the elderly man.

The man stood up and walked towards me as I came closer and he embraced me for a few seconds.

Then he said, “I am your uncle Hanif and I am happy to meet you at last Ravi, you look like your handsome father Arjuna. He was my only brother.” 

As we sat down together he held my hand in his and said, “I don’t think that you can remember me, it has been such a long time.”

“Vaguely,” I answered “You came a few times to visit my father and he called you Bhai [brother] and then you never came back.” 

Edwin who was still standing said, “You two have a lot to catch up on and I must get back to my office.”

He shook hands with my uncle and then with me and told us if we needed him to ring his office.

After he left my uncle started telling me his life story; he was married twice and both his wives died.

He had one son and he drowned in a boat accident and his body was never found; perhaps he was eaten by piranhas.

He was made homeless at one time and was sleeping rough and then he caught up with a group of men who were going into the interior mining for gold and he joined them.

He found some large pieces of gold and many smaller ones and when he sold that gold he bought a saw-mill which an elderly man was selling.

A few years later, one day a woman came to order some wood to make an out-house where she could seclude herself and do her paintings. 

He delivered the wood and helped to build her house by a lake; he would visit her and buy some of her paintings and sell them on.

Many years later they got married and when her father passed away they took over Manaos Kingdom.

She was an only child and a very intelligent woman, she loved children but she was too old to have any.

“Now tell me about yourself; Hasan or Ravi”? “Which name do you prefer me to call you,” he asked.

“Hasan, uncle.” I replied.

Then I started telling him from when I became an orphan to my present day life.

While I was talking he shook his head a few times with tears in his eyes and then he picked up my hands and held them in his.

Then he said, “You know son this life is a test, I went through a similar fate but I had the will and courage to live and to help others in difficult circumstances.”

He told me that he was going to take me to see his ranch and where he lived so that I could see what he was doing all those years.

“We are having lunch at 12.30pm today, he said and tonight we going out with Edwin and his family to dine at a restaurant.”

“My son is upstairs, uncle. I must bring him downstairs for you to meet him and to have lunch with us.” I said to him.

He told me to sit down and he told one of the hotel employees to fetch the young man from room thirty two. 

“How old is this son?” he asked.

“Husain is nine,” I replied “and Nizam is twelve.” 

We continued to talk and he told me that his son, the pilot had gone out shopping for his wives and should be back for lunch.

I was thinking that he told me earlier that his son had died and now he was saying his son, the pilot.

I did not want to asked questions as he was well over seventy years old and he could be forgetful or getting senile.

As Husain approached he said to me that my son looked European with his reddish brown hair and light complexion.

Then I told him that Muna my wife had similar colour hair, and then he said that he would like to meet her one day.

When Husain arrived I introduced him to my uncle and he said, “Dad you and uncle look almost alike.”

Uncle Hanif smiled and said, “Your grand-father and I were two brothers and your father looks like his father, my brother.

We grew up together and then I went to live on the East Bank and he went to live on the West Coast.

I would make regular visits when our parents were alive and after they passed away I went a couple of times.

I had a few problems of my own which I got sorted and I have been looking for your father to get acquainted.”

Then Husain sat next to uncle and was telling him about his school in Kuwait and where he would like to go and study in the near future.

Shortly afterwards a handsome black guy of medium height and build with broad shoulders was walking towards us.

He was carrying a few shopping bags in both hands, and was smiling as he came closer and then he stood opposite us and put his bags on to the floor. 

He said, “You must be cousin Hasan. My dad was eager to find you,” he stretched out his hand and I stood up and shook them.

He told me that his name was Alam and then he looked across at Husain and remarked, “You must be one of cousin Hasan’s sons.”

Husain got up and shook his hand and said, “I am Husain the younger son” and then I embraced Alam. 

I was now thinking if he is who he said he was; why was my uncle giving his fortune to me.

He must be the pilot that uncle had mentioned earlier, therefore uncle must have married a black woman.

I was shocked and he must have noticed the expression on my face, although there was nothing wrong in marrying another race.

But it was a taboo when I was growing up and he looked much older than I was.

Then he said, “Dad I did not get everything written on this list.” Uncle told him, that we would be leaving after lunch the next day.

And that he could go out in the morning and get the rest to avoid a cat fight with the two women when he got back home.

“Lunch is at 12.30 son, we will wait for you,” uncle told Alam.

He got up excused himself and then picked up his bags and went upstairs.

After he had gone uncle told us that he was an orphan and he took him in and send him to school and later on he paid for his flying lessons in Georgetown.

He qualified as a pilot and he does all the flying now, he is like a son to him and very obedient.

Shereen took him when he was very little and he knew no other person than Shereen as his mother and him as his father.

He had two wives and the women fight like cat and dog over him, if he gave one wife anything extra and the other one found out she would pick a fight with the other woman and him. 

He would leave them fighting and come over and sit with him or go off somewhere until the women calmed down.

When Alam returned we all went into the dining room to have our lunch. 

The menu was fish with hot baked bread, root vegetables with side salad, and tropical fruit juice, followed by blancmange and ice cream.

It was my kind of food, simple and tasty, and I felt very much at home with the organic fresh produce.

While we were chatting and enjoying our meal a waiter came over and said that a man by the name of Imran was looking for Hasan Latchman.

I said to uncle that he was Ismael’s nephew and he drove us down to Georgetown.

Uncle told the waiter to bring him in, when he arrived after a brief introduction, uncle told him to sit down and he joined us.

Then he told me that Muna was getting worried. I did not telephone her last night and I told him that I fell asleep watching the TV, but I would do that as soon as I got upstairs.

I asked him about his aunt Maymun, he said that she was coping during the day but in the evening she gets tearful and that they were all waiting to hear from me. 

After we finished our meal and left the dining area, we all went and sat in the lobby.

Uncle asked Imran what he did for a living and whether business was good and told him to buy another seven seat cruiser and get some-one to drive it. 

Imran told him that he couldn’t afford it as he had three children to send to school.

Before he left us I told him to come and have lunch with us the following day and that I would be sending Husain back with him.

I would be going with my uncle to see where he was living and to meet with some of his people.

We all went outside with Imran and uncle asked him who maintained his vehicle.

He said that he was a mechanic by trade and did his own vehicle and helped other people in the village when he had some spare time. 

After Imran had gone uncle told me that he would see me and Husain at around 6 o’clock in the lobby and that we were going to Edwin’s house first and then on to a restaurant, and that he was going to have a rest in his room. 

Then I went upstairs to telephone Muna and had to apologise to her. We talked for an hour and then I took a nap.

That evening, we left the hotel after six o’clock for Edwin de Silva’s residence which was outside the capital.

It was a large detached house with a good sized garden of colourful plants. He opened the door and took us to a room that was beautifully decorated. 

There were comfortable sofas and rocking chairs, polished floors with scattered rugs and a piano that stood in one corner of the room.

On the walls were pictures of tropical sceneries and one with Edwin and Ruby in swim wear sitting on a white sandy beach on a tropical Island with coconut trees hanging over the blue ocean. 

While I was admiring all that rich living, an East Indian woman appeared in the door-way carrying a tray of tea and a glass of fruit juice.

She placed the tray on a table in the far corner of the room and then she began serving us with a fixed smile on her face.

Then Ruby came in and shook uncle’s hand and sat next to him chatting, while Edwin sat with the rest of us and talked about his two sons and one daughter. 

The two teenaged boys and the girl about ten years old made their entrance as we were about to leave.

The boys looked more like their father with a reddish complexion and wavy hair.

The girl was more Asian looking, slim and stunningly beautiful. She asked Husain if he was an Arab and that she had never seen one before she only read about them in books. 

He replied, “I am an Arab by birth, but both my parents are from the West Coast.”

She asked him for a photograph to show her school friends that she had met an Arab boy from Kuwait.

Husain told her that he would send her a few dressed as an Arab when he got back home and he took her address.

The boys were asking whether I could leave Husain behind to have supper with them and to teach them how to play chess.

We left around eight o’clock for the restaurant; Ruby decided to stay behind with the children as there were only men in our group.

We had beef for supper which came from uncle’s cattle ranch and he was the main supplier to a number of restaurants in the city and on the main-land. 

We took our time eating and talking about various political and social issues facing the country.

It was late when we got back to the hotel and I decided to telephone Muna, someone answered the telephone and went to get her out of bed. 

“Were you asleep?” I asked.

“Do you know what time is it?” she questioned.

“No, but I know you are going to tell me,” I answered.

“It is 2.30 in the morning and you were out all night,” she enquired.

“I just got in and wanted to hear your voice,” I replied. Husain is returning tomorrow and I would see you later in the week I am going with my uncle to see his ranch.”

She kept quiet and then I asked her what she would like me to bring back for her.

She told me to come back soon for us to return home to Kuwait. I had to reassure her that I would try my best to get back as soon as possible.

It was the first time that Muna and I had been apart from each other and she was finding it difficult to cope without me around.

Next morning Husain and I had room service at breakfast time, as we sat down to eat I asked him about his chess game the previous night.

He told me that he was teaching Ruby’s two sons how to play the game after they had beef stew for supper, and that uncle Alam brought them beef once every month from uncle’s ranch and he would collect supplies from town to take back home. 

I told Husain that when he got back to the West Coast to tell Muna to open up our house and they could stay there until I returned.

She could get her mother to come over and stay with her and if any of Harun’s children wanted to stay they were welcome.

I was considering bringing my uncle to see the place and if she could get some-one to tidy up the garden.

At lunch time that day we all had our lunch in the dining room with Imran and then I sent Husain off with his bag and a few gifts Ruby had bought him.

I gave him a hug as we parted and told him to look after his mum until I returned.

He said, “Dad, please be careful and look after yourself.” 

I reassured him that I would be alright and he should not be worried. I was very close with my two sons and I wanted to be a good father, even though I grew up without one. 

After we checked out at the hotel a taxi took us to an airstrip out-side the capital where there were other light air crafts to one side of a run-way. 

Alam walked across to one plane with red wings and “Desert Queen” written in black at the right rear. 

He started loading the bags and I gave him a hand to finish the loading while uncle climbed on board and sat in the passenger seat at the front.

Then I got in at the back and strapped in. Alam took the control and in no time we were up in the air.

About fifteen minutes into our journey Alam said, “Cousin Hasan if you look to your right that place is Mackenzie District; a rich Bauxite mining town.” 

“I have a school friend living and working out there,” I remarked.

“I can take you to see him,” he replied.

“I do not know his address, cousin Alam,” I answered.

“It is easy, cousin. If he works for the Company then they should have his name and address on their books,” he said.

Uncle then asked Alam if there was a landing strip for light air craft in the region. 

Alam told him that he went there once for some spare parts for the Desert Queen and that they had two landing strips for light planes. 

As we were approaching our destination uncle told Alam to circle the top half of the savannah for me to look at the cattle in the pasture.

Alam took the plane slightly lower and made a few turns and beneath me I could see thousands of black and white as well as brown and white cattle grazing in the lush green valley and meadow below.

Then uncle told Alam to take us home. The plane went up again and then we were slowly descending.

As we came in to land I noticed a large white building on a hill top with roads leading up to this huge mansion.

When we landed a land rover was waiting for us, the chauffeur a short brown-skinned East Indian man was standing by the bonnet with his arms folded and he was smiling.

He came forward and greeted us in broken English and opened the door and helped uncle out.

Alam got out and opened my door and then uncle introduced me to chauffeur Najib, he smiled as he shook my hand and said, “Welcome sir to Manaos Kingdom” 

I thought for a moment that I was in a foreign country but I was in the same country but thousands of miles away from the West Coast where I grew up.

Uncle held my upper arm and we both walked to the parked rover. I was beginning to think that he was not in the best of health and he looked jaundice close up.

I was not going to ask him any questions until he told me himself and his reasons for tracking me down.

He told me that he would sit with me at the back. When Najib opened the door I let him get in first and then I got in besides him.

Alam and the driver were unloading the plane and putting the bags into the boot of the Rover.

While we were waiting for them to finish uncle told me that the house up ahead was where he lived.

“How many years have you lived there uncle?” I asked. 

“Too long,” he answered, “My wife died ten years ago. She was a good woman and I miss her a lot,” he remarked. 

I could hear the sadness in his voice as he spoke about her. He told me that she was too old to have children so they adopted two boys which made her happy.

“You have met one, he said, “and the other one lives and works in Canada.

After she passed away a year later I started looking for you, my blood relation.”

By then the men had finished the loading and we were ready to leave, Alam sat in front with the chauffeur and they were talking about county cricket matches.
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ARRIVING AT SUNSET PALACE

In fifteen minutes we arrived outside this large white mansion which had “SUNSET PALACE” written in golden letters.

A man opened the wooden front door and stood back; he greeted uncle and me as we walked in, and we return his greetings. 

I thought first impression counts and if I was destined to live here one day I should show these people some respect even if I became the next master.

Five women and two men stood in a line. I thought that I had just entered into a stately home in England that I had once seen on TV.

The five women and two men were saying “Welcome home, Master,” then uncle introduced me to his staff. 

The two men were gardeners, and the one man that opened the door took care of uncle and served the male visitors. 

I shook hands with the men and told them that I was pleased to meet them. 

Then the women introduced themselves; there were two cooks and two cleaners and one house-keeper.

They were all middle-aged East Indian people, and then the house-keeper asked uncle whether I was married and had children or was still single.

Uncle laughed, and told her that I was married and that he had met one of my two sons and that he was a chess player.

The interior of the mansion with its lofty ceilings and intricate design was immaculate and well maintained.

Uncle took me around each room on the ground floor; there were paintings hanging on the walls in each room we went into, all done by his late wife Shereen.

Some rooms had forests, with snow capped mountains, while others had hills and valleys, beaches and waterfalls.

We went into a large open-planned sitting area facing south which had two sets of brown and gold sofas, a set of rocking chairs and foot stools with fragrant potted plants and a large chandelier hanging from the ceiling.

He told me that room was his and his wife’s favourite place to relax. They would sit together and look out into the wide open space and at the lake at the far end of the garden.

Then he took me into the dining area where there was a large long dining table with carved legs and matching chairs with padded seats. 

We entered next into a games room for men and boys with train sets, skittles, a table tennis table and a dart-board on the wall.

The fourth was his prayer room with religious books in a cabinet and prayer mats on the floor with some spares folded and placed in one corner of the room. 

Adjoining to that room was where he performed his ablutions before praying.

The four taps on the wall was stainless steel and there were seats to sit down on while performing ablutions, hot and cold running water and clean towels were readily available. 

The fifth and sixth rooms were used for his office and office staff; he had an accountant, a secretary, and two other office workers. The office was left neat and tidy but no one was there. 

Uncle told me that he would let me meet his office workers at a later date as he wanted to keep them in suspense for the time being.

A long corridor ran in the middle which divided the mansion into two sections, the other half was for the women with the same amount of rooms.

There was a nursery for the younger children and a keep-fit room for the women.

There were two sets of shower rooms and toilet facilities on both the male and female sections.

Further at the back was a large kitchen area with a wood burning oven to bake bread and cakes.

Water was extracted from a well underground about half a mile away and was piped into the mansion.

After I had seen the ground floor of this magnificent building uncle took me back to the male section and on to the veranda over looking the village.

There were two sets of rocking chairs with padded seats and foot stools.

As we sat down he told me that he went to Canada to take his son Nazir, another adopted orphan; to study medicine and he brought back this design for his house and had a few extra rooms added to it.

He thought that his son would return home once he was qualified but he decided to live and work out there.

He qualified as a doctor and he married to a Pakistani woman and they had three children.

“This place is fit for a Prince, don’t you think so,” he remarked. 

I did not want to make any comments so I replied, “Yes, uncle.”

Tea was brought in with freshly baked cakes and the gentleman Habib served us and left.

While we were drinking our cup of red rose brand tea uncle Hanif told me that we were the direct descendant of Princess Razia.

“You are a Prince my son, he said and so am I, but we are unknown to the outside world. Sometimes it is better that way.” 

“I was told that her name was Sita,” I said to uncle Hanif.

“Grand-dad gave her that name when he married her, in those days Hindus and Muslims did not inter-marry it was a taboo.

She never practiced Hinduism or bow down in front of an idol, she prayed silently in her tiny room.”

“My parents worshipped many gods,” I remarked. 

“Your father Arjuna followed our father and he followed his father who was from the Brahman Caste.”

“What was her reason for coming here? I questioned, and have you any idea why she left India a life of luxury for a life of misery.” 

“We were told that she escaped after her husband, the Maharaja [king] was defeated in a battle.

He was killed with her son, Prince Jalal and they were about to lose their Kingdom, the wives of the king and his children would be taken as prisoners of war by the next ruler. 

She managed to escape as a civilian; she swapped her clothes with her maid and then they went to Calcutta.

She and the maid embarked on a ship that was taking people to other parts of the world.

On the long voyage across many oceans her maid died, she told her daughter Shuli my aunt that when Kamla died she wanted to die also. 

Kamla was not only her maid she was her adviser and confidant, the king had many wives and they all competed for his attention.

“How does the king remember the names of all his wives and children?” I questioned inquisitively.

Uncle Hanif laughed,”He gave each woman a number and the children were known to him by their mother’s number.” 

“Have you any idea how many wives the king had?” I enquired.

Shuli said, that her mother told her that there were fifteen wives and hundreds of concubines.

If she had not escaped she would have ended up as a concubine for the next ruler or one of his men.

She was happy with grand-dad even though they lived in a logy; she knew that every day after work he was coming home to her.

She was a very beautiful woman from Iranian and Afghanistan descent.

“She said that she was one of the king’s favourite wives whenever the king would have a song and dance party with women dressed in scanty clothing.

He would invite her and put her to sit on his right and the other wives would sit behind.

When she heard that he and her son were killed she knew that the men would be looking for her.

She wore an old sari and hurried out through the gates during the chaos before the soldiers entered the palace and took the women and children as captives. 

She told her children that she never regretted leaving her place in the palace, she felt free like a bird when she escaped.

Although life was hard and she and grand-dad struggled she was happy and felt contented.” 

“Have you ever met her in person uncle?” I asked.

“I was between six or seven years old when she became very ill and my dad took me and your father, Arjuna who was four year old, to see her.

She had green eyes and the colour of her hair was similar to your son Husain but had gone white. She remained beautiful to the end.

I am now seventy eight years old, Hasan, he said, and I am not in the best of health.

I only have a few more years to live and that was the reason I was searching for you, my own flesh and blood, to inherit all of this.”

“What is wrong with you uncle?” I questioned.

“I have a brain tumour and it is too dangerous to operate on it. For the past five years every six months I went to Canada for treatment, but there is no hope now,” he remarked sadly.

I felt sad and picked up his hand and held it in mine and said,”I am so sorry to hear such bad news and we only just met.” 

Alam walked in and sat down holding a cup of tea in his hand and spoke as he looked at me with tears in my eyes.

“Dad told you of his illness, cousin Hasan?” he asked.

I could not speak so I nodded my head in response and then I said, “He has, cousin.”

Alam told us that he was going home and that he would see us in the evening and bring the girls to meet me.

He got up and gave uncle a hug and I stood up and hugged him. He waved to us as he drove through the black wrought iron gates.

I asked uncle what girls were cousin Alam talking about. He told me his two wives, not his children and that he called them his girls.

He also told me that Alam was a good man and when I took his place here I should hold on to him like my own.

He had his own business on the mainland which he bought for him and that he now owned two restaurants.

One of his wives owns a bakery and the other one is a nurse in the local hospital. 

He has six children, four with one woman and two with the other, three boys and three girls beautiful children and they all call him grand-dad. 

That plane he said belongs to him, but Alam took care of it and takes him around and if he needs it he uses it.

“Tell me about your son in Canada?” I asked. 

He said that his name was Nazir and that his parents died in a flood one rainy night when the river burst its bank and swept away their house.

The house landed next to a tree and inside it was a three year old child crying. Some fisher-men heard him and brought him out.

When his wife Shereen heard that news she went to the police station on the mainland and asked if she could take the child and care for him.

No relatives came forward so they handed him over to her. He was very intelligent and always top in his class.

When he grew up he told them that he would like to become a doctor and to help people.

He sent him to study in Canada so that they could visit him regularly and he could come home from a flight from Ottawa in five hours.

Then he met Nasreen a Pakistani girl at the same university, she was doing business studies.

They wanted to get married after he qualified, but her parents took her away to Pakistan to get married to her cousin.

Nazir came home devastated he went off and stayed with the work men in the ranch.

He lost his parents when he was a child and now the woman he was looking forward to settle down with was taken away from him.

He had no words of comfort to say to him and his wife was also feeling Nazir’s pain.

He and his wife both met Nasreen a few times he said, and that she was a lovely girl and had her heart set on Nazir.

She ran away before her wedding in Pakistan and came to Barbados where she knew a business man and his Indian wife.

One night he had a telephone call from a woman asking to speak to Nazir. She would not tell him who she was although he told her that he was Nazir’s father.

She wanted to speak to him in person and he told her that Nazir was not at home and that he would have to send for him, and that she must ring back in the evening.

He could hear someone crying in the background before he placed the receiver back on to the telephone.

Then he thought that it could be Nasreen and he sent Alam to fetch Nazir and when he arrived he told him about the phone call.

He said it could be her and asked what she wanted with him; she was now married to someone else and that he did not want to speak to her.

He told him if she rings again he must take that call as it could be something very important.

She rang again in the evening and he spoke with her and told her to come to the airport in Georgetown and he would be there.

Alam went with Nazir and they brought her back here; with-in a week he got them married.

Then her father turned up and he said that he thought we lived in the jungle in tree-houses.

He said he became annoyed and asked him who gave him that idea and does this building looks like a tree house.

Nazir and Nasreen stayed with them for six months and then they returned to Ottawa.

He bought them a business which she runs and two houses which he rented out for extra income.

“He and Alam are not entitled to inherit anything from this Estate, only if you wish to give something to them.

I do not trust Nasreen’s father he said, when I told Nazir that I found my nephew and that he is a Professor in a Cairo University.

His father-in-law was there and he asked me whether his daughter and son-in-law would inherit Manaos and live at the Palace.

I told him that my nephew had not made contact as yet, but when he did if he decided not to be the next ruler of this Kingdom the Estate would be sold and the proceeds would go towards his children, the next generation of Latchman. 

“Does this Pakistani man knows that Nazir and Alam are not your own children?” I asked.

He replied that he made it clear to Nasreen before the wedding ceremony to give her enough time to change her mind.

He told her that Nazir was an orphan but he loved him like a son and would make sure that he was well provided for before he died.

They do not have my surname he remarked, Alam is Alam Brown and Nazir is Nazir Persaud but they were brought up as Muslims.

Edwin is my Lawyer and you must use him also, he knows every-thing about this Estate and what is going on.”

Then uncle’s carer Habib came in to remind us that it was our prayer time, we both got up and went to have a wash before praying.

Habib was waiting for uncle holding a white enamel jug filled with warm water.

He was pouring the water slowly while uncle was performing his ablutions.

Then he handed him the towel to dry his face and hands and another one for his feet.

Habib then sat on the stool and performed his ablutions afterwards the three of us went to pray.

Habib led the prayer and when it was over he left us. Uncle sat on a stool and I sat next to him on a prayer mat.

He asked me how I found Islam and I told him that I was always searching for the truth.

It all started when I went to New York and met a student from South Africa in my College and he gave me an insight into Islam. 

We met again at Harvard University and then we went travelling together to India to look for my ancestors’ with-out success.

I went with him to his home town in Durban South Africa and stayed a few days for his sister’s wedding and then I returned home to get married.

Uncle told me that he had also done some travelling. He went to India and Pakistan. In India where grand-mother Razia once lived was now a hotel. 

He visited the Summer Palace up in the mountains, four people on the back of an elephant going up a steep hill.

The air, he said was fresh and cool and in the evenings the ceilings of the bedrooms lit up like stars.

He bought some of those glittering stars and had them fixed on the ceilings in some of the bedrooms upstairs. 

He also travelled to the state of Punjab to visit the golden temple in Amritsar and the river Ganges where thousands of pilgrims journey each year to bathe in those waters. 

Afterwards he went to Pakistan to visit Nasreen’s grand-parents he said that they were lovely people; very welcoming, poor but humble.

Then he met the man Nasreen was going to marry and take back to Canada for residence over there.

He did not know who he was and he was cursing Nasreen that she was an educated so-and-so and she thought the sun shined off her backside.

He was in a fight and two of his front teeth were missing, he said that he thought; why someone in their right mind would give their beautiful daughter to an unemployed uneducated foul mouthed man like this.

That evening after we had our supper, uncle took me to the opposite side of the Mansion when the sun had disappeared over the horizon.

We sat on the veranda on a large sofa overlooking a back garden which was divided into different sections.

It had water features with flowering plants, another part had a variety of fruit trees, and the last section was a vegetable garden. It was well-maintained and tidy throughout.

Habib brought us a tray of tea; he poured it out and gave uncle a medium sized cup with “Dad” written on it. 

Then he handed me a blue mug with a maple leaf and Canada written at the bottom of the leaf.

I was wondering whether he was trying to tell me something, I said, “Thank You,” and he smiled and walked away.

Uncle told me that we were going to visit the ranch the next day and we were going to spend the night there.

He wanted me to meet with some of his men and to get acquainted with them.

So far he had not asked me whether I was willing to come and live at the Palace but he assumed that I would take up the offer.

While we were sipping our tea he said, “I would like to ask you one favour, Hasan, you can either say yes or no.

I would like to go back to the West Coast to be buried next to my mother in the family grave-yard.” 

My heart sank when he said those words and I thought that this man had been looking for me for nine years because he wanted to be buried next to his mother.

I owned that land in which he wanted his body to be laid to rest, it was that important to him and I could not deny his request.

I put down my mug and gave him a hug with tears in my eyes I said,”Uncle your wish is granted.”

He answered softly, “Thank you, Hasan.”

Then he told me that his mother loved him very much and would give him money every time he visited her.

And that he was not a good son he did not get on well with his father, his father loved Arjuna his brother.

And he would ignore him where-ever he came to visit them, but their mother loved both her sons equally.

He said when he told his wife about his past life and how his father disliked him and that he was going to look for his brother to keep in touch, but she stopped him. 

She wanted him to leave every thing to Alam and Nazir but after she died he felt that it was important to bond with his brother and his children.

Arjuna had done him no wrong neither had his children, like the saying goes, blood is thicker than water or blood runs in the vein and water runs in the drain. 

Some months later he went to ‘Hope Village’ and went to his brother’s house and he saw that the gate was padlocked.

A neighbour from across the road saw him and told him what had happened and that Ravi had survived, but he left the country for America. 

Then his search began and he hired a Private Investigator to look for me, it was difficult at first because my first name had been changed.

The first sighting of me was at the airport in New York and Dan Wilson the P.I took some photos of me and send them on to Edwin and he forward them to him.

When he looked at the photographs the face looked familiar but he only saw me when I was a child.

I was quite tall and wore a business suit. Dan got on the flight to Cairo to find out what exactly I was doing out there.

“I was being followed,” I said.

“You were, he answered but for the right reasons.” 

“Dan followed you to your address and later found out that you were an academic Professor at the University in Cairo.

Your name was written on a notice board in the entrance hall as Hasan R Latchman PhD and the subjects you taught.

He wanted to make sure that he got the right person and he asked a few students what the “R” in the professor’s name stands for and they said that they did not know.

And then he decided to approach the Dean for what he was looking for, he told the Dean that he would like to send his son to that University to be taught by Professor Latchman.

But he would like to know a little more about Dr Latchman. The Dean brought out a file and read a part of your C V.

It had your full name Hasan Ravi Latchman and where you had studied in New York and in Boston; he knew he got the right person and then he left and returned home.

Three months later he went back and you were gone, you surfaced again in Kuwait City. That took him a few years to catch up with you.

He promised me that he was not going to let you out of his sight, and then you came over here with your wife and two little boys.

Edwin left a message and his telephone number for you to contact him but he heard nothing.

When we heard of Ismael’s illness Edwin went to Cotton Tree in person and left his number for you to contact him, if and when you arrived here.

We had a feeling that you were going to come to visit Ismael and that you had been a part of his family for many years.

I am happy that we are finally reunited at last and Dan would like to meet you in person, although he followed you around he never spoke to you and he would like to do that some day.”

I had to laugh as uncle was telling me how I was being followed by a P.I and how he took photos of me.

Then uncle took out some of the snap shots and showed them to me; one with me at a shopping centre.

Another driving to work and one sitting on a bench in a garden, he did not take any of my wife and children, which was a relief. 

While we were having a joke and a laugh about the run around I gave Dan to find me and then how I disappeared for some-time, Alam arrived with his two wives.

They were both East Indian women, slim and pretty, looking at them I thought Alam got good taste in women.

The taller of the two said, “I am Tara cousin Hasan. You look so much like dad, with similar features.”

She shook my hand and gave me a kiss on the cheek; “I am Naz the nurse.” the other one remarked, “I am happy to meet you. We have heard so much about you.”

I smiled and she giggled as she came forward and shook my hand and gave me a kiss on both cheeks. 

“We saw some photographs of you and Tara and I said that you were handsome and we couldn’t wait to meet you.

Alam told us that you were married with children and that we should not keep our hopes up too high.”

The women were jolly they joked and laughed and told us some funny stories about Alam and the people they came across with in their every day lives.

They were a breath of fresh air and they even got uncle laughing and when Habib brought in some refreshments one of them told him that he should smile more often so that she could see his gold tooth.

They spend a few hours with us and before they left, uncle reminded Alam that we would be driving to the ranch instead of flying and that he should come early to have breakfast with us.

“Would it be alright dad; to go on this long journey?” Alam asked.

“Yes, son,” he answered.

I thought that uncle was now happy that he had his burial plot sorted and nothing else mattered.

Later on he took me upstairs to show me around before we went to sleep that night.

Four of his staff slept on the premises on one section of the Mansion. They were the cook and her husband the gardener.

Habib his carer and his wife the house-keeper; we did not enter their private quarters.

He showed me the rest of the bedrooms; in each room there was a king size bed with an en-suite bathroom; a sitting area with a comfortable sofa and a large rug on the polished floor.

A double fitted ward-robe with a dressing table and matching bed spread and curtains; on the ceilings were sparkling stars in five rooms only.

It was like a five star hotel room and there were ten rooms in total; each one was painted in a different colour.

He told me to sleep in the room next to his. After he took his shower Habib gave him his medication and helped him in to his bed and then he sent for me. 

I walked into his room and closed the door gently behind me and sat on the large burgundy sofa with its matching curtains and bed linen.

Then he told me that Habib and his wife were both concerned about their jobs and whether I would take up the position of being the next master of Manaos Kingdom. 

He wants to reassure his staff that their jobs were safe. “They seemed to think highly of you,” he said, “That are their first impression and Habib had told him that you seemed to be a fine gentleman.” 

I told uncle that when I decided to take up the position I would keep his staff and try not to change anything.

However I would need at least six months to get myself and my children sorted before returning here to get fully acquainted with my position and surroundings.

I thought if I refused this offer to come here and live, this place would be sold after the death of my uncle.

The next master would let these middle-aged people go and bring in his own staff.

We chatted for a while until I saw that he was closing his eyes slowly and then I said Salam[ Peace be upon you] and left the room.

My bedroom, which was next to his was similar, it had a king size bed, with matching bed covers, and curtains and a large sofa; a patterned rug was next to the bed, all in paler shades of blue.

On the wooden ceiling were silver stars dotted around and in the middle over the bed were a constellation of stars.

I was tired, and after a hot shower I soon drifted off to sleep until the next morning; the call for dawn prayer from the village Mosque woke me up. 

And then there was a knock at the door and I got out of bed. Habib was standing outside.

He greeted me and then he said, “Master Hasan, prayer in twenty minutes; the last room on your right.” 

I said thank you and hurried back into the room to perform ablutions and wore a dressing gown that was hanging behind the door over my pyjamas and headed for the prayer room. 

Habib was standing in the door-way waiting, and uncle, the two women and one man were all reading from their Quran. 

I greeted them as I entered and prayed the first part of my Salah [prayer]. 

Uncle told me to read the second part of the prayer and he stood next to me with the two other men on each side of us and the two women in the row behind us.

This part of the prayer was read out loudly for the congregation. At the end of the Salah uncle asked me where I learnt to read like that.

Then I told him when I was in Egypt I went to learn every week-end and now I practised with my sons.

When the others had gone Habib brought us a morning cup of tea and left us; uncle sat on a stool and I sat next to him on the floor.

As we drank our tea he told me that I would have to learn to fly the Desert Queen and he would get Alam to give me flying lessons.

Alam had taught him but now he did not fly the air-craft in case he became dizzy and lost control.

Afterwards we went back to our room for a rest before our eight o’clock breakfast. 

When I got back into bed I realised that I had not telephoned Muna and I was sure that she was getting anxious.

I got dressed and went down-stairs early and waited for uncle to ask his permission to use the telephone.

While I was waiting I noticed our family tree with all my ancestors on the wall next to the dining area.

I did not see that when I went around the first time, my great grand-mother Razia’s father was a King and her mother was a Princess.

She came from a long line of royal family from various Provinces in India and Afghanistan.

My name was there as Prince Hasan Ravi but my wife and children were not added to that tree as yet.

When uncle came downstairs he saw me looking at the ancestral tree and he told me to give Habib the names of my children and my wife and he would add them on to the family tree. 

Then I asked his permission to use the telephone to ring Muna. When I rang, she told me that she was listening out all night for the telephone to ring and to find out whether I was alright.

I told her that I should be back soon with my uncle as he was returning with me for a quick visit and to meet her.

When Alam arrived, we all had breakfast together and I noticed Habib was smiling more often.

Perhaps uncle had told him that he and his wife’s job were secure; about nine o’clock we were all packed and ready to leave in the Land Rover.

Uncle sat at the back with Habib and I sat with Alam, who was driving; the chauffeur had a day off as he was not invited on this tour. 

Habib’s wife Sultana was left in charge of the staff, and there were two guards on duty. 

Alam drove us to the village for me to look at the situation and what took place in the Kingdom’s every-day life.

Then we headed into the town centre and to one of uncle’s offices where his staffs were busy interviewing people who wanted to come into Manaos to live and work. 

There were no cars in the kingdom only that of the Ruler and three buses, two passenger buses, and one school bus for the Arawak children.

The people rode bicycles and drive horse and carts; the streets were clean and wide with trees planted by the side walk and plenty of street lightings around.

We got out and walked for a while and uncle told me that any-one who wanted to come and live here must first apply for residence and then attend an interview with rigorous checks.

If their application was successful they would be given a job or can set up their own business, and with a house free to live in and free water supply.

Every six months they only paid a small percentage of rates and the electricity they used. 

The rates they paid went towards the upkeep of the school and paid the teachers and kept the streets clean and so on.

People who lived outside the Kingdom but wished to do some trade and commerce here would be given a permit to do so.

Our rules and guide-lines are very strict; we do not admit thieves convicted criminals, ex prisoner, drunks, violent men and women. 

If any one should misbehave inappropriately he or she would be expelled and would not be allowed into the Kingdom again. 

The Kingdom was busy and thriving; there were all types of food, fruits and vegetables in the market place.

There were various shops, some selling clothing and others books, jewellery, furniture and many mini-super markets and stores. 

The people were friendly where-ever we went and they would come forward and shake our hands. 

There was a dental surgery and an optician, two schools, two Mosques one in the village and one in the city, but no health care.

People from other faiths were allowed to live and work in the Kingdom and practice their religion.

But they were not allowed to build temples or churches, nor do any chanting in the streets.

It was an Islamic Kingdom and uncle was open-minded and ‘Just’ to his people but his rules were very strict. 

There was no poverty in the kingdom and he wanted to keep it that way. He told me that he knew what it was like to be poor and he wanted to keep his people happy; that when he was gone his memory would live on. 

I told uncle that there was something missing in the Kingdom and he asked me what it was.

I told him a health clinic; instead of the people travelling to the main land to see a doctor they could have one right here. 

He nodded his head and said, “You are a wise Latchman and I think these people would love to have you around.” 

We left the busy city centre and went through the village again to continue our journey.

I was taken to Lake Piranha. It was given that name because of a large number of piranhas that were found in that lake.

These fish were eating the wild-life when they came there to drink the water and to feed in the lake.

That was how the rangers found out that there was piranha in the lake and they had taken over the lake.

The lake was drained and dredged to get rid of them and then filled up again so that the wild life could thrive once more.

There was a rowing boat with its paddle and a canoe with a paddle moored by the foot path leading next to the lake.

On the other side of the lake was a small wooden hut with a thatched roof. It was there that Shereen had done all her paintings. 

After we left the lake Alam got on to a wide road which was completely deserted, on both side of the road was vast areas of grass-lands and rain-forests with mountains in the back ground. 

The landscape was breath-taking; there were cactus plants, rear orchids and rows of palm trees.

There were many trees that I did not recognise. Alam pointed out an almond nut tree and a few coffee bean trees along the rugged coast-line. 

Our next stop was at the Lucayan indigenous Arawak tribe; according to history these Arawak Indians once occupied the Greater Antilles before they migrated to South America.

In 1492 Christopher Columbus met this tribe when he first arrived in the Americas and the Spanish described them as peaceful primitive people.

Their village was situated behind a mountain range in the vast Rupununi savannah.

They lived in mud huts with thatched roofs; the children came running when we pulled up outside their village.

Uncle and Habib got out and walked into the court-yard carrying bags of clothing for the women and children and tins of biscuits and sweets for everyone. 

Alam told me not to go outside Habib would distribute the gifts to the Indians.

And then I asked him why and he told me that the Squaws would fight over me and the winner would take me to her hut. 

“I am already married and have a family.” I said.

“It does not matter to them,” he answered.

Then he told me that the children from this village go to our village school in that school bus we saw in the school yard to get educated and integrate with the local community.

They have no health care; an old woman would deliver the babies and they used certain bushes as medicine.

The juice of the cactus plant they use as antiseptic; the warm black sage bush would reduce swellings.

And the bark of that tree he pointed at it, they boiled it and drank its water and that cured the fever and brought down the temperature. 

They hardly get sick and their mortality rate remains low, the women weave ponchos and make baskets, pottery and foot-wear from animal skins.

They grew crops of maize, cassava and other root vegetables, and they love to beautify themselves with paints, colourful beads and garments. 

Their men were hard working people they worked mainly for dad in his cattle ranch and milk production industry.

Then I asked Alam if he knew any-thing about the Carib Tribe Indians and he told me that according to history books the ethnic Carib descendants lived in Puerto Rico and US Virgin Islands.

By 1200 AD they migrated south and settled in Venezuela and Columbia and around South America.

Their men are skilled boat builders and sailors and good at hunting with bows and arrows and for fun; they loved to fight.

I asked whether they were cannibals and he laughed and said, there was no evidence that this tribe ate people.

They hunt for meat and they catch fish so why would they choose to eat humans, he asked.

Then I told him that my wife was descended from that tribe and he giggled and said, “And you think that she is going to eat you.”

I told him that a woman once said that to me when she found out that my wife was from the Carib Tribe and after that day I thought that when I fell asleep she might chew my arm and think its beef. 

Alam was laughing hysterically and then he remarked, “You are a funny guy, cousin Hasan and have you told my dad about this?” he asked 

“Not yet,” I answered.

The Indians gave us some woven ponchos, beaded necklaces with a few gold pieces in them and baked cassava bread.

It was nearly midday when we arrived at the ranch house which was a wooden bungalow made from green heart timber with a galvanized zinc roof painted in red.

There were two rooms with bunk beds and a sitting area with a small kitchen, the porch at the front had two hammocks and one swing.

The ropes of the hammocks were attached to the rafters of the ceilings, there was no electricity in those remote parts.

Our only light was that of candles and two paraffin lamps, water was plentiful but we took our own drinking supply. 

The air was fresh and unpolluted and for miles one could see this vast expanse of green landscape of hills and valleys with mountain peaks in the back ground. 

The climate was much cooler here in the South than I had expected and at night it got colder.

In January and February the peak of the mountains were sometimes covered with snow.

While Alam and I unloaded the Land Rover, Habib set the table with the food he brought from the palace.

Uncle took me outside for a private chat. He told me that I was going to meet some of the ranchers, rangers, and vets.

And that he was going to inform them that he was retiring and I would be taking his place in the next six months. 

I would have to learn quickly to fly the Desert Queen, ride a horse learn the Arawak language, and shoot with a rifle.

His men were mainly Arawak Indians, except the vets with a couple of locals, the Indians were good people he said, and they would not give me any problem. 

The barbed wire fencing by the ridge was where his land ended. It was a wild country with various species of wild animals. 

Like the tiger and jaguar roaming freely, spiders and snakes and other types of dangerous creatures were your neighbours.

He told me that the road we came in from he would get extended to the bungalow so that I could use it as a run way to fly in and out, instead of me spending one hour on the road driving.

“I want to make life easy for you to continue this legacy,” he said, “And there-after your sons and their generation to follow.”

We are the last of the Latchman and you must take this forward into the next century,” he remarked.

“I am going to try my best, uncle,” I answered.

Then we went indoors to have our lunch of baked cassava bread with fried fish and root vegetables.

As we were eating I thought that this was a mammoth task uncle was asking me to do and I wondered whether I was capable of handling it alone.

I would have to find out from him his most trusted men and keep them close to me.

While we continued our meal two men arrived with four horses and uncle invited them in to eat with us.

Both were Arawak Indians, one was Condor and the other one was Red Eagle. 

I whispered to Alam and said, “What sort of names these guys have? Both of them are named after species of birds.” 

Alam replied, “I think when they were born their parents wanted them to fly.”

We were both laughing and the two men were also laughing with us, Condor the younger of the two was single and he spoke very little English.

The other man Red Eagle was married with children and he used sign language; they were both friendly guys. 

After we had eaten, the two Indians were chatting to uncle in their native language and then I was introduced to them.

They were two of the twelve rangers of the estate; an hour later they saddled the horses to take us further into the pampas [grass land] for me to meet with some of the ranchers and see the cattle.

I had never sat on a horse before but I managed to get on with the help of Condor, he was appointed to take care of me in-case the horse bolted.

It took us fifteen minutes ride to get to another destination in that beautiful wilderness of rough terrain.

We dismounted where there was a row of thatched roof huts and went into one of them.

It had one bedroom at the back with a single bed and a large sitting area with sheep skin rugs on the floor and a small kitchen with a wood burning stove.

We all sat on a long wooden bench with our backs to the wall and drank tea which Habib had brewed.

Afterwards Alam and I left with Condor and Red Eagle to take a much closer look at the cattle grazing in the pasture. 

At about ten minutes into our journey I saw the landscape littered with thousands of cattle of different colours ages and sizes.

We dismounted when we saw a group of men next to a ridge sitting together, some were playing a card game while the others were looking on.

They greeted us and Red Eagle told them who I was and they shook hands with me.

While Alam was talking to one man I noticed an unusual tree and I asked Condor what that tree was.

And he told me it was a walnut plant and that there were many such plants on the other side of the ridge. 

We sat with the men for a short period and they offered us some fruit juice before we left. 

We got back on our horses and followed a path which led us to another group of workers.

They were resting underneath a thatched roof tent to protect them from the sun and rain.

Their tent were opened on three sides and held upright with six strong poles, they told us that sometimes they would sleep there when it was their turn to do the night shift. 

They offered us food and drink but we were in a hurry. Condor and Red Eagle wanted to take me to where Manaos Palace once stood.

We left that group of men and rode on. I felt like a cowboy sitting in the saddle of a brown stallion; he trotted and moved like the wind. 

We rode for nearly an hour across the wild country to Lake Amuku and then into a deserted Island where cactus plants and brown moss covered the ground.

When we dismounted Condor told us that this place was Manaos the golden city; it is known to the outside world as El Dorado until it disappeared. 

I asked Condor whether it was true or just a folk legend; he said that his grand-father had told them that there was once a rich civilization of the Muisca Tribe living here.

The King had a Palace partly made from gold and he drove in a golden carriage.

He ate from golden plates and drank from golden goblets and he powered himself in gold dust. 

I began to laugh because it did not sound real, Condor continued and he said that the earth shook and buried them. 

I said to Condor, if what he had just told us was true then this must be El Dorado, the City of gold we read about in many books.

And that river must be the mighty Potaro which the Spanish Conquistadors in 1541 sailed through, in search of the city of gold. 

Then Red Eagle showed us what took place here; he began to flap his arm and rolled on the ground.

I thought that he was having an epileptic seizure or fit and then he got up and stood on his head.

I said, “An earthquake took place and buried everything,” he nodded his head.

We could not travel any further; there was quick-sand in many places with a sort of brown moss growing on the surface.

It was difficult to detect where the actual quick-sand lay. Many bounty hunters got caught up in this sand and were buried alive. 

The Muisca men who were out fishing and hunting at the time of the mighty quake moved to Bogota to live, and that tribe still remain there. 

I said to Alam that we were standing on a burial site; if what we had just heard was true.

He said, “Cousin Hasan, these people was a cursed nation they worshipped their ancestors instead of God the Almighty, we should leave here and never return.”

I was engrossed in the story but saw no gold pieces around where I was standing, but I kept an open mind.

We got back on our horses and left the first Manaos Kingdom and Condor and Red Eagle took us on another route on our return journey.

We met another group of men and two Veterinary surgeons. They were busy treating a few calves; we greeted them and rode on.

I asked Alam how this Kingdom of my uncle came into existence, he told me that his mother Shereen’s great grand-father came to these shores and settled here.

He was an Egyptian Merchant, his name was Mohamed El Saeed and their ship was caught up in a storm and then sank. He with a few others managed to survive. 

He married a local Muslim girl and they bought some of this land for farming, after their son was born they began to rear cattle, and then they bought more land and so on.

Salman their son named this territory Manaos and later on his son Mohamed the second father of my mum added Kingdom to it.

Mohamed invited people from outside to come and live and work here he was easy going and people took advantage of him.

When my mother Shereen took over she expelled all the criminals and banned certain types of people from entering the Kingdom. 

Her rules were strict and no one would marry her, until she met dad and both of them continued their rule.

Dad rebuilt the Palace and she named it Sunset Palace, on all her headed paper Manaos Kingdom is printed in bold letters. 

Now it is in the hands of Prince Hanif Latchman and later on his nephew Prince Hasan Latchman and their future generations.

He giggled as he said, “I hope their reign will be of great success and please my cousin, when you take your place do not be like Mohamed the second.

Be more like mum and dad; remember that you are the head of a Kingdom and its people,” he reiterated “and I am proud to be a member of this family.”

“Thank you for your advice, cousin Alam.” I answered.

I was beginning to panic a little that if I did not treat these people with kindness and respect, on the day or Judgement I would have to answer for it.

I had studied the laws of the Quran and I would implement it into the Kingdom and be fair to my people when that time came.

We continued our journey to the ranch house where we were going to spend the night.

When we arrived a group of men were roasting two animals by the side of the house on an open fire.

Habib had slaughtered two bulls and the men took over and were engaged in doing the roast.

One man was playing a flute which was made from the bamboo tree and another had a string instrument which he made himself.

The music was soothing and relaxing to the mind as well as the body after that long and difficult ride on a hard saddle through the vast expanse of a beautiful and panoramic landscape. 

Alam interrupted my thoughts when he said, that there was going to be some entertainment for me tonight and that his dad would do this when ever a special guest arrived. 

“But you are family he said, “And this is a welcoming home party for you tonight,” he remarked.

Then we all went for a cold dip in the river that ran at the back of the ranch house, and changed into something more comfortable.

While the men were busy cooking and singing in their native language I counted thirty five people and then I asked uncle if there were any more men to come.

He answered, “This is only half the amount.”

He had on his books twenty ranchers, twelve vets, and twelve rangers. The vets were English speaking and local. 

When I sat down he called everyone together and told them that he was retiring and handing over his job to me, his nephew.

I would be here in about six month’s time and he hoped that they would continue to work with me in peace, like they have done with him.

Their jobs were safe but if anyone became difficult to manage that person would be fired.

“Now go and enjoy yourselves,” he told them.

Afterwards we all began to enjoy ourselves eating roast beef, cassava bread, roasted sweet potatoes, and corn on the cob and drank pure fruit juices as no alcohol was permitted in the Kingdom.

It was a moon-lit night and the big round moon was out in its full glory, the Arawak men were singing and dancing in the moon-light. 

Alam and I joined in the chorus of their songs and then we danced along with them to blend in together.

After a while the men on night shift left and another group arrived and we continued partying until dawn was breaking and then they all left and took the remaining food with them.

We went to bed after sun-rise; then suddenly we were woken with a heavy down pour of rain, thunder and lighting. That storm lasted for a few hours and then we saw the sun again.

In that region the weather can change at any time, sometimes four seasons in one day. 

We quickly loaded our bags into the Land Rover and I drove back to Sunset Palace. 

Uncle and I spent the day together looking at his books; the income and expenditure of the estate.

In the evening I told him that I would like to go around at night to see what was going on in the streets.

He told me to take Habib with me and he informed Habib that he and I would be going out on night patrol.

We were leaving the following day for the West Coast and Habib and Alam were coming with us. Uncle wanted to visit his dead ancestors and to mark his burial spot. 

I rang Muna and told her how many of us were coming and to get Imran to pick us up at the air base.

That night I took the Jeep and Habib, and went out at 2.30am. The village streets were deserted and I had noticed that some doors and windows were left opened while the people slept.

It surprised me I have never seen that before in other parts of the world during my travels, and where I was born, people would steal from under your nose. 

When I told Habib he was laughing which he rarely did since I had met him.

I stopped by the Mosque and we went inside and prayed, after we finished praying we sat together and I asked Habib how often he came to pray here.

He told me that every Friday he and Master Hanif would either go to the Mosque in town or come here to pray. 

Then we heard footsteps and two men appeared and greeted us and introduced themselves. One was the Imam [Priest] and the other was the care-taker.

The Imam told us that he heard a car pull up and when he looked out he thought that the Master had come to pray so they came out to meet him. 

Habib introduced us and I shook hands with both men and then we left. I drove into the city which was calm and peaceful with all the street-lights on and working.

Then we saw a man and a woman walking quickly on the side walk. I stopped and told Habib to find out what they were doing out so late.

The man said that their daughter had just given birth and they were with her and now they were going home to get some sleep to start work in the morning. 

I told them to get in and I drove them back to the village where they lived and then drove back to the palace.

Next morning we left after breakfast, our journey would take us four hours, from the South by plane and then by road to the West Coast.

On arrival we were tired and exhausted. After I introduced Muna to every one we all went upstairs to have a few hours rest. 

In the evening all the Baccus’s family came to meet uncle, they were all saying that we have some resemblance and what took him so long to find me.

He told Maymun that it was better late than never, but he did not disclose anything else to them. 

While everyone was chatting and laughing I noticed that there was some tension between Muna and Asma.

I later found out that Asma had said to Muna that she should not trust her husband; that he was out having a good time with other women.

Muna got upset and took Husain and left Cotton Tree crying. She went to her mother and was staying there every night. 

The next morning, I hired a local taxi to take us to the cemetery, which was nearly half a mile to walk.

The mud dam was full of cracks and pot holes and it would be a hard struggle for uncle with his poor health. 

We went first to the second reef where his parents and mine were laid to rest.

He became overwhelmed and was shedding tears as he looked at the markings on each grave with the names and years our people had passed away. 

Uncle then sat beneath the shade of a wild berry bush while Alam, Habib, and I were removing the weeds from the top of the graves.

And then he told us the exact spot where we should put his body next to his mother, Alam and I marked that place with some large stones until that time came.

Then we left and went to the first reef and Alam noticed the cinnamon tree and he asked me whether he could pick some of its bark for making tea and to flavour cakes and puddings.

I told him to take as much as he wanted and then uncle said to me, “These two people have changed our lives, yours and mine, Hasan.

Grand-father came here to work and to better himself; and grand-mother was running away from being taken as a prisoner of war and here is where their journey ended.”

He brushed away the tears from his eyes as he looked around at the other plots of land that had graves on them.

A few graves had fences around them, while others were left bare with only the grass holding the sand together from eroding away. 

In the evening I took them to the beach at the back of my house, the tide was out and we all sat on the log of wood where I used to sit and day dream of going to far away places. 

I told them that I would talk to my two friends the Manatees while swimming with them.

I would tell them what I like to do and where I would like to go, but I would always come back and swim with them. 

I kept my promise each time I came back home, but I heard from a local fisherman that there was a small calf and the mother gets aggressive if anyone comes close to her young. 

As the tide was slowly come in uncle got up and dipped his feet into the sea water and then he started walking along the white sandy beach.

He was deep in his own thoughts but he would not confide in any one of us.

His life was ebbing away slowly and there was nothing that anyone could do to prolong it.

All the wealth he possessed could not buy him time and his medical team had given up on him.

He had made some preparations for his next life; he opened an orphanage on the main-land and was taking care of twenty orphans. 

He provided free education for all the children in the Kingdom and a free bus for them. 

He went twice for the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca; once with his wife and another time with his orphan son Alam.

He was strict with the rules and laws governing the Kingdom but his people loved him for being a ‘Just Ruler’. 

Nine years he had been searching for me to continue his legacy and work that he was leaving behind.

He had some trust in me and I intended to carry out his work diligently and tried to be as good as he was if not better. 

I joined him as he strolled along the beach and then he told me that he was going to redesign and rebuild my house with a concrete foundation.

He would get all the trees removed so that when I looked out I would see the ocean clearly and that he would get that done before I returned home.

He also said that he would like to come and stay here on the West Coast for some time to sit on the beach and to walk on the warm sand.

I thought that he could afford it, and then I told him that he was welcome, to come and stay as long as he wished. 

Afterwards we joined the others still sitting on the log of wood and watching the swell of the ocean with the sea gulls flying over head.

Then uncle wanted to find out how I became friendly with the Manatee.

I told them that one afternoon I was out fishing and some-one had opened the sluice gates.

And the water from the savannah came rushing down with such speed it took me further into the ocean.

I could not swim against it and I kept going down and coming up, shouting for help even though I could not see anyone.

Then these two big creatures came; one picked me up with its head and tossed me up in the air and away from the fast flowing current.

When I landed the other one was moving me slowly with its head towards the shore.

I was exhausted and I got on its back and it swam with me as far as the sand-bank.

When I got off its back I was frightened and disoriented and then I crawled onto the beach and lay there for sometime. 

When I looked they were gone and everyday after that I would come here and look for them.

I thought that they were dolphins and then a local fisherman told me that they were a pair of sea cows and if I whistled they would come.

Then I began to whistle and when I saw them again I swam out to meet them. I felt safe and would swim between the two of them.

By then the cold sea breeze was blowing in from the Atlantic Ocean and uncle was feeling cold and then we decided to return home. 

The next day uncle with his son and carer left us after lunch, and Muna and I began to make preparations to leave for Kuwait that coming Saturday.

That same day I decided to break the news to Muna about our future. I took her for a walk along the beach and then we sat on the warm sand. 

I told her to listen carefully to what I was going to say to her. Then I told her that we were going to leave our jobs in Kuwait and return home, but not here.

We were going to live and work in Manaos. Husain would be joining Nizam in England at the same boarding school.

We would be going to Birmingham, England to visit her friend and stay there until Husain settled into his new school.

And then she and I would take some time off to an exotic Island for two weeks. 

“I want you to choose the location that you want us to go, where the sea is blue and the sand is golden.” I remarked.

I did not mention anything about the Palace and the luxurious living I had encountered and the sum of money that I was about to receive.

She was staring at me and her mouth fell open, “I think you have gone crazy,” she remarked, “What have those men done to you for you to come up with such weird ideas?

Manaos does not exist, that place was destroyed in the twelfth century and how are we going to afford two sets of school fees for both our sons in a private school and a holiday as well?” 

I giggled and picked up both of her hands and held them in mine and said, “Trust me Muna, there is another Manaos and I have been there and seen it, and do not ask too many questions. Keep to yourself what I have just told you.” 

But I knew that she was not going to keep quiet about it. I rang Edwin and made an appointment to see him that Friday at 2pm and I booked two rooms at the Lotus hotel for one night only. 

That Friday morning we left West Coast and travelled to the capital and booked in at the hotel and after lunch I went to see Edwin.

I decided to take half of my inheritance and had it transferred into my bank in Kuwait and I took the paper-work with me.

With the rest of the money I would make some investments or secure it for my children when they were much older.

I had noticed that the Lotus Hotel was up for sale and I told Edwin that I was interested in buying it and whether he could do some investigation into its profit margin.

I have never handled that much money before and I was going to be careful how I spent it.

Ruby invited us to her home that evening. She wanted to meet Muna. The two women got on well they were both secretaries and they had a lot in common.

Muna worked as a school secretary in an American run school and she was telling Ruby that she was going to miss her friends when she left and that I had decided to return home.

It had something to do with my uncle but I would not tell her the full story and she did not know what to think.

Ruby reassured her and said, “Your husband has got you and his son’s best interests at heart, so you should not worry too much.” 

The following day we flew back to Kuwait and two months later we left the city and went to England.

We rented a house in Birmingham and stayed there until Husain was ready to enrol and start school.

Then we flew on to Antigua a small Island in the Caribbean with its turquoise sea and white sandy beach.

Our all inclusive accommodation was next to the sea front amongst the beautiful green and colourful gardens.

The beach stretched for many miles. It was a place to unwind and take in the scenery of an Island life.

There were all types of water sports in which Muna and I joined in with the other tourists.

Our last evening on that beautiful Island Muna and I sat on the warm sand and watched the sun going down.

Then I finally told her that we were going to live in a place called Sunset Palace in Manaos Kingdom.

“My uncle is dying I said and he is leaving his entire fortune to me, his only surviving relative, to carry on his legacy.

When we get there I want you to be polite and to show him respect and to every one of his staff that worked for him, and try not to ask too many questions.”

“I am always polite to people,” she answered, “Except that Asma she said bad things about you and I hate her for it.”

“Just ignore her, Muna, she is not worth it,” I reassured her. 

A few days later we flew back to Georgetown and drove down to the West Coast.

Uncle had rebuilt the house like he had promised, with five bedrooms on the second floor and one on the third floor.

He had all the trees removed that were blocking the ocean view and the garden was replanted with dwarf coconut trees and some citrus fruits.

The transformation was magnificent and we could now look at the ocean from the bottom floor.

Muna remarked, “I think I am going to love uncle Hanif.”

“And me,” I answered.

Two weeks after we returned home Muna fell ill and was constantly vomiting. I began to get worried and took her to a private doctor in New Amsterdam.

The doctor told her that she was going to have a baby that news came as a shock for both of us.

She started crying and told the doctor that her last child was almost ten years old and he could be wrong. 

The doctor was looking at me and then he said to her, “Madam there are two hearts beating, you are going to have twins, and I am always right.”

That was even more shocking for both of us to take in, but there was no room for argument from either of us.

She started speaking in Arabic, and the doctor with his nurse was both looking at us.

She said, “What am I going to do, Hasan?” 

“Nothing, I answered you going to have these babies and I am going to be there for you every step of the way.” 

When the news had sunk in and she was feeling much better I took a trip to Blairmont Estate to look for the family that lived in the logy, that I had once visited before I went to America.

I found the place but there was no one at home, in the court-yard I saw an elderly man sitting under the shade of a large Chinese tamarind tree knitting a fishing net.

I greeted him and asked about the family in logy number six and he told me that the woman still lived there by herself.

Her husband had died and her two sons have moved away and she worked for someone in the market place.

Then he asked me whether I was a relative and I told him that I met the family once, before I went abroad and now I came back and I had come to see them.

He told me to wait, that she should be back soon and he offered me a seat next to him on a long wooden bench.

While we were talking the woman arrived and the old man said, “Bena this young man is waiting to see you.”

The woman looking frightened and then I reminded her that I came to see her logy a long time ago when her sons were little.

Then she remembered and she began to tell me her life story; after listening to her I told her that I was offering her a job.

To help my wife to look after our children after they were born and if she was interested I would come and fetch her to live with us. 

The old man told her to go and that she would not get another chance like this one, instead of living here alone and struggling to make ends meet.

She told me to come back on Saturday afternoon to pick her up after she paid the logy manager her rent and told him that she was leaving.

When I arrived home I told Muna that I had someone to help her when our twins were born and on Saturday I would take her to meet this woman.

That Saturday Bena was waiting for me as planned and then I introduced Muna to her.

Afterwards I took Muna to show her where Bena lived and told her that my great grand-mother Princess Razia once lived in a place like this.

Muna was in tears and I hugged her and said, “When I first came here and saw this place I also was in tears.”

I looked for the elderly man but he was not around and then we left. Muna gave Bena some of her dresses and told her to get rid of her old ones.

Then she explained to her that she was having twins and that she would need all the help that she could get.

A week later at the end of my six months we packed some of our belongings and left the West Coast for the Air-base.

Alam was waiting to fly us to our destination. When we arrived we were chauffeur driven to the Palace.

Bena asked Muna where we were going and she told her to our new home and that she was going to meet an old man and that she must be polite to him.

I kept in regular contact with uncle and he was aware of what was going on and the woman, Bena, we had brought with us. 

Bena was given some light kitchen duties until the twins were born and the staffs were informed that there was going to be two new arrivals. 

I took over from uncle and for the first time I was going to meet with all twelve of his veterinary surgeons.

That day I drove to the ranch house and met with Red Eagle and asked him about these men and he told me that they did good work.

While they were out checking some of the cows before they were sold into the food chain, I went through their C. V [Curriculum Vitae] to make sure that they were fully qualified to do their job and the salary uncle was paying each one of them.

They were all trained abroad from Canada to England and the West Indies. After they had finished their duties I told Red Eagle to get Condor to bring the men in to see me.

When they arrived I introduced myself to them and told them to sit down and then I asked each of them to tell me about him-self.

The men looked worried perhaps they thought that some of them were going to lose their job. 

Condor and Red Eagle went to brew us some tea and when they brought that in the men were more relaxed.

I told them that I was going to increase their salary starting from the following month. Apparently they did ask for a pay rise but uncle turned them down.

As we talked and drank our tea I realised that diligent workers should be given a decent salary.

The men invited me to come and watch when the calves were being branded and other duties they performed daily.

Six months later, my twins were born at the Palace, uncle brought in a Private physician and a midwife to take care of Muna during the birth and afterwards.

I had a son and we named him Mahir and a daughter uncle named her Razia after his grand-mother and my great grand-mother, Princess Razia and their names were added to the family tree.

We had a visit from Muna’s mum and Maymun, the woman who called me her son and they spent two weeks with us before returning home. 

By then I took up flying lessons with Alam and was learning the Arawak language. Shooting was not my style and I stayed clear from it.

Eighteen months later, I was out on the ranch and Alam came out looking for me. He told me that uncle had taken ill and that I should return immediately.

I left my horse Jupiter with Condor and told him and Red Eagle to take care of him and gave them the keys to the ranch house.

They were good guys and I bonded with them, they were teaching me their language and I was teaching them mine. 

I drove back with Alam in the Jeep and when I arrived home uncle told me that he wanted to go back to the West Coast and that I must take him there.

I took some of our staff with us and the rest I gave them time off, except the two guards, and closed the palace.

I rang uncle’s son Nazir in Canada and on the fifth time I managed to get hold of his wife and I told her exactly where I was taking uncle.

When we arrived on the West Coast uncle wanted to go down to the beach, Habib took a chair with us to make it easy for him to sit and looked out into the ocean.

The following evening when we were having supper Nazir and his wife arrived.

He said that they got lost and ended up at the ferry crossing and he asked a taxi driver to take them to hope village; and they were looking for a house named “Hope Villa.” 

The man said that he knew the house and the guy who owns it is married to an Arab woman.

I was looking at Muna and she spoke in Arabic saying, “These village idiots, they like to spread false rumours.” 

I replied also in the same language, “This idiot is lying he knows all about us.”

Muna and I were laughing and then uncle remarked, “We like to share in some of your jokes.” 

Nazir turned around with his mouth full of food and said, “Cousin Hasan, you have a beautiful villa by the sea. Does this land belongs to you?” he questioned

“Thank you, cousin Nazir, this land once belonged to my father and his father before and now it is mine.” I answered. 

His wife was chatting to Sultana the house keeper, our main cook, and one of the cleaning maids.

We were total strangers to all these people. Nazir and Alam grew up at the palace and lived with these people they moved out after they got married and uncle set them up with thriving businesses.

Although he had given me half of his fortune in dollars I would have to work for the other half and be sensible about it. 

Now with four children I had no choice and with over a hundred people on his books for salary each month had added extra pressure to keep the ranch and other businesses he owns in the city to generate income to pay his workers a decent wage.

I did not know who to trust when uncle passed away, but I would have to keep an open mind and watch carefully at the behaviour of everyone around me.

The next day Edwin and Ruby came for a quick visit to see uncle and I took Edwin to one side and asked him whether he thought I would get any problem from uncle’s two adopted sons. 

He told me maybe Nazir that was the reason he brought his wife with him but I should not get too stressed about it.

“Hanif had it all written down on paper,” he said, “Who is to get what and it would be read to those mentioned in his Will.”

Two days later uncle took a turn for the worse, and I sent for the local doctor, even though I knew Nazir was a doctor.

He was out strolling on the beach with his wife and when he came back he heard that the local doctor had been here and gone and I was not there either.

I took Muna with the children and the nanny to her mother’s house. I did not want the children making too much noise with a dying man around. 

Nazir did not like what I did and when I returned he was waiting to have an argument with me.

He asked me why I did not send for him to attend to his father, I was annoyed and said, “Where were you, Dr Persaud when your father needed you? I was not going to send out a search party to look for you.” 

Alam put his arm around my shoulder and said, “Its all right cousin, it is a stressful time for all of us.”

His wife was whispering with the other women in one corner of the room and then she told him to keep quiet and not to upset anyone.

Uncle passed away in the early hours of the following morning with me and Habib by his bedside.

The instructions he left I carried through and laid him to rest at the spot he had chosen next to his mother.

Alam, Habib and his wife Sultana shed lots of tears. I did not know him that well but for the short time we spent together I got to love him and admired his courage and strength. 

After a week of sadness in our hearts I went back to Sunset Palace with my family and the staff.

I invited Nazir and his wife to come and stay with us for as long as they were in the country but they decided to book into the Lotus Hotel which was owned by me. 

The cost for a room in that luxury hotel was five hundred dollars for one night stay. 
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RULER OF MANAOS KINGDOM 

A few days later Edwin called me and Habib in for the reading of uncle’s Will.

When we arrived Alam and Nazir were both there. I greeted them and we all went into a large room and sat round a table.

Edwin came in with a folder and opened it up and began to read the contents of the ‘Will’. Uncle had left equal sums of money to Alam and Nazir.

Habib and his wife together were both given a similar sum. The Kingdom of Manaos he left that to me, his only surviving relative and my future generation to carry out his work and to take care of the people in the Kingdom. 

He had already given me a large sum of money which was not mentioned in that part of the Will.

Nazir and his wife were leaving the following day for Canada. I gave him a hug and told him that he and his family were always welcome at Sunset Palace which was once his home.

He smiled and told me that he would bear that in mine, whenever he decided to come to these parts again. 

Alam would come over with his wives and children to visit us and we would visit them.

He would tell me about his dad who was patient, honest, and strict with the rules of his Kingdom but good to his people.

“He was a loving father and grand-father,” he said, “And that his memory he would always cherished.”

Before I went back to work I called all the staff and made a few changes.

I appointed Habib as my assistant. When I needed time off he would take my place, and also head of the children’s orphanage on the main- land.

He would visit the orphanage once every month to check that the children were well looked after and make notes on what he saw. He would be chauffeur-driven to his duties to and fro, and I gave him a pay rise.

Sultana, his wife’s duties would remain the same as the head-house keeper and she would be in charge of all the female staff except the nanny and I gave her a pay rise. 

The cook and her assistance, the two cleaning maids, and two gardeners; I gave them all a pay rise. 

The two guards at the gates and the chauffeur; I gave them a slightly higher pay rise and told them that they were welcome to have their meals with the rest of the staff. 

The office women and the accountant I moved them out of the palace and into a building in the village not far from the Mosque. 

The women were always playing with the twins and chasing after them, in-stead of getting on with their work.

I gave the four of them a pay rise and told them when the children are older I would bring them back in.

Muna wanted something to do and I appointed her as my part time assistant she would check the account books and my mails, and I included her in the pay list.

All the men that worked for me on the ranch; I gave them a pay rise. I wanted to keep everyone happy.

I decided to build the health clinic between the village and the city centre, once the architect completed the drawing and I was happy with it we started building the clinic.

When it was completed I named it “Hanif Latchman Clinic.” with free treatments for all children up to the ages of sixteen and the over sixties. 

I advertised for two doctors and two nurses. When we finally got them we were open for business.

The following year I released some waste-land to grow rice, coffee beans and walnut for the export market and extend the city and village further out and to build more houses.

When that programme commenced I advertised for people to come to live and work in the Kingdom. We received thousands of applicants and I had to do my own checks. 

Muna wanted me to let her brother Shazam and his family in, but I refused. He was a thief; he stole my fowl and said that he found it on the waste-land. 

If I let him in he might steal the cows and sell them on, and the rangers would shoot him.

Muna told me that he had changed over the years but I was not going to take chances with him, once a thief always a thief.

When the twins were three years and six months old we took them to the West Coast for a short break.

I wanted to see Maymun before she left for New York to live with her children. I also wanted to give her enough money to pay off the mortgage owing on the house in New York.

Asma, her daughter came over to take her mother across. She had not met my twins.

One afternoon they came to visit and Asma picked up my daughter Razia and held her on her lap and was talking to her.

Muna came in looking angry and snatched Razia from Asma’s grip and remarked,”Don’t touch my daughter you evil witch. You said bad things about my husband when he was in Georgetown.

And you called me a cannibal and now you pretend to be our friends. Just clear off and leave us alone.”

I was stunned at Muna’s remark; she was not that sort of person to be abusive to anyone.

Asma replied, “I don’t know how Hasan puts up with such a miserable crazy Carib woman.”

Muna took Razia upstairs and Asma joined her mother in the back garden picking cherries with Mahir.

When they were ready to leave I walked with them as far as the road-side and stopped a taxi to get them back home.

Muna was furious with me when I came indoors she said that I kept quiet and did not say anything to Asma which meant that I agreed with what she had said.

I did not want to get into an argument with her; she was already upset over what was said.

I told her that we were going back home the next day and she told me that she was not coming; she needed some extra time off work.

I told nanny to take good care of the twins and when Muna was ready to come home to let me know and I would pick them up at the air-base outside Georgetown. 

I left the next morning to return to work when I arrived home all the staffs were asking for the twins. I had to tell them that Muna was having some extra days off.

A week went by and I heard nothing from her. I rang and she would not come to the phone and I was beginning to miss my twins. 

I rang again the following day and told nanny to tell Muna to come home by Wednesday.

After that day the plane was going in for service and it might take at least four days and that her paper-work was piling up. 

That same week Alam came to see me and left a message for me to contact him.

A day later, I received a telephone call from Nizam my eldest son in London and he told me that Muna was planning to go to Birmingham with the twins and nanny.

She was going to visit her friend and to see him and Husain. He wanted to know what had happened between us.

I became despondent after receiving that telephone call and did not get back to Alam and he came to see me.

I had to talk to someone but I could not confide in any of my staff that worked for me.

Alam had been through some rocky situations in the past with his two wives and I decided to confide in him.

I drove him to the lake and we sat in the jeep away from the Palace and then he told me that he was planning to buy his own light air craft to start up a school to train people to become pilots. 

But he was short of cash and whether I would like to come into partnership with him.

I told him that I would love to but right now I was having some problems of my own and then I told him that I thought Muna was planning on leaving me.

I told him what had happened and the telephone call I received from Nizam in London.

He remarked, “I am shocked, cousin Hasan I did not think for one moment that sister Muna would do such a thing.” 

“Money changes people cousin Alam. Perhaps she is going to England to get an English lawyer for a huge divorce settlement.”

Alam was deep in his thoughts and then he said, “I am going to bring the twins and sister Muna back home, cousin Hasan.”

“How you going to do that?” I asked.

He told me that he was going to let me know when I should go to the ranch house to stay until he came to fetched me, but he would need the “Desert Queen” to do the job. 

“I am going to put the flying school on hold for the time being until I sort your problem first,” he reassured me. 

After we had supper that evening, on his way out he told me to stop worrying that he was going to bring them home safely.

After he had gone I was wondering whether I done the right thing to tell Alam about my problem and trust him. 

The next afternoon he rang and told me to go and stay at the ranch house and to tell my staff that I was going to be away for a few days with the veterinary surgeons on the ranch.

Shortly after that telephone call I locked my office and told my assistant Habib that I was wanted at the ranch to see the vets.

I packed a few items of clothing in a bag and left in the Jeep. I drove for an hour on the deserted road that no one used except me; as an air-strip for taking off and landing of the “Desert Queen” and to drive the Jeep. 

Before I arrived at the ranch house I saw Condor in the distance and he rode on to meet me.

I told him that I was spending the night here and going out on patrol with the night watch-men, and he offered to stay with me.

That night we went out together on night patrol with six other men for an hour and then we all sat together and ate fish with roasted root vegetables.

When we returned to the ranch house I sat in one hammock listening to Condor playing a tune on his wind instrument.

I woke up next morning in the hammock when Red Eagle and another man named Coyote came to see me. 

While Condor prepared our breakfast I chatted with coyote. He was looking for ranch work and I gave him a few tasks to do and if he was successful I would take him on permanently as a ranger.

Throughout that day I was restless and kept thinking what news would Alam brought back or if any at all.

Times were hard when I was growing up but I was happy and all this inheritance I received would not bring back that happiness, if I lost my entire family. 

That night Red Eagle joined me and Condor on our patrols with six other men for an hour and then the three of us went back to the ranch house to rest.

Early next morning Red Eagle woke me and said big bird is coming in to land [they called the light air craft big bird].

Alam came out and told me to drive to the base where I kept the Desert Queen and that he would be waiting for me, he had got some good news, and then he took off again.

I told the two rangers that I was wanted some-where else, and to lock up when they left.

That hour long drive seemed like two days journey. When I finally arrived Alam told me that his wives got the twins and that they were safe with Naz one of his two wives.

They left a note in the children’s cot bed telling Muna not to inform the police or any one and that they were going to contact the children’s father, we made it look like a kidnap. 

“Muna was trying to contact you,” he said, “She rang the palace and Sultana rang me and I told her that you were at the ranch with the vets.

They do not know what is going on and we should keep it that way,” he remarked.”

“I want to see my twins,” I said.

I got nervously into the plane and strapped in as Alam took off in ten minutes we were on the main-land. 

When we arrived we got into his Jeep and he drove me to Naz’s house where he kept my children.

I was in tears when I saw them in their pyjamas running towards me and they both held on tightly around my neck and Mahir was saying “daddy where were you all this time,” and Razia was saying, “I miss you, daddy.”

The children were traumatised and I hugged them close to me and kissed them until they settled down.

I did not want to ask questions about who did what but I was happy to see my twins and let their mother contact me.

Alam rang Muna and told her that I was back from the ranch and was with him. She asked to speak with me.

I took my time before I went to the telephone and I asked her what it was that she wanted.

She was crying and saying that the twins were gone. ”Gone where?” I asked. 

“Someone took them in the night and left a note in Mahir’s bed that they were going to contact you for money and only when you paid them would we see the twins again. I am so scared I want to come home Hasan.” 

There was a long silence before I spoke again and I told her to lock all the doors and windows and let nanny stop a taxi on the road and leave quietly and when they get to Georgetown go to the Lotus hotel and wait there for Alam.

“I must go back home and wait for these people to contact me.”

She was still crying and I told her to leave as soon as possible. I had to play along with this whole scenario.

Once the children were settled and had eaten their breakfast Naz and Alam told me that I should spend more time with Muna.

“She would be devastated and need you to be there for her to get over losing her babies, and not knowing who took them.” 

We all went for lunch at Alam’s restaurant and then back to Naz’s house. About four o’clock Alam left to pick Muna and nanny from the city.

While he was gone I asked Naz how they got into my house and she told me that Alam had a set of spare keys when they were rebuilding the house.

And they got in through the back door and she and Tara took one child each and came out. 

Alam had hired a car and when they got in with the children, he drove off. The twins woke up when they were on the plane and they were asking for mama, daddy and nanny Bena.

We told them that we were going on an adventure and they were going to see their daddy. Mahir said, “I miss my daddy,” Razia was quiet as she held on tightly to me.

I sat watching my children playing together with some toys Naz gave them, and then she left the room to make coffee and when she return she handed me my house keys.

I thought that on my next visit to the West Coast I would change all the locks on my doors. 

If Alam was a crook he could have taken me for every dollar I got to get my beautiful twins back.

But he was a good and honest man and I decided to give him the money he fell short of; as a gift to start his flying school.

When Muna and Bena arrived they were both crying, then they saw the twins and Muna ran to hold them but they both ran away from her and came to me and were saying, “No mama.”

“I must be a bad mother my children running away from me.” she remarked through tears.

Naz told her that they were little and they miss their daddy and right now they needed both of you.

In the evening Alam flew us home and he told Muna and nanny that they should not mention any of this to the staff at the palace.

I gave Alam the money to start his training school for pilots and thanked him for bringing back my family to me.

I decided to spend more time with Muna and the twins and I gave my job to Condor and Red Eagle and increased their wages.

I would fly in once every month to check if there was any on-going problem at the ranch.

I began to teach Muna how to row a canoe across the lake, and ride a horse I gave her as a gift. She named the brown and white mare Venus.

As time went by she was smiling once more and was beginning to put her past experiences behind her.

THE END
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