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Tara De Almeida gazed at the long stretch of the ridge-sprawling like a slovenly line against the
dusty landscape. The wait in the aircraft was becoming unbearable. The crunching sound of paper
wrappers and the steady buzz of mixed conversation wafted in and out of the closed interior of the
plane. A little light poured in from one of the sides as the gate had still not been closed for take-off.
It gave her some respite; otherwise the claustrophobic confinement would certainly have triggered
another migraine. She tried to keep herself occupied to keep her mind off the delay that had
already been caused. She quickly tweeted, “Onboard the plane ready to take off to India”. The
habit of posting her mandatory daily tweet finally over, she switched off the mobile and relaxed.
The final boarding call for somebody whose name she couldn’t quite catch had played
intermittently while she had been waiting at the airport and it seemed he had still not turned up.
She was quite amused by the ‘finality’ of the announcement and wondered when it would finally
be over! Must be some pompous politician, she chuckled to herself. They seemed to be the same in
all countries.
She thought of her mother back home and smiled. The last reunion with her had been such a
grand disaster after she had refused to meet one of the eligible suitors her mother had
painstakingly zeroed down to. Over the years Eva had carefully lined up young men hoping Tara
would at least show some interest in someone. But all her efforts had been in vain. Tara had not
turned up to meet that special ‘Prince Charming’ and her stubborn mother had refused to talk to
her after the ‘embarrassing’ episode that had supposedly caused irreparable damage to her
reputation in her social circle. Her smile faded at the thought that her mother might be hatching
similar plans this time as well. It would be extremely difficult to ward off her ‘good intentions’,
especially now that she was going home on a longer vacation.
Her research work was almost done and all that she needed to do was present her papers at the
university in December. Under the guidance of Dr. Benjamin Steinberg she had made significant
effort to develop an efficient procedure for the discovery of novel bio-molecules in the marine
environment. He had often joked that the way things were going; she would soon be offered the
post of an associate professor at the university. Of course her mother would never approve of her
working at Haifa. As things stood, she was already counting the days when she would be home for
good.
Whenever she went home, her mother would always quip sarcastically that she was glad she had
come home alive and not in an urn! Her mother’s sense of humour could be really annoying at
times. She almost laughed at the thought of her mother pestering her to get married. The first
time she had actually tried to date someone just to convince her mother that she was normal, had
ended quite dramatically. The guy had callously labelled her a ‘nerdy ice-maiden’ when she had
refused to go all the way with him after the first few dates. After that embarrassing ordeal Tara had
decided to stay away from the tricky terrain of courtship and social activity of any sort.
No matter how many times Tara threatened to never come back home, she knew deep down in her
heart that she loved her mother a lot and that she would always crave to get back to her beautiful
home in Dona Paula. Both of them were as stubborn as mules, but they never gave up on each
other, come what may. And that is what kept the two of them together. Sometimes she felt guilty
for leaving her mother all by herself, but then after the death of her father she had grown
somewhat accustomed to being on her own. Eva most certainly missed her only daughter, but she
kept herself busy with the Church, charity work and her precious mah-jong Sundays.
Tara knew that her mother was eagerly waiting for her in their traditional Goan-Portuguese villa

close to the sea. That brought a wistful look to her face. It would be so nice to sit in the terrace of
their home in Dona Paula, sip tea and watch the unpredictable moods of the spectacular sea. Tara
heard a click and the doors of the plane were shut. The man seemed to have finally arrived! To her
surprise and quite contrary to what she had expected, a loud applause greeted the stranger who
had made everyone wait for almost half an hour! She noticed the crew cut and the sharp profile of
his angular face. He was tall, well above six feet two inches with broad shoulders. He had the
bearing of a sharp shooter or maybe even a sniper as he observed things around him carefully and
boyishly apologized for the delay. He was nowhere near the pot-bellied politician she had thought
had kept them waiting.
An old man whom he seemed to know got up and kissed him on both the cheeks. She wondered
what the euphoria was all about until a little girl screamed that she had seen him on TV. He could
have been a film star, Tara thought wryly. There was something compelling about the man, not to
mention sexy. He was dressed casually in dark-washed blue jeans and a white linen shirt but
looked like a man who had just casually stepped out of a fashion magazine. His identity became
somewhat clear when the little girl stated emphatically that he was the one who had prevented a
suicide bomber from destroying her primary school in Haifa. A round of applause followed her
statement and the airhostess had to rush to ask everybody to be seated as they were ready to take
off.
He walked down the aisle and halted for a second close to the vacant seat right next to her.
Dangerously close. For some stupid reason, her heart skipped a beat. Damn! She should have worn
something better than the old pair of jeans and the ancient t-shirt. For once she wished she had
not rushed out of the university gates at the last moment. She should have spent some time on
herself! The guy was gorgeous-like a crown prince. And there she was like some poor country
urchin dependent on state aid! He could have walked right out of the Bible where it said, “There
was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome than he-.”
“I think that is my seat,” he said looking at her.
He had dark warm eyes-eyes that captivated her long enough to get colour rushing to her cheeks.
He was devastatingly handsome. There was no denying that. She felt totally uncomfortable looking
into his dark eyes and immediately dropped her gaze lower only to find her eyes fixed on his
mouth. Sensual. Made for loving. The words wantonly flitted to her mind and she dropped her
gaze lower to his long fingered hands that tapped the backrest of the seat. Suddenly she became
self conscious and a tad bit embarrassed at the way her thoughts were running. For some insipidly
stupid reason her heart insisted on going on a somersault spree, beating too fast and leaving her
breathless. She was a good looking woman who had not really bothered like her other friends to
keep striving to get into smaller pants. And suddenly she felt she should have.
She sat up and said peevishly, “Is it? I am so sorry,” and started to get up to make place for him.”
She had to remind herself to stay calm.
He was just another passenger.
“It’s all right Ma’am,” he said taking the place next to her. “I am not too passionate about looking
out of the window. I get to do that almost all the time.”
He stretched his long legs in front of him and within minutes like Gulliver he was fast asleep. She
looked at him from the corner of her eye. The manner in which he languished in his seat, it
appeared as if he had not slept for many centuries.

The rest of the journey was quiet, followed by the usual routine of coffee and snacks. She
absentmindedly flipped through the pages of a glossy. She found herself looking at his profile
again. The man did not stir. Even when the plane encountered an air pocket and shook crazily, he
did not budge. Was he drugged? Tara thought eyeing him cautiously. Maybe he was in one of
those professions that required a night-long vigil; she thought snuggling against the window and
closing her eyes.

2

“I...I need a man!” Tara muttered angrily balancing the bags on the trolley. Her handbag kept
slipping off her shoulders and it was becoming even more difficult to handle the massive sheaf of
research papers that she carried along. She noticed that the stranger who had boarded the plane
at Haifa and then changed the flight with her at Bombay was walking quite close to her. His
eyebrow’s rose and an amused expression filled his dark eyes. He had been right behind her when
she had dramatically disclosed to herself that a man could indeed be the panacea for all her woes.
Tara caught his eye. He smiled and in that embarrassing moment she realized he had heard what
was intended for her ears only.
“Need some help?” he asked looking at her.
“Thanks,” she said gruffly, quite unwilling to strike conversation with a stranger leave alone take
help from somebody she had just seen on the plane. One word crossed her mind-lonely. He looked
as if one word of consent from her and he would be asking her out for coffee next. Unable to resist
looking at him again, she nodded her head in polite courtesy and started to walk away.
“Is this yours?”
She turned around to look and saw that he was holding the satchel she had intended to dump on
top of the rest of the baggage at the end. Damn! He was watching her with open amusement.
“And this?”
To her horror she had even left her mobile on the taxi counter.
“Yes,” she said sheepishly taking the bag and the mobile.
“The absent-minded scientist?”
It was enough to rattle her nerves. “I am quite capable of taking care of myself,” she said
impassively and started to move away.
“I can see that!” he said walking past her and touching the tip of his golf cap in a mock salute.
“Have a great day, whatever is left of it.”
She rolled her eyes dramatically and balanced all the assorted knick-knacks on the trolley loaded
with suitcases and mentally made a note of all the items. She could not afford to be so careless.
She could hear her mother’s consistent reprimand play like a gramophone in her head, “You are

twenty six years old and it is high time, you organized your life and all the random ‘garbage’ you so
love to carry with you.”
Finally she made way to the taxi that stood waiting for her. The driver took away her belongings
with unprecedented enthusiasm and swiftly whisked her into the taxi. She wanted to tell him that
she was not a gullible tourist at his mercy, but somebody who had spent all her life there. But
something held her back. In any case, she was too mentally and physically drained to get into a
conversation with anybody.
The Sun was preparing to set in the horizon and the gold was gradually giving way to darker hues.
The taxi sped into the slowly descending night. There was not much traffic and the straight road
encouraged the driver to drive faster than he should have been. She held back the desire to tell
him that there was no blazing hurry and that she was not getting late for any appointment. But
when he swerved carelessly along the road, she could not control herself anymore. She reminded
him to go slow and to take it easy. The man nodded and slowed down the car. Finally she relaxed
in the seat, lulled to a slumber by the gentle coastal breeze.
All of a sudden the engine gave a loud jerking cough and the car came to an abrupt halt. What the
heck! She muttered angrily. There was not a soul to be seen on the desolate road. She was in the
middle of nowhere. No houses, no cars driving through and only giant palm trees for miles at a
stretch dotting both sides of the road. He must have taken a wrong route, she thought cursing
herself. She should have been more vigilant.
“Out,” the man ordered rather nastily.
She was quick to notice the change in his demeanour. He intended harm. All of a sudden all kinds
of disturbing images flooded her mind. Her mother had always told her to carry pepper spray, a
knife or anything that might assist her if she found herself in such a situation. But Tara had always
laughed it off. Such things only happened in movies! It certainly couldn’t happen to her. She sat in
the car, totally numb; looking at a potential rapist, wondering whether that was the way God
finally intended her to go- raped to death! The crazy look in the man’s eyes kind of said it all. Her
brain started ticking crazily as she tried to calm her frenzied mind and think intelligently. Discreetly
she put the mobile on silent mode, all the time her eyes on the man’s face.
“Out,” he repeated menacingly.
He attempted to touch her, speaking something rapidly in Konkani. She knew he was abusing her.
She recoiled in horror as his hand came forward to grab hers and pull her put of the car. She could
see he intended to walk her into the dark thicket that lay towards the left of the road. But for that
he would need to park the vehicle away from scrutiny of any kind. She fumbled with her handbag
trying to remember where she had kept her university id. She could feel its corners in the outer
pocket and in a fraction of a second, pretending to place the bag she removed it from the pocket
and slipped it into her hand. She stepped out of the car, unable to think of anything that might
save her from the ruffian’s clutches. Maybe she could run on the road, but as things stood, not a
single vehicle had passed them in the last twenty minutes. The sun had not set and there was every
possibility that somebody might just venture that way. It was a dismal hope. But hope was all that
remained. Her mother had scolded her innumerable times for not being attentive while travelling.
Her words: ‘Observe, Orient, Decide and Act’ rung in her ears like a schoolmaster’s rant. If only she
had listened to her. And with a sinking heart she noticed that the cab did not have number plates!
How foolish could she have been!
The man pushed her forward and told her to keep moving on. She bent to tie the laces of her
sneakers and in the process threw the identity card on the road. The man was too busy eyeing her

bosom to notice anything else. It was a desperate moment-a hope against hope that somebody
would find it and probably come looking for her. The chances were remote, but that was all that
she could think of.
“Give me your phone,” the man said looking at her.
“Phone? I...I left it in the handbag in the car,” she murmured incoherently, visibly shaken and
afraid.
“Hmmmm,” he said scratching his stubble and eyeing the distance between them and the car that
was now inconspicuously parked against some thorny bushes. He decided to take her word for it
and without another word pulled her against him. She could feel his breath against her skin. It was
revolting, to say the least. She tried to dodge him and started to run into the trees. He followed
her, laughing monstrously. It was darker in the thicket and the fading rays of the sun trickled
reluctantly. She had no clue where the muddy path went, but she knew one thing for sure that the
man was familiar with the place, even in the dark. He inched closer to her and grabbed her by her
hair.
“You think you are getting away from me? You are getting closer to my shack and my friends are
waiting for a party!” He roared deliriously and pointed towards a bamboo hut where a solitary
lantern hung close to the window.
She slowed down her pace as the horror of his words sunk in. Before she could think of anything,
the mobile started to vibrate in her pocket. The man immediately noticed the light that flickered
through her thin t-shirt.
One stroke of a nimble finger and she switched the phone on and started screaming. “I am
somewhere off National Highway 4A. I have no idea where. There is a massive Ford Service centre
en route. Help me please. Please, please help!”
The man slapped her hard across the face and said angrily, “You bitch; you said the phone was in
the car!”
She tried to run but he leapt and caught her t-shirt and a sleeve came apart.
“Oh please, let me go. You want money. I will give you money,” she pleaded trying to disengage
her hand from his. “I will give you anything you want. You want my watch. Here take it,” she
pleaded with all that she had, hoping greed would somehow lure him.
But he was relentless.
With one violent push her hurled her on the ground and as her head hit the stony surface, the last
thing she noticed was the way he laughed before he started to unzip his pants.
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Tara opened her eyes feeling a gentle sprinkle of cool water strike the warmth of her face. Her foot
felt heavy and swollen, but besides that everything seemed intact. Her clothes were in place,
except the ripped sleeve. She had been saved! Good Lord! She had been saved! Her eyes met the
dark one’s that peered at her with obvious concern. She looked across his shoulder apprehensively
as if expecting the man who had attempted to molest her to be standing just behind him. He was
nowhere in sight. Relief flowed through her. She swallowed painfully. Her throat felt dry and she
found herself fumbling for words of gratitude. But none came. She was too overwhelmed to say
anything.
“The moment I landed here, the guy managed to get away with his two other friends. I got the car
papers with me, so I guess your police can trace them.”
“The vehicle did not have number plates,” she said.
“I noticed that.”
“I do not even know how to thank you,” she mumbled feebly totally embarrassed and shaken up
by the incident.
But the relief was evident by her body language and the way she looked at him with trust and
confidence. He had been nothing short of an unexpected saviour.
“Thank your God and thank your stars. You were destined to be saved,” he smiled prophetically.
“Now let us get you to your home.”

She started to get up but flinched in pain as the swollen ankle hurt unbearably.
He helped her up and said looking at her, “You have sprained your ankle, it seems.”
She held his arm and limped towards the road. His features were set in a hard line. She did not
have any idea about what could have been playing on his mind.
“Not too shaken are you?” he asked.
What kind of a question was that? Of course she was.
“Honestly I am. I really don’t know what to make of the whole thing. It all happened so quickly.”
“Don’t worry. I guess some lessons of life come at a price.”
She looked at him and smiled. Strange were the ways of destiny. It was so ironical to be mauled in
her country and then to be saved by a total stranger- a foreigner in whose land she had spent
seven years without a single thought for personal safety. She stood pondering over all the
possibilities and the only thing that kept coming back to her was that that had it not been for him,
her battered body could have been floating in the Mandovi. The thought sent shivers down her
spine.
They stopped against a wooden post and she reluctantly sat on the dilapidated bench. The dusty
bench with rusted screws and peeled paint had the look of something that had stepped out of a
painting to complete the rural landscape. The fine grass under her feet felt like silk. She wriggled
her feet out of her flip-flops and stretched them. It felt like heaven. The sun had set long ago and
the gentle veil of the dark night had descended on the firmament. A few stars could be seen in the
skies and she found herself dissolving in their infinite spaces. Her mother had often said that
miracles dwelled in the unseen.
A miracle had just happened.
“It was smart thinking. A good thing you threw your id card on the road,” he said breaking the
silence. “I managed to get your number and made the call. The rest of course is now done and best
forgotten.”
Her hazel eyes met his torrid ones. It was unsettling to look into their depths. She felt grateful to
him for what he had done and there were no words to express the way she felt. No words, it
seemed would ever be good enough. With a fluttering heart and a distracted brain, she tried not to
stare at him as he stood eyeing the vicinity with laser sharp focus.
“I am generally quite capable of looking after myself.” She had just finished the infamous sentence
when something slithered across her naked foot. Goa was known for venomous snakes. She
jumped with a start and landed right next to him, holding his arm like a survivor clutching the last
straw of hope. It was an earthworm. She had made a fool of herself, yet again.
He was certainly amused by the reaction after her tall claim. He quirked a shapely brow and
grinned at her. She smiled sheepishly. He stood straight and she could feel her heart turn
somersaults. He was so close, he could have kissed her. Needless to say it was idiotic to have such
thoughts when she had narrowly escaped a catastrophe. She blushed furiously.
The proximity was unsettling. She quickly moved away and sat back on the bench. His features
were not only striking but also conspicuously attractive. His hair was dark gingery and he wore his

golf cap with remarkable arrogance. The white linen shirt made his eyes seem brighter than they
actually were. His tall lean frame appeared as if it could challenge any storm. His lips were set in a
straight line, but she knew they were made for loving. She noticed the firm grasp of his fingers on
her arm, as he stood by her side, guarding her like a sentry. He could have been Alexander the
Great! He could have been a direct descendent of the Vikings. Or even better, he could have been
on the cover of a romance novel. She had to suppress a smile. The man had no idea what she could
have been thinking. She only hoped that he had not mastered the art of reading minds as well,
besides other things.
“So what are you doing here?” she asked straightening the tee-shirt that she wore. She noticed his
eyes linger on her swollen ankle before moving towards her face.
“Reporting on vacation, ma’am.”
She also noticed the military dog tags that hung from his neck and were now visibly dangling
outside his shirt.
“Army?”
“Yes.”
“Oh.”
The hoot of a cab alerted them to its presence on the road just opposite to where she sat. Tiny
lanterns hanging on wooden posts started coming to life. He held her hand and helped her up.
“You don’t want me to carry you to the car, do you?” He asked with a wicked glint in his eyes. “I
have carried many wounded soldiers on my back, trust me.”
“I am fine,” she said cursing the piercing pain in her ankle and regretting she had not enrolled in
the weight loss programme at the university. Maybe then she would have let him carry her, she
thought with a smile. If she uttered another word of discomfort, she would look even more stupid.
The least that she could do was make an attempt to be brave.
He took her elbow and with remarkable agility swooped her in his arms. “We don’t want the cab to
leave without us and start looking for us elsewhere,” he stated good humouredly and carried her
across the wooden platform that had been raised to connect the low lying area to the road. “I do
not intend spending the night in this mosquito-ridden forest of all places. I am on vacation Ma’am
and not spearheading a covert operation.”
She sat in the back seat uncomfortably close to him, totally at a loss of words. He calmly lit a
cigarette and busied himself with some maps that he opened on his mobile.
“A night in an unknown city is like a stubborn wife,” he exclaimed without looking up.
“Treacherous and deceitful.”
Whatever he meant by that, only he knew and she did not try to decode his words. She preferred
not to comment. Her eyes followed the movement of the flickering ash and saw it die down in the
cool air outside. The man was intriguing. She suddenly felt interested in knowing about his
personal life.
“Pardon me lady, if I forgot my manners. I am Major Zach Mizrahi. And I generally do not smoke,
but this is a rare occasion as you can see.”

The cab lurched as it encountered a stubborn speed- breaker and she felt his arm around her
shoulder, holding her firmly. She pushed a strand of hair away from her face and looked at the
pitch darkness enveloping them like a shroud.
“And you are?” he asked breaking into her thoughts.
“Tara De Almeida,” she said, “A pleasure to meet you Major and under the circumstances you have
been nothing short of a knight in shining armour, quite literally.”
“Oh please stop glorifying me. I just did what I had to, but really, you must be more careful in the
future. Don’t you believe in carrying a stun gun or something, or maybe even pepper spray?”
“You are sounding just like my mother,” she said. “Oh and please don’t mention this to my mother;
otherwise all my prospects of finishing my research will go down the drain.”
He looked at her face for a brief moment and then looked away. In the distance the lights of Dona
Paula glistened like magical lanterns in the moonlit night.
“That is Dona Paula and that is exactly where my house is,” she said, her voice filled with delight as
she pointed towards a white villa standing enigmatically against a backdrop of the hills and sea.
“I am so pleased to hear that,” he said following her gaze. “I will finally not have to carry you
around like a wounded comrade.”
The gradual movement of the car as it climbed up the slope towards Dona Paula brought some of
her confidence back and she lifted her chin defiantly and said, “I am so sorry I’ve been such a
burden Major. I am otherwise quite capable of looking after myself, as you will see.”
The car jerked fiercely as it hit a boulder and came to a standstill. She would have been quite easily
knocked out of it had it not been for his hand that pulled her back. She swallowed hard. The way
she seemed to be flying into his arms every second was turning out to be quite embarrassing. He
threw his head back and laughed. “Well, I am quite sure of that,” he chuckled stepping out of the
car and offering his hand to her.
She started to get up and the piercing pain hit her ankle again. She felt rooted to the spot, but was
too proud to admit that she needed his help again. She limped forward. The sudden motion made
her unsteady foot lose balance. She felt his strong arms grip her. And for a fraction of a second as
she stood under the streetlight, he just couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her.
“What? Haven’t you ever seen a woman before?” She asked surprised by the intense mind boggling
scrutiny.
“I have seen women, plenty of them” he said with a smirk and touched her neck with his finger.
“But I have never seen a woman who lost a diamond pendant with just one jolt in the car!”
“Good Lord!” She gasped, quite shocked by the revelation. Her fingers traced the emptiness
around her neck. “Are you sure I did not lose it where you found me?”
“It was very much there, a few minutes ago, because I remember seeing it and thinking that it
looked a lot like the Star of David,” he said. “Don’t expect me to go looking for it. I am not trained
in finding lost jewels,” he said sardonically and scooped her up in his arms before she could
protest and walked across the road that led to her house. All that she could hear was the firm
sound of his boots treading carefully on the gravel.

“You are one hell of a man!” she protested angrily the moment he put her back on her feet. “At
least you could have let me find it.”
He rolled his eyes dramatically. “Oh please, don’t tell me you are going to cry now! Listen,” he
ordered authoritatively, “You get inside the house and I will go look for it, as it is you have
demonstrated quite capably that you are not capable of looking after yourself!”
She shook her head disbelievingly. “Can I expect some politeness from you, especially after what I
just went through? Or have you vowed to behave that you have emerged from medieval times?”
The tears jabbed her eyes and chilled her cheeks as they trickled unsteadily down her face. She felt
incredibly stupid and had never found herself in such a helpless position. She was a woman from
an esteemed family and not some waif that he could talk to her anyway he wanted. Not some
dim-witted idiot he had met on the road. But hadn’t he? She had thrown all caution to the winds
and had behaved like an idiot. There was no denying that. Which woman on earth would go off to
sleep in a cab on a long stretch of wilderness? Even though the way the man had decided to treat
her totally infuriated her, she knew she had brought it on herself.
“Do you even know who I am?” she finally exclaimed arrogantly in an attempt to salvage lost pride.
“And who are you Madam?” he asked quirking an eyebrow. “Her Royal Highness: The Duchess of
York?”
“None of your business!” she retorted straightening her tee-shirt, quite clumsily. She did not like
the idea of getting into a war of words with him, especially after what he had done for her, but it
seemed he was hell bent on annoying her. She tried to control the anger welling inside her.
“You are doing quite well for a beginning. But there is a lot you need to learn. You need a course in
life-management, and perhaps some training in karate,” he retorted and proceeded to ring the
bell. “And that is not a big deal, if you are willing to keep yourself safe young lady!”
“Everybody does not have the training that you’ve had,” she remarked coldly.
He started to hum something in Hebrew completely ignoring what she had said. It annoyed her
even more. But she decided to keep quiet considering she was at his mercy till things were finally
settled at home; otherwise her mother was sure to make a hue and cry.
“Please don’t tell mom anything,” she finally pleaded again, putting her anger aside.
“I am a man of my word. My lips are sealed.”
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A sweet love story of hope and faith in love.
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