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      Dedicated to


      Mr. Mohd. Amin Kazi, my late grandfather,

      who introduced me to the world of stories while

      I sat on his lap looking out at the fictitious world.

    


    
      What people say…


      “The first book of an author always has a piece of the author’s soul in it. Faraaz has his soul in this one.”


      -Abhijit Bhaduri, best-selling author of ‘Mediocre but Arrogant’ and ‘Married but Available’.


      “In his debut novel, Faraaz Kazi exercises his literary muscle by accurately painting the colours of heartache. With a natural knack for the written word, Kazi’s potential is clearly visible in black and white and will certainly be one to watch.”


      -Chandru Bhojwani, author of ‘The Journey of Om’.


      “Faraaz shows subtle facility with the pen as he flits conveniently between classical and contemporary styles of writing. With a story set to cater to the yuppie generation, he is conscious of his choice of words. And the making of a fine writer shows in his flourish of words, as it does in his case.”


      -Nishant Kaushik, author of ‘A Romance with Chaos’

    


    
      AUTHOR’S NOTE


      It’s not easy for a writer to live with the hope that his work will see the light of publication. The will of a writer has to be stronger than an industrial adhesive and his attitude has to be like a shameless leech on a rhinoceros’ hide. Sadly, mine wasn’t!


      I broke down many times and almost gave up more than once after the rejection mails kept mounting, but some preternatural force kept the final result in my mind. It has been a tough journey for me, full of struggles, with more falls than rises and so many bruises that the Zandu balm at the nearby chemist store ran out of stock. This is my time in the limelight and I hope the excitement is not too contagious. I will try not to make it sound like an Oscar speech (Filmfare on second thoughts, let’s be realistic!).


      First of all, no achievement, big or small is possible without the support of your family and I have been lucky to have been blessed by two doting parents, Mr. Sadruddin and Mrs. Hanifa Kazi, who have looked after me – their only child – and nurtured me even though they lead busy work lives. It would be wrong on my part not to sincerely thank my relatives, especially my Appa, Mrs. Habiba Ansari without whose support my talents would not have achieved success. I am beholden to my friend, Mr. Ismail Sheikh for being there when I needed him and for being a patient listener, even though he might not have understood the ravings of a writer. I express my deepest gratitude to my students from whom I have learnt more than I have taught, thanks to our interactive sessions.


      I would also like to thank the publication houses I had approached, for considering my work prior to rejecting it and making me strong enough to face criticism. I would like to thank Mr. Rohit Gupta, my publisher for giving my book a chance to prove itself and my editor, Ms. Gurnoor Kaur for working on the manuscript at breakneck speed. I would like to express my deepest appreciation to Mr. Vipul Gala of Mahaveer Book House for helping me with the right contacts at the right time. It will be sinful to forget Ms. Divya Dubey, who went through the sample and provided me with valuable insights, in order to improve the draft. How can I not be grateful to Mr. N. Sampath Kumar, who is also an author and a friend, mentor and an angel in this hostile environment. I am also indebted to fellow writers like Mr. Tuhin Sinha, Mr.Shaiju Mathewand Mr. Chandru Bhojwani for guiding and encouraging me to achieve this dream. I can’t forget the motivating messages from Ms. Advaita Kala and Ms. Annie Zaidi, which came in the form of autographs on copies of their books. I would like to remember my alma mater and my creative writing classmates, who were the best critics of my short stories. I am grateful to all my friends on Facebook who ‘Liked’ the status messages related to my writing, whenever I was in the doldrums due to the evil writers block. I would like to salute the authors I have grown up reading, whose stories kept me hooked enough to inculcate a reading habit that has grown into a personal collection of thousands of books-my closest friends. Speaking of close friends, I wish my childhood pal; Raj was still here to see this day. I would like him to know that I miss him the same as I did seven years back. I wish to thank him for the hours spent at the staircase; gossiping, playing and sparking the imagination to create stories.


      Yes, I have saved the best for the last. Ms. Priya Raman, I’d like to thank you for being my informal editor, analyst, critic, motivator and friend and more than all that I’d like to thank you for being with me and not behind me. And above all, I would like to thank you, my reader, for having enough confidence in my work and spending your precious time and money on my maiden venture. I promise you won’t be disappointed. Yes, it’s finally over. Please give a big hand for… Ah, cut the crap… Read on! ***


      PROLOGUE


      The surviving leaves of the naked Acacia rustle softly as the gates of the park creak open. The park has long been shut with no one to look after its declining state and the tree has existed as a long forgotten song in silent nights such as these. Its dull yellowish flowers lie strewn on the ground, a tribute to the harsh autumn.


      The boy walks over them, crushing the petals under his steady

      feet. He looks neither left nor right but heads straight for that wooden bench in the corner of the park that has an expanding crack in the middle. He lowers himself on the old bench, the

      only thing that stands in this park apart from the handful of Acacias. He plucks out a dry blade of grass from the ground and wraps it around his fingers. Tugging at it from a corner, he yanks it away, snapping it into two and in the process, leaving circular red marks on his skin.


      He turns his hand, facing the palm and just near the forehand, he sees the letters swimming around, forming stories of their own. They are the result of an abhorrently sharp compass that not just drew perfect circles in the past. Almost unconsciously, he traces their shapes; a slithering S, followed by two enchanting Es, next to which lies a melodious M just before concluding with an amorous A. They are the marks of his love, handcrafted by himself in her memory. They are the only epitaph to his heart, spectral remains of old recollections in the presence of lost love. The name cuts through him like forked lightning and he swallows the pain in humble acceptance. As his fingers brush past the last alphabet, a sudden chill sets in the atmosphere bringing everything around him to a standstill.


      The solitary streetlight near the pavement flickers once, twice, before going off inexplicably and plunging the area into darkness. The rusty hinges of the iron gate creak and clatter, their echo reverberating throughout the park. The haunting sound of the nightjars penetrates the still air. A doleful hoot of an owl echoes in the eerie ambience. The forgotten Acacia trees start casting scary shadows on the almost barren ground, the kind that magnify ten times their actual size. But he is unfazed. The only shadows that envelop him are the one in his callous heart which feast on his loneliness, sheltering his sorrow and confining his joy. His expressionless face is undeterred but betrays the early maturity of his troubled mind.


      Absent-mindedly, he looks up at the sky, counting the jesting stars whose lights cannot reach his soul. He glances up at the full moon with expectant eyes and it does not disappoint him. A familiar face; the same enticing eyes, the same wavy brown hair and the same delicate smile swirl on its surface. He senses the vacuum in his heart widen and the teeth around its concavity gnaw at his living flesh, swallowing him like an impervious sinkhole. With a cry of anguish, he falls down on his knees, clutching his throbbing head in his hands, willing for the excruciating pain to go away.


      The noiseless night further darkens, extending its shadows in the crevices of his desolate heart. The rustle of the trees now soundsso remote, so strange. He hears the soft, slow sound of distant laughter and wraps his legs in his arms while lowering his head in between. Unfortunately, there is no covering for his wounded heart and that is where he feels the chill enter. He flinches. His body quivers in a morbid trance, and then like the final whiff of an extinguished candle he surrenders, like always, to the ghosts of his past. The stars take their leave. They don’t wish him goodbye. Not yet.


      ***


      LIVING, NOT LEAVING THE LONELINESS


      “AND STILL TODAY the heady fragrance


      Of sandalwood reminds me of


      Her curving body, slender in the waist.


      No one but she, a river crystal-clear,


      Can quench the devastating flame of love in me.


      She was and is the radiant treasure of my heart.”


      The Secret Delights of Love, Pundit Bilhana.


      The surrounding atmosphere now suddenly stood out as a study in contrast, when the guy with the long, jet black curly hair, sitting cross-legged on the classroom bench as per his leisurely habit, compared it with the rich ambience in his life that had enveloped him months back. With a long-fingered hand acting as a barrier for his slipping head, he was lost in a world of his own. He seemed a little rumpled, sleepy as if he had been deprived of slumber for a hundred years. His eyes closed, his handsome face now bore signs of maturity that his age would have proved otherwise.


      The dusky fair skin and contours of his perfectly symmetrical face proudly proclaimed his Indian heritage. His nose was perfectly curved as if God had taken care to make it geometrically correct while creating him, and his narrow black eyes, contained a lot more than appeal – a myriad of emotions irrefutably. His long neck with a prominent Adam’s apple protruding from the middle, housed a sweet voice once upon a time, but today it had become as rough and brief as his exterior disposition. With a five feet eleven inch frame, he was tall and lean, with broad shoulders, not that he was ever fat but the past had been equally treacherous on his body as it had been on his mind.


      No one here had seen him in his heyday, and besides he was least bothered about people in his present avatar. Heck, he did not even care for himself. Once if someone told him his thick curly hair appeared messed up, he would immediately rush to the washroom, pull out his ivory pocket comb from his back pocket and run it vigorously along the scalp to emerge as a slick Raymond’s model. But today, the curls had reached the nape of his neck, making him appear like a punk master one usually comes across in countries such as where he was surviving.


      He failed to remember the last time he had gone for a haircut or had thought of shaving his grown beard. His facial hair was lot more than that of a young adult of his age, crisp strands sticking out in a mass, but he shaved it once in a month or so and as a result, usually looked out of place amongst a band of young schoolchildren. Not that he hung around with them but they gravitated towards him, more out of curiosity than anything else. His demeanour was calm and calculated and gave the impression that he was partially hard of hearing which suited him just fine. However, what nobody realised was that the emotions churning his being had paralysed his senses long ago.


      He did not look his best today but nature had maintained him in his current frame. His tough composure and fair features combined imbued him with a raw animal appeal. He looked poised and centred, but he was far from that on the inside. Though he had not been around that time, these lines written by an ancient wise man seemed to be written exquisitely for him,


      “His scent is musk and his cheek is rose


      His teeth are pearls and his lips drop wine;


      His form is a brand and his hips a hill,


      His hair is night and his face moonshine.”


      He sat alone now, isolated from the world and from himself, not caring to look up when a buzzing fly sat on his hair. He barely noticed the fly that was perhaps feasting on his dandruff. But he did hear the metronomic thud thud of footsteps ambling towards the class he was occupying.


      The classroom was empty just like his heart but for a couple of flies that enjoyed their mating ritual going all over the place. Their low, irritating sound was met with an imperturbable, disinterested reaction. Being indifferent to his surroundings seemed a well-inculcated habit somehow. Perhaps failure in love and ultimately failure in life teaches a person to be a winner at least in the art of supreme indifference and other such unworthy aspects, he would think lazily, but what would occupy his mind were still the same deep thoughts of the matters that ruled his heart.


      “Hey Rahul, what man, what are you doing alone in here? Soon the Primary will be hopping in. Don’t you want to reach the hostel?” A fair, confident guy approached him from behind. His height came into notice when he stood shoulder to shoulder with Rahul, who was a couple of inches shorter than the boy, though in reality no one would dare call a five foot eleven inch boy short by any standards.


      Rahul did not reply audibly, he just nodded.


      “Come on dude, cheer up! Until when are you going to maintain that sick face? It is … ” the shorter guy with the taller one stopped him with an aggravated look. The look made the tall guy draw the line and he hold himself back before spilling something that could further intensify Rahul’s emotions. In his mind, he knew there should be nothing to remind him of that, after all he needed to be there for his friend.


      The only problem was that Rahul did not like to be close to anybody. He was helping, cooperative and all that but when it came to maintaining relationships, Rahul had learnt to be on the back-foot. And of all those people, only Sahil knew it because he was the closest ‘friend’ Rahul had made ever since he came to Philadelphia six months back to take admission in Delaware Valley High School for his plus two, after completing his tenth grade back home in India.


      ***


      Delaware Valley High School, named after the beautiful Delaware River in North-east Pennsylvania, was a huge public school run by the School District of Philadelphia, which ran more than three hundred and fifty public and charter schools in the United States. The country high school was about ten miles on the outskirts of the town and was attended by youngsters, who had a passion for studies and sports. It also played host to many Indian students, as the area was friendly to migrants; and the atmosphere, positively inviting.


      Sahil, fair skinned, blue-eyed – thanks to his half-American father – had looks that would make Marilyn Monroe drool. Hair as dark and thick as the devil’s velvet covered his head and high, proud cheekbones chiselled out of a face of sweet beauty; but, lately his growing potbelly had become the butt of all classroom jokes. In class, he would be the person asking the maximum number of questions (howsoever dumb they would sound), but being quite good in academics and the class in-charge-of the eleventh grade, he was a prominent figure in school. He was always ready to help his classmates—a responsibility that fell upon him being the class in-charge. However, he remained humble about it. Sahil’s subconscious mind still registered the suffering and pain written all over Rahul’s face when Rahul first attended the school and was introduced to him by Mrs. Wilson, the Principal of Delaware High.


      “Sahil, meet Rahul. He has done his schooling in India and from now will be continuing his studies in the States. He has joined our school and as both of you will be sharing a classroom from now, I would want you to show him around the school and acquaint him with our rules and procedures. Is that clear?” Mrs. Wilson had commanded him from behind thick round glasses in her cabin a few months ago. He had merely nodded and exited the cabin as quickly as possible, not noticing that Rahul had followed him rather lazily, as if he was least bothered about faking respect for a lowly mortal like a high school principal.


      Rahul Kapoor carried a ‘not to be messed with’ look on his handsome and uncaring face ever since he stepped inside the school boundary. Sahil had sensed his lack of interest and ‘balls to rules’ attitude while going through the customary new student induction program.


      It was Sahil’s job to familiarise new arrivals with the code of conduct, the various assignments that needed to be completed and submitted on time, the important days that deserved high-octane celebrations, the long-winding corridors of the school, the playgrounds that stretched ahead, and on a more informal note, also warn them about the people not to be messed around with. Sahil attributed the task being assigned to him to his Indian origin. Perhaps, Mrs. Wilson believed Indians understood their countrymen better, which was a fact Sahil disagreed with as he was a true advocate of global humanity and believed that colour, caste and creed were no parameters for judging people.


      After all, God had shaped all human beings alike and did not create sub-species in the class of Homo sapiens itself, at least not in this evolution chain. He would voice that statement in all essays he wrote and in all debates he participated in. Sometimes it got him brownie points while at other times he would blame the chair for their ‘lack of judgment and biased mentality’.


      Sahil had hoped the Indian-ness would make it easier for him to break the ice and become good friends with Rahul. He was secretly pleased and sent out a thanksgiving prayer to the skies for sending him a friend from India. He wanted to learn about the culture and traditions of his mother’s native land – something that he had only a vague idea about, thanks to his mother’s prolonged ‘westernisation’ – but it wasn’t to be and Sahil learned close to nothing about India from Rahul, who clammed up whenever Sahil mentioned India. Sahil thought Rahul would eventually warm up to him once he got used to his new environs.


      They would sit beside each other on neighbouring chairs and Sahil would often notice Rahul twisting and turning his stationery, writing things in the air or scribbling on the last page of his notebook, when the professor would be dictating notes or browsing through the text orally. Very often, he would peek into his notebook to notice him drawing incomprehensible pictures. The very moment he thought he was getting it, Rahul would notice him looking, throw him a scorching glare, and shut the book. He would often see Rahul lost, and occasionally even caught him mumbling to himself. Initially, he had thought that the new Indian chap was demented and hence avoided him for some days. But gradually things began to fall into place; and Sahil began to like Rahul (he was so much better than the Indian loud-mouths he had encountered earlier).


      ***


      Sahil was sure that Rahul would approach him sooner or later to ensure his creature comforts in the school. Surprisingly, Rahul did not follow him, neither when he missed lecture notes nor when he needed directions to reach a rescheduled class. Rahul preferred to stay alone, just coming to school and going back to his abode in the hostel.


      Outside school, no-one had seen him doing anything else except walking alone along half the Algon Avenue before turning into Benson Street and taking a right to reach Frontenac Street and finally bringing his steps to Castor Avenue where the school

      was situated.


      While going back, Rahul could be seen at the nearby bus stop, waiting for the SEPTA 59, the bus that would drop him back near his hostel on Teesdale Street, at some distance from Algon Avenue.


      He had found it strange, getting accustomed to the shiny, isolated lanes of Philadelphia after spending his formative years in the noisy, dirty bylanes of Mumbai where one would be tormented by street urchins and stray dogs if not, the potholed roads. He would not pause to admire the trees that lined the roads or the flat-roofed row houses which stood out behind them. He would let his feet sink in the snow on the pavement and yet manage to drag himself ahead. Somehow the feeling made him feel that he was not a stranger in this land.


      Sahil heard from Rahul’s roommates, who happened to be students of the neighbouring division, that Rahul climbed his bed very early in the night, woke up to the twittering of the birds at dawn, and then usually went for a walk after doing the morning necessities. They also told Sahil that he kept muttering things in his sleep. Once in the middle of the night, they had reportedly seen him missing from his bed but just when they were thinking of reporting the matter to the heedless warden; Rahul had walked into the room, looking every bit as nonchalant as his mood.


      In the mornings, he came to school and sat in the class lost in his own thoughts, staring into empty spaces until the lunch break, when a woman would bring him his tiffin, which he ate in the canteen.


      “Who’s that lady?” Sahil asked him over lunch, one day after noticing the act.


      “Maid,” Rahul replied.


      “Your family sent a full time maid to cater to your needs?” Sahil asked, trying to glance in Rahul’s tiffin.


      “Uncle,” Rahul grunted, munching on the hardly edible morsels.


      Sahil never noticed him going to visit his uncle and he rarely heard of him making phone calls back home. He once spotted a cell phone in Rahul’s room when he had gone to the hostel to return a borrowed book; the only point was that it was still packed in the box, which had the original seal unbroken.


      “Wow, it’s a Blackberry. Why don’t you use this beauty?” Sahil asked him in disbelief.


      Rahul just looked towards him and shrugged, shaking his head.


      ***


      The only time Sahil would get to talk to Rahul freely would be the lunchtime when Rahul would quietly head to the canteen and Sahil would follow, hoping he would find him open up. The rest of the time – like the one when school ended for the day – Sahil would hardly get a chance to see Rahul disappear out of the gate. The dialogue strangely remained one-sided and except for the occasional grunts and nods and usual stares, Rahul preferred to remain as mute as the gargoyles shooting out from the school’s foundations.


      “Which city in India?” Sahil casually asked taking over his lunch box next to Rahul in the half empty school canteen.


      “Mumbai,” Rahul said tersely.


      “Oh, I have a couple of relatives in Mumbai. My mum’s younger sister’s husband’s brother-in-law… if I’m correct! I had gone to India once but I was very small then and all I remember from that trip was that I had a throat infection due to the dust and pollution around. And of course, there was this white coloured round sweet delicacy called racegola which I had stuffed in my mouth by the dozens and I still miss it. Unfortunately, mom doesn’t quite know how to make it. Not that she didn’t try, she did once but it tasted more like raw rubber than the memorable sugar syrup dripping dessert we ate once,” Sahil said nodding to himself looking at Rahul who gave no sense of acceptance of that fact.


      “What’s your last name again?” he asked him, gathering a club sandwich from his lunch box.


      “Kapoor,” Rahul answered after a pause.


      “Oh, are you by any chance the brother of that handsome bloke Shahid Kapoor?” Sahil asked, wide-eyed.


      Rahul eyed him and he thought Sahil got the answer.


      “No? Shakti Kapoor?”


      Rahul flared his nostrils, making Sahil shift in his seat.


      “I was just trying to show that I do watch Indian movies sometimes. My cousins from India do send over DVDs of good flicks once a while. I particularly remember enjoying the one called ‘The Turning Brain’ ...it was an awesome story, the two blokes did a wonderful job...”


      Silence accompanied by another glare.


      “Are you a Punjabi fellow?” Sahil asked next.


      Rahul looked up from his lunch-box and met Sahil’s eyes and placed down the spoonful of soup back into where he took it from.


      “Gujarati?”


      Nothing.


      “Bihari?”


      Indifference.


      “Bengali? Tamilian? Maharashtrian?” Sahil went on trying to remember the ethnic races of his motherland.


      Rahul glared at him fixedly.


      “Then, what are you? An alien?”


      “Human being!” he said in just a pitch higher than his usual low tone.


      Sahil merely nodded and kept quiet for a while before his brain started functioning again. The answer made him happy somewhere.


      Sahil would get him home cooked food sometimes. His mom concocted excellent Indian sweets, a result of her Indian culinary training and he would get extra servings in his lunch-box to share it with Rahul. The only thing he disliked about his mother was that she did not know the recipe of the syrup infested racegolas they had devoured in India but the rest of the sweets from jalebis to gulab jamuns came out delicious. He would push them Rahul’s way, hoping he had a chance to push it down his throat but he was much too scared of that unnerving glare, to even attempt that stunt. Rahul specifically liked carrot halwa, Sahil surmised, because when he would bring the same to school, Rahul would not decline it the same number of times he would decline the other sweets, before accepting.


      ***


      “So how many people back home?” Sahil asked him one day outside the library in the dull grey coloured corridor.


      “Two,” Rahul replied.


      “Mom and Dad?”


      Rahul merely nodded.


      “What do they do?”


      Rahul looked towards the oak tree outside the big glass windows in the school park as if it held the answer.


      “Woodcutters?” Sahil asked, narrowing his eyes.


      Rahul glared at him with a deadpan expression.


      “Earn a living,” he said after what seemed like hours.


      Something would always fascinate Sahil about this character. There was a certain enigma surrounding him, a certain sense of mystery encircling his actions. After two weeks of avoiding him since the start of the term, he had resumed talking to Rahul like he used to, although a bit warily. He tried to coax him out of his depression, to prod into the unknown depths of his mind. When Rahul would end a dialogue abruptly that most persons would respond by giving a brief history of their lives, Sahil understood. He would give Rahul his space and then, the silence would stretch on.


      ***


      Rahul completed his homework regularly and his was always the first completed assignment on the professor’s desk. Once during an Algebra lecture, Prof. Quinn put up a particularly difficult question to the class.


      “Now tell me folks, barring the last two numbers between zero and hundred if you count the digits of the remaining numbers, what would be the figure you’ll arrive at?” Prof. Quinn surveyed the class with his eagle like eyes. With each passing sweep of his sight, the smile on his face began to widen as students started shifting in their seats, staring back blankly at him. He repeated the question twice to some erudite students in the front who seemed to be furiously scribbling something in their notebooks.


      “Sir, do we have to count the extreme two numbers as well?” one of the front benchers put up his hand.


      “Yes, my dear. Including zero and hundred, how many?” He peeked into their books but with a frown of displeasure soon looked away.


      “Yes, Mr… Kapoor , is it? Yes, so tell me your answer!” Prof. Quinn had caught Rahul staring out of the window with the same disinterested look pasted on his face.


      “What would you…?”


      “189!”


      “So… Sorry?”


      “189, sir! The number of digits,” Rahul answered casually.


      “Oh! Good, sit down,” Prof. Quinn said turning back to the board, not bothering to notice that Rahul had never stood up.


      Sahil slyly glanced in Rahul’s open book to check his working note but the pages just reflected his state of mind.


      ***


      Rahul would not laugh at jokes in the class nor would he digest the cheap humour Sahil would attempt on him, resulting in visible embarrassment to his only acquaintance here. Rahul would remain indifferent to his absurd shenanigans. Sahil would even try self-deprecating farcicality, often lowering himself to the depths of his sense of humour but all he would get in response was a cold stare fixed on a still face that neither galvanised nor addressed anyone.


      “What do you get when you combine big boobs with a pretty face, a dull brain and boring speech?” Sahil asked him one day in between their History lecture while the professor was busy looking at her notes and scribbling a schedule on the board.


      Rahul continued to look into his textbook and Sahil was sure he was not reading.


      “Mrs. Brookes,” he said pointing to their History teacher, stifling a laugh that erupted from his already burgeoning tummy.


      “I know you’ll like this one. Listen... Mrs. Brookes’ hubby once told her that he fancied kinky sex and wanted to cum in her ear. She looked aghast and said she might go deaf. Her hubby replied, ‘I’ve been coming in your mouth for the past twenty years and you’re still fucking talking!’” Sahil thumped the desk with his fist, making Mrs. Brookes turn back from the board.


      He immediately stiffened and assumed a straight face until she turned back to resume writing on the board.


      “Not funny enough? Ok, digest this. What would Mrs. Brookes’ hubby say if you ask for him while he is kneading her tits in their bedroom?” Sahil continued, holding onto his tummy.


      “Pass? Well he’d definitely say that he has his hands full… haha!” Sahil laughed loudly, making Mrs. Brookes focus her ire towards their direction.


      ***


      Sahil would point out all the ‘attention magnets’ on the campus to him whenever he spotted them.


      “They generate more attention from guys than the state’s thermal plant generates electricity,” Sahil informed him daily. Rahul would resume whatever he was doing without as much as a glance in the direction that Sahil would point out to his lost eyes.


      “Laura!” he exclaimed, one day in the school grounds. Rahul looked at him, for a moment considering how an Indian brought up in the States could utter a disgusting Hindi expletive.


      “There, there… She just looked at you and smiled… I swear. Wow, again… look, look!” Sahil pleadingly pointed out, but sensing the real source, Rahul continued his promenade across the grounds, showing more interest in a crawling caterpillar on the dull ground grass than in Sahil’s puerile excitement.


      ***


      Sahil remained befuddled about Rahul’s behaviour and would remain so like everyone in the class, all until one fine day when Prof. Sarah ordered them to note down some important Physics problems in their books. All the students including Sahil, who was till then busy staring at the professor’s shapely bottom, started rummaging in their bags and so did Rahul. He took out all his possessions to find the concerned book and replaced them all back in the bag after finding it. All but one – his diary.


      And then as fate would have it, he moved out of the classroom to attend nature’s call during the break, and the diary went into the hands of the person seated next to him. Sahil picked up the unusual looking object out of curiosity and flicked the lock open using the key peeking out from the hard cover in the front.


      The first page that Sahil opened was the last as his eyes fell on the sketches that covered the handwriting around them: blood-dripping hearts with arrows pierced in their cracks and glasses placed beneath to collect the pain of the beating organ, surrounded by decorated letters that looked like snakes slithering on the pages. Before he could dwell on their understanding, his eyes fell on the words that accompanied the sketches; SEEMA they said in exquisite calligraphy, the name heralded a cord in Sahil’s mind. It was the same name that Rahul’s roommates had informed Sahil about, the one, which he muttered, incessantly in his wavering slumber. A random page sticking out of the diary caught his eye. He pulled it out and unfolded it to reveal a white sheet of paper that contained an adeptly drawn sketch. A sketch that Sahil would never forget!


      The beauty of the portrait caught his eyes and overwhelmed him with considerable awe for the artist. It was not just a mere portrait but also the outpouring of someone’s emotions and feelings, Sahil realised that. The more he saw it, the more it fascinated him. The shades of human creation seemed to entwine themselves with God’s fingers as the expressions of the pretty visage announced; the portrait was a work of an exquisite artist.


      The face of the girl in the portrait highlighted not just her beauty but spoke of something much more. He sensed the pride that was evident in her eyes and a searching look that they contained. Such depth, such charisma, he had never seen so far. He sensed the isolation that she felt inside her and the call that escaped her lips; he felt her need for a companion though he saw the arrogance of success written all over her charming countenance. Her free flowing curly hair highlighted her unadulterated desire for freedom to escape the travesties of the world and discover her true potential. Sahil let his hands roam around the portrait to feel something more, but before he could do that, the portrait was snatched away from his hands. He turned back to see a bald bulky guy with reddish freckles on his face, the feared school hooligan holding the portrait and whistling like a wolf over the perfection of the creation.


      “Got this from Mr. lonely, did ya?” he asked Sahil without looking at him.


      “Keep it back, he really won’t like it, if he sees people making an issue of his things,” Sahil advised.


      “Who cares a damn man, who cares a fuckin’ damn,” the big guy replied, still looking at the picture.


      “Give it back… ” Sahil tried to reason it out.


      “Yo, easy brother, take it easy now! You can drool over her all ya want but ya won’t give us the chance, huh? Wha’ kind of a jackass in-charge are ya, man? Anyway it’s not me who’s taken it. Hey guys look at this, man… ain’t she great for a good fuck?” the huge guy called out to his partners.


      “Damn mate, looks like she’s got nice boobs,” one of the guys behind the hooligan whistled.


      “Is this the loonymoony’s Mona Lisa, haha!” another

      one guffawed.


      “Mate, when’re ya gettin’ her?” another of his aides asked the

      bald hooligan.


      “Won’t go for less than a hundred dollars! Get collectin’ guys… the mad, lonely guy supplies hot chicks. Looks like he had a deal or two goin’ with old Sal here and we thought that all that weirdo does is jack-off on seeing his own ass in the mirror… haha!” the bald guy, who was standing to showcase the picture to all the people who remained in the class, shouted.


      “Keep it down folks! Please BD, Rahul won’t like it… it’s his personal life and this would do no good,” Sahil requested but no one listened to him.


      Therefore, Sahil did what he normally would not have done. Though being the class in-charge, he had always been deterred by the presence of seniors in the class and he had learnt never to correct them, but this time he just walked off towards the bald guy, the leader of the pack and pulled the portrait out of his hands. There was a stunned silence as the sheet tore off from the corners. A big, wide protruding gap displayed the chalkboard behind the professor’s desk to the eyes peering at the sketch.


      “Chill down mate, ya will get your share too… but looks like ya want it a bit too quick, eh?” BD advanced up on him, stretching his intertwined fingers as they made a crunching sound.


      Sahil moved back immediately almost regretting his hasty decision, a big lump formed in his throat rendering him incapable of saying anything except ‘errs’ and ‘listens’. The sheet was right in his hand, hanging loose from one of the torn sides. Sahil bumped into the protruding tummy of one of the three others who had surrounded him from behind and as he turned back, a hefty blow to the right side of his face knocked him over to the entrance of the classroom. He felt a searing pain shoot up in his right cheek and fell down near a pair of feet near the door. He painfully raised his eyes to see Rahul standing, calm and quiet, eyeing him in a passive sense until he looked at the portrait dangling loose in his hands. Sahil watched Rahul’s facial expressions change almost instantly. He lifted Sahil up, but not at all gently, and grabbed the sheet from his hands.


      “WHO DID THIS?” he shouted. The whites of his eyes were more prominent and the pitch of his voice left a prodding silence in the classroom. The mini celebrations of the hooligans died down almost immediately. People were not accustomed to hearing, who they thought as a mute guy, shout in their ears. Many were even surprised that this new Indian had a tongue in his mouth.


      A visibly shaken Sahil could not point his finger at himself but sure did point it towards the hooligans, saying “Sorry... ” which he doubted Rahul heard. He believed at least he had told half the truth. If Rahul was really asking for who had hit him,

      which he doubted he was, then he had surely directed him to the right person.


      Rahul went from the entrance to the middle of the classroom in just two strides using his long legs as springs and looked at the devil with burning eyes that hid away no extent of his anger.


      “Gawd… don’cha look at moi like that… I’m shit scared,” the leader of the pack mocked him and the guys around him started laughing. Seeing no reaction, the leader crunched up his shoulders and puffed his frame, half-a-feet over Rahul.


      “Looks like no one, not even your hooded Robin, told ya what Big Daddy really is… one punch from me and ya will go back to ya motherland, jackass,” the hooligan said with a cold look. Rahul did the same with rising hatred.


      “I’d rather say he’d end up in his mother’s cunt, BD,” the shorter guy behind him mocked.


      Rahul stared back with twice the infuriation. Sahil could faintly see him clench his fist tightly, the green nerves standing out on

      his membrane.


      “Don’ell moi, you asked for it, you piece of pussy,” BD brought down his hammer like right hand on Rahul but the swiftness of the act was interrupted by a collision in mid air. His hand struck something more solid and more powerful and twisted to align itself in perpendicularity with his elbow. Big Daddy had hardly any time to muffle a scream as a powerful kick to his jaw sent him sprawling to the opposite end of the class. He did not get up after that, his imposing figure going limp. The shorter guy, who was standing by BD’s side all the while, pushed Rahul with both his hands. Caught unaware, he staggered a couple of steps back.


      “Don’cha pride too much jus’ cause ya punched BD on the wrong day... Wha’will ya do, ya piece of shit? Don’cha dare glare at me like that? What’cha think I’m scared by your fuckin’ crazy shit? I ain’t to be taken in by your fuckin’ Rambo techniques. What’cha gonna’ do, temme? Crush ma skull between ya hands?” the short guy asked with angry eyes, pushing him again.


      “Worse!” Rahul whispered and pulled out the loose steel hand of a chair from the one to his left. Before the short guy could react, Rahul kicked him in the stomach making him lunge forward. He held his head in a vice grip and plunged the steel rod in his backside. The wet pants only aided his cause as the short guy tumbled to the ground with a painful shriek, the rod sticking out from his pants. The other cronies ran out of the classroom, almost ramming into each other, for that moment to protect their backsides.


      “Arsehole!” Rahul mumbled angrily, dusting his hands on his shirt.


      “Exactly!” Sahil overheard him and nodded.


      ***


      Sitting in the class today, Sahil recollected that incident clearly and hence had avoided interrupting Rahul’s thought process. He did not know until today what went on in that mind, but he knew that somewhere inside that body lay a genius and somewhere deep, a broken heart. At that precise moment a third guy; Sam, dropped in, his features highlighted by a mix of races giving proof to his identity as an Anglo-American. Though not exactly as close to the bearer of pain in the vicinity, his statement went pretty close than his proximity to the receiver.


      “Well… Rahul, honestly speaking she was not worth you, bro! She’s a worthless cheat. Many more fish will swallow the bait buddy. Why did you have to choose this bitch?”


      The reaction was instantaneous. Like a fish that has just reached the saturation point on the surface of water, Sam, too was gasping for breath as his throat got throttled by a firm wrist, the force lifting him off the ground for a moment. The lion in Rahul roared,


      “NEVER EVER TALK ABOUT HER THAT WAY AGAIN OR YOU WON’T REMAIN TO WISH THAT YOU HADN’T!”


      The boy buckled up under his knees as he fell down in a state of shock, not ready to believe that his careless comment had

      just brought out Rahul’s ire, which had scared the daylights out

      of him.


      The others were equally shocked. When Rahul let go of Sam’s collar, Sahil stepped in as the mediator.


      “Chill Rahul, we are your friends buddy… we are here to help you pal,” Sahil said keeping his distance, knowing very well both his slippery tongue and the situation at hand.


      “Rahul, even we are worried about you and can’t, can’t just see you this way… even if she… I mean… we just can’t, dude, you are… you are our friend, we are here to be with you and ask you to share it… you will feel better… ”


      “THERE IS ABSOLUTELY NO NEED FOR THAT,” Rahul bellowed back. Picking up his bag, he walked out of the dull classroom taking the stairs in a manner that had defined his famous attitude in school. The other two so-called ‘friends’ of his, took steps towards the door to follow him, but were held back by the strong hand of Sahil who whispered in a low tone, “Let him be alone!”


      ***

    

  


  
    THE FIRST DATE WITH FIRST LOVE


    Rahul boarded the SEPTA that would drop him near his hostel. ‘Summer of 69’ was playing on the radio when he stepped inside the bus. Once upon a time, he would joke around about that particular number with his friends back home and occasionally even masturbate picturing the position but today, the song did not even register in his mind.


    At an age, when his hormones were raging, his heart was raging a thousand times more intensely for someone he longed for, with an appetency that remained deplorably unsatisfied. The bus drive ensured that he ended up just five minutes from his hostel and then he would walk with his thoughts drifting away, looking down near his feet, strolling ahead like a conquered horse blinded from the sides. But in reality he was not looking ahead, though he wanted to.


    He took the last seat, as usual, a subtle reminder of what he was and what he had become.


    He did not feel any penitence for the act that took place in the class. He owed no one an explanation, not to his fake friends, not to this unworthy society, not even himself. He was not like that. But when and where had he become what he was today? The answer was as difficult to trace as obvious it seemed. A part of him knew it, the rest wanted to ignore his confessions. He was a happy, jolly teen until a year ago; the kind who studied, played, read books and sometimes even wrote poems and excelled at all that they did and of course, love!


    ‘Love?’ he asked himself, giving no sense of recognition for that word in his mind’s dictionary. It was the only battle he had lost in life, the only thing that had been snatched away from him, before he could even claim it. Miles away from home, miles away from the shattered pieces of his heart, he existed in his own lost world of dreams, dreams that he had woven in his eyes, dreams that were once realities but mere fantasies today. Life was more difficult than death, but he was not the one who would take the easy route out. He was a fighter, always had been one.


    “Son, please remember that there are people behind you, people who still love you, who still care for you, people for whom you are the only world, their only hope. If ever life lets you down again, please think of us before you do anything untoward,” were the last words of his father before he left home.


    Fate, they say, fate – the clay that moulds the events of your life, and it was this same fate, which had thrown the stone of her heart on the building of his expectations. But then wasn’t it his fault that he had constructed the building of glass? Hadn’t he failed to cement the bricks of his love with trust and colour them with security. There was no insurance for broken hearts, no ointment for wounded souls and there would never be one, he knew.


    He looked out of the window, with no curiousness to grasp the pain of a solitary beggar lying on the pathway as people walked past him. He only saw the endless sky that stretched in a seamless boundary over the world like an overprotective mother. He stared deeply into its eyes, and received no motherly comfort as the blazing rays of the harsh ball of fire penetrated his eyes, making them water for a different reason than the one which he was so accustomed to. He could experience his past swimming in those tears. He felt himself fade away in the waters of his

    past. He looked at the sky for one last time. It suddenly seemed

    so distant.


    I love thee with the passion put to use


    In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.


    I love thee with a love I seemed to lose


    With my lost saints, -I love thee with the breath,


    Smiles, tears, of all my life!-and if God choose,


    I shall but love thee better after death.”


    How Do I Love Thee, Elizabeth Barrett Browning


    Exactly a year before, it had been the very same sky in another corner of the world, covering them as they sat together near the joyful sea watching the tide rush in.


    Oh, those were the golden days of his life, the ones he cherished and missed. He yearned to live them again, partly to enjoy them but more so to correct his mistakes. Those were the days of incomprehensible fun, of unforgettable memories and of a seamless joy that she gave him and of a loving hope that he gave her, perhaps of a happier tomorrow. Oh, how he wished the days would return. He wished to rewind himself, to immerse himself in the thoughts of peace and comfort once again, the peace that the feeling of love brought with it and the comfort her presence carried along.


    The enchantment of first love was so fascinating that Rahul wished he would remain in that state forever and never grow up from that enduring bliss that had enveloped his aura. He loved it when he smiled for no reason. He loved it when he used to start thinking about her in the middle of whatever he did. He loved it when his night time superhero dreams were replaced by the delightful sound of her laughter ringing in his ears. And he really adored himself for the time that made him itch and wait; and perhaps the wait still lingered somewhere in some corner of his heart. He never believed in love until she came in his life. It was not his age or so he thought.


    Even then, he knew he fell in love with her the moment he interacted with her for the first time. She came up to him after school one day. He had heard a lot about her, seen her sometimes from a distance but never had the chance to talk to her. Being a grade senior to her, he almost always was not near her earlier classes in the years that had gone. But it was difficult being in the same school and not hearing about Seema Tandon, the quiet, shy and most intelligent girl of the school as most of the teachers would indubitably announce.


    He was the assistant head captain of his house in the ninth grade, she a prefect of the eighth. When she opened her mouth to ask him about the next day’s ‘Meet the Scientists’ programme for which he had been appointed as the student in-charge, a responsibility that came from being the Head of the Science committee, he could not grasp what she had said.


    “Seema Tandon,” she said introducing herself through her generously curved lips which parted to stupefy him.


    Her features were dainty, her small slender wrists climbed up to become the delicate shoulders that beckoned him. Her skin was like peach-tinted cream and he need not have touched her to experience the melting softness of her body. Her perfectly oval face was austere and her manner a little haughty. Her expressions had delicacy as well as a particular strength that did not abate her femininity. It seemed that the world had stopped, her voice sounded like a melody and she looked like a dream, an illusion, up close and personal.


    “Rahul … naam to suna hi hoga,” he said sheepishly, extending his hand from his pocket.


    “Sorry?” she looked at him in a weird manner, not reciprocating the handshake.


    “Oh, I mean, I’m Rahul… Rahul Kapoor. What can I do for you?” he said quickly, thrusting his hand back in his pocket.


    “I wish to register my name for the ‘Meet the Scientists’ event,”

    she said.


    “Oh, sure! What’s your name?” he asked, fumbling with the registration sheets.


    “Seema Tandon,” she repeated, heeding the wish of his heart. Somehow, each sound, every syllable of her name sounded

    so magnetic.


    “Ok, done. Tomorrow 8 a.m. sharp. Please be in your school uniform,” he said, trying to show the authority he possessed while nervously running his hand through his hair.


    “Thanks,” she said, fluttering her lashes that swept across

    her cheekbones.


    An obstreperous urge seized him. He desperately wanted to hold onto her, to support his slipping heart, and when it slipped away, he realised she too had gone away, incarcerating herself in his thoughts with her smile and unblemished innocence. And from the 27th of February that year, he realised he could not escape her, even if he wanted to and he decided that he never would.


    How, What, Why? He did not know, nor did he want to. Perhaps that is the real surprise of love, it exists, but one may not attribute causes and effects to it. The existence may appear to be a mere fallacy to the minds of some, and by the time, they realise what hit them, they would already be down and dead. But this was not the case with him. The picture in his eyes bore a striking resemblance to that unforgettable face. Was it her eyes or was it her innocent talk? Was it her brown hair or was it her pink lips? Was it love? He found the answers the very next day.


    That evening as he hung out in the parking area of his society alongwith Raj, his best friend and neighbour, there was a strange silence in their conversation for the first time in their nine years of friendship. Raj, a short chap was slender but full of virility. He had short, smooth hair that fell down his small face and braces that shone on his teeth. He was a couple of years junior to Rahul and studied in another leading school on the suburban side. He and Rahul were partners in crime. None hid anything from the other.


    “... and then Spiderman feels something approaching from behind. His spider sense never fails him you know, and just when it seems the knife will plunge into his back, he does a back flip over the travelling blade, landing safely on the floor and... Hey, you are not listening,” Raj caught him staring ahead with a silly grin on his face that did not match the scene he was describing from the last half an hour.


    Rahul broke out of his reverie after a rough nudge and faced his agitated friend.


    “Sorry, what’re you saying?” he asked.


    “What’s this? I’ve been talking since ages, telling you about our class test and the Spiderman movie I went to watch with my family last night, and you’re one hell of a sample piece, not willing to even talk or listen to my blabbering. Is it because of last week’s match when I mistakenly ran you out? I did apologise ... ”


    “Hey chill down yaar, nothing like it. It’s just that today... I’m feeling a bit distracted. Her face keeps swimming in front of my eyes all the time.”


    “Whose?”


    “Hmmm... Seema!”


    “Gosh, don’t tell me you’re seeing a girl!”


    “There’s not much left to see in this world if one sees her once.”


    “Stop sounding like those filmy chutias and tell me, what the

    news is?”


    And sitting under the blue parapet on the cement stairs of the water tank, Rahul recounted the adventures of his heart to his best friend and then they started devising a plan of the do’s and don’ts for the next day. After that, they went on the lookout for a greeting card that would befit the face in Rahul’s mind.


    ***


    The ‘Meet the Scientists’ program was to take place in the auditorium of the Nehru Science Centre on the 28th of February, a day that would redefine his life and change his outlook towards living it, forever. He would call it their anniversary day and bring her to the very same spot each year to relive those moments again and again, he had thought happily.


    He remembered the sunny day and the gregarious company that he still missed. His friend and classmate, Asif was the only other guy in the small group and his excitement was nowhere close to his. There were only three others excluding them, all girls. The file inching towards the Science Centre had Sapna starting the order. Sapna was ‘pleasantly’ plump with round chubby cheeks that everyone loved pulling with both hands.


    “Owww!” she would scream in her usual nasal voice if anyone attempted that. She loved teasing her friends and after that particular day, never missed an opportunity to make a ‘good point’ whenever she saw them together.


    Right behind her walked a dusky lady, who showed her prominent catholic features openly, Jessilda or Jess as she liked to call herself, was a girl almost always bubbling with enthusiasm. Being Seema’s best friend, of course, she used to be with her most of the times. She was from the same school house as Rahul and was a jovial, fun-loving girl who appeared to be in a tremendous hurry whenever she had something to do. Right then, she was urging everyone to walk faster to catch the bus that would take them to their destination.


    However, the trail that followed caused Rahul’s breath to break mid-way. Such was the beauty, and such was the charm of Seema.


    Beauty is the only human aspect which cannot be captured on any canvas howsoever hard an artist tries. At the most, the undaunted artist can replicate the beauty on paper but what is a replica in comparison to the original! The humbling resemblance can only be respected, not truly adored. Beauty cannot be imprisoned in the lens of a camera. The images of beauty are a moment of its essence. Beauty cannot be displayed to evoke pleasure for all on a cinema screen. Those are just its imprints, mere illusions of its existence. Beauty cannot be described by words; it cannot be written or read about. There are no suitable words in all the languages of the world, ancient or modern to hold it between a paper and a pen or a script and an eye. Beauty can only be experienced from far, its delightful aroma can only be tasted through one’s eyes and its pleasurable sight can only be felt from the soul.


    Beauty can only be best described at its origin through a befuddling silence, the kind that leaves one almost on the verge of a pleasurable death, just because one chooses beauty over life. There is nothing in this world to hold something so pure, so divine except a loving heart. And it is the only manner through which love recognises love; the language of love has no alphabets.


    And it was a similar experience that Rahul came across that day while walking beside her, breaking the linearity of the movement. Her beauteous face was beyond his descriptive abilities and her comely mannerisms addled his line of thought. He could only put himself in poet Bilhana’s place, when he wrote this particular couplet for his beloved,


    “O charming lady-love, why do you keep your eyes


    Brilliant like dew on lotus flowers


    So steadfast on the palace gate?


    Bilhana cannot turn away from you, not ever!


    He fell into the net of your impassioned glances,


    You challenge the enticement of the goddesses.”


    They climbed on the top berth of the double-decker bus which would drop them right opposite to the place of the event. He was just thinking of inviting her to sit by his side when Asif plonked down beside him, offering him peanuts from a paper cone. Trying to hide his displeasure, he declined his offer and looked out of the window as Jess and Seema made themselves comfortable on the first seat, right in front of the open window. As the bus caught speed, Jess’ unmanageable curls started behaving wildly though her headband was in its place. Rahul who was continuously stealing glances at her through the corner of his eye, saw Seema whispering something in Jess’ ears and almost immediately, Jess turned back to stare at him.


    “Hey Rahul, want to exchange seats?” she offered unabashedly.


    He thought he saw her nudge her best friend.


    “Ah, I mean, can you please come here? The wind is spoiling my hair and I don’t want to turn up at the gathering like Medusa,” Jess said a little bit more convincingly.


    Rahul was only too glad to accept and happily sat down next to her. After a long time of trying to control his flapping heart, he managed to look at her, almost expecting her to reprimand him. Her light brown curls were windblown, casting shadows of gold as they kissed the sun rays. She suddenly turned to look at him and found him doing the same. The corners of her lips twitched upwards and a nervous response escaped his too. The smile rendered him incapable of speech, making firm knots grow in his stomach that climbed towards his throat.


    As they finally reached the auditorium and took their seats, she sat four seats away to his right and felt her eyes on his presence. When he suddenly turned to the source of the disturbance, she awkwardly looked away, colouring the dusty rose of her cheeks. When the lights had dimmed a little and one of the scientists, a septuagenarian from ISRO started his address, Rahul had difficulty in keeping his head straight. As they approached the Q&A session, they were told to write down their questions on a chit of paper and hand them to the volunteers. They were assured that three of the best questions would be answered by the scientists after they were selected from the gathered pile by the volunteers.


    Half an hour later, Seema was the one with the loudest applause as the volunteer read out Rahul’s question to the scientists, who were in a sort of dilemma to answer his query about the ignition of a meteoroid in space. When he looked at her, she lessened the intensity of her enthusiasm and he thought she winked at him and looked away before he could even think of what happened. Her applause was even louder when he was called on stage to receive the award for the best question.


    As the event ended, the group decided to take a walk near the sea face. He enjoyed walking half the shore with her as others led the way. Both of them, undeclared to each other, willingly lagged behind in order to enjoy each other’s company – she, shying and he, blushing. Often catching each other’s eyes while walking lazily on the promenade, they looked away. It was as if their minds were attuned to each other to stare into the depth of each other’s eyes at the same time.


    They hung out in the greenery of the park opposite Haji-Ali and as the others took their turns on swings and snacks, he plucked out a rose from the garden and handed it to her secretly away from the prying eyes of her friends. Later on, he saw her plucking the petals of the deceased rose, one by one. As he went near, he thought, he heard a murmur of ‘He loves me, He loves me not.’ He asked her who the ‘he’ in the story was and she shied away somehow making an effort to say a word which could not escape her lips.


    They walked on the crowded Haji Ali promenade after exiting the park. He offered her bubble gum that he had bought from the paan-walah near the road that passed by the Haji Ali entrance.


    “Let’s go and visit the shrine and seek Baba’s blessings,” Asif suggested, while they were lost in their just initiated innocent dialogue.


    “It’s so crowded,” Jess pointed, looking at the hordes of people passing by.


    “Ah, I always wanted to see it from the inside. Nice idea! C’mon Jess,” Sapna literally pulled her in the direction of the shrine.


    “All right, all right,” Jess agreed grumpily.


    “Hey, Rahul, Seema, c’mon we’re going inside the shrine,” Asif said, just when Rahul was telling her about his interests.


    “Oh... ok, come. Let’s go,” Rahul invited her.


    They walked along the length of the path in the middle of the sea and just as they were about to enter the inside gate, Seema stepped back.


    “Hey, what happened?” Asif turned.


    “No, you people carry on. I’ll wait for you outside,” Seema said.


    “Hey Seemz, don’t be a spoilsport. Come with us,” Sapna advised.


    “Carry on, I’ll be waiting right here,” Seema insisted and Sapna sighed throwing an ‘I know it is worthless to argue with you’ kind of look her way.


    “Now, what’s wrong with you? Why have you stopped?” Asif said, noticing Rahul’s leisurely pace.


    “Umm... you people go ahead. I’ve a slight stomach ache,”

    Rahul said, looking suddenly interested in a scribbling on the exterior wall.


    Asif eyed him weirdly before hurrying up the white marble stairs and stepping inside the holy place. He quickly followed Seema as soon as the others disappeared out of sight. She did not turn back to acknowledge his presence. Somehow, he felt, she knew that he was right behind her.


    He learnt later that she did not go in as she was wearing the school’s trademark skirt, which was the girls’ uniform that ended just above the knees, and doing so would have meant disrespecting the sanctity of the place. The other girls were also dressed in the same attire but they carried on with their plans, Seema stayed back and her respect in his eyes grew more after that. He made a mental note of taking her to the Haji Ali shrine in the future, making her wear a nice shalwar suit. He tried to tell her that but could not bring himself to say so.


    She sat near the rocks to the right of the main entrance of the dargah, surrounded by hawkers and he took the place beside her on the damp ground, noticing a particular boulder opposite, on which couples had engraved their names. Rahul fought an urge to carve their names on that stone. He watched the breeze gently fluff her silky hair and the waves throwing little droplets on her face as they crashed into the rocks. In his heart, he made a prayer near the divine place; he closed his eyes to let the prayer come from his heart. When he opened them, she was looking at him, a smile on her lips. He wanted to say that she had a beautiful smile but his heartbeats would not let him phrase the words.


    “Seema,” he whispered her name in his heart and she looked at him almost at the same time and quickly looked the other way, turning a shade of red.


    Twice they caught each other’s eye looking at each other’s faces, the third time they held their gaze. Words unspoken, emotions unfurled. Silence has its own language and in that silence he found words within himself; words for her, words for him and words for them. The words percolated in his heart and stayed there. He thought he could stare at her the entire day, his entire life even, such was her grace, such was her beauty. The others crept upon them from behind, silently laughing at their intoxicated mannerisms and Seema almost screamed as Jess poked her in the ribs. She chased her playfully, ignoring the hawkers and passers-by and Rahul laughed seeing the child in her.


    They went to the old Crossroads mall but seeing that they were dressed in a school uniform, the security guards did not allow them inside and so they settled for a quick lunch at the McDonalds attached to the frontier of the mall. He went to place the order and as a true gentleman that he was, carried the trays to their respective tables.


    She sat at his table with Jess and Asif as Sapna occupied the neighbouring table. It was the first time she had been to the fast food chain and he started explaining the self-service process to her. She nodded, all the while appreciating his knowledge

    and courteousness.


    “Fast-food is actually not good for health but still most of the Americans live on burgers, pizzas and fries. A day without McDonalds or Starbucks is like catastrophe. Imagine the same situation strikes us Indians but with Vada pavs, Dhoklas and Samosas!” he said, biting a particularly long stick of fries as she laughed at his comments.


    “They are misers when it comes to money. By the time they are dead at fifty, their lifetime debt is more than some of our state’s income,” he continued.


    “Why so?” Seema asked, grabbing the burger with both her hands.


    “Plastic money, dear! They even have trouble carrying small change and use credit cards wherever they go,” Rahul answered.


    “We’re slowly becoming like them. It is for all to see. I hate this fast-food stuff for making us like them. Americans are so insensitive sometimes; pretty careless about relations and people. They don’t have any established beliefs, so many of them are taking up Hinduism and Buddhism after visiting India; but one thing, they are control freaks. They interfere through mediation in all the world matters and think they are doing nations like India a huge favour. They sure know how to control everything, including the world,” Rahul said.


    “You seem to know a lot about America. Are you going to settle there?” she asked him with a twinkle in her eye.


    “Ha, not in the worst of my dreams, my uncle puts up there though,’’ he shook his head vigorously and gagged as the long stick went down his throat. Seema laughed harder. He pretentiously glowered at her and she coughed to cover up, extending her water flask his way.


    “That’s rude,” he rebuked softly.


    Then Asif began talking about some school matters and the others took off from there discussing the program and the upcoming school events. They remained silent till Rahul attempted another conversation. He asked her about her favourite movies, actors and subjects. He wanted to know her idols, the teachers she doted and hated and of course, if she had a boyfriend. At the last question, she looked at him and shyly said “No, I don’t!” He wanted to say something more but her face made him forget what he had framed in mind.


    On the way back, they waited for the bus for half an hour.


    “Who all are at your place?” Rahul asked while the others were laughing on silly jokes.


    “My parents and their three children including me...” she began.


    “Oh, five people? Not bad...”


    “...my uncle, his wife, their two children and my grandparents.”


    “Oh, not bad... not bad at all...” he said, trying to hide the surprised look on his face.


    The bus came and that too at the wrong moment just when she was opening up to him as he was recounting a particular adventure he was involved in.


    “Seema,” Rahul whispered her name from three seats behind. The bus was not much crowded and the seat next to him was empty. He wanted to call her next to him and not having a helping friend next to him made it all the more difficult.


    “Seema,” he tried again, his voice fumbling.


    Nothing.


    “Seema,” he said a little louder. Jess who was seated next to

    her turned.


    “What?” Jess asked in an irritated manner.


    Rahul shook his head nervously and she resumed her earlier conversation with Sapna, who was a seat ahead of her with Asif.


    He rolled a piece of paper lying down and threw it ahead but got his aim miscalculated. It disappeared in a sleeping lady’s bosom, which stopped heaving almost immediately. She woke up so suddenly screaming out her lungs that Rahul decided to look out of the window for the next ten minutes, all the while cursing his luck.


    “Seema!” he shouted at the top of his voice, not able to handle his brooding disquietude. For a second, he thought the bus had braked abruptly because of him as all eyes turned to look at him and those seated behind, bore their vision into his back. He saw the signal and relaxed.


    “Huh?” Seema turned.


    He let out a nervous smile and patted the empty seat next to

    him. He could see the others stifle an almost uncontrollable urge to laugh.


    “Yup, so where were we?” he asked as she elegantly sat down

    beside him.


    “You were telling me about this time when you patted a tiger at the zoo,” she said.


    “Yeah! As I said, no one was allowed beyond the safety point and that particular day the guard was quite a distance from the tiger’s cage. He was a white, handsome fellow ...”


    “Who? The guard?”


    “Why the hell would I call the guard handsome? The tiger, of course!”


    “Oh, ok... hehe.”


    “I stepped ahead when I saw the tiger circling near the cage. His skin shone as he paced back and forth tirelessly in a regal manner. There and then, I made up my mind I had to touch this fine fellow. Ignoring the warning sign, I jumped on the other side of the safety bars and just when the tiger had turned its back, I put my hand through the wide iron squares of the cage and patted his

    moving back.”


    “Oh, how wonderful! Didn’t he turn back and bite you?”


    “Ah, he turned back almost immediately and growled fiercely at me but I had removed my hand by then and I stared at him in the eye, until he gave up, looked away and disappeared in his den.”


    “That’s a nice story!”


    “Yup, isn’t it? I tell you I didn’t fear for a second, in fact I could see the fear in the tiger... hey, wait a sec... that’s not a story. It’s kind of a true adventure.”


    “Right! And I’m the Helen of Troy.”


    “No, you’re more beautiful.”


    She looked at him as if he had just set ablaze something in her eyes. He did not know how he blurted that.


    “How can you say that? You weren’t around at that time!”


    “Oh, I was Menelaus at that time,” he replied saucily.


    “I get this weird notion all the while that I was someone in Troy, so I might as well have been Menelaus,” he explained after a pause.


    She regarded him for a while and decided to play along.


    “You could’ve been Paris. How can you be sure?”


    “Oh, I might have been Paris. Oh heck, I was Paris and hence I could not stop myself from abducting you. Ah, the crimes

    you made me commit!” Rahul exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air.


    Seema chuckled shyly.


    Rahul continued his charade as Raj had advised him the previous evening, making her laugh and then forgetting his lines. He had absolutely no difficulty whatsoever in bragging about seven girls going gaga over him in school. He asked her casually the same kind of question, before taking a gulp of water, to which she replied in an equally casual manner, “I remember the harsh Head Master bringing out fifty-five guys in a human chain, to his cabin last year.”


    The reaction was instantaneous, Rahul shot out the water that went down his throat in an instant that seemed like he was gargling out his intestines, basking the biker, riding by the side of the bus in an early summer rain. Just a minute ago he had been bragging about why he was the most handsome hunk in school and here she was, casually remarking her modest fan following!


    “You like reading you said. Which books do you recommend I should read? Don’t tell me to read Harry Potter and Vampire books, I hate them,” she said.


    ‘No wonder she is different from other girls her age. She has to be because she’s my choice’ he nodded to himself.


    “Tell me,” Seema requested.


    “Hmm... reading is a private activity. A book fits a reader like it fits its cover. It depends on your interests but you can try out Roald Dahl, Enid Blyton, Lewis Carroll and even Dickens before you move to Shakespeare,” Rahul advised.


    “Oh, I already read some of Shakespeare’s plays. I like his sonnets, especially, ‘O Mistress Mine’,” she said, looking out of the window and before he could say something like a nightingale, she chanted a part of the poem.


    ‘What is love? ‘Tis not hereafter;


    Present mirth hath present laughter;


    What’s to come is still unsure;


    In delay there lies no plenty;


    Then come kiss me, sweet and twenty,


    Youth’s a stuff will not endure.’


    “Wow! You could recite that in one go!” Rahul whistled in appreciation, lost in the echo of her voice in his mind. She let out a humble smile.


    “Well, by the way, you are not yet twenty, so I ...anyone can’t kiss you yet,” Rahul said, feeling the knots come back in his throat.


    “It’s just a poem,” she said, embarrassed.


    “Tell me more, what else do you like?” she asked.


    “Apart from you... r... your poem, the one you just recited, I like singing sometimes, acting sometimes ...”


    “Acting?”


    “Yup, I undertook professional training at the Star Academy during last year’s summer vacations. We had so many actors of yesteryears coming and teaching us, once even Salman Khan came!”


    “Salman Khan? To teach acting?”


    “No, he taught us body-building!”


    “Oh, ok. Let’s have a small showdown of your acting skills, please.”


    “In the bus? What do you want me to do? The Bombay to Goa song!”


    “Can you do mimicry?”


    “Yeah, a little!”


    “Please, please, I just love mimicry. Do it just this once!”


    And he consented. Out came Dev Anand; as he crossed his hands and moved rhythmically, Paresh Rawal; as he made faces and spoke in a rustic Marathi accent, Rajesh Khanna; as he bent his head and closed his eyes to wipe away fake tears, Govinda; as he twirled his tongue to speak at pace, Big B; as he folded his legs in the narrow space and stuck out his hand to rename himself as Vijay Dinanath Chauhan, Nana Patekar; as he sniffed his nose, going hyper and beating his own head, and finally Shahrukh Khan; as he spaced out his hands and stammered a little more than necessary! He merged the mimicry with clever one-liners that he often practiced in front of the mirror and formed a mini-dialogue between all the characters. She almost could not control her giggles on seeing the last ludicrous act.


    “Don’t mimic him, he’s my favourite superstar,” she warned him, amidst rising bouts of laughter, slapping him on his wrist playfully. He wondered then whether he should have replaced a Khan with another, when he told her about his acting academy, but her gentle touch made him numb. Her fingers were cool and smooth. He watched her luscious lips as they moved in perfect synchrony with his heartbeats. He wanted to kiss her lips and steal all the worries from her life. He decided that for an ounce of that laughter he could sacrifice an entire lifetime of happiness. He stopped his act to take a snapshot of that instant he would so treasure – her delightful laughter that could make him do anything, anything at all, in the world and beyond!


    “So, you love to act?” she asked, with the smile still playing in her eyes. He nodded with his own smile.


    “Have you ever acted in front of the camera?” she questioned, trying to sound like an interviewer.


    “Yeah, I have,” he answered almost instantly.


    “Oh, really! When… where?” she asked, surprised.


    “At my cousin’s wedding. Sometime when the hired cameraman was shooting the proceedings with his video camera, I did a little gig,” he stated.


    She twitched her lips to one side and seeing him fight to control his laughter, she initiated the process, and what followed could have best been described by the passengers on board the bus. They laughed and laughed until they had tears in their eyes and they laughed for no apparent reason. They doubled over with laughter just by looking into each other’s eyes, clasping their stomachs, not caring about the angry stares and disturbed reactions they generated around them. Whoever had said that laughter was contagious had surely visualised their rolling human forms.


    Amidst the laughter, he extended his palm towards her and she clapped his outstretched hand. Evidently, Seema was enjoying the company of a guy for the first time in her life. They talked about their childhood, their parents and their neighbours’ pets. They talked about the warmth of the sun, the beauty of the moon and the pristine fragrance that originates from the ground in the monsoon. Rahul sensed a similar fragrance but only more indescribable emanating from her brown locks. It made him aware of her existence beside him, when he had just lost himself to her in his thoughts. As the bus swayed on the unkempt roads, the soft brush of her skin against his deliberately angled elbow seeped all the way into his chest. He remembered something and almost reluctantly shook himself out of his pleasant state.


    “Here, this is for you,” he offered, searching for it in his bag and extending the greeting card.


    “What is that?” she asked even though she knew it was a card.


    “It’s a token of the onset of our friendship,” he said with a lovely smile.


    “Thanks,” she said looking down.


    She slyly saw the cover of the card by peeking in the envelope. It depicted two cute teddies sailing on a boat named ‘Friendship’. She smiled to herself and then to him.


    “What are you smiling at?” he asked raising an eyebrow.


    She shook her head while continuing to smile.


    “You should smile more often… you look really great when you smile,” he complimented.


    “Thanks!” she said. The flush on her pale cheeks was like the blush of sunset on snow.


    The long route in reality seemed like a minutes’ walk in each other’s company, the conductor had to shoo the ‘kids’ off who, by now, had come to the attention of not just those who were travelling along with them but also to the other ‘eavesdropping’ passengers. It took another shrill scream from Jess to bring them to their senses that they had reached their destination and it was time to get down. The conductor shouted at them again in his chaste Marathi, “Stop aala… pudhe chala lavkar (the stop has arrived, move ahead quickly!)”


    He noticed that she threw away the crumbled bus ticket on the street as soon as she got down. He picked it up and put it in his pocket along with his own – a memorabilia of their first date together – just like a strand of her hair that he had later found on his shirt and the broken pen cap that she was searching so desperately for once and so many other such small things.


    ***


    As he summed up the most eventful day of his life today, a volley of questions flooded his insides. Was her winking at him in the auditorium just another trick of the light? Was her awkward glance directed at someone else? Was her enthusiastic applause at his question just blatant respect for his seniority? Was she just bored of her friends or really enjoying his company while they were walking together on the promenade? Was the rose petal incident just a figment of his imagination? He was searching for the answers in her reactions and his sentiments as he could recollect them.


    Another shout bought him to his senses; the harsh reality came into view as he realised another irate conductor walking towards him and shouting, “The bus stops here, young man!”


    Rahul replaced the sporadic smile that bloomed on his lips with a despondent frown. The scenes were similar, yet so different. He put the treasured tickets which he was so lovingly eyeing, back in the corner of his wallet. Indeed, he had passed his stop five minutes back. He would have to walk back, taking a turn from Chandler to Teesdale Street. He got up slowly, not bothering to curse himself for forgetting the stop where he had to descend. But, did it matter now, he asked himself. He might as well accept the fact than carry on with arguing with himself, he would have enough of it anyways. He was not used to leaving things behind; he wondered how the bus stop escaped.


    ***


    A ‘FIVE STAR’ DAY ON ‘MARS’


    Last night’s rice had not been granted a decent welcome by his stomach. Therefore, Rahul was spending twice the time he would normally spend on the pot. The only problem with the first floor hostel loo was that all the walls of the cabins were crowded with all kinds of graffiti. If not pictorial representations of women’s breasts or erect penises, it would be some couplet on the horny warden or an imaginary, extraordinarily verbose revenge on some professor which would decorate the once white wall of the cabins. From pubic hair to raunchy lairs, there was everything on display like an open magazine to the idle eye on the pot, perhaps to keep him occupied long enough to avoid looking down at his deeds. It was like a big paper, only spread in each direction with all kinds of pictures and words strung together. It was difficult to decipher where one representation ended and the other began. It was even more of a task to separate the mammoth penises from the breasts that resembled hot-air balloons.


    Rahul was tired of visiting the toilet for the seventh time in the day. He did not like to miss school, because that was something that kept him busy or so, he liked to believe. But here he was emptying his bowels and casually reading the graffiti on the walls.


    He read the one to his left,


    ‘Here I sit


    Broken hearted


    Tried to shit


    But only farted’


    ‘Broken hearted? Did that guy get no other word to use his pen on?’ Rahul thought.


    He disapproved of the idea of abusing the heart somehow. Once it had been his saviour, it had given him pleasure which no amount of pain could displace.


    His eyes found a different handwriting, right beside the one the broken hearted farter had written.


    ‘You’re lucky


    You had your chance


    I tried to fart,


    And shit my pants!’


    Rahul let out a slight smile considering the wit of the versifier and his credence for positivity. He thought that this happened only in India as the cliché goes but then he remembered that the hostel had a high number of Indian occupants of which many were migrants. A lot of them, having done their early education in their motherland and completing their quota of lines and drawings in Indian toilets, had come here to pursue their further education and bedeck the walls of the States. So he had no doubt where the old habits came from. He guessed that waiting for the calamity to strike down literally, they enjoyed the time scribbling their creative thoughts.


    ‘I came here


    To shit and stink,


    But all I do


    Is sit and think.’


    Rahul guessed this must have been another work of some great philosopher and not surprisingly someone had added his own thoughts to the intellectual’s philosophy.


    ‘Some come here to sit and think,


    Some come here to shit and stink,


    But I come here to scratch my balls,


    And read the bullshit on the walls.’


    Rahul tried hard to stifle the laugh that came from within but ended up squealing a little in the manner of a child upon reading the lines of that rhymester. The seventh trip of the day to the loo had proved a bit refreshing and Rahul felt his stomach lighten a bit and settle down after some rumbling and grunting.


    This graffiti business, he had thought, only took place in schools back in India until now. He remembered reading vulgar abuses in public toilets, second class compartments of Indian local trains and even in the gents’ common room of schools. He remembered scribbling some abuses dedicated to his Physical Training teacher who had been the only teacher to have punished him until that day, and remained so forever till he completed his school. Naughty kids often ended up drawing their teachers on the toilet walls, as they saw them in their dreams, a fantasy having nothing to do with the subjects they learnt at school. Their artwork would be appraised by all those who used that particular spot for relieving themselves in the school’s drainage system.


    School! He thought as he zipped himself up and emerged out of the cubicle. School! The period of his life that brought him love and then snatched it away. School! He could think and think and never forget those moments of life he lived, never forget his growth from a boy to a man at sixteen. It was as if he had known her for a long, long time and before he knew her, he knew nothing because he felt he had not existed then, life had been absent. There was only one four-lettered word having precedence over life itself and it was LOVE. He wished for the knots in his throat to go away then, but he desired the same knots today even if it meant eyeing her beautiful face silently. As a poet had said, ‘let them those who seek God, find him but spare me a glance of my beloved, for that’s all I seek.’.


    Unconsciously, he rewound his watch, eyeing the hands go back at a furious speed. Each passing second begged to be released; each movement sparked a gathering thought. The thoughts carried him to his room and somewhere they led him to a leather bound diary hidden within his drawer beneath the mantle. He opened it in a sacrosanct manner. The ramblings in it were inviolable. His fingers found the pages themselves and turned them around to 30th of April of that particular year.


    I love you as a valley loves


    The river through its fields,


    Or as a note upon a page


    The music that it yields.


    I love you as a hawk loves air,


    Or a sailor loves the sea,


    Or as a strong wave seeks the sand,


    But ah! do you love me?


    -I Love You as a Valley, Nicholas Gordon.


    ‘I held her hand for a long time today and it was almost electric, even better than the first time in the bus. Whoa! I was almost unwilling to let it slip from my grip. Am I sounding too excited? Ofcourse, I am. She’s a 640 volt talking-walking, mind-fucking beauty. What do you expect from a mortal like me when fairies like her go around casting their spells? Oh, did I just say fairies? I’m sorry for using the plural. I could not think clearly for at least two minutes after touching her. The touch of her fingers still lingers, haha! That almost became poetry but I guess that’s the way love is supposed to be—from what I have heard, turns even the dumbest of people into poets and I am too good to be dumb, so I would make a nice poet, I guess.


    Hmmm… Love and me? Never thought this would happen but life has other plans I guess. It almost seems like what they show in the movies; the music in my head everytime she’s around, the butterflies in my stomach when I try to converse with her, the entire world seems to slow down and pause when she looks at me, the electric current of her touch I just told you about... Oh, sorry! She’s like petrol if I’m the vehicle, makes me run once I start about her.


    I am still shivering from that touch. God! Ok, Ok, let me go slow and get to that part when it arrives. Control for now!


    As I said yesterday, it was result time today and I was kind of worried, particularly because of the equation that I thought I had solved incorrectly in the Algebra paper and some points that I had skipped in the brief summary of the Quit India Movement in the History paper. But I need not have bothered, I scored full in both. Can you beat that? Because no one else did, hehe! Well I am first, but I wish I could have still scored some more. Ninety-two percent somehow sounds too banal now and to add to my woes the gaps between the second ranker and me are shrinking too! Jay got eighty-two percent! Though I’m happy for him, I am under serious threat. I have to gear up for next year’s boards.


    Anyways, after collecting my report card, I was waiting near the door of the classroom for Dorothy ma’am to finish her work as I had to wish her happy holidays and make some enquiries about the next year’s head boy’s post, but that idea took a backseat as she walked past with her friends. I eyed her like a thirsty

    man in a desert eyes a pail of water and she looked at me ever so slyly that her friends could not comprehend. She smiled, just the corner of her lips twitching upwards. And suddenly

    wishing Dorothy ma’am did not really seem the most important thing to do then, nor did worrying about threats to my numero uno position.


    As they turned up the corridor, my legs decided to follow and then I was only a puppet to the beatings of my heart. I almost slipped near the science lab but managed to find a grip on the saviour of a desk outside. Some idiot had poured oil on the floor and I even forgot to curse him. I saw her and Sapna move towards the

    auditorium with Jess, but mid-way they turned again, only to disappear in the library.


    Bingo! My intelligent mind got an excuse to go in and there they were right in front of my eyes, Jess and Sapna reasoning with her that the results had just come out and she should take a

    break before touching the damn books again. I slipped by quickly and made my way to the bulky racks of the General Knowledge section as they started browsing in the Literature section opposite to where I was. I could just about make their shapes from the gaps in the books, pretending to browse through volumes,

    patiently hearing their talks behind the huge stack that divided us. The pesky librarian was not at her place as usual, so there was no one to hush them up. Seema was quiet; the other two were doing the talking.


    “Seemz, we should be celebrating the results, instead of wasting time here,” Jess reasoned.


    “I agree with Jess. I guess, we all got more than what we bargained for,” Sapna cut in.


    “Oh please, I don’t know about you both, but ninety-two percent is not what I would be satisfied with,” Seema said.


    ‘Wow! Ninety-two percent! That’s something man! She’s so intelligent!’ I thought.


    “For God’s sake Seemz, you got the first rank and there is a difference of ten percent between you and Vinay, you should be celebrating dear,” Jess said.


    My ears almost popped out on hearing that.


    ‘She stood first again and that too with a difference of ten percent between herself and the second ranker! That girl is something of a miracle, man!’ I heard myself say, bending my back to catch more of their words.


    “Fools celebrate so soon! My classes would be starting in fifteen days and ninth is no easy matter, it is the foundation for the boards and I don’t want to take it easy,” Seema said referring to her next academic year.


    “Fifteen days is a lot of time dear! Calculating every two minutes for fifteen days, you could make a lot of Maggi noodles. Tell you what, let’s meet up in the evening today and then hang out at Hot Ovens to celebrate and...” Jess prompted.


    “...and you people expect me to treat, don’t you?” Seema asked twitching her nose.


    “Obviously!” both of them replied together.


    “I’m not too sure about ma allowing me to go out today, she won’t be too happy about my results,” Seema said slowly.


    “Stop being a weirdo… Please Seema! I will talk to aunty. I am sure she will relent,” forced Jess.


    In my desperation to hear her soft voice, I dropped a pretty big volume of a book right on my foot. The heavy Britannica encyclopaedia bounced off my feet on the floor and stayed put with its pages open. It hurt but I stifled my mouth with my hand. I didn’t scream but the noise was enough to bring all the three of them to the spot with curiosity written all over their faces.


    “Oh huh, so we have a visitor here,” Sapna teased. I don’t know what it is about her. She always initiates a conversation by taunting or teasing people. You just wait, Sapna dear till I take your case.


    “Yeah, I was just browsing through next year’s books,” I justified.


    Seema who was looking here and there till now, looked up to me. I could see her cheeks change colour, though I didn’t dare look long enough to identify the hues and shades.


    “Results are out and books pop in! Wow, so we have another Seema here, a dignified male version,” Jess chirped.


    Seema hit her playfully. I meant to say something funny but I forgot it at the spur of the moment seeing the upward curve of her lips, my lips imitated her shy smile.


    “We were just thinking of celebrating our success today evening, especially Seema’s. She’s got ninety-two percent, you know!” Jess exclaimed excitedly.


    I saw her pinch Jess’ elbow but maybe she didn’t feel it.


    “That’s great,” I said, taking a deep breath.


    “How much did you get?” Sapna asked.


    “Yeah, the same,” I replied, feeling pleasantly uneasy.


    Shit, Shit! I mentally kicked myself. I meant to say ‘I got ninety-two’ and I surely didn’t want to say ‘I got ninety-two too’ or something like ‘Yeah, the same’ but I did and God knows why? Seema was fidgeting in her position by now. I was kind of doing the same, but less gracefully than her.


    “Wow, we have a ‘couple’ of great scholars here who are definitely at par. Huh?” Sapna said laying a prolonged emphasis on ‘couple’.


    God, my cheeks started to burn there and then. I chanced a glance in her direction and sure enough hers were the same too. I could almost sense the heat.


    “What about you people?” I asked before they could question my glance and say something else.


    “Oh, how nice of you to ask. I scored seventy-two,” Jess replied.


    “I managed seventy-five,” Sapna said, sticking out her tongue.


    I had been holding the bulgy book in my hand for quite some time now, having picked it up from the floor, forgetting to put it back when I spotted her staring at my drooping hand, so I put away the encyclopaedia before it dragged me down.


    “Ok, so we’ll see you after two months when the school reopens,” Sapna said, paving the way for their departure.


    Two months!


    “Or maybe today evening,” Jess whispered near my ear, before walking off. Seema stayed close behind giving me a parting glance but I doubt she heard Jess say that to me. In fact, I doubt I heard that myself but I guess I did and I was pretty sure about it because I landed in front of Jess’ colony bang before the sun could even think of calling it a day or night for that matter!


    I hoped to spot them as they made their way out of their places. The particular spot I chose near the narrow lane between hers and Jess’ homes, gave me a clear way of all possible exits they could take. I was feeling a little nervous and wondered whether I should

    have brought Raj along but he was not at home when I called him in the afternoon.


    There was either no breeze or I thought I was too overdressed for a simple unplanned outing. My jacket was sticking to my t-shirt so I took it off and stood there with it slung over my shoulder, humming ‘Kyon chalti hai pavan’ emulating Hrithik Roshan sans the steps, when I could feel no air at all. Maybe because I was wearing the same combination of clothing, a plain white polo tucked in slim black trousers and a Harley belt to hold them in place. The red zipper jacket suited well and combined with bluish glares, I guess I looked nonetheless like the actor himself, drawing admiring glances from all the passers-by. I could almost imagine some girls whistling at me, in their minds. One hour passed and my feet started to ache. I thought of going back but something kept me waiting.


    Someone bumped a cycle into my legs softly. I turned. It was Akshay, her little brother who studies in the fifth grade in our school.


    “Hey lil’ champ? How are you doing? What about your results?”

    I asked him, ruffling his hair and pulling out a spare éclair from my pocket.


    “Seema didi is at Hot Ovens with her friends. They left early,” he said pointing towards the direction of the popular, local hang out, not caring to check whether his answer matched my query.


    I only responded when he pedalled off, after taking the éclair from my hands.


    “Thanks,” I said, nodding to myself in the air.


    Huh, even her brother knows or does he? Did someone ask him to drop me a message if I ever came by or was the éclair motivation enough to reveal it all? My mind was working fast and my heart was competing as I took long strides to cover the short distance in an even shorter time.


    I stopped mid-way to take three Mars bars which I had spotted her eating once during the break and hence decided that these must be her favourite. Somehow pedas and laddus were too passé to congratulate people on their achievements. I reached Hot Ovens ten minutes later. They were not on the ground level, so that meant they were in the upper air-conditioned section. No issues! I climbed the stairs, opened the door and …her smiling gaze met mine. They had been discussing something and whatever it was; it would remain where it was.


    I froze, mind and body benumbed. Her smile faded but her gaze held mine. I could feel my breath locking itself in my lungs and my stomach digesting the key, the pressure of which was on my bowels at that precise time. I just hoped that my tummy wouldn’t release it. It didn’t. Good omen! Next time I visit the Hanuman temple in the area, I will surely offer a coconut at the monkey God’s feet.


    I smiled and she reciprocated. Wow! My breath released itself and my chest heaved.


    “I told you, he’ll come,” I heard Jess say looking at her.


    Suddenly my mind started calculating a lot of possibilities, permutations and combinations taken together. This was an advanced preparation for my next academic year, I guessed, the practical implications of Algebra.


    Sapna invited me to sit. I made my way to the only seat vacant, next to Seema. The table of four was now occupied to its capacity. I noticed that the upper level of the joint was empty except for the four of us. The majority of the crowd that came here go to the lower part of the joint as the prices of the same eatables

    were ridiculously high up here, somewhat due to the air conditioner and ‘free’ mineral water. It is like having two different places on a single foundation.


    Seema shifted in her place as my bum touched the couch next to hers. Sapna and Jess ‘ahem-ed’ to each other.


    “I have to visit the wash room,” Jess said looking at Sapna, hardly when I had started talking to them.


    “I’ll come with you,” Sapna accepted her offer. I was still puzzled as to what was going on but who cares; their absence meant I would be alone with Seema for at least ten minutes, going by the time girls take in the wash room. Just thinking about it kind of made me nervous, and for a moment I considered calling out to Sapna and asking, “May I come too?”


    Seema looked at them, and for a moment I was worried she would join them too; but, she just told them to take care, as if they were going on some impossible mission.


    “Yeah, take… your own time,” I said and Seema looked at me in a weird manner. That was not what I wanted to say. Shit, I wanted to say ‘Yeah, take care’ but the ‘care’ disappeared before coming out from my mouth. The girls went laughing amongst themselves, disappearing along the passage.


    I hesitantly obeyed my heart and took the seat opposite to her for the time being. Seating besides her made me feel funny all over.


    She was looking down, toying with her dupatta when I saw her. She looked out of this world, almost alien but a very beautiful one at that. Her light orange shalwar-kameez suited her fair complexion and the tinkling earrings sounded a tune of their own which only I could hear clearly. Her eyes were lined with a subtle

    touch of kohl and her angelic face called for the undivided attention of my eyes. Her flowing wavy brown curls touched her

    perfectly placed shoulders. She smiled at me, tentatively. Hai, kaatilaana ada!


    “Hmmm… so how are you?” Of all the things I could have started with, I chose this. It sounded like I was meeting her after ages, which was somehow true I felt.


    She looked at me, tying and untying the knots on the corners of her dupatta.


    “Fine. And you? She asked back.


    “Never been better,” I replied which was true. Right now, I was feeling on top of the world and felt like giving an award-winning Oscar speech.


    I wasn’t aware of the soft music in the background till then and when I was, it sounded like little cupids playing their violins in my ears. Or, wait a sec., was I imagining it again?


    “So how come you are here?” she asked. I thought she was biting her cheeks.


    “Hmmm… I was passing from outside and I saw you people going in, so I thought I would drop in to say ‘Hi’.” I thought I did well and picked up the glass to wet my throat which was tired from all those long steps of walking in the heat.


    “And when did you see us get in here?” she asked.


    “Some twenty-twenty five minutes ago,” I took a calculated guess.


    “But we came here at least forty five minutes back,” my calculations went wrong and I choked on the water going down my throat.


    “Yes... Yes, I met an old friend and was catching up with him all this while. As soon as he released me I came here,” I explained out of the blue.


    She smiled. Reason justified… or maybe not!


    “What would you take?” she offered.


    “You!” I replied almost instantaneously without thinking. I thought she raised an eyebrow and twitched her lips to one side.


    “I mean you… you decide… whatever you please,” I said and I sensed her cheeks go in.


    “Hmm... I mean I would prefer a cool mocktail in this heat,”

    I decided.


    I was unaware of the waiter coming to take our order but I was the one to place it. Being the man calls for some chivalry I guess.


    I ordered for all of us, Seema claimed she knew what the others would have and I didn’t doubt her on that, hearing about their thirteen year old friendship from the horse’s or the mare’s… ahem, beautiful mare’s mouth itself.


    All this while only I was talking, I just hoped my breath did not smell rotten to her. I almost had to seize my hand with the other to prevent them from boxing me in the jaw for not taking the mint mouth freshener. Hey, but I was sure the cologne I had sprayed, or rather bathed with would drown down any foul odour. And it was not any other cologne; rather it was the one whose ads show the girls swooning over the male species. For a fleeting second, I almost had the temptation of shooting up my hand and throwing my underarms beneath her nose. Deciding that it was not refined and gentlemanly behaviour, I brushed away the lure.


    The instrumental music changed to a popular number and as I looked up, she was gazing at me. The lyrics of the song praised the eyes of the lover and I saw the words true where I looked.


    “You are beautiful,” I blurted.


    She blushed deeper.


    “I mean you are looking great, this dress suits you perfectly. Good choice!” I complemented, vigorously shaking my head. What was happening to me? I had no clue, seriously!


    “Thanks,” she said.


    “Where did you buy it from?” I stupidly asked and even more stupidly, answered it on my own.


    “Nakhuda mohalla or Bhendi bazaar?”


    I thought she would pick up the glass and turn it over my hazy head but she laughed. My stupidity got counted as my attempts at humouring her and breaking the ice. Good omen! Two coconuts for the monkey Lord.


    The ambience around us suggested a candle light meal but it wasn’t yet dinner time and I was more than willing to wait till then, only if she gave me company. I was more than willing to spend a lifetime under her shadow. The dim yellow illumination somehow

    added to the mushy soft feeling in my heart. I had never found this place so beautiful before, though I went there so frequently with Raj and company.


    “Congrats, you stood first in class with ninety-two percent,” I offered her my hand. She took it lightly. Her fingers gave out a current of 640 volts and literally shook me but I held on. Yay, I held her hand, I held her hand, I held her hand. I did a quick samba in my mind.


    “Thanks,” she said again.


    Suddenly something struck me. I halted my mental samba dance.


    “Hey, I hope you are not considering me a gate crasher. It was your party and I wasn’t even invited. I’m sorry for just walking in,” I apologised, lest her silence denoted her embarrassment at my crashing in this manner.


    “No, you don’t need any invitations,” she said coyly.


    Before I could ask or comprehend what she meant by that, the other two girls walked in and then I realised that her hand was still embedded in mine and I hesitantly let it go. The congratulatory handshake lasted for an eternity and I still wanted to hold on to her hand. I realised another implication of something I did in academics the last year. Einstein was indeed right when he suggested the theory of relativity. Time just doesn’t fly when you are with a loved one; it literally travels in light years. Seema put her hands under the table like a child who had stolen candy and hidden it. She shifted in her place, holding down her gaze.


    “Oh, what brings you here? Last time I remember seeing you, you were seated there,” Sapna said pointing to the seat besides Seema. I almost froze and searched the floor for any gaps that I could drag my five-foot-eleven-inch frame into.


    “Well that seat isn’t much comfortable,” I justified, giving up

    the search.


    “Oh, then I am sorry but you would have to take that place again. I am not much comfortable with uncomfortable seats,” Sapna said and Jess giggled. I don’t know what it is about girls like her, who keep giggling all the time. Can’t they be like my Seema? So silent yet so suave! Did I just say ‘my Seema’? Hmmm....


    Anyways, coming back, I more than happily got up and sat beside her. The waiter came in with our orders and we slowly had our fills discussing the various happenings in the school. Seema was quiet for most of the time. I tried to join the conversation whenever I felt I had something to say about their discussions of almost anything under the sun. I just wished they wouldn’t discuss their undergarments next. Thankfully, they didn’t!


    I sipped on my drink and was the first one to finish it. I don’t know what it is about girls that make them so slow. Jess and Sapna sounded like mature moms in their sermons about behaviour of certain students. Seema kept quiet but I occasionally caught her gazing sideways and gained happiness and confidence from that fact.


    Soon the waiter brought in the bill and I was the first one to open my wallet before Seema could open her purse. Another act of male priorities, I guess!


    “It is my treat,” she argued loudly than ever. I never knew she

    could shout!


    “Oh no, I will pay,” I maintained, undeterred by the rise of

    her voice.


    Sapna and Jess just guffawed. Evidently they had their fill of food and fun.


    “I stood first and scored ninety-two,” she said with a frown.


    “I did too,” I said calmly.


    “Leave it,” she said trying to tug away the bill from my hands.


    “You should leave it. It can tear,” I tried to point out, not losing my hold.


    “It is my party. Allow me to pay, Rahul” she hissed.


    Hearing my name from her lips, my concentration lapsed momentarily but I soon regained my composure when she had almost pulled out the stupid piece of paper from my hands. Her fingers brushed against mine and I resisted the urge of holding her hand again.


    “I am the gate-crasher,” I announced loudly.


    “No, you aren’t! I planned it out in such a manner that you would come here,” she said. The next moment she stopped, almost biting her tongue.


    “I mean... we did,” she said.


    “They did,” she further corrected, pointing at her friends who were almost hysterical by now.


    I didn’t know how to react. So, it had been established that she had an urge to meet me too. I didn’t know what to say, I could barely conceal the seeds sprouting in my heart. I was afraid they

    would burst out from my open mouth. I wanted to water them as soon as possible.


    “Actually, we thought…” she couldn’t justify herself and my heart thumped harder.


    I laughed seeing the other two rolling on their seats and she joined in, nervously at first and heartily soon.


    I cleared the bill without facing any opposition this time. I guess she was afraid of letting something slip out of her mouth again.


    I gave them the chocolates when we got down. I gave the last one to her.


    “Oh Mars, but I like Ferrero Rocher and Jess likes Toblerone,” Sapna teased naming the other popular brands.


    “Seema, what about you?” I asked, ignoring Sapna’s remark.


    “I like…Five-star,” she said. I was relieved from the fact that it was the Indian alternative to Mars. Maybe, she deliberately said so.


    “For the time being, make do with these,” I told them. Jess and Sapna started munching their chocolates, while Seema kept hers in her little purse. She is really a cut apart from the rest, isn’t she? My choice, what say?


    “I’ll eat it at home,” she answered Sapna’s questioning glance.


    We dropped Sapna near her building. Seema walked by my side and I felt proud of that fact. Somehow I felt that every second glance was on me! The first went somewhere beside me. No doubt, I felt supercilious but I also felt like poking out the bloody eyes of all those who stared at her. I did not want to do à la Salman Khan, so I shut up and kept walking, enjoying the aroma of her fragrance that the sailing wind brought my way. Somewhere near Seema’s colony, Jess parted on the highway. Walking ahead, we were almost below her fourth floor flat, overseeing the highway. She stopped in her tracks and turned, her signal for the dangerous territory ahead.


    “Thanks,” she said.


    “Doesn’t sound good from you,” I said. By now, I was not in control of myself and I no longer cared what I said. Her fragrance had overtaken my senses—the result of walking with her for an entire fifteen minutes!


    “Seriously,” she reiterated her thanks subtly.


    “Seriously!” I maintained and she smiled. Ah, it almost pierced me somewhere in the chest. I turned to check the braking sound, only realising a tad second late that it was my own heart which had shouted ‘Time please’.


    “Good luck, your boards are scheduled this coming year,”

    she wished.


    “Yeah, wish you the same for your ninth grade, not that you need it,” I joked.


    I guess she took offence to my statement.


    “I mean you surely do need it, especially from someone who scored ninety-two in the ninth grade,” I quickly rectified.


    She laughed. Her pearly whites shone and dazzled me in the setting dusk. Her receding laughter sounded so comforting, so appealing, so alluring to my senses that I could hardly control myself from reaching out to her and telling her what I felt there and then!


    “Hope to see you sometime soon,” I made my deepest

    desire known.


    “Let’s see,” she said. “I’ll get going for now, Ma will be annoyed with me if I don’t.”


    “Ok, take care. Congrats, once again,.” I said, not wanting her to go anymore.


    “Wish you the same,” she smiled before turning to walk towards her colony. I stood there watching her walk back. She stopped mid-way and I was awakened by my senses. She turned and slowly walked back to me and stopped besides me with her gaze held low. I gasped when she pushed her heels up to whisper in my ear; “I like Mars more than Five-star” and almost ran back to her colony.


    I could almost hear her giggling inside. My ears turned tomatoes and I still stood transfixed, watching the glowing beauty fade out into the darkness of the greenery that surrounded her colony. I was delirious, on cloud nine (why limit it to just number nine? I toured heaven in that one moment!), and somewhere I really felt today that if it has to be someone, it has to be only her.


    “If she has anything for you Mr. Rahul Kapoor, she will turn back,” my heart forecasted its belief from the charts of a popular movie while I was still in a dreamy state.


    “Palat…Palat…Palat…” I kept murmuring to myself while clenching my fists and hoping that my heart would be right as she quickly neared her building. They say that the heart is never wrong and today I realised it. Before disappearing she turned around to look at me with her enchanting gaze that further pierced my heart; a look I would never forget and I would retain till perpetuity; and think of it always whenever she comes to my mind, and that’s not going to be a few times, if my heart is to have its way!’


    ***


    Rahul softly closed the diary between his fingers and laid down his head on the hardbound book, the scenes replaying in his head. He did not enjoy them because he wanted to relive them, yet he appreciated them because they were all he had. It was like watching a movie being played on the blank screen of his mind; the only difference was that he did not get bored, no matter how many times he watched it.


    ***


    THAT THING WHICH HE NEVER SAID!


    The lack of gentle wind in the atmosphere made the students almost suffocate within the walls of the classroom. Rahul tried to pay attention to what Mr. Broom was teaching them, but a

    heart-broken lover and geometric circles usually do not get along so well. The circle on the board seemed to be growing bigger and bigger and right in its centre Rahul could sense some movement. Once again, he was back in familiar territories, to a day he could never forget, a day when she confronted him with what he had in his heart.


    “Speak—though this soft warm heart, once free to hold


    A thousand tender pleasures, thine and mine,


    Be left more desolate, more dreary cold


    Than a forsaken bird’s nest filled with snow


    ‘Mid its own bush of leafless eglantine—


    Speak, that my torturing doubts, their end may know!”


    Speak, William Wordsworth.


    The March air was soggy and the ventilation in the exam hall not worthy of praise, a result of which Rahul felt discerningly uncomfortable when he suddenly came out in the open after submitting his paper. He was climbing down the staircase after the last of his unit exams that signalled the countdown to the board exams. They would be having holidays for almost half a week due to the occurrence of a Sunday and some public holidays that fell in the later part of the week. He decided to go home and spend an evening with his guitar composing soft music to enliven the images in his heart, as he would not be able to see them in live mode for some time.


    Somehow he enjoyed the sleepless nights and the act of studying gave him another reason to think about her in the dark. He would sift through the memories of their encounters every night without fail. He would smile shyly and hit himself playfully on the head whenever his mind started conjuring pictures of Seema and him together. He was plagued by the ifs and buts of their relation, and he knew she had something for him but she was still not confident enough to admit it. Raj would say that his fears were non-existent and she was totally floored by him but he doubted. He had heard somewhere that you cannot be sure with girls but wasn’t she different even at this age? He wondered whether she would let what was simmering between them to grow into something more.


    He stopped near the school-gate, sensing her before seeing her. A crackle of energy passed between them, raw and bursting. His body tingled with awareness of her presence. As soon as she saw him, her face changed. She was waiting for him alongwith Jess near the cobbler’s stall to the right of the school-gate. She was standing with her hands crossed beneath her bosom, expressionless, a posture he would learn to associate with her as the time went by. Rahul stopped for a second to collect his paused thoughts and then continued his walk a little faster than necessary in their direction and slowed down when he neared them.


    “Hi,” he called out to both of them, looking at one of them.


    “Hi!” both replied back, one looking at him and the other looking down at his feet.


    “I wonder what’s it about my shoes that makes them look more interesting than their owner or are you seriously squint eyed?,” Rahul tried to lighten up the exam tension.


    Jess and Seema looked into each other’s eyes knowingly and Rahul distinctly saw Seema nod. Evidently, there was no room for jokes in such an atmosphere.


    “Seema wanted to ask you something,” Jess said before Rahul could crack a joke about their extended eye contact.


    “Wanted to? Means she no longer does?” Rahul asked looking at Seema, still maintaining his jovial mood.


    “I mean yes, she does want to ask you something and something very important,” Jess said in her own matter-of-fact tone.


    At that, Rahul’s gestures froze in their tracks. A strong, heavy heartbeat thumped against his chest and he gulped down a large mouthful of oxygen inside. Surely, he had not expected her to be the first one to confess her feelings for him but he hoped desperately, that it was what he thought it to be.


    “What did you tell Asif?” Seema asked looking him in the eye till the words lasted in her speech.


    “What did I… what?” Rahul sounded confused. This was not the question he was expecting. It took a moment for him to clear his befuddled mind and he shook his head vigorously.


    “Tell Asif,” Jess completed for Seema.


    Rahul scratched the skin of his temple; he wondered what Asif had to do between issues concerning him and her.


    “In what sense are we talking?” Rahul tried to clear it out.


    “About Seema,” Jess answered again for her friend.


    “You mean to say…”


    “That you told Asif something about Seema and we want to know it too,” Jess said in her unfaltering voice.


    “Now let’s see, what all did I tell Asif? Hmm… how much I love…” For a second Seema’s ears cocked open.


    “…My mother’s handmade Biryani; the Swatch , my papa gifted me on my last birthday; the quality of the latest Nike pair I bought; the kind of essays expected in the answer sheet; the tentative dates of the coming house meet… yeah, that’s pretty much it,” Rahul said looking dazed and trying to remember anything that he had left out.


    “Rahul, we are not interested in knowing that, but something about Seema,” Jess repeated.


    “I never told anything about Seema to Asif,” Rahul said going through it all over again.


    “Don’t lie,” Seema said in a low tone, looking the other way.


    “Oh, I swear. Why would I tell Asif about Seema? If I have to tell her anything, I would personally do so, be it a prospect or a proposal,” Rahul finished.


    Seema looked at him, her senses alert at the last word.


    “Ok fine then, see you later,” Seema said before dragging along a bewildered looking Jess.


    Rahul sensed her disappointment and unsatisfied curiosity. He

    could see that Jess wanted her to clear it out but his answer

    was more than enough for her inquisitiveness. A hot wave of

    shame, unexpected, unwanted, washed over him as he looked at her turn away.


    “What did I tell Asif? What was it that they are so worried about?” Rahul asked himself repeatedly as he sauntered off towards the back area of the school compound. He knew he would find the subject of the topic practicing his football skills there, alongwith some of his house-mates.


    Asif, the Green house captain, very fair in colour, was his classmate and friend since the primary. Since the last couple of grades they had drifted apart in separate divisions but now they were reunited in the same division for their tenth. On seeing him, Asif greeted him with his trademark ear-to-ear smile.


    “Hey, anything new from the staffroom on the head boy’s post?” Asif questioned coming near.


    “What did you tell Seema and Jess?” Rahul questioned, almost pushing him.


    “Oh, she came and told you?” he asked.


    “I should’ve guessed as much,” he said to none in particular before Rahul could answer.


    “What did you tell them both?” Rahul said with his hands wide open at his sides.


    “Not Jess, only Seema but I guess Jess was standing too close to eavesdrop,” Asif surmised.


    “Dude, they were on top of my head. I wonder what you would have told them that I did not tell you,” Rahul said, frantically waving his hands.


    “Relax. I personally met Seema after our house-meet, two days back. Jessilda was waiting for Seema near the door as she is from your house and wasn’t allowed in the meet. Seema started to leave as soon as I called it off, I ran after her and managed to stop her at the door and we started talking,” Asif paused to take a sip from his water flask.


    “And what exactly did you talk to her about?” Rahul prodded.


    “Nothing much of consequence buddy, I just told her that you like her very much and she asked me how I knew. I told her you personally admitted to me that ever since you saw her, you have fallen for her, especially after that Scientists’ event,” Asif narrated, watching the expression change on Rahul’s face.


    “Shucks! You have screwed me big time. I will kill you for this, why did you do this? I never told you anything like this,” Rahul tore his own hair.


    “Such things are not to be told, I can see it on your face buddy. It is evident in the way you look at her and keep turning your head to look diagonally while in the class and that’s where her class is situated. She sits in the middle and you have a good chance of ogling at her. Even during the Scientists’ event, you kept making excuses to hang around with her,” Asif explained.


    “You… I curse you. What kind of revenge are you taking on me?” Rahul started.


    “Hold on for one minute buddy and then you can kick or kill me, don’t you want to hear her reaction to what I told her?” Asif said, a sly smile playing on his lips.


    Rahul stiffened and dropped his rising shoulders. His tacit eyes pleaded for an answer.


    “The house meeting was not that great and everyone was irritated with the outcome. She seemed tense and the irritation added to her temper. I don’t know why I told her that but I did, maybe to test the power of your attraction.


    “At first, she was shockingly surprised but she blushed deeply when I said that you were the one I heard it from. I could see that she refused to look at me after I told her that. She asked me whether I was sure and I told her that I was, because I neither drink alcohol to hear it wrong nor do I actually have a hearing problem. She probed on about whether you told me anything more. I wanted to tell her more but I could not, after seeing her reaction. I said no, and she ran off smiling towards Jessilda, who was looking at us wide-eyed,” Asif narrated.


    Rahul looked stunned.


    “To be honest with you buddy, once upon a time I too liked her and we were close friends. When I proposed to her, she rejected me straight and now on seeing your growing proximity to her, I decided to spoil the party due to sheer jealousy, but I could not. I ended up making the dish for you, you only have to put it on the table and enjoy it. If you have denied her confrontation then I guess she’ll believe that you don’t like her or something along those lines but she was perfectly convinced by my natural acting.


    “She’s a bit over sensitive and easily believes people she knows, so she believed me and now would believe you and the conclusion would be the same. Correct your mistake soon if that is the

    case. You are the first guy she is truly into. I can tell that by looking at her face. Go for it, friend. Good luck!” Asif half confessed,

    half advised.


    “Shit!” Rahul cussed before picking up his bag and running along Seema’s route but he did not discover her essence anywhere near.


    After going home that day, he called her for the first time on her landline. Her mother answered the ringing of the phone.


    “Hello.” Her mother’s voice sounded heavy and dominating.


    “Hello aunty, this is Sapna here. Can you please call on Seema? I have some doubts regarding today’s homework.” Rahul chose the exact opposite voice to counter his prospective mother-in-law.


    “She’s sleeping.” The gruff voice answered.


    “Can’t you wake her up?” Rahul was determined not to give up.


    There was no answer. For a moment, Rahul thought that Seema’s mother had disconnected but he held on as there was no dial tone at his end.


    After what seemed like ages, a soft, sleepy voice answered

    the phone.


    “Yes Sapna, it’s me,” Seema said stifling a yawn.


    “Hi Seema, it’s me,” Rahul greeted.


    Seema’s yawn lost itself mid-way and she looked around her to see if anyone was listening. Her jaw dropped open in surprise and her heart-beats started their race.


    “Why are you calling me on my landline?” she asked softly in an irritated manner.


    “You have not given me your cell number,” Rahul justified.


    “I don’t have one,” she said.


    “Then this was the only way I could contact you and sort it out,” he admitted.


    “Where did you get this number from?” she questioned.


    “I have my own trusted sources. Don’t worry your number is safe with me, none of your other fans will disturb you,” he promised.


    “What sorting do you want to do now?” Seema asked in a

    hush-hush tone, looking over her shoulder to check on her

    crowded household.


    “I just wanted to apologise; I really did not have a clue about what you were talking, trust me,” he confessed.


    “And now you do?” she asked softly, her hold on the receiver tightening with her breath.


    “Yes, I had a talk with Asif; he told me what I had not told him and what he had told you but what I did not know that you had been told,” Rahul tried to put it forward.


    “You are confusing me,” Seema said.


    “I’m sorry. I just meant that Asif told you that I told him I like you, which I never did,” he said truthfully.


    “Ok,” Seema said in a low voice, her grip on the receiver

    loosening again.


    “I mean…”


    “It’s ok, I understand,” Seema said.


    “No, No… Listen, I do like you but I won’t be telling Asif about anything. Trust me on that, please!” Rahul said in a rush of breath.


    Seema stayed silent for two seconds, slowly regaining the firm hold on the receiver.


    “You like me?” she asked in a hush-tone.


    Rahul swallowed the nervousness gaining on him. He willed for the knots in his throat to disappear. They didn’t seem to exist in his dream when he would rattle of romantic dialogues on her face, just by gazing in her eyes.


    “Yes, I do,” he gushed.


    “In what sense?” she asked immediately.


    “As a friend…” he replied, after thinking for a long time.


    Seema did not reply to that.


    “A bit more than a friend actually, something like… a very special friend… a very, very special person whom I value and trust a lot,” Rahul sensed the words come out.


    He wanted to say more but he suddenly seemed to forget all the vocabulary he had learnt in his life. He could feel the heat of her breath on his earphone or was it just his ears turning red again?


    “I wanted to know that,” Seema answered after what seemed like ages.


    “And why would that be?” it was Rahul’s turn to prod.


    “Hmm… just, just like that,” Seema faltered.


    “That’s unfair; you too owe me an explanation,” Rahul insisted.


    “Maybe some other time, Mr. Rahul Kapoor,” Seema teased.


    “So, back to being friends?” Rahul asked, almost extending his hand into the receiver.


    “We always were,” Seema replied, doubling his happiness.


    “Can... Can we go out somewhere again? Just the two of us. I mean, if you don’t’ mind,” Rahul closed his eyes and crossed his fingers.


    “I... I...” Seema was trying to frame something in her thoughts.


    “IF YOU ARE DONE HELPING YOUR FRIEND, PLEASE LEAVE THE PHONE ALONE. POOR MANJU CHACHI IS WAITING SINCE LONG TO MAKE A CALL TO HER

    IN-LAWS AND YOU WON’T BUDGE. 15 MINUTES ON THE PHONE!” Rahul could hear Seema’s mother in the background.


    “I’m sorry for this but I had to, I won’t be seeing you for

    four days and I didn’t want the misunderstanding to linger on,” Rahul explained.


    “It’s ok. I got to keep the phone down, sorry!” Seema replied in an even more hushed manner.


    “Hey, no sorries from you. Angels are pardoned the three magic words and you are the queen of all angels, so you should be setting examples,” Rahul quoted his heart out of the blue.


    ‘You could make do with some other three words though and I would gladly accept them,’ Rahul said in his thoughts.


    “SEEMA, KEEP DOWN THE RECEIVER NOW!” her

    mom bellowed.


    “Ok Sapna, thank you, sorry, please take care,” she shot the words into the microphone.


    Rahul sensed the line go blank and disconnected the call from his end, a happy smile setting on his lips, a euphonic melody playing in his heart.


    ***


    NEVER ‘KISS’ GOODBYE


    Rahul twirled the loose end of the curtain with one hand while holding a book, he had been trying to read since the last month, in the other. His roommates were away for a date with their respective girlfriends in this pleasant warm weather, as the next two days were public holidays. Sometimes he would hear them, near the hostel’s common washroom, discussing their escapades at the green Fairmount Park near the Schyulkill River. Beyond

    it was Philadelphia’s museum of art, a treat to true connoisseurs of art and he personally wanted to visit it to see the works of

    Van-Gogh but he just could not bring his mind to drag his disinterested heart into things. He would try to struggle with his own, to get away from the onslaught of his past but it was glued to him. He searched for ways which could undo his earlier life altogether, if not correct it.


    He wished he could start his life all over again or at least relive

    some moments and correct those mistakes which he so regretted now, which had cost him his love. He just thought that

    sometimes even if a person would want to take a relation

    forward, circumstances might fail him; but in this case, he had failed himself.


    Today, he thought he had seen the love in her eyes for him back then but what had happened? Where did it disappear?


    Rahul saw images moving in the skies he was staring into. The projector was in his mind and the pictures appeared to their solitary audience as the projector played the scenes from the mid-monsoon period, when he had just started his tenth grade. He hit the PLAY button and the clouds began their telecast as if they were just waiting for his command.


    Since there’s not help, come let us kiss and part;


    Nay, I am done, you get no more of me;


    And I am glad, yea, glad with all my heart,


    That thus so cleanly I myself can free;


    Shake hands for ever, cancel all our vows,


    And when we meet at any time again,


    Be it not seen in either of our brows


    That we, one jot of former love retain.


    -Farewell to Love, Michael Drayton.


    It seemed that she had loved him; at least by the looks of her constant turning back from her classroom to catch each his eye. It seemed so true to his mind that she had loved him, at least when she allowed herself to be escorted to a certain safe area near her locality by him after school. There she would be, right below the school gate, followed by a long line of admirers. She would be waiting under some stupid pretext and a lame excuse in order to be with him. It seemed that she had loved him, noticing how she had pleasantly reacted when Asif had easily broken the ‘secret’ that Rahul liked her. And so it did seem that she indeed loved him, when they had nearly kissed each other in the school laboratory.


    Rahul still remembered that day vividly in his memory. It was etched in his cerebrum, as fresh as ever and whenever he thought of it, he did not know why, he got those funnygoosebumps all over his body! School had just reopened after the long vacations and the fresh smiles and expressions on their faces openly showed how much they had missed each other.


    Rahul, Seema and Jess were preparing their respective projects for the upcoming inter-school science exhibition, which had been scheduled earlier for that academic year. Being the Science committee head, Rahul was required to inspect each project personally and highlight its importance to their laboratory staff. The ideas that they had conceptualised in the vacations began to take shape in the school laboratory. The lab assistant was away for his lunch, leaving the lab in the hands of these responsible students.


    “Hey, does anyone have some glue?” Jess asked from the corner table.


    “What do you need glue for?” Rahul questioned from the opposite end.


    “I need to put a layer over the thermocol to paste other objects,” Jess said.


    “Try looking for it in the cupboard behind sir’s desk,” Rahul pointed towards the opposite end.


    Jess hurriedly walked forward with her hips swaying dangerously close to all the things on either side.


    “Hey Rahul, there’s nothing here that resembles glue,” Jess shouted from the opposite end.


    “In that case, you might as well look somewhere else,” Rahul replied without looking up from his table.


    “Go and borrow it from someone in class,” Seema, who was working in diligent silence, advised.


    “Oh, that’s a good idea! Come, we’ll go,” Jess invited, moving towards the door.


    “No, you go ahead and get the glue. I’m realigning some objects in the layout,” Seema said.


    Rahul looked up from the corner of his eyes. Jess had left in a frown and Seema was looking at him from his right. She turned a vivid scarlet as he caught her glancing at him, working away on his industrial waste project. For some unknown reason, it made Rahul’s concentration fade away from his project. Whenever he managed to take surreptitious glances above, he would find Seema doing the same. It was as if they were going through the same tumultuous emotions inside. A harmless game of hide and seek – where none could hide their feelings for each other – was in motion.


    “Hmmm...” a voice very close to Rahul hummed.


    He looked up to notice Seema with her downcast eyes

    moving awkwardly.


    “Yes, how may I help you?” he mocked.


    “I have attached this dummy windmill that works on the motor and it’s not starting,” Seema said.


    “Did you switch on the power?” Rahul asked.


    She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.


    “Ok, I’ll have a look ,” Rahul said, shutting down the idea of fixing the discharge pipe he was trying to work on and moving to his right with Seema behind him.


    He took her seat to inspect the connections and ran his fingers over the wires, checking and rechecking their twists and turns. He made some basic corrections to the positioning of the wires and all this while, Seema kept peering over his shoulder to look down upon the connections. Rahul bent down to switch on the power supply and the windmill whirled in the clockwise direction. That done, Rahul smiled in content and suddenly got up, in the process his head bumped into Seema’s jaw.


    “Oww!” Seema screamed.


    Rahul’s hand immediately flew to the area of concern.


    “I’m so sorry, Seema. How stupid of me! I should have looked up before getting up so suddenly. I’m really sorry...” he said.


    “It’s ok, it’s ok,” she replied.


    Rahul tried to rub away the small swollen area and at that time, Seema looked upto him with her hazel eyes that were filled to the core. They seemed to be lit with a golden glow. Wispy

    bangs fell across her forehead and Rahul felt himself melting like an ice-cream in the sun. Rahul too looked up, sensing her discomfiture; and their gazes were locked like that for what seemed like an eternity.


    Rahul did not realise the fluttering of the pigeons that so often disturbed everyone in the lab, by darting in and out of the ventilators. He did not realise the long, loud bell that went off, signalling the end of the last lecture, nor did she! They were living in the same moment, the same time, the same feeling, the same thought. Everything had slowed down to that moment. It was as if everything had stopped and all that existed were two people

    bound to each other by a string of their feelings, two young people finally realising what life really meant and what they were supposed to do – love as one!


    Rahul was unaware of his hand moving up towards her wet eyes and slowly wiping away the solitary tear emerging from her right eye, using his thumb. Seema sighed at his touch, she felt a current tinge her spine and of all things that he could think of, Rahul chose to remember that since the current passed to him as well, human beings must be good conductors of electricity for sure.


    Unconsciously, he touched her trembling lips with his index finger, tracing their outline. Evading his gaze, she slowly thrust her fingers in his curls as he reached out to clutch her hand. His freehand moved recklessly on her neck drawing invisible circles of pleasure. She withdrew her hand quickly and turned away. She was halted by an iron grip on her wrist which made her turn again to look into his wanting eyes.


    The slight perspiration on her brow made her seem all the way more beautiful and involuntarily, he tilted his head towards his right shoulder and moved in close to her face. He cupped her chin tenderly in his warm hands. Her eyes closed, she raised her chin, assuming all the dignity she could muster. She tilted her head in the opposite direction, staying put, shivering, waiting for his lips to touch hers, and anticipating the feel of young passion. Rahul could sense the entire blood in his body go dry as he just felt the skin of her lips brush his. He realised that was where he wanted to be forever, freezed in this moment, as he barely sensed the hypnotising whiff of her rapid breath.


    Seema’s chest rose and fell, breaking the last traces of resistance. The blood coursed through their veins like an awakened river and their heartbeats skyrocketed. Rahul saw the heart rending tenderness of her gaze and his heart turned over in response. She radiated a vitality that drew him like a magnet and a sense of urgency drove his actions as he put his hand to her waist and drew her into him with her lips as close as their hearts when with hurried footsteps Jess walked back in, looking at the papers in her hand, announcing her arrival with a “Hey Seemz, I did not find the glue…”


    At that precise moment, before Jess could comprehend anything, there was a loud thud and Rahul was down on the floor.


    “What the heck are you doing on the floor, Rahul?” Jess asked rushing towards him.


    “Are you all right? What happened?” she asked as Rahul cleared his mind and attempted to lasso his wild heart.


    “Oh, nothing to worry, I dropped the screwdriver and it rolled under the table. I was just looking for it,” Rahul said sheepishly.


    Turning her face away from her friend, Seema wiped the colour of her cheeks and let out a stifled laugh. Looking at her, he found himself turning the darkest shade of red.


    ***


    “Seema, both me and Sapna won’t be giving you much of a present this time, so keep your expectations curbed,” Jess said when Rahul was searching the tool box for some nails.


    “I don’t expect presents anyways,” Seema replied in an undertone.


    ‘Presents? Expectations? What are they talking about?’ Rahul thought and then it suddenly dawned upon him that they were discussing her birthday which was the very next day. A shiver of excitement ran through his body and he decided that he will do something special for her.


    He wanted to be the first one to wish her. He faked being

    asleep so that his mother would not threaten him of waking up early for school. He remained awake, the blood in his heart rushing and the pulse in his veins hastening. He was not so sure of dialling her number at this time knowing her family’s traditionalist attitude.


    With trembling hands, he dialled her number and disturbed the serenity of her sleeping household. Her mother shouted at her to answer the phone in her half-asleep state, cursing the caller.


    “Hello…” she sounded so appealing to him in her sleep. Her groggy voice sounded cute even though there was a tinge of irritation in it. He promised to donate a coconut to the Hanuman temple the very next day as a show of gratitude.


    She had to repeat the ‘Hello’ twice before he actually found a voice in his throat. Her voice still froze him in limbo, rendering all thoughts and actions impossible.


    “You sound really cute in your sleep,” he said slowly, imagining her in a nightgown, holding the phone close to her ears.


    She juggled with the receiver; all traces of sleep had

    suddenly disappeared.


    “Are you mad? Do you know what time it is?” she said in anger and disbelief as slowly as she could.


    “Yeah, it’s exactly 12 in the night and it’s someone’s birthday,” he said coolly.


    She saw the old round clock on the wall. She herself had not remembered her birthday as towards the end of the day, she had been busy with her studies after coming back from her tuitions. Her anger slowly evaporated. No person, family or friend had ever wished her at the stroke of midnight. A little tear began to take shape in her eye. His gesture had touched her heart.


    “Happy birthday!” Rahul wished in a low tone.


    “Th … Thanks!” she stammered in a shaky voice.


    “May God give you all the small and huge joys that you could ask or never imagine asking for! Wish you many happy returns of the day,” Rahul said happily.


    “That’s so sweet of you,” she said in a suffocated whisper.


    “Before you demand your gift, let me tell you that I have a small surprise for you which I will hand over to you tomorrow after school, ok?” he said.


    “You shouldn’t have bothered…”


    “Oh, shut up! What to do Seema? We cannot go anywhere as your Hitler of a mom…”


    “SEEMA! WHO IS IT? WHO ARE YOU TALKING TO?” a voice boomed in the background.


    “Talk about the Dev… Hitler… and…” Rahul’s voice began when Seema quickly cut in,


    “I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks, once again. Good night!”


    She quickly released the receiver.


    “WHO WAS IT?” Seema’s mother asked fiercely.


    “Wrong number!” Seema answered ‘but it came at the right time!’ she told herself before curling up in bed and smiling in her sleep while cherishing the music in her head.


    At the other end, Rahul was preparing himself for a long

    night ahead.


    ***


    The next day in school he gave her a nice greeting card in a deserted classroom. The beauty of the card was that it was hand-made by him. He had missed an entire night of sleep and next day’s school, locking himself in his room and skipping his mid-day meals to prepare the card for her. He had rushed out to meet her in his school uniform just when the school was about to leave. The cover of the card was her sketch. It was exquisitely detailed and she thought that she was eyeing a mirror.


    Her free flowing tresses and her searching eyes were captivated by a similar image on paper. Her long eyelashes beneath whose shadows he so desired to lie, had been sketched to perfection. He had painted her as she was, as he knew her, as he saw her. She let her hands roam the beauty of his artwork, finding no words capable of praising him.


    “It… It’s beautiful… Rahul, I can’t say…” she stuttered.


    He just smiled at her, basking in her unsaid praise and pulled out a rose from his bag. He handed it out to her.


    “To the most beautiful creation on the planet,” he presented, hoping he sounded the same as his reflection while he had practiced.


    She blushed and accepted the rose. Two dimples appeared on either side of her cheeks as if loving fingers had squeezed them. She slowly opened the hand-made card.


    Rahul had written a couplet for her.


    “The skies bend, the time stops, the lanes move and the

    fires dance,


    It can mean only one thing that I am with you.


    You are enigmatic yet so beautiful that I have lost my sense,


    You are as immaculate as the unadulterated morning dew


    And your beauty leaves me in a mystified trance.


    I do not foresee what you and I will be


    But I promise to be with you till the rocks keep meeting the sea.”


    She folded the card back to as it was; a tear fell from her eye onto the cover.


    “Hey! no crying It’s your special day, ok?” Rahul coaxed while patting her back softly.


    Seema continued to cry, her precious pearls falling on his neck as she leaned forward to meet his embrace.


    “I seem to have lost something very important,” Rahul said ignoring her sobs and gently pulling away from her hold. He started searching for something frantically under his pockets and looking underneath the classroom desks.


    “What?” she asked in between her sobs.


    “Bloody, it was the most important thing to me. Now where

    will I find it?” Rahul said to none in particular and increasing

    his desperation.


    “What is it? I can also help in looking for it,” Seema said wiping her eyes.


    “Your smile!” he said, grinning at her.


    And she found it impossible not to return his disarming smile and before long her smile deepened into laughter.


    “There ...found it!” he exclaimed.


    “You’re mad!” She hit him playfully on the arm.


    “It’s the best birthday I’ve ever had,” she said.


    “I’ll make it even better with this,” Rahul pulled out a large box of chocolates from his bag. He had tied a wrapped package on top of it.


    “Rahul… don’t…” Seema said as the tears threatened to return.


    “Shut up and take it,” he ordered.


    She accepted it, slowly untying the two gifts which were united

    as one.


    “Now stop crying… You know Seema, I hate tears re,” he said imitating Rajesh Khanna.


    She tried to suppress a giggle but her gentle peals of laughter echoed across the classroom.


    He traced her smile with his fingers. She looked down avoiding his burning eyes which could hold her still anywhere.


    “Don’t keep the package waiting… open it!” Rahul advised, tickling her ear lovingly.


    “Hmmm… it is better I open it here. At home, I don’t think I’ll get a chance to even look at it,” Seema complained.


    “Go ahead!” Rahul encouraged.


    She unwrapped the package carefully but did not throw away the wrapping. She almost screamed on seeing the contents of

    the package.


    “Wow, Rahul… you know he’s my favourite!” she said delightedly looking at the limited edition Shahrukh Khan’s famous tracks audio CD she was holding in her hand. It had an autograph of the super star and seeing that she almost jumped out in delight.


    “Yes, I know,” Rahul nodded.


    “You are fantastic,” she said, unable to contain her joy. For a moment, he thought she would jump in his arms and smother him with kisses but he knew her better than that.


    “Yes, I know,” Rahul teased and she stuck out her tongue at him.


    He pulled her cheeks delicately and even then she faked

    an ‘Ouch!’


    She propped herself up and kissed him on the cheek before he could say another cheesy line. His skin burnt at the contact of her moist lips and for a moment everything seemed to go blank. Her voice, soft and sensual, sent a ripple of awareness through him, thawing away the stony state of his brain.


    “Thanks Rahul, Thanks for everything,” she said while the second bell rang, heralding the arrival of the primary section.


    “Thanks doesn’t suit you… from you no sorries, no…” he began.


    “Yeah, Yeah! Thanks and pleases!” she completed.


    He merely nodded.


    “Keep all those filmy lines to yourself, just be yourself. I like you that way!” she said in her boldest display of words ever and ran away laughing before he could come out of the elated feeling that her acknowledgement of the fact that she liked him, had caused.


    Her melodious laughter, sounded like the distant tinkering of soft bells and he stored the sound in her temple—his heart.


    ***


    Since then there had not been a single day when the ghostly bells had not rung in his ears, making him fold himself with terrible regrets in the torment of her absence and trace the burning imprint of the past as her name repeated in the black stillness of his mind. Rarely, he rung the bells himself when he became tired of his loneliness but mostly the winds of his heart were true to their duty. They were as turbulent as his life but rang the bells of his past, on time. They always did, without fail.


    If that was not love, then what was it? He failed to find an answer to it before finally agreeing with his inner self that it was just another presentable affectation that had misguided his sentiments,

    just like the source from where those feelings stemmed from, just like every other thing in his past that had left him devastated and still desiring.


    ***


    THE EGO THAT SPARKED THE FIRE


    Trying to read an old novel while being seated, supporting his back on the bed induced a soporific feeling and Rahul shut his eyes momentarily. Somewhere in that brief slumber, he saw her laughing and crying simultaneously, pleading with him to

    come back.


    “Oh Seema, I’ve missed you so much,” he said opening his arms for her.


    Almost suddenly, she kicked him and pushed him so hard that he fell down ten feet away from her apparition.


    “You, insensitive moron! After all that you did, do you still seriously consider that you’re made for me,” the hazy Seema accused.


    “I Love you a lot Seema,” he cried, hauling himself up, speaking her almost divine name.


    She glowered at him, with baleful eyes, suggestive of an

    abhorrent heart.


    “How can you even think of me? You don’t deserve me you buffoon, have you ever seen yourself in the mirror? Do you know I’m a Princess and you a pauper?” she cackled aloud like a hyena.


    A tremendous anguish gripped him as the lines of strain around his mouth deepened. He tried to ignore the pain, tried not to give in to the shock and terror but it suddenly exploded through his limbs. He held his head in his hands but it throbbed along with his heartbeats. He held his bent back but the pain continued shaking his body and then he touched his nearly immobile heart.


    ‘PAUPER! BEGGAR! PAUPER!’ the words echoed in his mind.


    Suddenly, he snapped his eyes open. The vision he had seen

    seconds ago was still unclear but he faintly remembered what it

    was about.


    Rahul put on his jacket and decided to take a stroll in the park, behind the hostel. He had missed school today as after a long time something close to proper sleep had visited him in early in the morning and then he had woken up with the same nightmare, fearing to shut his eyes again. Locking the door behind him, he descended the stairs one at a time, still remembering her every reaction to his crude actions, still worshipping the frown on her face when he said he loved her. Love, he told himself, was open to interpretation like any other abstract indulgence but followed the same principles everywhere, irrespective of everything else. One, either won or lost in love, there was no bridge in between, and he decided he had lost, lost to himself, if not to her.


    He took a right from the end of the lane to arrive at a small park that very few people visited. For some reason, he could strike a chord with the neglected park. Sometimes he would move out of the hostel in the middle of the night and occupy that park till morning. The silence was strangely comforting. The park was covered in a blanket of white, the hint of darkness just setting in as the cold sun was engulfed by the clouds. The leaves of the Acacia trees rustled as if discussing his doom amongst themselves.


    The hostel inmates had been warned against going out alone during the early mornings and the late evenings, perhaps due to the increasing number of racial attacks in the area but Rahul did not care, he did not have anything on him except her thoughts, except the good times he had once shared and the bad times, he so desperately wanted to forget. Isolation, for him, had become a basic sine qua non for existence and loneliness, his sole companion like a perfectly faithful twin. He was someone for whom even happiness would cry for, mourning the death of his sentiments and murdering the existence of his soul.


    While moving his hand to involuntarily scratch a mosquito bite on his thigh, he brushed something in the pocket of his long coat. He sighed at the touch and rummaged in his pocket to discover a virgin packet of Marlboro. Reaching out for the lighter in the other pocket, he lit a cigarette and inhaled the smoke into his lungs and held it there for a long time before releasing it in the cold air.


    He was not like this, he had never smoked but then had he ever loved? Life made him love and love made him smoke. He still remembered how he had reprimanded a few of his friends in his locality, for purchasing a packet of cigarettes to try them out for fun, during a first-smoker’s meet in the secluded square behind the parking lot in his colony.


    “Here, you also try,” a guy named Ganesh had offered a long stick to him.


    “It’s Gudangaram yaar, nothing like the regular, this one’s sweet and flavoured!” another one called Wasim had said.


    “No thanks, you people continue if you have so much of a requirement to poison yourselves and die soon,” he had said before walking off. He had never talked to them since that incident.


    Sitting cross-legged on the dull grey bench today, Rahul casually eyed the smoke that escaped his lips and became prominent in the air around him. He saw the smoke take shape; the shoulder cropped, curly brown hair with the round pretty face, the small pouty lips containing those perfectly placed unsullied dents. He rushed ahead to hold the apparition in his open arms but the smoke escaped from his outstretched fingers and merged with the atmosphere around him. With a cry of despair, he fell down back onto the bench, throwing away the stubbed cigarette in the snowy grass. His life was as directionless as the whiff of smoke which left the lit end of the discarded cigarette.


    “Ahem-Ahem,” a voice behind him sounded.


    He turned slowly to see Sahil watching him intently.


    “What are you doing here at this time?” he fired.


    “Don’t you think I should be the one asking the same thing?” Sahil argued back.


    Rahul sighed and reclined his head on the bench as Sahil sat down beside him.


    “Mom’s out to grandma’s home in New Jersey. I didn’t see you at school today, so I called up at the hostel but came to know you’re not in your room. Hence, I came down...”


    Rahul grunted.


    He had been to New Jersey only once when he was just a week away from joining the school here. His uncle had taken him along, to acquaint him with the place. It had been a little soothing to drive by the Tacony-Palmyra bridge in his uncle’s Chevrolet, watching the sun disappear down the waters of the Delaware River as little boats with triangular sails cruised smoothly. He still remembered the orange sky that evening, beautiful yet unwelcoming. It was as if he did not belong there, so alien was the land, so strange its people. A sense of foreboding had gripped him on his first outing in this land and it had grown till he tried to fight his own horrors.


    “There’s this surprise Algebra test tomorrow.” Sahil broke his thoughts.


    Rahul looked at him with a hint of surprise.


    “I had visited the staffroom for some work in the afternoon and I saw Prof. Quinn working on a question paper. I could just about make out our grade and set in a corner. Anyways, sitting at home, I was as bored as a nun in an orgy and hence I had to inform you, thought you’d like it, not that you need it ... ”


    With a rigid lift of his shoulders, Rahul tilted his head back to study Sahil’s face. He nodded reluctantly. It was the closest he could come to thanking him.


    He offered him a cigarette from his pocket but Sahil declined.


    “This is not a safe place you know, especially now that it’s

    getting dark.”


    Rahul ended up giving him a questioning glance instead of the attempted glare.


    “Some say there was a graveyard here and they destroyed it, to create this place. Others say that the park is haunted by the ghost of a young lover who had hung himself from a tree... ”


    Rahul grinned mockingly at him. What was the difference, he thought? Here he was – another doomed young lover – just

    barely alive.


    “If I had a choice, I wouldn’t be here… I wouldn’t be anywhere,” Rahul said to none in particular.


    For a second, Sahil widened his eyes, hearing the manner in which Rahul spoke but thought it better to continue.


    “Oh, stop talking like that. It feels weird,” Sahil said.


    “You’ll know what’s weird when you fall in love. Other than that, nothing is mysterious in this world,” Rahul said.


    “Haha, no love dove for me,” Sahil laughed.


    Rahul regarded him with his penetrating stare and Sahil shifted in his seat uncomfortably.


    ‘How similar was I! Sometimes I see myself in him, the same stupid, immature guy,’ Rahul thought.


    “I’m sorry for opening your diary that day. I never got a real chance to apologise,” Sahil said, not meeting his eye.


    Rahul nodded after a second long pause.


    “If I can ask you one thing...”


    Rahul sighed looking away, giving a permissible movement of

    his head.


    “Going by the looks of it, you both shared a beautiful relation, then where did it go wrong?” Sahil bit his lip anxiously.


    Rahul turned to stare at him with such a force that Sahil almost toppled over, but a sudden chilling sensation ran through his spine and he looked down again to see the smoke from the stubbed cigarette. Something stirred, something called and after a long pause, for the first time Rahul emptied the regrets of his heart.


    Therefore I think my breast hath all


    Those pieces still, though they be not unite;


    And now as broken glasses show


    A hundred lesser faces, so


    My rags of heart can like, wish and adore,


    But after one such love, can love no more.”


    -The Broken Heart, John Donne.


    She was a beautiful girl, my Seema. Almost worshipped by guys in school and in the area where we lived but she was quite humble. Sometimes people mistook her shy nature as arrogance. Intelligent, smart and homely were tags one could associate with her perfectly. She had never stepped down from the numero uno position when it came to her studies.


    I was no less. Being the apple of everyone’s eye and the spark of my batch, I topped every exam, crossed every hurdle on my way. Be it sports or academics, I was a champion in both. Not meaning to sound boastful, I can just about say that half the trophies that decked the achievement showcase of my school during my stay, were my doings. I was not as popular as her in the area but everyone wanted a piece of me in school. My popularity in the area started to grow manifold for all the wrong reasons. Most guys my age started feeling jealous of me and started using me as their punching bag in their dreams once they got an inkling of whom I was dating. I didn’t care. For me, she was my happiness. I tried to be hers.


    We were our only competition, beating our own records as each unit passed. We both complemented each other not just physically, except for our heights but also with the talent pool we shared between us. I would blush the deepest shade of purple, when my friend, Raj would tell me that our kids would be Einsteins reborn.


    “You know your full name and hers, both have eleven letters each,” Raj informed his observations excitedly one evening.


    “Hmmm… Rahul Kapoor and Seema Tandon... Oh God, yes!” I shouted excitedly. It was akin to the discovery of life on other planets for me.


    “Why are you changing colour like a chameleon?” Raj asked, observing again.


    Oh, he was too observant, my little friend. He could not understand her position in my life but he could very well make out that I liked her; at least as much as the heroines in the mushy Bollywood romances we saw those days.


    ***


    I curse myself today for failing to realise her value in my life. It seems so long and distant today, that sometimes I wonder whether it happened for real. But no, I look in the mirror and all my doubts are answered. Shakespeare said,


    “If thou remember’st not the slightest folly,


    That ever love did not make thee run into,


    Thou hast not loved.”


    It was not one folly that Shakespeare talked about. If Love truly is but a myriad of follies then I have committed them all, that means only one thing – I loved her truly.


    When I stand in front of a mirror, I see my reflection, bruised and battered, the injuries not showing to the mortal eye. I comb my unruly hair sometimes before leaving for school and seeing my image I curse it for being so naive. I reprimand it for not saying the right things to me that time, for not showing me this picture of myself during that period when the devil possessed me.


    The Rahul in the mirror then argues back that he had indeed told me that I was not doing the right thing, and then I remember suppressing those weak, feeble voices that arose within me, bringing down my elation. But then, I had wanted that high epitomising feeling more than this bleak pin-poking sentiment and hence,

    I had dismissed the internal guilt for inner jealousy. I was the dude after all, I thought, I was the person whose own conscience was

    jealous of me.


    Thinking about it all, I scold the Rahul in the mirror for not being too powerful but the arrogant reflection stays adamant in maintaining its stand.


    ‘When you were too weak to hold your own love, how do you expect me to be powerful? After all, I reside within you.’ It says and then I have nothing to reply but stare into myself and watch my reflection dissolve into nothingness.


    Sometimes I wonder whether I am going mad but then I realise I have always been like this. It’s just the love for her in my heart that is morphing into this madness and how can I run away from it? Sometimes I want to when I can’t bear it anymore, but where will I go?


    And where did this madness start, you may ask me next and even I fail to remember when I changed from a soft, caring lover to an insensitive, selfish brat.


    ***


    “I had gone to watch Khan’s latest blockbuster film alongwith Naazneen at PVR. We had so much fun…,” Ashfaque, the guy who often sat beside me in class said one day. I was not able hear him further.


    “I met this girl called Dimple from St. Paul’s and she was a total bomb. On our very first date, we went to five gardens and sat on the grass for two hours...” Ankit, another of classmates announced.


    “Yogita and I went to this newly opened café at Colaba in the evening. There was this waiter there…” Mohsin blabbered to anyone who listened to him in class but I walked away.


    It was a daily occurrence. What more can you expect from a tenth grader? Studies were not the only thing on our mind.


    “Can we meet up today at CCD?” I asked her the following day

    in school.


    “My cousins are coming over as it is a weekend,” Seema said.


    “You can bring Jess if you want and Raj will gladly tag along with me, so she won’t be bored,” I tried harder.


    But it was useless. Once she refused, nothing in the world could change her mind and I detested that quality of hers, her relentless nature. Like others, I too had doubts that it was her haughtiness.


    We hardly met anywhere outside and hearing my classmates speak of places they hung out with their girlfriends, I was jealous to say the least. Even I had a girlfriend; even I wanted to hang out with her. I wanted to take her out to movies, cuddle up with her in a corner of the park, sit at Barista with our fingers intertwined and do all those things guys my age were doing.


    She rarely ventured out of the area. She was like a prisoner at her home. Her mother was a traditionalist. With two daughters

    and a son; she was a bit harsh on her younger daughter. I don’t know why, maybe because of the unwanted attention she generated or their inherent desire to keep a low profile but I understood that too late. As Rochefoucauld rightly said, ‘All the passions

    make us commit faults, but love makes us commit the most ridiculous ones.’


    ***


    “Hey, something is on between you and Rahul, isn’t it?” some girl of her class or one from another division would ask her and she would deny it immediately. I knew of the fact because the same girls would ask me out and I would tell them sincerely that I was seeing Seema.


    “But Seema says that you two are just friends,” they would tell me and embarrassment would take over.


    I could have cheated on her if I wanted to, like Juned, a guy from my class, whose girlfriend denied their relation due to fear, and he accepted the proposal of a junior. But I wasn’t like Juned and she wasn’t like the other girls.


    She would reprimand me in her own silent manner for spreading the news of our relationship to my friends, who in turn would spread it to half the school. Some girls would even request her to hook them up for a date with me and she would remove all that frustration on me. I would shout at her for not giving me enough time, a result of the constant comparison I made to my friends and their ‘conquests’ which I increasingly came across.


    We toppers have a good amount of ego and she hated being compared to anyone. If there was someone who could tell how different she was, it was me; but I found myself showing her, her different attitude for all the wrong reasons. She would come to meet me in the break even though people eyed her every step and I would be busy doing something or the other, related to the Science committee work as I was the student head and all that I would get to spare her was a hurried smile alongwith a movement of my hands signalling her to come later. Both of us were yet to express our hearts to each other and tried to remain happy with the ten minutes we would spend with each other after school.


    I was outgoing, brandishing and flamboyant. I liked to show off my status like every guy my age did. She was modest, conservative and an introvert. With my boastful attitude and ostentatious living and her shy nature and desire to keep her personal life away from the persistent scrutiny of others, both of us went on doing the same things we wanted, much to the chagrin of each other.


    My arrogance had increased manifold with time and all her pleas to not inform anyone about our clandestine relation fell on deaf ears. Imagine, she never even informed her best friends, Sapna and Jess. I can’t say whether she was too scared of the news reaching her home or she didn’t trust them. Obviously, my conservative girl found it shocking when people used to confront her with details that she had revealed to no one, not even Jess and Sapna but only to me.


    On the other hand, I was proud that I had the school’s most beautiful and intelligent girl, the queen of every boy’s dream. Till I was not sure about her feelings, I had never told a single soul, but once I was I wanted to flaunt her. From my love, she soon became a prized possession. Soon, the news of the school’s most competent students dating each other reached the walls of the staffroom. The growth of my love story had been gradual but my success had always existed and both coupled together formed a deadly combination that was detrimental to our love. I wanted people to love me. She wanted people to leave her alone.


    ***


    I had heard a Welsh proverb that no one acts more foolishly than a wise man in love. I saw it come true the day I forced her to meet me outside for dinner. There was this unusual obsession I had with candle light dinners, thanks to the amount of movies we

    Indians watched.


    “You have to come. I’m not hearing any of it,” I said during our ten minute date the next day.


    “Rahul, don’t be stupid. You know I can’t,” she reasoned.


    “No, I don’t. Why can’t you? Today I’m just not going to hear a NO from you. I’m fed up of this. Everywhere around us, people are hanging out with each other. Come on Seema, we’re not children anymore,” I said, hoping she would understand.


    “Rahul, ma won’t allow me to leave so late in the evening. If you want I can try meeting you in mid-afternoon for fifteen minutes near your colony. I’ll say I’m going to visit Jess to collect a book....”


    “Seema, please stop this nonsense. This is not some muh-dikhai ceremony; I want to take you out somewhere, a proper eating place….”


    “Rahul...”


    “Yes or no?”


    “Rahul please...”


    “YES or NO?”


    “Ouch... Ok, meet me at the bus depot at 6.”


    I could see that I had hurt her by almost digging my fingers into the soft flesh of her shoulders. I don’t know what made me do it. My eyes had looked at her with such mad desperation that I failed to notice unshed tears blur her vision. It was as if I had lost all sense and I wanted her more as a slave to my wishes than anything else.


    I had it all planned out that evening. We would visit Seesha where the ambience was perfect for a romantic dinner; yellow lights, soft music, chicken kebab and maybe even a hukkah, if she relented. I visited Archies with Raj in the afternoon and brought this furry teddy bear for her. I was a little nervous, after all this was going to be our first unofficial date together as all the earlier ones were mere school events.


    As the evening approached, I decked my body with an orange, striped shirt tucked inside my faded Wrangler jeans and stepped into my new Adidas sneakers. The sun was going to set in an hour yet I shoved the Rayban aviators on my face. Raj whistled on seeing me step out and I hoped it would have a similar effect on her, if not more pleasant.


    She was late. In fact that was an understatement. I was

    considering calling up at her place – a strict no-no according to her– after waiting for half an hour and just then at the end of the road, I caught a fleeting glimpse of a dark green striped tee over tight blue jeans, bobbing up and down hurriedly to where I was.


    “You’re late,” I said the obvious. I had meant to shout but seeing her even in her simplest avatar, rendered me speechless.


    “I’m sorry,” she apologised.


    “Why are you late?” I asked, softly with authority.


    “Can we go? Where are we going?” she said, looking everywhere but at me.


    “Seema, I asked you...” I began.


    Her ignorance of my query sparked the discontent within me.


    “Rahul please, can we leave that for later?” she requested.


    “Seema, I want to know why...” I said, raising my voice an octave.


    “Rahul, where are we going?” she ignored me again.


    “Seesha,” I replied absent-mindedly, knowing it was no use asking her the same thing again.


    “What’s that? A night club?”


    “No, we won’t be allowed in night clubs anyways and moreover I’m not that lucky. For the moment, let’s just make do with a good restaurant that doubles up as a hukkah joint.”


    “I can’t come to a smoking joint.”


    “For God’s sake Seema, it’s a hukkah parlour.”


    “Where’s that?”


    “Bandra.”


    “Rahul, please not so far....”


    “We’ll take a cab.”


    “I can’t...”


    “What the... Seema, I have it all planned out. Please don’t spoil

    it today.”


    I could just about make out tears welling up in her eyes again and she looked away.


    “For fuck’s sake Seema, don’t cry everytime I speak my mind.”


    She grimaced hearing me swear. A couple of individuals near the bus stop looked at me with disapproval.


    “Rahul, we’re still near our area. Someone might see us, someone might hear us...”


    “Fuck them damn it, let them!”


    The result of my outburst started to pour down from her eyes.


    “Rahul, what’s gotten into you?”


    “Your stupid behaviour!”


    “What have I done?”


    “Ah, it’s no use arguing with you. Can we make a move? Otherwise, you’ll start getting late again.”


    “Do you still want to go?”


    “Unlike you, I want to spend time with you.”


    “Please don’t talk like that...”


    “We will go to some small restaurant here itself and have our dinner.”


    “It’s ok Rahul, let’s visit Seesha...”


    “NO, I don’t want to go there anymore!”


    “Please, Rahul...”


    “I’d rather go there alone than go with you.”


    “Rahul!”


    “Seema, let’s visit Rashtriya. It’s a decent place and the food isn’t bad either.”


    By then, I was too pissed off to allow my earlier plans to calm me down.


    ‘What does she think of herself? When she wants, she will say no and when she likes, she will agree. What am I? A puppet to her whims and fancies?’ I thought.


    A strange silence enveloped us. I had wanted to say so many things to her, they were all a part of my advanced planning but my resolute anger had erased them all. She lagged behind me, a yard back, head hung low.


    We went inside Rashtriya. It was a small place teeming with people but it was not exactly overcrowded and we managed to find a small table for two in a corner.


    “What will you have?” I asked ten minutes after I had thrust the menu forward and she still had not spared a glance at it.


    “Nothing,” she said in a low tone.


    “There’s no such thing as nothing available here. So you’d better make a proper choice,” I said.


    “I’ll take tea,” she said.


    “I brought you out for dinner and here, you ask for tea! If tea was what you wanted so badly, you might as well have made it at home and invited me over,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my voice.


    “What’s your problem, Rahul?” she tried to reason.


    “Oh God, I just recited the entire Ramayana and this girl is asking me who was Ram!” I further mocked.


    I think she gave up trying to resolve it there and then. It was not in her nature to chase someone so continuously. I should have washed her feet and drunk that sweet wine, for she spared me that glory.


    I ordered a Pav-Bhaji for her when the waiter asked her for her order and she replied, “Whatever Sir pleases!” I ordered two.


    I don’t know why but that the day the usually finger-licking delicacy of that place tasted painfully bitter. I could usually gobble four, even five breads sometimes but that day, I couldn’t make it past even one and a half.


    She declined any drinks and I signalled for the bill. There was no use hanging out in a graveyardly silence.


    I didn’t want to waste the teddy-bear, so I gave it to her. I don’t know what I was expecting but it was definitely something more than her dull response.


    Raj had said that she would jump in her seat and scream ‘Cute’ with umpteen exclamation marks at its end, the moment she saw the furry bear. Just as always, Raj was wrong.


    “You shouldn’t have...” she tried to say, still looking down.


    “Oh, stop acting too pricey,” I said.


    She did not fight with me to clear the bill like she had once. She

    had finished her quota of fighting. I was just about searching for change in my pockets to tip the waiter when she suddenly

    went “Shit!”


    “What?” I asked her, hoping that it wasn’t the case of a cockroach under the table.


    “My uncle,” she muttered.


    “Where?” I asked suddenly aware of the setting anxiety.


    “Near the entrance,” she said, not turning back.


    I looked at the entrance. There was not a single soul there, except for the hotel manager.


    “There’s no one there,” I said with a frown.


    “He was there. He saw me,” she said in a shaky voice, eyes wide with fear.


    “It’s just your imagination. Happens all the while, if you keep thinking of what you dread then your mind...”


    “Rahul please, don’t you even trust me?”


    Her voice was high, almost pleading.


    “I’ve to go,” she said, getting up.


    “Wait for a few minutes.” I didn’t want her to leave.


    “No, I’ve to get home before my uncle does. If he reaches past me then I’m sure, he’ll blabber something in front of my mother,” she said in a worried tone.


    “Relax, you’re thinking too much,” I said.


    “Rahul, I live in a joint family where nothing stays a secret for too long. Please learn about my life if you want to stay with me,” she pushed me back but not as hard as the tears in her eyes.


    I was too stunned to react.


    “And please keep this with you. I won’t be able to take it. I wouldn’t be able to explain...” she said, dropping the teddy on the table.


    “It’s ok, I understand,” I said. But... did I?


    ***


    The next day, I didn’t see her at school. It was unlike her to miss school. Once she had made it to school when her forehead was burning with fever. Of course, I had been cross with her then but she managed to win me over again. She always did.


    I waited for her after school for about twenty minutes, hoping that she would show up at least for our ten minute meet. I need not have bothered.


    And this continued for the next two days. There was no sign of Seema and I was not the only one missing her. There seemed to be something lacking in the ambience. I don’t know but I expected to see her everytime I turned back to peek in her class. Something was seriously wrong and I needed to get to the bottom of it. My only option was to call up at her place, hoping that she would pick up. Jess and Sapna were the backup plan but I knew that she would blame me for confronting her friends with our relation. The phone was also a risky proposition but between the phone and the friends, I chose the former.


    Hardly had I dialled her landline than someone picked up. It wasn’t her. It might have been her aunty or her sister but I didn’t speak. After relaxing my pulsating nerves, I tried again, praying to God to let her receive the phone.


    This time it was worst. It was not God but her mom who answered my prayers, I mean, the phone. I banged the receiver before I could hear her screaming profanities.


    It was a big mistake. I came to know about it the next day which was a weekly holiday for the school. Raj had dragged me to the playground in the evening alongwith other guys and after a decent game of cricket, we were returning home when I saw Jess on the opposite side of the road. She was with her little sister, as always in a hurry. I literally had to come in her way to keep her from

    walking ahead.


    “Hey, where are you headed to?” I asked.


    “Going to the stationery store to get some notebooks for little Joylin,” Jess said.


    “Any news about Seema? Haven’t seen her in school lately?” I broached the topic as casually as I could.


    She was silent for half a minute. I guess she was contemplating whether to tell me or not.


    “Tell me,” I almost pleaded.


    “I had called her this evening to check on her. First she told me she’s unwell but I know her better than that. She said her uncle thinks he saw her with a guy at some restaurant and he went and spoke his doubts to her mother. Now, her mother has confined her

    until she comes out with the truth, and to top it all, she’s been receiving blank calls, making her mother strengthen her doubts,” Jess said worriedly.


    I didn’t know what to say. I can’t even describe what I was feeling then. Guilty? Angry? No, they were not appropriate words. Fucked up? Perhaps, it describes our age best. I guess I was shocked at the way she was being treated, and in that shock, I lost my voice. I nodded at Jess meekly and turned around.


    “Hey, what happened? When is the inter-house debate? When is the quiz?” she was shouting but I did not have the audacity to turn and show her my eyes.

  


  
    ***


    Our school was not just an education temple; it was the centre of student development. We had four houses; Red, Green, Yellow and Blue. I was the head captain of the Blue and she was the assistant head girl of the school. Being junior to me, she was above me in hierarchy but I was above her in the sense that I was also the Science committee head and even the coordinator of the Student Council. Somehow, I could never fathom her hierarchical position above me and hence, I was more than disappointed when the head boy post had slipped past me into a traitor’s hands. That traitor was in my house and his name was Jay. Jay Deshpande.


    That’s another story and though relevant, I won’t bore you with its details. Anyways, our houses competed amongst each other for the House-Cup every year. Last year, it had been the Green House that had laid its hands on the trophy and so technically, they were the defending champs that year. We competed on numerous competitions and one such was the quiz competition which heralded the fight for the house-cup.


    Kaun Banega Crorepati was entering its second season on Indian television and people around me could not contain their excitement. However, not many in the audience were aware that we had no options and lifelines. It made our job tougher.


    She turned up for it as four members from each house took to the stage. I knew the sense of duty towards her house would always pull her back to school. The volunteers were busy setting up the buzzers when our eyes met. There was a sweet sound in my ears and it wasn’t coming from the buzzers. I smiled at her and showed her my thumb, signalling luck. She smiled – the shine missing from her most potent weapon – and wished me back.


    I had been too tensed for the past one week or so, due to her absence from school. My preparations for this quiz were limited to blankly staring at the pages of the yearbooks and asking Raj to randomly quiz me in the evening with the ten rupee packs of KBC cards.


    Desmond sir, our Science teacher was the quiz master. He was a helpful man with dark skin and big spectacles that magnified his button-like eyes.


    “So, dear teachers and students, we are now starting the inter-house quiz for this year and may I now have the introduction of the members ...” Desmond sir’s jolly voice boomed in the auditorium.


    Each one of us introduced ourselves. Jess, Nazia, Jay and I formed our team and Asif, Azra, Vinay and Seema occupied the green cubicle next to ours. Asif led themand I was the captain of our team. I don’t even remember who was in Yellow and Red.


    “We’ll now start with the first round. Each house will be asked three questions in serial order. The question will be passed to the next team if your team fails to answer it within ten seconds. Five points for each correct answer. There are no negative points,” Desmond sir explained.


    “First question for the Blue House... In which year did the Reserve Bank of India get nationalised?”


    There was no need for the buzzer. Nazia made a face as if calling back something from her memory.


    “1952,” I said, even before she could straighten her eyebrows.


    “Correct.”


    Applause broke through the silence of the hall.


    “Next one for the yellow...”


    “Incorrect.”


    “Red...”


    “Correct.”


    “Green...Who was the only batsman to have an average of over ninety-nine in test cricket?”


    “Sir Donald Bradman,” Asif answered correctly.


    “Blue again... Mathematical and statistical analysis of economic issues is known as?”


    “Econometrics,” Jay said, just as I was recollecting. He grinned at me showing his teeth.


    After Red and Yellow, it was Green’s turn again.


    “What is the primary constituent of Gobar gas?”


    “Propane,” Seema said.


    It was our turn again.


    “Which country celebrated Mozart’s 250th birthday?”


    I had read that somewhere and it just fired out as the clock was nearing ten seconds.


    “Switzerland,” my voice boomed.


    “Correct and with that your three questions are over.”


    There was a huge applause. We had scored on all the three.


    “Red... Which of the following rivers crosses the equator twice?”


    I could tell by the look of their faces that none of them were aware of the answer. It passed to Yellow, whose members were also

    stuck. I was praying that it would reach us, when Seema answered, “The Congo.”


    “Correct,” I heard myself say and everyone turned to look at me.


    “Oops,” I said.


    “We move to the Yellow house ...this Indian author declined the Sahitya Akademi award for his work. Name him.”


    Yellow’s people looked at each other like strangers. The question passed to the Green and strangely, Seema too was not aware of it. Luckily, it came to us.


    “Rohinton Mistry for his work, ‘Algebra of Infinite Justice.’”


    Just when the applause was about to ring out again, I said, “He opposed the policies of the Government which the institute represents, hence he declined the award.”


    The claps echoed throughout the hall and Jess patted me on the back. We were tied on the first place with Green in the first round and there were two more to go.


    “We’ll now start with the second round. Each team will have to select a ‘field’ from the given options based on their expertise and they will be asked three questions from the same field. The questions don’t get passed and there are no negative marks. Five points for each correct answer.”


    I gathered myself. My battle instincts stirred, my senses lifting to the next level of acuity, I was doing what I was best at.


    “First question for the Blue house after they have selected

    their field....”


    “We’ll go with Literature,” I said, without consulting my team. Jay looked at me as if he would murder me and Nazia widened her eyes in shock. I was the captain of my house. My show of authority scared them. All the eyes on the stage were on me except hers. She knew I was capable of handling just about anything and any sane person avoided the literature section every year without fail.


    “Fine then, Literature it is and here’s your primer. This distinguished author wrote The Jungle Book and also won the Nobel Prize in Literature for his contributions. Name the author and the year in which he won the prize.”


    “Is it Rudyard Kipling?” I almost asked back.


    “Year?” Desmond sir needed more.


    “1907,” I said. I did not need to hear the result for that.


    After Yellow and Red had messed up their answers, Desmond sir came to Green and I sat upright in my seat. They went with ‘Geography’.


    “What is the capital of Orissa?”


    I saw Seema whispering something in Asif’s ears and he in turn, thinking about it.


    “It’s Puri,” Jay said in a low murmur.


    I sniggered, making everyone look at me again. Seema shook her head disdainfully.


    ‘Oh no, she thought I sniggered at their attempt,’ I told myself.


    “Bhubaneswar,” Seema answered.


    They were going well and it was back to us.


    “This esteemed author was banned after a particular work of his sparked rage in a minority community ...”


    “Salman Rushdie,” I beamed.


    “Mr. Kapoor, please listen to the question first,” Desmond sir softly rebuked me. Any other person would have flogged me for interruption. Jay grinned.


    “...he won a prestigious award for one of his works in the year 1981. Name the work and the award.”


    Desmond sir looked at me and nodded, giving me the go ahead to answer now.


    “He won the ‘Man Booker’ for Midnight’s children,” I said in an abashed tone and Desmond sir nodded


    “...and he was banned for Satanic Verses published in 1988,” I threw in as a bonus to the ignoramuses around me. Desmond sir smiled. He soon came to Green again.


    “Where is the largest coral formation in the world?”


    “The Great Barrier Reef in Australia,” Seema said after a moment of hesitation. I knew then, she hadn’t been exactly baking cakes

    at home.


    “Last one for the Blue house. The person in the question was one of the shrewdest leaders of the Greek. He was also the son of Laertes and the protagonist of a great epic written by a 9th century poet. Name the person and the poet.”


    I paused in trepidation. There were some doubts in my mind. Jay was trying to open his mouth but I snatched the mike away

    from his hand. There were no negative marks, so I decided to take the plunge.


    “Odyssey and Homer,” I said, going with my gut.


    “Well, you’re nearly correct. It was Odysseus, who was the protagonist and Odyssey is the work depicting his journey written by Homer but still I’ll give it to you as it was a tough one.” Desmond sir had shown his generosity as always.


    “Back to the Green,” he said, after two minutes. “Which are the Indian states with the least population density?”


    “Arunachal Pradesh,” Asif said confidently in the mike.


    “I said ‘states’...”


    “...and Mizoram,” Seema finished.


    I was very sure, she could even say the figures but she was not like me in that case. She would not show-off her knowledge. She never liked to be the centre of attention.


    After the second round, we were still tied with the Green for the first place with thirty-five points in our kitty.


    “This is going to be the final round of the inter-house quiz. So audience cross your fingers and participants place them on the red button in front of your cubicle. We are all set for the exciting buzzer round. There will be ten questions in all

    and the house which rings the buzzer first, will have the first go at each question. Failure to answer will pass the question to the first team who rings the buzzer again and not to forget, there

    will be a penalty of five marks for each wrong answer. Ten

    marks for each correct answer!” Desmond sir explained the rules for the round.


    Jay was almost trembling and Nazia had shut her eyes. The Green House folks were also in some sort of jeopardy. The only two calm people on stage were the two of us, Seema and I. Our eyes met again and I nodded. She had done well and I needed to acknowledge that. Competition was as much as respecting your opponent’s work as introspecting your own.


    Jay wanted to place his hand on the buzzer but I pushed his hand off. Nazia told me to allow them to speak as well.


    “Look at his hands! They are trembling like an old man,” I pointed at Jay as he wiped his damp palms on his thighs. “My reflexes are good. The rest of you can quickly nudge me if you know the answer and I’ll have a go.”


    “Here’s the first one. How many stock exchanges are there

    in India?”


    Jay pushed my hand on the buzzer with all his force. It rang out, shrill and high.


    “Yes, the Blue house?”


    “Two, the NSE and the BSE,” Jay said grinning at me.


    “Incorrect.” Jay’s grin vanished into pure embarrassment as I stared with fury at him.


    “Do you even know...?” I was saying when someone from Red answered twenty-four.


    I sighed and relaxed in my seat.


    “Next question. When was the Life Insurance Corporation of India established?”


    “1956,” Seema said as Green took a go.


    “Next one. What is the full form of UNESCO?”


    “Yes, Blue?”


    “The United Nations Educational and Cultural Organisation,” I said, recalling each word from last year’s Civics textbook.


    The next two questions regarding the hormones of the Thyroid gland and the sacred text of Judaism were answered by the Red and Yellow house respectively.


    “Who discovered ultrasound?”


    My hand almost knocked out the buzzer.


    “J.P. Merrill,” I laughed, slow and easy.


    “The President of India can be removed by the procedure enshrined in which article of the Constitution of India?”


    “Article 52,” I heard Seema say as soon as she had poked

    the buzzer.


    “Name the world’s largest freshwater lake.”


    “Yes, Green again!”


    “Lake superior,” Seema said.


    “Incorrect.” I could sense the disappointment on her face and eyeing her, I forgot to press the buzzer.


    “Caspian Sea,” someone from Red roared.


    “Here’s another. The GATT was replaced by which international trade body…”


    “Green, is it?”


    “World Trade Organisation,” Asif said drawing in a deep breath.


    “Fantastic,” Desmond sir beamed. “This brings us to our last question. All hands on the buzzer, ready? Tell me, the headquarters of the European Union.”


    I had pressed the buzzer without even hearing the

    question properly.


    “Yes, blue?” Desmond sir turned towards us. I could sense disappointment on Asif’s face. Seema strangely remained casual.


    “What’s the question?” I whispered, squinting at Jess.


    “Headquarters of the EU,” she muttered.


    “You don’t have all day …”


    “Brussels, Belgium,” I said, trying to push the doubts to the back of my mind by creasing my brow.


    “You said Brussels. Are you sure… Confident? Can I lock it?” Desmond sir was playing around.


    “It’s the right answer,” he shouted and whistles shot across the hall.


    The audience consisting of students from the school was hushed up soon. Celebration had to wait.


    “Now there is an interesting twist to the tale as we conclude the competition. It was one of the best I have witnessed and I’d like to congratulate each of the participants for putting up such a brilliant display. Please can we have a round of applause for all of them,” Desmond sir requested and nervous clapping went on for half a minute. “Thank you, students and my fellow colleagues for

    your cooperation and for being a patient audience. Now it’s time for the results.”


    He let the news sink in for a moment.


    “On the fourth place stands the Yellow house with

    thirty points…”


    Meek claps sounded throughout the hall.


    “A little ahead of them on the third place stands the Red house with thirty-five points…”


    The clapping picked up.


    “And with sixty points each, we have the Green house and the Blue house tied up for the first place.”


    Whistles and short jigs in the crowd followed the announcement. Nazia sighed in delight and Jay looked like he’d just wet his pants.


    “The competition rules do not allow us to have more than one house as the winner and hence, I must request the audience to maintain absolute silence as we move towards the all deciding tie-breaker question,” Desmond sir exclaimed. I thought Jay would faint going by the way he swayed back and forth, and Jess was clutching both her hands as if in prayer. She was reciting ‘Hail Mary’.


    “So here it is, the final decider,” Desmond sir said after the crowd had calmed down. I placed my hand on the buzzer and looked around. Seema was looking down at the buzzer, her face – a mixture of tenderness and determination – giving nothing away, but her ears were cocked up, hanging on to every word that escaped the quizmaster’s lips.


    “Who was the governor general of India during the 1857 revolt?”


    I felt the blood in my body gather at a central location in my head. A whisper of unease teased my senses. I tried to relax and took a cleansing breath. I had read it in one of the yearbooks a couple of days back. I knew it. I pressed the buzzer.


    “Yes, Blue?”


    I saw Asif groan. I watched Azra slump her shoulders. I sensed Vinay slide in his seat and just for a fleeting second, mind you just a fleeting second I saw the fear of failure on her face, a sense of nervousness that touched my bones, a bitter agony that welled up inside her reached out to me.


    I had never experienced failure. Why would I let her experience it? Is this how I desired to keep her when I had promised myself that she would be a princess? It was the toughest dilemma of my life.


    “Mr. Kapoor, the answer please,” Desmond sir prompted.


    I looked up at her. She looked up at me, her mouth pressed into a tight line. I could sense she did not want to meet my eye. Guilt rolled through me like hot lava but at the same time there was a strange peaceful feeling climbing up my body, engulfing the guilt, the reason for which I still cannot attribute.


    “Rahul…” Nazia shook me.


    I looked at Desmond sir and with all the emotions of my heart

    that I could gather; I drowned myself in the sea of failure for the first time.


    “Warren Hastings,” I answered in a croaked voice.


    “Oh sorry, that’s wrong,” Desmond sir said after a second long pause. He had expected me to hit it. Everyone had, I could see the accusing glares of the people around me.


    “Yes, Green?”


    “Sir John Shore,” Asif sealed our fate, after confirming it

    with Seema.


    ***


    I stopped her on her way down, just after they had collected their prized certificates. For a second, her steps faltered on seeing me but she slowed down. She knew I wanted to talk and there was hardly anyone around the auditorium.


    “Hey there,” I waved.


    “Hi,” she muttered.


    I wanted to apologise to her but something in me was not yet willing to bend down.


    “Congrats. It was a good show,” I wished her.


    She looked up so suddenly that I stumbled back.


    “You knew, didn’t you?”


    “What?”


    “Don’t try to act foolish, Rahul. I’m sureyou knew the last answer.”


    “N… no, I didn’t.”


    “Please don’t lie.”


    Silence. “You know I don’t like giveaways. I had already discussed the answer with my team when you were thinking of it and

    then even though I wanted to, I couldn’t draw back. Why did you do it?”


    “Everything’s all right at home now?” I asked instead.


    “Kind of,” she nodded, after a long time, knowing that I could not bring myself to answer her.


    “What happened?”


    “I guess Jess told you as much.”


    “What did you tell your mother?”


    “Hmm… I said that I was with Jess, who had forced me to accompany her to a restaurant and one of her cousins came across us. She was away, washing her hands when my uncle saw me and her cousin…”


    “Oh, so you made me half Jess and half, her fictitious cousin.”


    She smiled, so slightly that it was difficult to make out.


    “Anything, that works! But what was with missing school?”


    “Ma did not want me to…”


    “Is something wrong with your mother’s brain?”


    “Rahul! I don’t want to hear anything about my mother.”


    “Hey relax…”


    “I’m not in a mood to talk now. I’ll catch you later.”


    “Seema…”


    “…and please don’t call up at my place, I beg you. We can only meet for ten minutes, the way we did.”


    She slung her bag on her shoulders and descended the stairs before I could say her name again. Every nerve in my body shrieked to hold her.


    ***


    A couple of days after the incident we were in the middle of a student-teacher meet in the classroom opposite the lab. There were only about three or four teachers present, apart from the members of the students’ council.


    We were just about coming to a consensus on the venue for the sports day when a heated exchange between a couple of members turned a little ugly. The staff intervened and everything became calm. Everyone needed to cool off after that and one of our teachers, who had been the judge at a poetry competition I had won last year, asked me to lighten the atmosphere with some lines.


    Seema was seated a couple of places ahead, leaning her elbow on the table, resting her chin in her hands and the meeting meant in a way that we all faced each other. A kind of sensuous light passed between us whenever our eyes embraced. I would try to throttle the dizzying current, which ran through my body everytime she smiled and that was what she was doing then, smiling. I felt a lurch of excitement within me and overcome by craze, I started.


    “I would like to dedicate these lines to the most beautiful person in this room and in this whole world,” I said, looking directly at her. Her face dried up, the smile vanished. No, she did not blush but I could sense she did not want this.


    “Irshad, Irshad,” someone egged me on.


    “Unki zulfon ke tale hum zamana bhula dete hain,


    Woh ek nazar se kitne armaan jaga dete hain.


    Ishq to unko bhi hai humse ye jaante hain hum,


    Phir bhi na kah kar kyon woh is dil ko saza dete hain.”


    (Beneath her curls, I forget the world,


    With a mere gaze she raises my hopes of gold.


    Love is as much in her heart as in mine,


    She doesn’t say it, yet her punishment is so divine.”)


    “Subhanallah,” someone from the crowd praised and everyone clapped. Everyone, except her. She quietly got up and left the classroom, trying hard to avoid the stares.


    ***


    In my teachers, I found an able ally. Don’t be shocked. You need to realise I was no ordinary student and amongst some special privileges that I enjoyed, this was one. I never directly told them about us but they were adults. They understood my motives very well when I used to request them for Seema’s assistance in the Science committee’s work or her participation in some contest when her class was not allowed to, they obliged willingly and I would find more time with her.


    Most of the teachers supported me, the standout performer that I was. This list included some of the senior staff as well but some others, who came to know of the hyped affair through staffroom gossips and clandestine discussions, apparently did not find it so amusing and even started taunting Seema about my presence. Some said that we made a very cute couple indeed! Some even scolded Seema for ignoring me sometimes and once one even allowed her to skip a test, which she wanted to give but on my request it was exempted for her because I was waiting for her in the library to ‘discuss’ a certain inter-school activity involving both of us.


    I know she found it strange and hoped it would not affect her performance in the exams and most importantly the manner in which the teachers evaluated her paper. I assured her it won’t. It would only make it better. She looked at me as if I was a stranger.


    I always went to my favourite teacher, Dorothy ma’am, as I called her like every other student. She was a short woman with reddish brown hair and round specs, always bursting with energy and the will to teach. She knew almost every aspect of what used to go on in my mind, and if a thing went wrong I used her presence for my benefit. Seema’s deep respect for her teachers also helped. She could not decline if Dorothy ma’am said ‘patch up’ fearing the enduring lectures she would receive from her. I would stand by her side, smiling silently and nodding at everything, Dorothy ma’am told her. She would usually confront Seema after school, whenever there was ‘some problem’ between the two of us. Our fights those days hardly lasted for a couple of days with Dorothy ma’am on my side.


    “His presence in your life can aid you a great deal, especially in your studies. He’s one of the best students this school had ever had,” Dorothy ma’am would tell Seema, who would then give up her argument to make things right with me. I never sensed the bottled up frustration, the pent up wishes to have a heart-to-heart discussion with me regarding issues that concerned her. I never saw beyond the fake smiles she threw at me… and I claimed to know her better than herself.


    I liked to involve our teachers and our common friends in every little argument we had over minor issues and these people would in turn end up advising Seema, not knowing her side of the story, which she would never tell anyone even if they tied her to the Sach ka Saamna chair.


    ***


    Somewhere during the quiz week, Ashfaque brought a motorcycle to school. I only saw it when the school left; he was hounded by girls and guys alike, for a ride.


    “Surely you don’t have a license,” I nodded my head in disbelief.


    “Ha, this is India buddy. If you throw money, you can even buy the country, getting a simple two-wheeler license from the RTO isn’t much of a deal,” he said.


    That evening I told Raj about Ashfaque’s blue Yamaha.


    “I think you should get one too,” Raj suggested.


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Girls are crazy about guys on bikes. Just see how she’ll get pulled towards you once you’re on the bike. I’m very sure she wouldn’t be able to refuse going out with you, in fact she’ll herself request you to take her out ...”


    “Haha, fat chance!”


    “Don’t you see it in movies? How the hero circles the heroine

    with his bike and how she hops on behind, spitting all her anger on the ground?”


    I could picture myself clearly on the two-wheeler by then. I, in a full sleeved body hugging blue tee paired with black denims and Oakley glares and she sitting behind clutching my waist, leaning on the back of my shoulder, wearing a simple short kurti on her blue jeans, and her dupatta flying across the wind as we raced on the highway.


    “I’m telling you get a bike,” Raj repeated before we parted for the day.


    My dad was a hardworking businessman. He stayed out of home for most of the time and I rarely got to see him. He would visit Ahmedabad often to return with yards of cloth which he would stock at a warehouse at Andheri. He had an office – which I had never been to – with a handful of people working for him. I would see some of the familiar office boys visit our house to collect some documents he would forget now and then. I never asked him how his business operated and he never told me. Whatever I asked from him, I got it within a day or two at the most but I wondered whether he would relent to my demands for a bike because my mother, a housewife, thought that bikes were suicide bombs in the hands of youngsters.


    “Papa, I need a two-wheeler. It doesn’t necessarily have to be a Karizma or a Pulsar,” I said, luckily finding my father alone in his bedroom just before dinner.


    He did not look up from his worksheets but just grunted.


    “When can I have it?” I asked impatiently.


    He looked up slowly and surveyed me.


    “Why do you need a bike for? School is at a two-minute distance from home, you don’t go for tuitions ...”


    “Papa, most of my friends have one.”


    “Beta, never see people above you. Always look at people below you and thank god for the life he has given you.”


    “Papa, please.”


    I guess my mother heard our discussion from the kitchen because she was quickly by our side, her hands laden with flour that stuck to her fingers.


    “Now all that was remaining was this, a bike! In no case, are you getting a two-wheeler, mind you, not even a cycle. My sister’s husband’s brother’s nephew too demanded a motorcycle and came under the wheels of a truck. He was their only son and they still can’t come to terms with it. What will we do if ...?”


    “Shobha, shut up,” my father scolded.


    He turned to me with understanding eyes.


    “You still have a year left to enter junior college. I promise you if you top the school in your board exams, you’ll have your bike.”


    My father was like Seema in this case, once said, he won’t reconsider. I knew then that I would be having a bike on my first day in junior college. Who would seriously consider beating me? But things were changing and changing very fast.


    The next day I informed Raj what my father had told me.


    “...but you need a bike now, Rahul,” Raj pointed out.


    “I know but papa says...”


    “Let papa say whatever he wants to. Listen, can you ride a

    bike properly?”


    “I guess so...”


    “Good,” he nodded, before going inside his home once again. He came back and handed me the keys to his father’s Kawasaki.


    The next day as soon as school left, I shirked my supervisory duties to man the first floor as the students left and ran home. I put on a shiny maroon shirt on black trousers and sprayed ample cologne after putting on my aviators. Before long, I was back near the school gate, making the Kawasaki and people’s hearts dance to my commands. I braked and halted right before the school gate, pushing the sunglasses on the top of my head.


    “Wow, Rahul. New bike? Is it yours?” a girl from my class, immediately came running.


    “Yeah, it’s mine,” I nodded.


    “When did you get this beauty?” another girl from a different division asked.


    “Are you free this evening? Can we go somewhere?” a feminine voice to my left sounded.


    Before long, I was almost mobbed by girls and had a few nail marks to show. I revved up the engine, keeping my feet on the ground. The loud sound seemed to silence their girly giggles. And then from the gap between their heads, I saw her standing alone, taking in the scene silently as usual. But she did not come ahead, even as girls behind her were running towards me. I had difficulty seeing her but two minutes later after I got a chance to breathe again, she was no longer there.


    I zoomed off almost immediately on the way she took. I saw her walking alone, all traces of her usual quick bobbing gait disappearing. I circled around her in the middle of the road and applied the brakes inches from her feet.


    “Hey can I drop you somewhere?” I asked, chewing gum sheepishly.


    “No thanks, I’ll manage,” she said and disappeared down the bend that reached her colony.


    ***


    Alongwith the teacher’s day that year, our school also kept cultural festivities for its students, which included the much touted rose-day where a rose king and rose queen would be declared. I had furtively booked one hundred and fifty red roses (her age multiplied by ten) in her name for the occasion. Throwing away a couple of thousand rupees for the joyous feeling of publicising my love, this was the ultimate opportunity of showing off, how could I miss it?


    It had been no easy task for me. Lying to my parents about the fees for some workshop in school and then erasing my name from the recipient’s list so that Seema would not feel jealous. Seema was surprised to see her name etched on the huge board near

    the staircase.


    “Surprise!” I screamed in her ears, after dragging her as soon as she stepped in the school compound where the board had been put up.


    Her startled gaze clashed with mine.


    I thought she would be happy. It is an honour amongst the school ladies to be the rose queen for that year. She freed herself from my hold and ran upstairs but the wishes started pouring in, not letting her have the silence she wanted.


    “How many roses did Rahul book for you?” one girl from her

    class asked.


    “How many did you book for Rahul?” asked another.


    I am sure she felt embarrassed as if people were raising a finger on her character. She wasn’t there on the stage when the bouquet for the rose-queen was being handed out and I had to request Jessilda to go up on the stage and collect it for Seema.


    I drew back my lips in a silent snarl and hit the backstage door with the back of my hand.


    “Why, why doesn’t she understand?” I said in a low voice, trembling with infuriation. I did not realise that she was asking the same question to herself.


    ***


    I was popular as you would have made out by now and popular guys make as many enemies as they make friends. Most of the animosity was one-sided with stupid guys from my class and hers and the area, who seemed to think that they were Seema’s prospective grooms and I, the evil villain. These idiots would plant something or the other in such a way that it would reach Seema’s ears.


    Occasionally, Seema heard some people talking about me. Something along the lines of my saying that it was due to me that she was such a noticeable figure today. I guess she wanted to clarify it with me but someone else would come to her with another such tale and I am sure she would feel a twinge of distress torment her heart. Some said that I was a Casanova who played with girls and ultimately discarded them from his life. I guess she kept silent because she did not want to pick up another tiff with me as lately we had been having arguments almost everyday.


    The turning point came when Raheem, one of the most ill-famed guys of the school – thrown out of school after he failed for three consecutive years in the seventh grade – called up Seema’s place using my dignified name and poured his feelings to her mother whom he thought to be Seema. It was no secret that Raheem was on the long list of Seema’s admirers, even before I had stepped in the frame. The result of this jealousy was that Seema’s mom caught hold of me head on, near the school gate, the next day as soon as the school left.


    “You swine, how dare you call up and disturb the peace of our home?” Seema’s mother was an inch taller than her and was quiet a strong woman. Having her hands wrapped around my collar, didn’t exactly make me feel glorious.


    “What...What have I done?” I gasped for air as a crowd started to gather around us.


    “What have you done? Why, you bastard, didn’t you call up Seema yesterday and tell her all the nasty things you would do to her if she didn’t agree to your advances? Let me take the trouble of informing you that it was me, whom you spoke to and not Seema...”


    “B... but aunty, why would I do such a thing? I’m not that kind...”


    “Oh shut up, you fool. I know your kinds – born on the pavements, dreaming of the castles.”


    “Aunty!”


    “I’ll slap you behind your ear. Wait till I visit the Principal tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll suspend you once and for all ...”


    “Enough is enough, madam! I’ve heard all that you wanted

    to say...”


    “You cheap...”


    “SHUT UP! Keep your precious princess to yourself,” I screamed and walked on, a hard day’s beatings behind my back.


    I could just about make out the tears in her eyes and hear her gasp of her shock. My stature could not handle the embarrassment caused in front of the gathered crowd. What I did not know was that Seema herself was not aware of her mother’s prospective action. She only came to know about it when she stepped out of the school herself on that fateful day and saw her mother waiting for my arrival. Seema, till then, wasn’t even aware of the bloody phone call. All her efforts to reason it out with her mom had been ignored. I came to know about it too late, long after the next day when I had explained the matter to Dorothy ma’am. I guess Seema somehow handled the matter at home because her mother never showed up in school and Dorothy ma’am told me that I worry too much.


    I know it was like a dual blow for her, mothers are all right when they act this protective and refuse to reason with their daughters over their guy friends, but me?


    She tried talking to me in spite of all the minor tiffs we had had in the recent past and in spite of the rude manner in which I had spoken to her mother. She came to apologise, even sent over Jess as a mediator. It was the most I could expect from her – involving someone. I ignored all her attempts and just walked off whenever I saw her approaching. My anger had little to do with her. It was more because of my bruised ego. I could not swallow the public humiliation and the beating my image took that day. I was tired of rebuffing questions that had Seema’s mother slapping me hard across the cheeks.


    Later on I had bragged in front of Seema’s friends as to what I would have done to Seema’s mother if she would have even taken a step towards defaming him. My father’s political connections were well-known in the area and no doubt the news reached Seema later. But it made no difference to me!


    “Ignore girls. The more you ignore them, the more desperate they get to be with you,” Raj suggested one evening and I nodded as he threw away evidence after evidence from popular movies we had seen together for hours in our summer vacations.


    “I want to hurt her as much as she has hurt me,” I said.


    I did not even spare a glance at Seema, even when she came to ask what the matter was. I avoided her even when we went at exhibitions or to participate in inter-school competitions and Seema had no clue about the reason for my childish behaviour. But she kept trying in her own subtle ways which were not enough to get me talking to her again. Raj had told me to ignore girls but he hadn’t told me where to draw the line. I didn’t know that there was a thin line between ignorance and arrogance. I guess if she had asked me for a full day’s date, I would have happily forgotten everything, but I was irritated by the prospect of seeing her for ten minutes after school and her adamant nature. Little did I realise how much I would

    miss those ten minutes, those ten minutes in which I lived my entire life!


    ***


    During one of those days, I deliberately accompanied Seema, Jess and Sapna to an inter-school essay contest that was to be held at a popular school in town. The contest was not for the tenth grade

    but I went and told the Principal that I wanted to accompany the ninth grade students for this contest as their mentor from the student council.


    “Seema’s also going, is it?” I had failed to notice Dorothy ma’am behind the racks of book in the Princi’s cabin.


    “Huh... I... I...” I stammered. The Princi just laughed at my predicament. A little shocked after seeing that, I came to school the next day as the sole guy in a group of four students. I insisted on travelling with them so that I could not miss a single opportunity to ridicule her and embarrass her further. Unfortunately, I could not accompany them in the ladies compartment of the train.


    The place was quite far from the station and we had to walk for almost forty minutes before we saw their signboard.


    The competition was delayed and we had to wait for a long time. Seema had lost all heart in trying to make me see her side of the story. Seema got up twice to make a call to her family regarding her whereabouts from the PCO outside. I found it irritating. She was not a child anymore to keep updating her over possessive mother about all the events in her life. I was getting angry for trivial

    reasons, even when Seema kept eyeing her watch and whispering in Jess’ ear.


    As everyone started complaining, I, being their mentor, took the decision of abandoning the competition. Jess was reluctant to move out and Sapna was not confident about what we would say at school. I told her to leave that matter to me and relax. After two hours of waiting, everyone was tired and we had no energy to

    walk for another two miles for the solitary bus that would take them near school.


    We had a quick snack at a nearby McDonalds. I could sense Seema eyeing me when I suggested that place. She might have wondered if I still remembered the importance of our first date. I went to place the order after taking the per head contribution from everyone present there. I realised I had forgotten my wallet at home, a result of the late breakfast my mom served me and the hurry I had to indulge in afterwards. Anyways, luckily I found some loose notes in my pant pocket and cleared my part of the bill.


    “Rahul, please take a cab,” Jess requested.


    “Rahul, I can’t walk anymore.” Sapna’s voice was

    more commanding.


    “Oh, come on, the station’s not that far. It’s better if you walk,”

    I replied.


    “Please!” Sapna and Jess requested.


    “The school doesn’t provide for luxury transport,” I said.


    “Seema, please tell Rahul to hail a cab. He’ll listen to you,” Jess turned to her.


    “Who’s she that I will listen to her? Rules are rules,” I said gruffly. The look on Seema’s face kind of satisfied me.


    When Sapna and Jess were walking a little ahead, she just turned to me with apologetic eyes which said, ‘Don’t punish them because of me.’ I hesitatingly contemplated my decision. I decided I would stop the cab for a few minutes near my home to quickly get the cab fare and then ask the others to continue ahead. It took us fifty

    minutes in heavy traffic to reach the familiar area of our neighbourhood. I asked the cab driver to stop for a few minutes when we neared my home.


    “Want to see my place?” I said looking at Jess, knowing fully well that she would tag along Seema with her.


    We asked Sapna to wait for us in the cab itself; just in case if the cab driver had any doubts that we were going to run away. I took

    them inside my building, using the elevator for my first floor flat. I told Jess about the layout of my locality and where known personalities stayed.


    We reached the first floor in no time at all, and I invited them to come inside my house. My mother would be inside but I knew she wouldn’t shout at me in front of guests. Seema looked at Jess and then Jess declared that they would wait for me outside. Once inside, I made a call to Raj and asked him to come out and see the lady who was the object of our discussions. Even though I was angry with her, talking about her and showing her off still made me excited. I took the money from my wallet and came out to see Raj roaming in the corridor and the girls standing near the elevator.


    “You should have showed them your house, if not your luxurious room,” Raj said a bit over audibly than intended.


    “I invited Jess but some people are not bothered about how others feel,” I said sarcastically.


    “I thought you were going to be late from some essay competition you had told me about yesterday,” Raj asked.


    “Yes, we left early; the competition went down the drain… thanks to someone’s hurry for reaching her furnished home,”

    I replied, unblinking.


    I saw them off till the cab and handed over a hundred rupee note to Sapna for clearing the bill when she neared her home as she would be the last person to get down from the vehicle.


    ***


    I did not mind my behaviour and did not entertain her near me even when we were together for some called upon work of the school council to plan for the sports day that was just a week ahead. Taunting her and criticising her gave me a sick pleasure that I never thought existed.


    The final blow for Seema came when I asked one of the leading staff members to cancel a scheduled class test in their class, knowing fully well that Seema would not be coming to school the next time Rosa ma’am’s lecture was scheduled due to a traditional family ritual that our castes followed. It was one of those reasons I was sure she would bunk school for, in fact I was sure of her mother more than her. In its place, I suggested Rosa ma’am to solve some of the queries of the tenth grade concerning parallelograms.


    “I’m sorry but we will have to cancel the test today, I will be holding it next week as there is an important lecture that I would have to take in the tenth class for now. You people should also start gearing up for your vital next year by now. See you next week. Good luck!” Rosa Ma’am informed them in her sing-song voice and I was just nearby their classroom door, enjoying it all.


    Seema was frustrated when Rosa ma’am made that announcement. I could see it on her face and the way she was snapping at

    Jess. I guess she knew I was at the bottom of this, just like

    everything else.


    I had been a complete schmuck without even realising it. I know during that period, my ego hurt Seema’s heart innumerable times, causing her undue mental anguish. How much could one person bear? How much could one take it? I had been testing the limits of her endurance and being human, she too had broken down more than once and finally she decided she had had enough of my attitude. I guess she resolved to display hers with an equal ferocity, both of us now taking care not to cross each other’s ways and concentrate on the upcoming sports day, preparing our houses for the oncoming battles. The house-cup was my new dream.


    ***


    The wind softly caressed the tear swimming down Rahul’s eye and it fell down on his lap just as silent as Seema’s forbearance. Sahil’s eyes were moist but he held on to the tears. He could not hear it further, not anymore.


    “And that was it? You never talked to her again?” Sahil asked softly.


    “That was just the beginning of the storm, friend,” Rahul said in a whisper.


    “Oh, I would’ve liked to hear more but I guess I’d better get going, it is getting dark, mate,” Sahil got up slowly.


    Rahul softly nodded. He felt a motherly comfort spread in his chest, something close to peace.


    “Aren’t you going back to the hostel?” Sahil asked, just before turning towards the exit.


    “In some time,” Rahul replied with a shrug.


    Sahil had almost stepped out of the exit when he turned again. Rahul was staring up intently at the sky.


    “Hey Rahul, don’t mind but what did you do with that furry teddy bear?” he shouted.


    “Buried it in the mud...”


    Sahil wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and climbed on his bike. At least, Rahul had called him his friend today and that was well worth the tears.


    “...alongwith my heart,” Rahul said without looking away from the silvery light that pierced the surging cover of darkness. He folded his hands to the back of his head and slumped in his seat. It was going to be a long, dark night but not quite as dark as it was in the abyss of his heart where there was nothing but hollowness, yet it felt heavy, almost as if someone still

    resided there.


    ***


    CALUMNY, CONFIDENCE AND CRICKET GALORE!


    Rahul walked out of his room to take a stroll in the park. He was just about to lock the room after taking a bath and was depending on the strong breeze to dry his hair when Sahil came up rushing towards him, climbing the wooden stairs two at a time.


    “Hey, we are holding a party, a guy’s night out at my place,” he informed, gasping for air.


    Rahul gently pushed him aside and locked the room.


    “Very few people are coming, you should come too!”

    Sahil advised.


    “No, thanks,” Rahul declined, slowly descending the stairs.


    “Oh, come on buddy, no girls… there’s going to be a lot of fun… my neighbour Arjun has bought a new PlayStation, he will be carrying it in for all to see. You’ll love it!” Sahil exclaimed, unable to contain his adolescent excitement.


    “It’s ok, you carry on,” Rahul said softly.


    “I’m not hearing a NO this time, please buddy,” Sahil appealed, getting hyper.


    “I’ve some work…” Rahul began.


    “Oh, I know your work. Doing nothing, lazing around on your bed and imagining things! I’m just asking you to be a part of the get together, for my sake at least,” Sahil continued.


    “Listen…” Rahul tried.


    “No, you listen…” Sahil said sternly, “It is rude to deny such polite invitations, you know; and that evening you called me your friend. Not everyone is invited to my party, you’re like a brother to me, hence I came to you…”


    Sahil almost trembled from the effort of raising his voice at Rahul.


    “Relax, I’ll come,” Rahul said, turning to continue his walk.


    “Great, the party is about to start in a couple of hours. We’ve to move now. Hop on the bike!” Sahil said with glee, as they

    stepped outside.


    ***


    An hour later, Rahul found himself towards the end of Solly Avenue amongst a bunch of teenagers his age that seemed content cheering Arjun and Sahil’s virtual fight on the PlayStation which had been plugged to a huge flat display in the living room.


    Sahil’s mansion resembled a mini-palace. The flat occupied the first two floors of the five-floor building. The interiors were beautifully crafted with designer wallpapers on all sides and Rahul soon lost count of the number of rooms in the vast place. Exquisite paintings hung on the walls depicting exotic sceneries. In the corner of the huge hall, he could see rare antiques including an old gramophone and polished ivory tusks which he knew would fetch a huge amount of money if sold. They were much better than the kind that he had seen in Chachamian’s corner in Chorbazar years back. There was a hint of Indian tradition in the house. He could say that such finesse was the doing of Sahil’s mother, an interior designer, who had somehow connected with her roots even from such a distant place.


    “Where’s your mother?” Rahul asked, checking out the little bronze statues near the window.


    “Oh, she’s off to my granny’s again. Don’t worry, she’s prepared the food in the morning itself including carrot halwa,” Sahil said, winking at him.


    There was a mini Taj Mahal in the showcase along the wall. Rahul eyed it curiously. He had visited the monument in the winter vacations during his ninth grade alongwith his parents and had been spellbound by its magnificence. They had clicked a family photograph, his parents on either side of him with the beautiful monument in the background and he even had lifted the Taj Mahal happily, between his index and middle fingers, thanks to a camera trick that worked from a near distance wherein the clever photographer guided your fingers to be placed above the tip of the monument and asked you to put on a little exertion in your

    smile. It had been easy and he had showed off the pic to all who cared to see.


    The monument was in fact a shrine of two of the greatest lovers of all time, Emperor Shahjahan and Begum Mumtaz. He had wondered how someone could love their beloved so much that their dedication to them became one of the wonders of the world and he had been blessed by love soon enough in his life. Seema had come into his life a couple of months after his trip to the monument.


    “Where can I find the bathroom?” Rahul asked Sahil over the music playing in the background.


    He had to repeat the question twice before Sahil heard him.


    “The one on the lower level is being repaired, you can use mine. Take the stairs, it’s the second room to the left,” Sahil shouted.


    He turned his legs to the way Sahil showed him. On his way, he stopped at the top of the staircase when he caught a fleeting glimpse of a Ganpati idol on a marble slab. He noticed a picture of the pantheon of Hindu Gods in the background, some of whose names he could not even remember, something his mother would not have been very proud of him doing. He did not remember when was the last time he had bowed his head and joined his hands. For a moment, he contemplated descending the stairs to touch the feet of the one and a half feet Ganpati but then he let out a mocking smile when he noticed that the idol was eyeing him, almost expectantly!


    “Is there a difference between me and you? So, why are you calling me today when you could not answer my calls,” Rahul asked the statue, placing his hand on his chest.


    The Ganpati seemingly content in his half-naked attire stared at him brazenly. Standing beside the mirthful idol was a bluish Krishna playing his flute as if calling all the gopis of the world to his command. If he had a similar flute, it could have been so much different then. Rahul let out a hollow laugh that sounded like a whimper, ignoring the serial lover of a God; he turned his attention to the mighty monkey lord standing in the corner, his chest puffed up with a hand on his hip and a tail that curled upto his crown. Rahul wished he’d speak to him and answer his perpetual queries.


    “Did you miss those two coconuts so much that you’d to punish me this way? Did my innocent promises fail to appease you? I remembered you in my hour of happiness… yet you deserted me in my hour of need,” he said softly, looking at the monkey God, who had a proud smile playing on his lips.


    Otherwise, the stone seemed pretty much as unmoved as the stone in his chest. No flower fell down from the God’s feet near his own to assure him that all would be taken care of by the divine elements. Evidently, the deity used such tricks only in the movies back home.


    “Hey Rahul, what happened? Can’t you find it? It’s that room to your left, at the corner!” Sahil shouted from below noticing him standing lost at the top of the staircase.


    Rahul rushed ahead and nodded back to signal that he had found it. Sahil’s room was as unkempt as the one he had a long time ago in a place he called home. Books and action-figures lay strewn on the floor along with some of his clothes and stray tins of Pringles. He opened the door of the bathroom. It was small, but thankfully clean. Rahul washed his face and freshened himself up, he strangely felt tired in his state of ennui. It had been ages since he had been to any such social gathering. Sudden exposure to this level of juvenile company was giving him a thudding headache in the skull.


    He sat down on Sahil’s bed, choosing to stay back in the room than descending the stairs again to watch the silly PlayStation being manhandled. He remembered a similar piece, an earlier version

    of the one that he saw now, that his father had gifted him a

    couple of years back on his birthday, lying in the confines of his room back home.


    Out of curiosity, he switched on the small television kept on the table near the bed. He wanted to see what was happening back home. A trace of Indian-ness perhaps could only be brought by watching an Indian channel. He rarely got to see television and depended on the Radio for much of the events around the world. While surfing the channels, his fingers stopped on witnessing a cricket match being played between India and Pakistan. It had been so long since he held a bat and he did not remember the last time he had seen a cricket match on television. He knew the hype this kind of a match would generate back home. From the politicians to the public in both the countries, all would be on their toes, and the outcome of such an encounter could have cyclopean consequences. Cricket was almost a religion back home, here he had never seen anyone discuss, let alone play the game.


    He almost smiled, when Sehwag hit a boundary on a rising delivery that would have taken any other batsmen’s head off and made his displeasure known to no one in particular when the new opening batsman he did not recognise, played an away going delivery onto the stumps. Suddenly, he found himself enjoying the game he had been so good at. He expressed his disappointment loudly to himself when Sehwag chased a delivery outside the off stump and edged it to the keeper. He clapped for Yuvraj when he hit Afridi out of the park for a mammoth six. He was watching the game intently as the pressure began to set in. He enjoyed the feel of the pressure, the rush of the blood in his veins. He connected well with it and then he saw himself in the game, a familiar feeling, a long gone memory came back to him as he blinked for one last time before disappearing in his own thoughts and on the field.


    “Young men’s love then lies, Not truly in their hearts,


    But in their eyes”


    Romeo and Juliet, William Shakespeare.


    The sports day of the school was always a grand affair, as it would provide the maximum output of points for the four houses that competed for the ultimate house-cup. Seema’s Green house would have been looking to retain the trophy from last year, but this year Rahul vowed to change the past history. Blue house had lost out to Yellow and Green on the two hundred metre relay race, hundred metre one leg race and the short put event but had managed to win the Cycling and Spoon races.


    The deciding factor however, would have been the inter-house cricket tournament which was introduced from that year itself. It was known by all that the Green and Red houses had a

    couple of state level players each, whereas the Blue house

    had no stand out players and even Rahul never played for the

    State or District but he was a persistent and determined all-rounder who played the game from the heart. He used to attend cricket coaching a couple of years back but that was it, he had to quit as he could not adjust to the academy’s timings due to his

    morning school.


    Rahul started shortlisting the candidates from his house by overseeing their practice in a small playground near the school in the evenings. He was particularly pleased with two of the boys from his class; Samiullah and Wahid, the former, a short powerhouse and the latter, a sturdy pinch-hitter, whom he also named as his deputy for the tournament. He submitted the list of fourteen players to Dorothy ma’am, their house mentor.


    Rahul meanwhile, practised his batting strokes with Raj on an ugly wicket in their colony’s playground. Raj had been coached at Shivaji Park’s best academy. He was a sharp bowler, whose balls zipped and zoomed just when they were near the bat. If Rahul could play him well, he was sure he could just about manage any bowler from the opposite teams.


    “I wish I could take you to play in my team,” Rahul sighed, a day prior to the match.


    “Ah, I would have loved to play and kick some arse but at least you can invite me to watch, right?” Raj questioned.


    “Unfortunately, no, there will be school peons manning the ground gates and they’re under strict instructions from the Princi to not allow any outsider to enter. I guess the school uniform is the only license. I would have given you a spare one but sadly, it won’t fit you, shorty,” Rahul laughed. Raj kicked him playfully.


    ***


    The open stadium housed almost the entire secondary section of the school. Rahul led his team on the field for the second match against the Yellow house, after the Green house had knocked out the Red in the first match of the morning by a mammoth 87 runs.


    Surprisingly, the second match proved to be a relatively easier affair than imagined, as the Blue house chased down the assigned 115 runs in 17 overs itself, instead of the allotted twenty. It was largely possible due to an early outburst of aggression by Samiullah, who got the advantage of deliveries that climbed upon him being called as no-balls, and then a decent partnership between Rahul and Wahid, who used a heavy bat with an unusual swing that was pretty useful in scaring the wicketkeeper whenever he came up close to the stumps.


    And then the moment came, that Rahul had been waiting for: the clash with the Green house. For Rahul, this was not just a game; this was the matter of his ego and maintaining the word that he had given to his mates, before the start of the competition, near the topmost stands where the green house people were gathered. He had ensured that she would hear each and every word he uttered. This was what he wanted and this was what he had got.


    “We will trash the Green folks if they ever manage to reach the finals,” he had loudly proclaimed to his teammates, in a burst of confidence upon seeing her.


    Rahul started by inspiring his teammates and invoking them to perform to retain their pride. It seemed that fate was not on their side during the toss and they had to resort to their backup bowling first plan on what looked like a decent batting track.


    “Dude, the pitch is as dry as a virgin’s pussy,” he heard Khalid, a thin, wired looking guy from his team, comment.


    The game started and Rahul took the new ball in his hands. He steamed in, concentrating on pace and in the process ended up conceding more extras than he would have thought. He kept varying the angles at which he ran in to control the wayward swing and it seemed to help. In the last delivery, he released the ball through the back of his hand and watched it swing midway to sneak in through the batsman’s defence and knock him over. There was huge roar of applause and Rahul jumped high in the air, pointing a mocking finger towards the green house stand.


    The green house trudged on at a decent run rate, hammering a boundary or two every over. Rahul took the bowl again after Mushtaq, a left-arm fast bowler wrapped the batsman in front of the wicket and Godfrey sir, their physical training instructor in school and umpire for this game, raised his index finger. Asif walked in to bat for his house and the entire stand of his house cheered, especially Seema. This infuriated Rahul but he calmed himself down.


    Asif, he knew, was a friend but competing against friends was never a criterion for performance in any competition, Rahul told himself. Apart from being their key player, Asif was also the captain of the Green house team.


    Rahul steamed in again to start a new spell and the very first ball of his second over vanished out of the ground. If Rahul was amazed, he did a very bad job of hiding it because pride or no pride, he knew it was not easy for a bowler of his pace and quality to get treated in that manner. Considering that as a chance shot, he concentrated on a tight length for the next bowl but Asif made room and slashed the good length ball over long off for another six. By this time, Rahul’s pride and overconfidence, had both been dashed against the stands. He did not want to, but yet he did eye the Green house stand and was confronted with what he was dreading – a smirk on Seema’s face. He just lost it after that, two no-balls and a couple of wides later, another six and a four followed and somehow Rahul wound up a disastrous over.


    Other bowlers were also not spared as they bowled with their battered confidences seeing their captain being treated in that manner, though they were treated with a little more respect by the Green house batsmen who seemed to be on a rampage. Asif played with a lot of gusto and lofted almost every second ball with perfect timing.


    Rahul did not bring himself on, even after Asif was dismissed for a respectable fifty seven. Evidently, Asif’s presence on the field had irked him and made him misfield and even drop a couple of simple catches, or was it the scene etched in his memory of the smirk on Seema’s face? The Blue house team soon lost whatever remaining confidence they possessed and finally, perhaps half the suffering came to end as the Green house team piled on a mammoth score of 194 and in the process lost just five wickets.


    Rahul tried to motivate the team in the set-up tent which was to act as their make-shift pavilion.


    “Ok guys, heads up, mind alert. We’ve not lost it yet,” he said, seeing their gloomy faces but being dejected himself, he did not do a very good job of what he had intended to.


    The Blue house team soon came out to bat but started weakly, as their already battered confidences shook with the rattling of the wickets. Three wickets fell until the fourth over itself, and Rahul, who had already lowered himself down the order and in his own eyes, cancelled his strategy speech to a silent word of his demotion. When another wicket fell, he went inside the tent to place the guard on his groin and finally took the willow in his hand. There was wide scale booing as he walked out, from which stand he could not make out but could reasonably guess.


    Rahul faced Ramadan, a tall, lanky figure, who steamed in with a bouncer that nearly cut off his head as the bat in his hand refused to budge and the next bowl just missed his helmet by a whisker. Finally, the bowler found his target on the fourth ball of the over, as the red ball hit Rahul on the jaw and another red hit the ground. There was silence all around and then shouts erupted. Some students from the stands, walked on the ground to check on him. His teammates were there along with many he did not know by name and amongst those lost faces; he saw a known face standing behind in the rush, trying to jump up, her mediocre height an obvious shortcoming in the circumstances. Lying with his back to the ground, Rahul did not see the medics come in and did not sense that the game had stopped for a good ten minutes. Everything had stopped in his mind too, when he saw the look of concern on her face.


    Rahul knew then, he could not go back, he had to fight, to prove his mettle, to prove himself. He stood up, a bit shaken but more determined with a bandage on his forehead. There was a deafening roar from the crowd as claps echoed to cheer him. Godfrey Sir, the umpire, requested him to leave the field and retire but he chose to stay, he chose to fight. All he saw was Seema rushing back to the stands with a friend, turning back to see him. He held the picture in his mind’s eye.


    Rahul’s refusal of any further medical aid made the Green house players smirk. The bowler whispered to him, “Your helmet won’t protect you. Kyun jaan ki baazi laga raha hai… the next one will probably get you in your head.”


    Rahul sensed the same anger but this time he decided to use the anger for his own benefit and not let unrequired emotions undermine his performance and mentality. Rahul then turned to look at the scoreboard; they still required 136 runs from 14.1 overs with seven wickets in hand at an astounding 9.71 runs per over. He knew the odds were not in their favour but at the same time, he knew a composed and determined will would not stop them from achieving their aim.


    Ramadan winked at him, as he steamed in for the next delivery, it was another short pitched one, well directed and if Rahul had not moved fast and guided his bat to fine leg, where the fielder was a lot squarer, he probably would have been lying down again and not have found the welcome boundary.


    “Try taking the singles and rotate the strike. You won’t feel much pressurised that way and it will break the bowler’s rhythm,” Rahul advised Amit, his current batting partner.


    “The ball’s not coming onto the bat,” Amit complained.


    “See the brighter side of it, there is no seam movement. We utilised the morning wind to our advantage and now they have none. Just ensure your bat stays in the line of the ball and play your shots,” Rahul patted his back.


    Amit nudged the bowl in the gaps and ran hard whenever needed, converting the singles into doubles and the doubles into triples. Rahul noticed he used his wrists to good effect.


    He, on the other hand took the attack to the bowling team, being careful not to take the aerial risks, he catapulted his shots into gaps with a skill he never knew he possessed. He cut and drove with renewed ferocity and with exceptional timing. Rahul kept on finding the boundary at least once every over. He tried to target the spinners, as the wicket did not offer much turn and played a couple of lofted shots that just about reached the rope. Rahul lost Amit when he tried to negotiate a rising delivery that kissed his gloves and rose high in the air, back to the bowler. Similarly, Samiullah, who had been lowered down the order to handle the innings,

    was dismissed trying for a quick single, eager to give the strike to this captain.


    In the following two overs, they lost two more wickets, courtesy some poor running and some good fielding by their opponents. Ismail and Moiz both fell down cheaply, one refusing a run that was on and the other, running with all his might when Rahul kept on refusing the single which they never could have completed.


    They were now seven down for 107 with just about seven overs left. Faced with the sudden loss of wickets, the run rate dipped down and the boundaries dried up for the next couple of

    overs. The next man, Mushtaq and Rahul, both played watchfully but in the process could just make 16 runs of the total 18 deliveries in the partnership.


    The Blue house knew the game was up for them and there was widespread unrest in the players’ tent as much as it was in their house stand. Rahul took strike again, but not before glancing at the black manual board, which a small boy updated with the single he had taken on the last ball of the last over. He was not taken aback by the equation; he knew getting 72 runs in five overs was a herculean task but not one that was impossible. Perhaps such an instance would never happen again, he would never permit his pride to

    rule over the happenings. He had always dreamt of standing out in such a moment, if ever there was a time to realise that dream, it was NOW!


    “Mushtaq, play your shots in the straight V. The fielders are a lot finer, just concentrate,” Rahul whispered in Mushtaq’s ear.


    Mushtaq played it straight along the ground and only managed to get him a single.


    What followed after that perhaps could only be best described by the Green house bowlers, as two balls were lost in the five sixes that came in the next two overs. Rahul played an on-drive and followed it with a straight drive to find two consecutive boundaries and used his bottom hand to muscle away the fuller length deliveries into the stands while cutting and pulling away the rising deliveries.


    “Don’t try to hit it. The ball will disappear if you just time it well, just gather power in your swing, not in your arms,” Rahul suggested and Mushtaq nodded.


    Mushtaq made no effort to keep the ball down on the ground on each delivery that he faced and was trying to hit it in the V region behind the bowler. It seemed luck aided them somewhere as a couple of catches went down and some hard edges flew past the keeper to the boundary and over gully.


    Rahul checked the equation again, with two overs remaining. The small boy next to the scoreboard had just finished putting up a three besides a two in the required field on the scoring board. Mushtaq faced Ramadan, who looked lost at the way the pendulum had swung. The bowler knew this would be a deciding over, that would tilt the game towards either side. Mushtaq could not read Ramadan’s line and after two dot deliveries, ended up pulling a slow delivery straight into the hands of the mid-wicket fielder, who pouched a difficult catch.


    Khalid walked in next. He looked nervous and shaken in that place. The first thing Rahul did was to calm him down, after walking

    upto him.


    “Shit, I can’t grip the bat. My hands are as wet as a slut’s pussy.,” he complained.


    “Abey CKB, this is not the time to entertain your fascination for pussies. You can meow-meow with them later all you like, just get me on strike for now and adjust your gloves again if your hands are sweaty,” Rahul admonished, feeling irritated.


    “Don’t panic!” he repeated before going back to the

    non-striker’s end.


    The dapper guy nudged the ball all right, but straight into the hands of the forward short-leg fielder, who was more than joyful to accept it. Sensing fresh blood, the Green house fielders moved in for the kill, when Vishal walked in.


    Rahul considered his options. He knew that Vishal was as useful with the cricket bat as a white crayon on white paper but he tried to think calmly. It was their last wicket and if Vishal did anything silly, there would be no second chances. The field was up. Rahul, anyways, was not going to go for a single with two balls to spare in what had turned out to be a nightmarish over until then. Rahul had a long talk with Vishal much to the irritation of the fielders. There was no use telling him to get a single as he noticed the batsmen became more nervous if he did so. He told Vishal, to hit the ball hard with his willow trying to keep it on the ground, wherever he gets the chance.


    The poor guy just kept nodding to whatever the captain was saying without taking in much of it but that’s exactly what he did, unintentionally though, as he gave an unintended half-volley a mighty heave intending to clear mid-wicket. Fortune favours the brave, they say and it did so now, as another edge whizzed past the slip fielder and reached the boundary. Ramadan came up well the next ball, with a good length delivery that Vishal missed even before moving his bat.


    18 RUNS OFF ONE OVER! Rahul’s brain did not comprehend much. He had done it once before, he remembered. Playing in his chuddies, with his little cousins, he had managed the twenty-four runs required of the last over but that was in a small playground right below the building in which his aunt stayed. And he doubted whether he could count that event to boost himself right then.


    Asif took the ball in his hands. He knew Asif was a tight length bowler; he had faced him before, when he had come to play with his local buddies for a colonial clash. In such a clash, there would be no friendship and where a win or loss mattered, there would be no room for such manipulation.


    There was widespread discomfort around the ground. The Yellow and Red houses gave mixed reactions but the participating houses remained loyal to their respective colours now.


    Rahul boxed the pitch with his bat, checking for holes around him and feeling the comforting presence of his bat. Asif ran in with the ball in his hand with a peculiar action, he had a stumbling gait, just pausing for a slight second before

    delivering, he let go of the ball. Rahul too stood in an unusual stride with his back foot pointing towards square-leg. He had changed his stance and played an orthodox shot sweeping the ball when it was near enough, right over the keeper’s head, where any fielder could not do much except watch the ball crash into the boundary. It was obvious, Asif was targeting the safe

    Yorkers, and he had almost got it right the very first delivery, he had bowled.


    The very next delivery, the bowler came up with an interesting reply with a well-disguised, slower delivery that deceived Rahul, who was in attack mode; he could just manage to check his shot at the last moment and prevent himself from playing the aerial lofted shot early and into the hands of a waiting hawk at mid-off. The dot ball was cheered with much excitement from the stand to the left of Rahul, who did not raise his head to check the source of the noise.


    Another pitched up delivery, saw Rahul drive it in the gap between cover and extra cover and it was just stopped inches away from the boundary. Rahul refused the third run although it was on, and wondered whether he should have taken it, just in case they lost and the deciding blame also fell on him. He dreaded losing the game from here and wondered how he would face others. He gave support to himself saying that they had at least reached near such a mammoth score and that should keep his housemates shut but he knew losing by 100 runs or 1 run, losing was losing. Failure was something unknown to him and he wished it would remain that way, not wanting to remind himself of the quiz competition.


    Rahul reprimanded himself for thinking about the result when the task was still unfinished but evidently that did affect his square cut, as his bat could not find the ball and it passed unscathed into the keeper’s gloves. Rahul kicked himself mentally, 12 runs of two deliveries was a distant dream. He knew then the burden he had taken on his shoulders, he kicked himself for actually playing so cautiously earlier on. Maybe just two more deliveries from those innumerable dot balls could have made a difference. His mind recollected the old adage of Pride going before a fall. But alas, what was gone was gone, and there was no use repenting it; he was still trying to clear his mind of all the jumbling when the next ball came up as a daring bouncer that Rahul tried to pull but it took the edge and stayed put. It was collected by the bowler even before Rahul could think of a single.


    Rahul hated himself further, the game was gone and his reputation of being the winner would go to ashes, in no time now. A huge roar erupted from the Green house stand whereas the people who were on their feet in the Blue house stand, sat down in disappointment. The game was over; the next ball would be a mere formality.


    Rahul concentrated on himself, collecting his thoughts. Walking off from the crease for a few steps, he tried to gather his broken self-esteem. With lowered eyes, he did not realise himself looking towards his left and meeting the eyes of the one his heart was expecting to. Seema was not yet rejoicing like the others around her, she was not jumping around like those behind her, she was right in front, watching Rahul intently with compassionate eyes.


    Perhaps she understood how he felt at that time, what he was going through, and suddenly he was aware of the warmth in his chest that gave him a senseless hope that made him quiver and strengthen his grip on his bat for balance. Rahul closed his eyes; he saw the contrast of the scene he had just witnessed. He loves me, he loves me not; He loves me, he loves me not; He loves me, he loves me not.


    Rahul realised that the game could never be lost until the last ball was bowled. He called upon for all his reserve strength to face the ball that would be just an official ritual for all but him. Asif ran at him smiling in his usual Cheshire cat manner. It was a low full toss but it soon became a high one as it disappeared in the top most stands over long on. Rahul walked ahead with a dejected face to congratulate Asif, but froze as he looked up hesitantly because the sudden noise had ceased; the reason being the left hand of

    Godfrey Sir was sticking out horizontally, signifying one more extra delivery. That meant they still had a chance of a no-ball, a faint glimmer of hope.


    The ground was filled with all kinds of noises, some thanking

    God, some abusing the bowler, while others hailing the boy with the bat.


    Rahul now weighed the options, he could try and win the game, repeating this kind of a similar shot but he knew Asif would be more careful now or he could try and look for a boundary and tie the game and share the cup. There was a quick team meeting between the fielders and almost all dispersed near the boundary apart from the mandatory four that remained in the circle.


    “What are you going to do?” Vishal asked, walking upto him.


    “I don’t know. I’ll decide when I see the ball,” Rahul said softly.


    Rahul did not finalise anything; he left it to the Almighty. All he knew was that he would play this delivery to the best of his abilities. For a reason not known to him, he looked to his left again. It was like she was waiting for that precise moment, Rahul could just make out her right hand thumb jutting out to the upper side, and he read her lips saying ‘Good luck.’


    His eyes still disbelieving, he shook himself literally. His eyes grew wide and he almost strangulated his bat, as he took strike for the last delivery. Every nerve on his bone throbbed with pressure but only pleasant, every hair on his body stood up alert in attention, his aura oozed confidence, his stride unnerved the wicketkeeper, who was up to the stumps to try the same on him. There was absolute silence around the ground; the umpire’s head was bent a bit more than expected. All eyes were no doubt on the place of the origin of the tension. All fingers were crossed in unrefined anxiousness.


    Asif took a shorter run up, perhaps to ensure that this ball didn’t end up as an extra. His footsteps were measured. Thwack, Thwack, Rahul’s bat twice struck the ground, readying itself.


    As Asif jumped over the ground to release the ball, Rahul knew in that instant second that he would never settle for a tie much less a loss, it was going to be victory all the way.


    Asif let out a moan, out of the pressure of the run up and perhaps to unnerve the batsman, but the ball came in slower than everyone expected. It bounced and climbed on Rahul, who was quickly onto the backfoot and pulled it over deep mid-wicket over the fielder and into the very stand which was the source of the energy that he had found for the last two deliveries. There was a resounding roar as the ball bounced right in front of Seema, who jumped back, seemingly unnerved by her house’s imminent loss.


    The next thing Rahul remembered was being swept of his feet for his feat and lifted in the air as his housemates cheered for him and chanted his name as if it was the new school anthem. But then the house-cup still hung on the outcome of the debate competition which was delayed till a week before his preliminary exams. There was still an unfinished task and Rahul would see to it that he would achieve what he had set out to achieve.


    ***


    It is said that success gets to your head and Rahul forgot the climatic emotions that he went through while facing the last delivery. He found other ways to look at things, none of which were positive, none of which could melt his misinformed anger.


    Just because Seema was not in the huge crowd that came to shake hands with him, he thought it was obvious that she was envying him now. His pessimism reached its pinnacle when he thought that her good luck sign would have actually being a mockery to test his limits. The inter-house debate competition was just the perfect setting to show her what he was made of.


    ***


    DEBATING THE VENGEANCE


    After dinner, the guys wanted to play a game of Monopoly but Rahul looked at the watch and softly declined. Within five minutes of finishing a delicious dinner, Rahul wanted to be back at the hostel.


    “Why are you leaving so late? Stay back. It’s already dark,” Sahil said, as Rahul stepped towards the door.


    “Don’t worry about me. I’ve seen more darkness than your nights here,” Rahul said.


    “I insist you stay back. We will have sandwiches and cornflakes for breakfast in the morning. My mother makes excellent sandwiches,” Sahil tried to tempt him.


    “But your mother’s away,” Rahul pointed out.


    “Oh, she’ll back early morning and moreover tomorrow we don’t have school. It’s a weekend,” Sahil replied.


    But Rahul softly refused any further hospitality on Sahil’s part and turned away from his welcome mat after a delicious meal that he had not eaten in years.


    “We can hang out at Pennypack Park and watch fishes in the creek that runs through it, if you like tomorrow. Frankford Avenue is nearby and you must see the beautiful Stonearch Bridge. There are some small playgrounds nearby and we can grab a game of cricket...that is if you teach me,” Sahil made his plans known.


    Rahul smiled just a trifle bit.


    “Some other time, Sahil,” he nodded.


    “I still say you should stay back,” Sahil insisted, knowing Rahul’s unrelenting nature.


    “It’s ok. I’ll make it in time for bed. I’ll catch a SEPTA ahead,” Rahul said looking towards the long street that accompanied

    Sahil’s mansion.


    “At least take my bike, God knows when you will get a proper transport at this time,” Sahil offered.


    Rahul thought for a moment and glanced at his watch again.


    “Ok. I will do that,” he accepted and Sahil offered him the keys to his bicycle.


    He climbed on and slowly pedalled on the empty streets of Cottman Avenue towards the west of Boulevard. The usually full parking area of Roosevelt Mall was almost empty but for a dozen cars. The cool, night breeze blew softly on his face and every now and then a couple of lazy motorists drove past him. He ignored the next lane that would have taken him to his destination a bit sooner but the intersection of Cottman Avenue and Roosevelt Boulevard was not a safe area to bike around.


    He liked the slow, round and rhythmic movements of his thighs as they applied delicate pressure on his ankles, working clockwise on the pedals. Round and round, they went, not tired of doing the same thing repeatedly for the past half an hour. That’s how it had been for him too; he had gone round and round in life, starting without love, he had found it and then done the same mistakes again and again to end up without love. There was a narrow path sloping through the nearby woods and Rahul took the route, letting the bicycle zoom ahead.


    His thoughts were broken by a piercing shriek that came from the woods towards the left side of the road. He abruptly halted the bicycle, to stare into the darkness. There were no lights on the street because of which visibility was poor. Someone shrieked again, high and hollow, raising the hair on his arms. Ditching the bike in a corner, he stepped into the darkness; his dull emotions were suddenly active, his senses suddenly alert. Curiosity had got the better of him as he stepped towards the dark woods as the night swallowed his silhouette. He felt dead leaves crumble under his feet as he rushed towards the source of the sound. It was difficult to find his way in the dark but his eyes soon adjusted and after a couple of minutes what he saw, made his blood boil.


    “Let me go, please… let me go,” a young girl was weeping as two well-built boys wound their arms around her. One of them pushed her to the ground and jumped on top of her with his hands tugging at her flimsy top, while the other pinned her hands.


    “Please for God’s sake… NO!” the girl shouted, shaking her body with all the effort that she could muster.


    “Bill, can’t you shut her up? Muffle her screams with your hands, will you?” the guy on top of her frail body ordered his accomplice as he tried to tug down her jeans.


    “I have a better option to muffle her screams with …hahaha,” Bill said, standing up leaving her hands momentarily as he proceeded to unlock his belt and unzip himself. The girl frantically tried to get up but the weight of the big guy, on top of her, would not even allow her to move.


    “Push it down her narrow throat, I’m taking her down there,” the burly guy said, managing to tug down her jeans upto her thighs, exposing her underwear.


    “She’s struggling like a bitchy fish, stay slut!” Bill shouted,

    slapping her.


    “Oh, don’t you worry about that. She’ll stop struggling and start moaning once mine enters, you would be better rushing it,” the burly guy promised.


    It was difficult for Rahul to clearly see what was going on as the moon was behind the clouds but going by the sounds he could very well make out that the two goons were trying to rape the helpless girl. He decided he could not watch that anymore, he

    could not be as indifferent to his surroundings as he was

    then. He could just about make out in the dim moonlight

    that the girl had shoulder-length hair, about the same height

    as someone…


    “Oi, leave her alone,” Rahul commanded, stepping ahead into the scene. For a moment, everything seemed to have stopped. The girl stopped her struggling and extended her neck to see her potential rescuer. The guy on top of her ceased trying to unzip himself with one hand and the other guy, Bill, in his underwear, blankly stared at him.


    “Get out of here, dickhead. It ain’t your business here,” the guy on top of the girl shouted straightening himself. Rahul noticed he was black with wide shoulders and wore a half-sleeve t-shirt that highlighted the bulge of his arms. He picked up a packet of white powder from the ground near his feet and after taking a pinch of the same in his palm, sniffed it strongly.


    “Can’t you hear what he said, mate? Move out of here before we beat your sorry ass to pulp,” Bill shouted. Rahul noticed that he was a fat short guy with strange tattoos all over his almost naked body.


    “Please save me…” the girl cried, shuffling with her clothes.


    “Are you deaf? Bill, show the son-of-a-bitch what he’s up against,” the black guy said and almost instantly Rahul saw Bill baring his teeth and pulling out a knife out from his fallen jeans.


    He heard the girl shriek as Bill charged at him with the knife, ready to plunge it into his heart. He stood his ground; not even flinching for a second till Bill almost came upon him and raised his hand to strike. Almost at that instant, Rahul spread his legs, letting himself fall down and punched him hard between the legs. His almost exposed testicles took the brunt of a punching bag as

    Rahul boxed them again with his left hand, making him lose control of the knife.


    “You filthy motherfucker,” the black, muscular guy flung himself at Rahul and both of them rolled on the ground until they bumped into a dead log. The black guy hit Rahul’s face, causing him to stagger backwards. He could sense a thin trickle of blood running from the corner of his lip and then, he felt a kick in his ribs. He fell on the ground from the impact.


    “Finish the bastard!” the black guy shouted, kicking him in the shoulder as Bill found the knife again and ran towards him in a maniacal manner.


    A dim moonlight suddenly shimmered in, the clouds had

    moved out and Rahul could make out every movement as distinctly as his eyes would allow. Rahul swerved just at the

    last moment to evade the blow and held Bill’s hand pulling

    himself up, in the process bringing his striker down. He extended a leg to kick the black guy who charged at him again, not bothering to see where he struck. He found his shoes


    connecting a vicious blow in the middle of his face and heard a morbid crunching sound as the stoned guy cursed and

    staggered back.


    Bill meanwhile stalked him from the back and pounced on him. The knife scathed his arm and if it wouldn’t have been for the girl’s shriek to warn him, Bill might have got him down, but Rahul wrenched at Bill’s hands so hard that he dropped the knife. With the other hand, he half lifted him in the air to toss him three feet away.


    “Fuck you!” the slumped figure of Bill muttered repeatedly with swollen eyes that were closed.


    Rahul silently walked upto him and kicked his exposed legs, shattering his kneecaps and sending him rolling five metres ahead like a football.


    “Don’t teach your father how to fuck, bastard!” Rahul said, little realising that ‘bastard’ was the least offensive abuse one could use in the West.


    He ran his tongue over the inside of his stinging cheek and signalled the girl to come out of the bushes. She rushed out, wiping her eyes and trying to cover her bosom at the same time. She had pretty blue eyes and shoulder length blond hair that complemented her beautiful face. He noticed that the goons had torn her top and a part of her anatomy could not be contained by her shielding hands. He handed over his jacket to her while looking the other way.


    “Th… Thanks,” she murmured in a shaky voice.


    “This isn’t a safe place for lone girls to take leisurely walks in the evening,” Rahul said, pulling out a cigarette from his pants.


    “I am new to this place, I didn’t know. I was just taking a walk, exploring the area when someone pulled me in the bushes…” she started crying again.


    Rahul looked on, taking a puff from the cigarette.


    “Oh, my God, you’re hurt, you’re bleeding,” the girl cried noticing the wound on his right arm and lips.


    “I’ll live,” Rahul said, brushing away her extending hands, not even sparing a glance at the wound.


    “You’d better go home. Where do you stay?” Rahul asked, creasing his brow and releasing the smoke from his nostrils.


    “Towards the corner of Teesdale Street,” the girl pointed out towards her left.


    Rahul paused, eyeing her coldly.


    “You’re lost. I’ll be passing through Teesdale Street, if you want I can drop you there,” Rahul offered, turning to go towards his right.


    The girl was considering his offer when Rahul slipped out. Just as he was about to hop onto the bicycle, she came running from the woods.


    “I’ll come with you. Drop me at the end of Teesdale Street, dad won’t be happy to see someone dropping me home. Moreover, he’ll be worried, I’ve been gone for far too long,” she said as Rahul stared into the distance, waiting for her to sit in the front.


    Rahul shifted uncomfortably whenever he braked and she held onto his arms for support.


    “Thanks once again. I don’t know what would have happened if

    you wouldn’t have come. I stay just at the corner, do drop by sometime,” she said extending her hand when he stopped the bike at the end of Teesdale Street. Rahul merely nodded and cycled towards the hostel.


    “Strange guy!” the girl said embracing herself.


    “Hey, hey wait… what’s your name… Mister, you forgot your jacket,” she shouted at his receding figure but he did not turn back. She saw him disappear down the next alley. His jacket still remained with her and she ensured that she would give it to him, the next time she saw him. She hoped she did.


    ***


    The incessant pedalling and then the rough fight had sapped Rahul of his energy. He felt a burning sensation on his right arm. Once in his room, he would apply an antiseptic on the wound. He wondered what he would have done if the girl he had rescued from the clutches of those ruffians would have been Seema. He felt anger rising in his temples again. Needless to say, he would have torn their bodies like paper, he told himself.


    Suddenly, he was filled with a deep longing for her presence, for her comfort around him. They could have been so happy together. They would have made the perfect couple if only it had not been for the misunderstandings that plagued their relationship. He sighed and looked straight into the distance, the same repent written on his face that had been there since the past, the same remorse inscribed in his look that had existed with him since he came here. He stopped the bicycle abruptly, coming to a halt on the narrow street near the hostel. He parked it near a pine tree and sat underneath its dark shadows. He sensed the remorse on his face melt in his skin and merge with his thoughts.


    “This is the very ecstasy of love,


    Whose violent property fordoes itself


    And leads the will to desperate undertakings


    As oft as any passion under heaven


    That does afflict our natures.”


    -Hamlet, William Shakespeare.


    The inter-house debate competition was scheduled a week after the cricket match. Presently, the Green house led the way, followed by the Blue house while the Yellow and Red trailed on. It was a day everyone was waiting for as it was also the Principal’s birthday and he was known to distribute sweets amongst all.


    The D day dawned. Rahul reached home late that particular day and after lunch, he opened his personal cupboard and took out an ornately wrapped book. Bending down, he found the key well hidden within its hard cover and clicked open the lock of his personal diary. He took out his treasured Parker, turned the page to the day’s date and began scribbling:


    ‘Today was a day I would never forget. I was assigned the role of leading my house team for this contest (with me as the Head Captain what else you expect, huh?) I prayed fervently that we get the Greens against us and at least this prayer did not go unanswered like my several others which have disappeared into oblivion. For once I guess (apart from the cricket match), luck was on our side when we got the topic ‘Is India truly free after independence?’


    You ask me why? Well this was the very same topic that I had rehearsed for and practiced last year as it was expected then but what had actually come up was ‘Privatisation of education: boon or bane?’ Nevertheless, who says knowledge goes waste? Haha… you can imagine the adrenaline rushing in my blood then. I had a steady smile on my face after the announcement of this topic and was very excited (I toppled a chair while trying to attempt a joyful stunt). I quickly jotted down most of the points, I could gather in the library. I saw the Green house team on their way to the auditorium when I was on my way to the staffroom to meet Dorothy ma’am. When I first noticed, Seema was leading them in but till the time I reached the door, she was gone, the other chipmunks remained.


    “Ready for another painful loss, are we?” I mocked them.


    “Rahul, I think you should wait for the play to begin,” Azra said.


    “Ah, we’ll see what you all are made of today, won’t we?”

    I laughed.


    Asif held back Azra just as she was about to reply something.


    “Rahul, let us go to the stage with a sporting spirit,” Asif

    said softly.


    “No, buddy. This is war and let your commander know that I’m going to sink your ship before it can set sail. I have quite some canons down there,” I said, pointing to my balls. “Be ready with the house-cup.”


    I think I overdid it as usual but who cares? I passed my enthusiasm and confidence to my group, especially Jess who was participating in a debate for the first time (so it was not just going to be Rahul v/s Seema, you see, two best friends were also competing.) Hmmm …but I know Seema is better than her in every department. Jess had a slight …ahem, ahem …major advantage on her side this time as I was or rather she is in my house.


    As I was going back to the auditorium, I bumped into Dorothy ma’am, who told me that this year we had to win the house-cup and conquering the debate will give us a major lead.


    “Beware of the Green! They are a strong team with Seema. She’s already won a national level sponsored event for the school a couple of years back,” she forewarned.


    I knew then she would soon be the national chimp, but this I did not mouth.


    “Yes, she might be but she has not faced me yet,” was all that I said.


    Honestly, I have never seen her open her mouth as much as to shout on someone, she always gives up an argument too soon,

    DEBATE? Huh!


    I entered the auditorium with Dorothy ma’am. The seating arrangement was circular for both groups with five members each on the two extremes. Between the vacant spaces was the microphone that we were supposed to ‘shout’ our views into and behind the speaker’s back would be the moderators presiding over the discussion.


    The higher secondary students were the only ones allowed to witness the competition and I was pretty much ok with that, because this category contained both Seema’s and my classmates but that would also mean additional pressure of performance. Phew!


    Anyways coming back to the scenario, D’lima ma’am and Wilfred Sir were the moderators and they made it clear that no participant would speak for more than three minutes. We strategised and came upon the decision that I would go in to speak after Seema had done her part. She was their main speaker, I was ours.


    Seema’s matter was ruddy brilliant, I must agree. She had done her homework well and researched up the good side of the debate. She highlighted the nation’s progress in the past five and a half decades through the concept of democracy, green and white revolutions, nuclear deal, unity, respect for women like nowhere else in the world, higher income, emerging sportsmen, rising economy, culture, tradition, etc. and took some names saying that they were the lions of the country, ruling the nation to ensure better progress.


    Nazia and Jess whispered in my ear that Seema had performed her part brilliantly. All I did was smile, nothing more. I guess I gave away a bit of my game plan there as the Princi saw me smiling from the judgement chairs and smiled along with me. Hope he was not thinking that I have lost it! I did notice Seema’s verbal and nonverbal cues, I really liked the way she manoeuvred her voice to suit whatever she was saying but the show was yet to begin! The audience cheered for her as she went back to her seat and I hoped that they would save the power of their lungs for later.


    D’lima ma’am and Wilfred Sir would tell the speakers to face the audience, even if they glanced at their opponents from the corner of their eye. I guess they forgot to do so in my case or was it just because they went half-deaf, half-dumb hearing the roar of the crowd when I walked to the microphone, blatantly observing Green’s body language. The teachers got up to calm them down. Dorothy ma’am had to leave soon midway as she had a lecture in the sixth grade. Apparently, she missed what was to follow and so I began,


    “Let me tell you one thing about democracy.” Seema straightened up; I realised my index finger was moving towards her direction, I quickly used it to scratch the nearest part of my body, in this case, my ribs (lest you get any other ideas.)


    “Democracy is a Government meant for the people as it is by the people, of the people and with the people. Since, we are getting all the people common here; through common sense we can say it is benefitting the people! But mind you, it isn’t my friends, it isn’t!” my voice roared, stopping just a moment to absorb in the reaction.


    The crowd egged me on. I don’t know what it is about us Indians who simply love every form of aggression whether be it street brawls or henpecks having it from their wives, I mean coming from me, it sounds unusual but still who would appreciate the quite methods of Dravid if all were to go gaga over Sehwag’s sixer. But if this crowd wanted a show fukat mein, I would ensure I gave them the time of their lives.


    “Today’s Government is a selfish entity that claims profits through corruption and bribery and multi-million scams that go unnoticed lawfully. It stalks us for its own motives like a hungry lion stalks its prey…” I stumbled for words as I eyed Seema.


    After what seemed like a seconds pause all that came from my mouth was, “…Not like the hungry lions my dear friend from the Green house just said.”


    Almost half the people including the teachers present there laughed openly. I even saw Paul, the peon, sniggering. Ever since when did he come to know about us, eh?


    Anyways my mental finger kept itself pointed towards her and wondering why I stopped, I started.


    “The politicians of this country crave for money like a hungry lion craves for food – (I don’t know why only the damn hungry lion kept coming back to my mind, maybe because I was just beginning to feel some pangs in my tummy. Have to tell mummy to make breakfast more yummy!) – No one can keep an account of the revenue of the nation when the money is adroitly drifted into their own pockets and who has to bear the brunt of it, honest people like you and me, good Samaritans who are punctual tax-payers of the nation. Old sticklers... sorry… I mean aged, conventional people who are not mentally and physically fit to rule us – (Frankly speaking, all they do is warm their seats for their long tenures and eventually even their seats get dilapidated with the amount of money they hog in illegally and the only way it comes out is by tilting their huge pot-bellied frames to one side and emitting poisonous gases that not only damage their beloved seats but also the nation as a whole and then they shout ‘Global Warming.’ Hallelujah! I was not going to say it aloud because no one was game enough to hear it!) – The younger lot of leaders are either internally scrubbed off their modern values or are cornered by the seniors of their parties, to act in a manner which they deem to be correct. Today many of these selfish politicians are preying on the nation itself – (belching corruption and farting discontent!) – Disgusting, horrible and the most ugly to describe it!”


    I stopped a bit to soak in the reaction. Politics is clearly a not so happening topic in our young blood. I could clearly see many students yawning. Some might have been discussing the new Shakira video amongst themselves, the one shown on MTV these days. Bloody fuckers, if it was a porno movie featuring an interracial orgy, their eyes might have ogled out and ears might have become sensitive, even to ultrasonic sounds including the oohs and aahs but not for causes of the nation. Hrmpf …youth power indeed!


    I thought now was the time to open the trump card and awaken the LION – basking in its pride and hungry of course, for victory, and displaying its prowess – within me, pounce upon the opponents (not literally!) and bring them down.


    Anyways, my voice rose up again in a challenging manner. Seema was scratching her notebook with a pen. One look at her and the image of me holding the house-cup was reignited.


    “Oh… oww… oww! You talk about unification or unity in diversity, as you prefer to call it. Yeah? I ask you, where did the so-called unity disappear during the Godhra incident? Take a look in the past and you will find that India really did lack the so-called brotherly feeling during the 92-93’ Mumbai riots. When it settles down and the media decides to put their attention on something else, we say that everything is fine but what about the lives lost, what about the wives widowed and the children orphaned?


    “Kashmir is part of our country but it looks good only on paper. When we keep blaming Pakistan of sending terrorists across the border, do we ever ask ourselves what role have we played in disturbing the sanctity of that place? The spot often compared with heaven on Earth is the breeding ground of terrorism in the country. Clashes between the public and the law are as common as potholes on Indian roads.


    “Why just Kashmir? Take any state today which can claim to have a stabilised Government. Unfortunately, there are none, something or the other keeps coming up for us to claim internal peace. ‘We are Maharashtrians!’ some proudly say, pushing away people of their own country. Evidently, they forget that the land of a country’s territory belongs to the nation first and later to the state. Political parties attack media houses for expressing their views in a democracy. Some extremists even gang up against the young blood of the country, just because they socialise in the name of a few westernised events. Can they claim to have children who would be tied up in their homes doing nothing but washing utensils? The Naxalite movement in the north-east is spreading fast and taking into its trap, not just the poor tribals in the belt but also the law and order of the state and what do our ministers have to say about it? Well, one says we take them head-on and exterminate them whereas the others are divided in their opinions and needless to say, some are not even aware of the magnitude of the problem!


    “Just by becoming a nuclear power, doesn’t exactly make you a developed nation. We challenged each other on nuclear deal, for some it was really the matter of one clause while the others just wanted to show that they were against the US. Of what use is the development if it is defined by instilling fear in other countries? There is a vast difference between fear and respect and we are a long way from commanding the latter. It merely satisfies the ego of a few political stalwarts, does nothing for the people. How strange it is that the house of these hedonic stalwarts is filled with all the luxuries of life, right from plasma televisions to Swiss bank accounts. So how will they notice the tonnes of food grains rotting in the northern belt? Each grain is worth a token of happiness to the hungry stomachs of the poor and yet, the Government has no space to store it but has the audacity to let it rot without distributing it amongst the needy. In a country which is primarily still an agrarian economy; farmers are committing suicides by the dozens in regions around us. Their hands are tied not by ropes but by the greed of the intermediaries that the system has generated, who eat up the farmer’s income while it is on its way into his hands. It is only natural that the rich become richer and the poor beg for a living and yet, we live in an era of ignorance.


    “How bizarre it is to see the temples plundered, the mosques demolished and the churches ransacked of a land that housed greats like Asoka, Shahjahan and Mother Teresa. All that we get to hear now is Muslims killed, Hindus looted, Christians raped and if you don’t believe me then you can most certainly tune the ‘Chain se sona hai to jag jao’ types channel on your idiot boxes. There is breaking news of such an extent multiple times every day! From a celebrity, who could not sleep last night to a gay marriage in the West and from stupid superstitions like an idol drinking milk to a B-grade actress announcing her marriage on reality TV, everything makes news. Dog bites man is no news but man bites dog is a sensation unless the dog bites some Bollywood demi-god.


    “More such nonsense comes in the name of religion. If a bomb explodes in Delhi, Muslims did it, if someone opened gunfire in a crowded place in Mumbai; the prime suspect is anyone who has a beard. In the name of TADA and POTA, how many innocents were put behind bars, how many households deprived of their bread earners? Why this brazen stereotyping on the basis of caste and creed? Why do we still believe that if some members of a community have the wrong ideologies, the others from the same sect are also following them? Just because they chose to stay back in their land during partition – which was in reality the divide between Hindus and Muslims and not just two nations – can we term them spies of the enemy? The fault is primarily ours, for pushing them to their limits, causing them to be brainwashed by opportunists of destruction. The very aim of terrorist groups like the Lashkar and the Al Qaida is to cause distrust amongst people and they don’t care if it comes at the expense of their own community. We are suspicious of neighbours, colleagues and friends and all in the name of alertness! Whom are we kidding by replacing suspicion with alertness? So, where is the unity in diversity?” The crowds were up on their feet again. I could feel myself trembling a bit. I strengthened my grip on the microphone for support.


    “You talk about respect for women or gender equality as you call it but that too looks very good in books. Let me not give you an abstract of countless Bilkis Banos, who await justice in the snail-paced court of law. For decades, women in the country have been subjected to domestic violence and refused to arise in sectors where male dominance exists.


    “Sexual harassment is not uncommon in the Indian working environment. The glass ceiling is still as strong as ever in Indian organisations as anywhere else. Frankly, our men respect women, in the sense they rape mentally challenged girls in a local train in the middle of the night on the eve of independence, providing a source of uncouth entertainment to the present audience. Men respect women when they assault the wives and sisters of their rival communities by barging into their houses with swords and knives. Men respect women when they reserve top notch positions for themselves and undermine the fairer sex’s abilities and talents not just in the corporate environment but in every field of life. Is that respect? Yes it is, if the aforementioned activities are honourable,” I fired, stopping to breathe, I continued,


    “You talk about tradition, culture, development, agriculture, industrial technology, advancement, education, etcetera, etcetera but let me tell you one thing straight and clear as I did last year, standing on the very same place of the very same stage of the very same school, representing the very same house for

    the very same competition… but against different opponents

    (Yeah, still remember last year, that stupid Celine, our group

    leader didn’t allow me to speak much but still I made my point about Japan’s privatisation of education to fetch the second

    place for our house). Japan, yes Japan got freed from the

    chains of fanatic nationalism in 1945. It came out superbly of the shock from the atomic attacks. India got freedom just two years

    later and still she is no match for Japanese competence and

    technology.” I didn’t want to stop; but my mind did to rake in the roar of the crowd.


    I spotted some friends up on their feet, chanting my name in a heroic sort of way. I did not have any doubts as to what they would have done if they had garlands in their hands. This time no teacher got up to ensure quietude. Seema was staring at the ground, scratching it with her shoe as if she was afraid that she would be burnt by my third eye if she looked up. Asif, who sat beside her, kept staring from me to her following my line of vision and unconsciously disapproving of this unabashed disobedience

    of rules.


    I looked back towards my faithful audience and continued,


    “I invite someone to come and tell me what exactly is going on in our secular country? Someone come and define freedom for the people here who have lost its meaning, who have lost the very concept of liberty and who cannot at all understand the strength of unity. Someone answer me, is India truly liberal? Is it united? Is it democratic in the truest sense? Is India really free after 60 years of hard-core striving?


    “If, and mind you a big IF… someone does dare come and answer these questions, then I will personally write a letter to the

    President and request him to award the person with the title of the Mahatma – (Not that my request will ever be considered but come on we have bigger weirdoes in the country) – and he will be the second Gandhi for me because Bapu freed us from an external rule to give us invaluable freedom, which we sadly could not utilise; but this person at least tried to provide the nation with answers to these highly important questions that have remained an unsolved mystery so far, and he would have then tried to free us from the unbreakable but not invincible bonds of illiteracy, poverty, unemployment, overpopulation, corruption and backwardness. It will be wrong and a serious crime to claim the wrong person as the wrong Mahatma as today’s politicians – (read hungry lions) – claim to be truthful and dutiful. And it’s true, it’s true and it’s damn true.” I finished Kurt Angly.


    There was a great amount of cheering in the crowds and an equal amount of adrenaline rushing down my spine; if I had gone half-deaf earlier then this one was a full-on auditory attack on my ears. I had finished the whole lot in perfect three minutes, when the beeper beeped at my last true. Every head in the crowd was cheering me, some silently, while others openly!


    I don’t know the reason why my entire body was trembling from head to toe. How exactly I managed to find my way back to my seat and around my mates remains a mystery to me! I thought Jay was holding and shaking me along with his nervous self. I received several pats on my back as soon as I took my vacant seat. I glanced upon Seema from the corner of my eye and I could swear she had never looked up since I last saw her eyeing the floor. So, I took out my hanky and wiped the sweat that had lined my brow.


    The chance and trouble to write to the President never came as no one had any answers to the questions I had asked earlier (makes me sound like a god damn Egyptian Sphinx). Later, when Asif finished his blah-blah of a conclusion, I made a concluding speech too, expanding all my aforesaid points with statistics and the need and ways for improvement. It went on smoothly and calmly for five minutes. People were expecting more I guess, but I decided not to overdo anything and made my points as laconically as possible. This time no beads of perspiration climbed upon my brow, as I wrapped up the concluding speech in four minutes!


    “Well done,” Jess was the only one to whisper in my ear.


    I patted back her hand reassuringly.


    I was relieving myself in the loo backstage, after the clash of the Yellow and Red houses because I was not nervous when the results were announced. I did not sit with my head in my hands like Jess, neither did I keep shaking my right leg involuntarily like Jay, nor did I chew my nails like Nazia or ruffle my own hair repeatedly like Juned. I released whatever little pressure I had into school’s drainage system. To hear the results while zipping up myself in the loo was pleasing in a different sort of way. I knew what was coming when the Princi announced the first place for this competition. However, like every other year, he did not announce the total points of all the houses. This year, he pointed out the house-cup would as usual be given at the annual day after the inter-house dance competition but the winner too will be announced on the annual day itself.


    When I came out a roar broke out, council members of my house were all over me and the Princi was standing behind, to congratulate me! The peons were distributing sweets amongst the students and for a moment, I thought that they were doing so to celebrate our victory, almost forgetting the Princi’s birthday.


    I wished him a happy birthday and he shook my hands more earnestly than usual. Someone was standing behind him too but went backstage after seeing me. I guess I can never forget that look; she had a tear in her eye but still managed to give me half a smile. Her face still had the arrogance; still had the ambitious drive yet there was something missing. I don’t know what got into me, I thought her smile pulled me towards her and I went backstage taking a cue from her reaction and there she was sobbing her heart out into her hands. There was no one around her, perhaps her housemates blamed her for the full-fledged lashing they had endured from my unadulterated opinions. Perhaps, she was being held responsible for their slip from the numero uno position. If I could vouch for something I could honestly proclaim that she had not done badly; it was just that she had found a better opponent, and an angry one at that.


    I cannot describe what I felt then, I wanted to desperately hold her, comfort her and wipe her tears. I noticed that seeing her cry still made me feel the same way it did earlier. It was as if the rare joy that had formed in my heart was replaced by a pale shadow threatening to engulf me at that very moment. Victory didn’t matter now.

    She did!


    I went upto her, she turned to look at me. For a second I thought, she would jump into my arms and hug me but after nearing me, all she asked was WHY?


    I wanted to tell her that this was my way of showing what I felt for her, how badly I needed her, how I have tried being low in her presence and that did not help and I was sure that proving myself superior to her was something that will attract her towards me, make her succumb to my narcissistic charms, make her understand that this is the way I am, this is the way I was meant to be.


    I wanted to let her know how hurt I was when her mother reprimanded me for something I would not even think of doing, but at the same time I wanted to tell her that I was trying very hard to forget that. I wanted to justify my actions in the past, tell her why and what exactly did I do and what all I did not. I wanted to apologise for my actions and for her silent bearing of it all. I wanted to assure her that I would more than make up for my follies and reassure her that everything will be fine with us back together.


    I wanted to tell her that I would be with her, let the world be, let my fucking ego be! I wanted to tell her that my young mind does not understand the enormity of love, the way my heart does. I wanted to tell her to forget everything and start all over again, giving ourselves another chance of building the blocks of our innocent feelings. I wanted to wash away our past misgivings in those tears that would run from our eyes and weave a new start by folding her in my arms.


    I wanted to, but I did not!

  


  
    ***


    APOLOGIES AND AFFECTIONS!


    Rahul’s lips twitched, mocking him with a lopsided smile, as he sat on the dull grey park bench, alone! It was dark and the eerie silence did not register with him. His presence was like a shadow. He glided along the road, hauling himself over the three feet wall– as the rusty gate disturbed the quietude of the place – and came to sit here in the middle of the night. The park was covered with snow and the night air was chilly. But Rahul no longer felt the cold.


    Sometimes he would lie down in the park on the snowy blades with his hand acting as a pillow and the moonlit sky as his blanket. The sensations of his body had long taken their leave along with the emotions of his heart. He watched the stars around the moon, sparkling and mischievous. All he did was watch the stars and look for them even when they were not easily noticeable in the seamless sky. But when it would be a cloudless night, they would meet his gaze and there would be no breaks in their stories.


    He imagined that the same stars that watched over him, watched over her, too. They were the only link that remained between

    the two of them, the only route from the past to the present and vice versa.


    As the stars extended themselves; their nature attracted his observation. They took him to the time he longed to see, and put him exactly where he needed to be.


    The fire and longing in his heart had burnt down to a little spot in his chest but that little spot was enough to ensure that he felt warm. He let them merge themselves into a stone in his heart. He tried to stop his longing which came in sudden flashbacks, bringing intermittent pain. He would have preferred a continuous torture until it all would gradually subside, but the pain would not leave him. It remained a loyal companion, when none were available, it was there and he did not even have to search for it. It came to him like the tide that hits the sea. Sometimes it would delay its arrival but it would come all right, sooner or later. It found him, wherever he was, whatever he did.


    He tried to think about this place, its people, but the only thoughts that came to his mind were those that contained Seema and the only days he lived in were long gone from his life. He tried hard to shut them out but they were his only link with a potentially beautiful past. He neither dreamt of his future like he used to nor did he acknowledge his present – the beautiful snow all around, the traditions of his new school, the support of Sahil whom he hardly spoke to and the presence of gorgeous blondes all around that could have made someone his age go stiff with temptation. The little showers of blessings went unnoticed and uncared for. He still had girls going gaga over him, some trying to solve the mystery behind his arcane attitude, while others including the white foreigners trying to maintain an air of proximity to him, which he politely turned down.


    There had been a couple of proposals for him. Sahil had tried to urge him on and he understood that Sahil was a person true at heart. He genuinely wanted Rahul to move on but Rahul had politely declined the proposals.


    Just two days back, he had been walking towards the locker room to search for a reference book when someone from behind called out to him, all shy and surrounded by half a dozen other girls.


    “Rahul, I think I’m in love with you,” Shaheen, an Indian girl from his class, admitted.


    Rahul smirked lazily.


    “Love? Quite a big thing to say! Do you even know what love is, it’s not a mere four letter word! Moreover, it’s a word long deleted from my dictionary. Try this on someone else!” Rahul said,

    turning away.


    Such incidents led to the strengthening of the rumour that the new Indian guy was either gay or a bit loony in the head or perhaps both. He was a popular figure, though not quite what he was back home. But today, he neither cared for popularity nor took offence of the things that people talked behind his back.


    ***


    Staring at the sky, he remembered the last evening when Sahil had tried to reason with him and they had an argument over it.


    “Why don’t you speak to her once? You have her number, I’m sure! Talk to her and sort it out dude. I don’t like seeing you this way! I don’t think it can be this complicated man, give it a shot!” Sahil reasoned as Rahul patiently listened to him.


    “I have spoken all that I needed to. There are no words left unspoken now, no actions left unattempted,” Rahul said.


    “Misunderstandings. I’m sure, they can be sorted out, try once!” Sahil said.


    “Hmm... misunderstandings? There is no room for misunderstandings in love. When a heart is tied to another heart and they beat in perfect synchronisation with one another, misunderstandings should not take place in the first case and even if they do, it’s perfectly normal, for we’re humans. We can be forgiven, at least where love is concerned,” Rahul said looking at him blankly.


    “Tell her that then, the same thing that you told me now,” Sahil advised, not able to grasp the meaning of what he heard.


    Rahul did not acknowledge that statement at all.


    “Please buddy… otherwise move on, date other girls. Lucy’s not that bad, and neither is Shaheen. Tia was asking me about you a couple of days back. Laura keeps eyeing you like hot candy. I even heard that Joyce broke up with Jake because she developed an overnight attraction towards you. They are into you and there are a lot of other Indian girls here too, our age and all… that is if you prefer Indians. Just take them out, spend some time with them and you will eventually forget her!” Sahil reasoned.


    “I DON’T WANT TO FORGET HER!” Rahul

    bellowed instantly.


    For a moment, Sahil froze on the spot dreading a scene he

    had witnessed in the class: Rahul throwing away Big D like he was a twig.


    “Leave me alone, Sahil,” Rahul said softly, not meeting his eye.


    “But…” Sahil tried.


    “Leave me alone,” Rahul commanded, still looking away.


    “Are you sure?” Sahil asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.


    He nodded after five seconds.


    Sahil left him standing near the solitary tree in a corner of the

    school compound.


    “How do I tell you? I can’t forget her. I don’t want to because that’s all I have of her – Her memories!” Rahul spoke to the fast receding figure of Sahil.


    Sahil, whom he thought of like the brother he never had, was his only ally here. He was the solitary child of his parents; parents, who had tried to give him all to make him happy but he had messed up his own happiness, fucked up his own life.


    Rahul had always desired a brother – no matter elder or

    younger – to play with, but he guessed that his parents were content with producing him and so far, he could not have complained. They had tried to give the best to him. The only problem was that his best had been snatched away from his life, before he could even claim it. He realised that ‘Bohn’ was true when he maintained that a man has choice of beginning love, but he had no say when it came to ending it.


    ***


    The stars began to take his leave, each disappearing right before his eyes. He requested them to share his sorrow but they stared back at him before laughing at his state in unison. He asked them to stay back and give him company but they promised to return the next evening with new tales to tell him, with the same place to take him to. As the early morning sun climbed up the horizon, Rahul folded his legs on the cold ground watching the last spark disappear from the sky. He rubbed his hands together, in anticipation of another memory. It came to him, like a faithful to his master and he could still feel the music, the very same which echoed in his ears on THE ANNUAL DAY!


    “Ah, my Beloved, fill the Cup that clears


    TODAY of past Regrets and future Fears-


    Tomorrow?-Why, Tomorrow I may be


    Myself with Yesterday’s Sev’n Thousand Years.”


    The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam.


    The much hyped annual day took place in the first week of December, before the onset of the Christmas vacations. Officially, it was still a surprise as to which house was leading the points table and would walk away with the coveted trophy but the students could pretty well guess that with two major events under their belt, the Blue house was in the lead. If Rahul wanted to confirm it, all he needed to do was to speak for five minutes with the staff but he did not do that. He wanted the excitement, he wanted the surprise factor, but to his dismay, it was announced just a couple of days before that the house trophy would be awarded at the end of the academic year. Rahul did not let that dampen his excitement.

    He knew that his house had a very good chance of lifting the

    house-cup and he decided one more competition would not be much of a worry.


    The annual day was to be a grand affair and for the first time it was combined along with the Christmas celebrations. Rahul walked in much early. Being the House-Captain, he had to see to it that the preparations were in order and along with the other captains; he set out to supervise the flow of performances. There was still one hour to go before the performances and after the Christmas festivities,the limelight would shift to the awards function, though the main trophy was being held back.


    Rahul walked backstage passing through little toddlers dressed as angels in white costumes, children from the primary wearing tribal dresses of what Rahul thought would be a great theme to dance on, imaging what would happen if one of the leaves in front decided to declare autumnwhile the kid juggled his feet . Then there were the secondary classes, each with their own dance groups, some doing classical while others preferring salsa, students from each house mingling as one big group to perform in unison.


    He let his eyes roam around the crowd of performers and his passing vision suddenly stopped at a point towards his left. There she was, standing with her friends who would be shaking their hips to Beyonce’s numbers in sometime.


    For a moment, Rahul forgot to breathe; she looked so beautiful that her vision further enraptured his heart. It had been a long time since he had seen her in anything else than their school uniform. And there she was, dressed in a glowing white sleeveless top, clinched with a wide pink belt over a whitish blue floral skirt on smooth, waxed legs that balanced themselves on stiletto heels. With a touch of kohl to her hazel eyes that overflowed with vitality and round pink hoops hanging from her ears, she nearly squeezed the life out of him. He forgot his ego, the past, nor was he aware of the future. He just stood there in the present, gazing at her as people passed by, pushing him, ignoring him. He became an immobile sculpture, imprisoned by his heart, a salute to the sight in front of his eyes. That is when their eyes met and the bow of love passed through his heart, once again.


    She was quick to avert her gaze but he wasn’t, he continued to see her as if believing that even if he wasted a single moment not looking at her then apocalypse would strike. Finding him looking at her, lost in thoughts, Seema excused herself from her friends and disappeared from the backstage and that is when he awoke from his reverie to find someone standing behind him, eyeing him with intrepid amusement.


    “Looks like all’s not well, is it?” Father Tuscano, the Principal of his school said, looking him in the eye.


    Rahul could not reply. He knew that Father Tuscano was aware of his feelings for Seema but he was never upfront with him, the way he was with Dorothy ma’am. He had himself sown the seeds of doubt in the Principal’s mind when he had gone to his cabin to seek permission to accompany them for the doomed essay competition.


    He gave a mixed smile of embarrassment and surprise in response.


    “You are not being yourself lately, this is not the Rahul Kapoor we’re used to,” the Principal pointed out.


    “Some sort of problems, Father,” Rahul agreed, still eyeing his left.


    “Problems happen, son. They do everywhere. Nothing is perfect, including life. God gives us problems so that we can stand true to his test. Problems are a part of life. Remember if there are no problems, then life is not worthy of living; but yes, there are solutions too,” Father Tuscano philosophised.


    Not knowing what to say, Rahul merely nodded.


    “But, then it’s upto us to find the solutions, like every lock has a key, every problem has a solution. Sometimes you find the key in the unlikeliest of all places. Try looking for it,” the Principal advised.


    “I did, Father,” Rahul said meekly.


    “Oh, maybe you didn’t try hard enough. Hard work and perseverance result in success. Try my boy, try. Even mountains yield before storms. It’s the effort that matters, don’t worry about the results, as Lord Krishna says,” Father Tuscano advised.


    Somewhere in his heart the sentence clicked.


    “It’s no use Father, she won’t listen,” Rahul said softly but then he suddenly wished that the Principal had not heard him.


    “Don’t think much son, God will help you, believe in him and believe in yourself and that was what the Rahul I knew did too,” Father Tuscano maintained.


    “I will try, Father,” Rahul said confidently.


    “Try, my boy, try,” Father Tuscano said turning his back and deciding to walk away before the backstage got crowded but then he suddenly turned and walked past him, slowing down near his ear and Rahul thought he heard him say,


    “Tell you what, my boy! Try a song, a nice little song.”


    For two minutes, Rahul just stood there, too surprised to move, contemplating over what the school Principal had just whispered in his ear. Then he moved to the music class on the third floor to find a guitar. In those moments, he decided that, if ever, he was going to sing a song for her, it would be his own, not borrowed from the films or any other artist whom she listened to and adored. He would no longer take anyone else’s help to win over his love, he decided. He would no longer commit the same mistakes that had separated them, he promised himself.


    Half an hour later, he was at the backstage with half the

    people searching for him in the main auditorium as he was to

    present the welcome bouquet to the Chief Guest and amongst those people was someone because of whom, he was waiting for in this line.


    She had been specifically asked to find him and knowing the disciplinarian she was, how could she refuse a teacher’s order? But then someone else was made to present the bouquet and the confusion slowly subsided. But Seema was unaware of all this and she continued her slow search for the familiar figure of Rahul.


    ‘I will just tell him that he is required in the auditorium if I see him and then I will walk away from there before he can think of humiliating me further,’ Seema decided and started towards the exit of the auditorium.


    She did not see the lights dim, she did not hear the host invite a surprise performer and she dismissed the enthusiastic clapping of hands that followed to be just another heralding for someone’s opening speech. She was just about to move out of the auditorium to search the lower level, when the twang of a guitar made her stop in her tracks. What followed was a soul stirring build up to something that she would remember for years to come. The music stopped as she turned. Standing near the microphone – with an acoustic guitar in his hand – was Rahul, looking like a rock star with the confidence he exuded on stage but he was not on stage to rock anyone but one.


    “This one’s for a very special person present here. Call it an apology or a note of emotions, call it whatever you want but this comes from my heart and what comes from the heart should be accepted,” he said looking at the lady Chief guest in his husky voice and at the crowd before they started clapping again. He looked at her for a brief moment, a curt nod later; his fingers were working at the strings of the guitar with his eyes closed.


    Some people were confused as to why would he be apologising to the Chief Guest, many attributed it to the reason that he was absent while welcoming her but only one knew what those words meant and she decided to stay back even as her mind contemplated turning away. She smiled to herself. He had taken care not to embarrass her and she slowly looked up as Rahul’s fingers started again to a very touching tune.


    “I know what I did was wrong,


    And to correct that, I wrote this song.”


    He repeated. The audience cheered.


    “Yesterday’s gone, Tomorrow may never come,


    Today’s the time, we can chew bubble gum.


    The soft wind that blows your brown hair,


    The divine hands that made you so fair,


    I wish I could say more


    but all I can do is, stand and stare.


    The shared rocks of the sea, the inhaled perfume of the grass,


    They call out to us and ask, ‘What’s the fuss?’


    I held to your thoughts in your absence,


    The words and promises that seemed nonsense.


    Everytime I see you, I feel like it has been so long,


    And to correct that, I wrote this song.”


    He stopped before strumming his guitar with a new found ferocity. His voice reached a matching crescendo in synch with his fingers.


    “Ohhhhh…what have I to do with this ego?


    Without you, where can I …go?


    The lamp is out, the streets full of darkness,


    If only you would, you could forgive my madness.


    You are my burning light, you are my twinkling star,


    Ohh, you make me feel like a superstar


    A day with you makes me stand out,


    And I know you wish I’d shut my mouth.”


    Seema involuntarily laughed on that and the students around her looked at her warily.


    “..But I will sing this right, whether this is wrong,


    To correct this, there will be no other song


    Just like when I am gone from here,


    There would be no one you would have to bear.


    Bear me now, and hear this song…


    I know what I did was wrong,


    And to correct that, I wrote this song… I know…”


    Mid-way Rahul opened his apologetic eyes and spotted her listening to him grimly, her eyes closed and her hands folded below her chest. He continued, softening his voice,


    “Oh, I tried; I tried not to love you,


    I tried... tried it a thousand times


    But which fool has control?


    Has control... over the clock’s chimes.


    My stupid heart is besotted,


    Taken... taken by your beauty


    But how can I blame it?


    For that’s... that’s its duty.


    Surrounded by sadness,


    It has never loved before.


    Drowned in the sea of madness,


    It pleads you to forgive, therefore.”


    Rahul strummed the guitar softly.


    “Oh, it knows...


    “It very well does,” Rahul added in a soft murmur.


    “...what it did was wrong,


    But you still make it beat as wild as King-Kong.


    And to slow it down there will be no other song,


    I know... I know what I did was wrong...”


    Rahul ended his voice trailing, his fingers still strumming the strings of the old acoustic and as he struck the last chord, he looked up straight at the auditorium door where she stood. Their gazes met, and even though Rahul did not say anything, Seema saw him mouth a silent apology.


    Rahul let his eyes settle on the first row, where the Chief Guest was seated and saw the staff members clapping the hardest, their faces clearly in awe. He saw Father Tuscano winking at him and then quickly looking around to check whether anyone noticed, before winking at him again.


    When Rahul came down, the Chief Guest personally went upto him to inform him that she had taken no offence at his late arrival but Rahul’s mind was elsewhere. He sweetly talked his way out from the lady’s words, only to bump into some senior staff members who applauded him for his voice. Finding his way

    out, he was enveloped by the crowd, many of which were

    girls from junior classes appreciating his guitar playing skills

    and requesting him for private lessons. He managed to come out of the gathering and made his way to the exit door where he had seen her standing.


    He thought it was the right time to render a private apology, too; but there was no one to apologise to, so he just wandered down, still searching for her familiar sight.


    Apologising from the heart turns out to be tiring, he concluded.

    He went to the canteen on the ground floor and had a long

    snack to quieten his grumbling stomach. He did not find her. When the loud music coming from the direction of the

    auditorium seemed to have stopped, Rahul decided that all

    the performances were over and it would be good to go up

    now to check on the program. He came back to the auditorium

    only to find the lights dimmed and people wearing long

    masks over their eyes. He thought he was watching a mass gathering of Zorros.


    “So if you have chosen your dancing partner, we can start with the ballroom dance. This is going to be fun everyone. Time to swirl around!” the host announced and Rahul realised that he was actually standing in the middle of the dance floor. It did not look the same as it was sometime back.


    The revolving disco lights were put on which were used ever so sparingly in the auditorium. Rahul found it difficult to believe that some moments ago this place was a school gathering.


    “What’s this about?” he asked a passing guy, who had his hands on the waist of a masked girl.


    “Christmas celebrations,” the guy shouted over the music. Rahul found it amusing as to how he did not know about this program in their schedule. No one at school had informed him about it and neither had he seen it on the actual list! Perhaps, the Principal decided to sneak this in, he concluded. He turned to go backstage to ask the host the source of this decision and bumped into a figure in a dark green velvet evening gown, wearing a mask, glowing in the darkness. The eyes held him to his place, daring him to move his gaze. The air around him seemed suddenly more pleasurable.


    He extended his hand almost involuntarily and she placed hers into his. He lessened the distance between their bodies by

    swiftly pulling her towards him, one hand on her hip while the other embedded in hers. She just about reached over his shoulder. Their gazes still locked all this while, they moved around gracefully. He turned her around and they caught each other’s eyes again.


    The number changed – Suraj hua maddham chand jalne laga, aasma yeh hai kyun pigalne laga (The sun has dimmed, the moon is on fire, why is the sky melting with desire), the lines said. It was her favourite track, he remembered her saying that while she was seated with him in the bus on their very first trip together and to add to it, Shahrukh Khan and Kajol – on whom this song was filmed – were her favourite stars.


    As if to celebrate the timing of the song, he held both her hands in his as they went far and pulled her so near that their noses rubbed and bodies merged. Her fragrance blew him off and his body followed steps he never knew in his life. He held her hands, pressed in his as he half hugged her from the back, the way he remembered the actor doing it to his beloved. He heard her gasp over the music. She turned, still holding his hands and he noticed her gleaming smile even in the darkness.


    Threading his fingers through her bouncy hair, he put the sole strand of hair that hung out from her perfectly set tresses on her forehead. With a snap of his wrist, he spun her away from him and pulled her back again, letting his fingers grasp her smooth back. He turned her around, and enveloped her in his arms, moving gracefully sideways allowing her to take his place and she repeated the step the other way round. He lifted her gently off the floor towards his left, in tandem with the slow beats and placed her to his right. He held her hands together in his and their legs worked together on the music.


    Just as the track was going to end, he laid his cheek against the crown of her head and whispered, “I am sorry.”


    He straightened and she looked into his eyes and nodded. He felt all the tensions in his head evaporate; her single nod meant so much to him that he felt like jiving on this soft dance track. She dropped his hand to place hers on her chest and coughed twice.


    “Are you all right?” he held her by the shoulder and stooped down to her bent gaze.


    She nodded.


    “You sure?” he asked again.


    She nodded, looking into his eyes.


    He took her hand and made her revolve around him. He held her close and wished that time would freeze. He smelled the welcome fragrance of her tresses. It brought him boundless delectation and refreshed his aching soul. The torture of wanting was so great

    that he could hardly stand it. He longed to feel her breath against his neck and taste the texture of her skin. He paused to tame his rapid breathing and she nuzzled her head in the hollow of his collarbone. He thanked her for being what she was, promising not to repeat any of his follies ever. There were no explanations given and none taken.


    As the lights were about to come on, she hoisted her frame on her toes, cupped his face in her palms and gently kissed him on the cheek, near his earlobe.


    “Thanks,” she murmured in his ear, savouring their heat.


    “For what?” he asked bewildered, rubbing the epicentre of the earthquake in his body.


    “For the song,” she said before walking off, softly leaving his hand. He sensed the same hesitancy he had experienced once.


    ***


    THE SEDUCTRESS


    Rahul’s roommates as usual were out with their girlfriends and Rahul did not expect them to come back soon. He had overheard their plans to go to Fort Mifflin and then visit the Independence Hall after spending sometime at Burholme Park near Pennypack. It would be a bit out of the way but both had a bike, so the distance would not be much of a problem. There they were roaming and enjoying and here he was lying on the bed listening to the radio. His passive self was soon alerted by loud knocks on the door. He sighed and put on a vest over his naked upper body and tied the chord of his pyjamas, before almost pulling out the door.


    “Hi, what’s up buddy?” Sahil greeted.


    “Hi,” he nodded back.


    Sahil stepped inside the room, plopping himself comfortably on Rahul’s bed, trying to extract some bounce of it. He picked up a previous copy of The Philadelphia Inquirer lying on the table and browsed through it.


    “The President does this, the President does that. Horny tiger is sleeping with multiple lionesses in the woods and the lionesses are fucking a dumb zebra in the grasslands. Who cares what the President does and who gives a fuck about who fucks whom? Don’t tell me you actually read this bullshit,” Sahil said keeping the

    paper down.


    Rahul did not reply. He was in the kitchen and brought out two steaming mugs of coffee.


    “Nescafe?” Sahil asked him.


    “Bru,” Rahul answered.


    “Ah, I only have Nescafe, you shouldn’t have bothered,” Sahil informed.


    Rahul looked at him in a mildly threatening manner.


    “Well… maybe I should try Bru sometimes. Experimentation is good, you know? Smells wonderful,” he said taking the mug from Rahul’s hands.


    Rahul sat down opposite to him on the bed, staring out of the window behind the bed.


    “There was this news two days back, of a school in India where students were beaten black and blue by a teacher and one student reportedly, succumbed to his injuries and two were grievously injured,” Sahil said eyeing the newspaper again.


    “Happens,” Rahul said after a pause, taking a small sip from

    his mug.


    “What do you mean? So they distribute corporal punishments to students like chocolates in India?” Sahil asked, raising his eyes.


    Rahul shrugged.


    “At mine, at the most they made you stand on the bench in the classroom with your hands up for the entire lecture or shooed you out of the class ... sometimes they made you turn yourself into a cock,” Rahul said softly.


    “Into a what?”


    “A cock.”


    “But that’s so disgusting...”


    “Before your dirty mind gets ideas, I mean the hen’s mate.”


    “How can one turn himself into a cock? Were you at Potter’s Hogwarts?”


    “You can, if you squat on your knees and hold your ears with your hands criss-crossing from between your legs.”


    Sahil placed the coffee mug on the table and climbed down

    the bed.


    “Like this?” he asked, squatting on the floor and holding his ears with opposite hands.


    Rahul grunted.


    “Now what?” Sahil asked, balancing his round frame.


    “Now crow and lay an egg,” Rahul said, taking another sip.


    “But cocks aren’t supposed to lay eggs...” Sahil said, trying to untangle himself. “...they’re supposed to fertilise them.”


    “Then go find a hen,” Rahul said.


    “But a cock does not enter a hen… it enters a pussy!” Sahil guffawed before losing his balance and falling on the floor.


    ***


    “I was thinking of going shopping at Bell’s corner or Franklin Mills. I have to buy a new pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Why don’t you come along?” Sahil invited.


    “The latter is good. My uncle had recommended it to me when I came, if I needed to get some good stuff. It’s near the Liberty Bell Race track, isn’t it?” Rahul looked up.


    “Hey cool, you know a lot about this place and I was thinking of showing you around. Reckon, you roamed alone a lot. Anyways, Franklin Mills is not a bad suggestion. What say, we can grab lunch at Cafe Freedom and then head for a movie in the mall? I think they are showing the new Transformers movie,” Sahil rubbed his hands in glee.


    “You should go with you mother,” Rahul said, picking up the

    coffee mugs.


    “My mother doesn’t entertain my shopping and stuff. Don’t worry, the treat is on me,” Sahil tried.


    “No, you carry on,” Rahul said.


    Sahil sighed. Suddenly, something clicked in his mind and he smiled to himself but quickly changed his expression lest Rahul’s keen eye noticed him.


    “I thought you won’t disappoint me at least on my birthday,”

    Sahil said getting up with a sad face and heading slowly towards the door.


    “It’s your birthday?” Rahul asked in a surprised tone.


    “Of course, why would I come here at this time then?” Sahil sensed the opportunity. “But I guess you’re not interested and I don’t want to trouble you. I might as well hang out alone,” Sahil continued in mock dejection.


    “Why? Where are your other friends?” Rahul questioned.


    “Ah, all are busy as exams are approaching. They might come in the evening but not now when I need them,” Sahil said when he was almost upon the door.


    “Give me two minutes to get ready,” Rahul said and walked towards his wardrobe but seeing stray papers lying inside, he remembered something.


    “Sahil, have you completed the Chemistry assignment?”

    Rahul turned.


    “Yes,” Sahil answered. “Have you?”


    Rahul nodded, “Could you show me the way it is to be arranged?” He brought out the papers that he had written the previous night.


    “Sure buddy, get’em on,” Sahil said, walking back to the bed.


    Rahul brought along the bunch of papers from the wardrobe. Sahil arranged the papers for him in less than two minutes and handed it back to him. Rahul kept it back from where he had brought it.


    “Exams on our head. It’s so nightmarish you know. I get bad dreams of failing in math,” Sahil confessed to him.


    Rahul’s lips curved slightly on hearing that.


    “You find that funny?” Sahil asked him.


    “It would be a lot easy if you look at Professor Jeanne’s face instead of…” Rahul looked at him but did not complete his sentence.


    “Well… good, at least you find this funny,” Sahil nodded.


    “Hey, will you help me in math?” Sahil asked suddenly, remembering the way Rahul used to complete assignments for even the toughest of sums that used to bamboozle his senses.


    Rahul nodded.


    “Thanks, I owe you big for that,” Sahil said.


    “Hmm... I’ll get ready,” Rahul said and rummaged through

    the wardrobe.


    “So, what do you do the entire day lying in this ruin of a room?” Sahil asked him in good humour, seeing that Rahul was not going to talk anything interesting.


    Rahul looked at the table near the bedpost while pulling a white shirt from the wardrobe.


    “Oh, you listen to the radio? The entire day?” Sahil asked

    in disbelief.


    Rahul gave him the look again ‘Any problem?’ it seemed to say.


    “That’s great! You should,” Sahil said.


    Rahul grunted, pulling on the shirt.


    “Yesterday, all the guys of the class almost rushed out, that is after you left early of course,” Sahil informed.


    Rahul gave him a questioning look, wondering which surprise test he had missed.


    “A new girl has taken admission in the tenth grade, mid-sem. I wonder how they allowed her but when I saw her I was happy that they allowed her,” Sahil said with a dreamy look.


    Rahul looked at the clock that adorned the wall near the door.


    “Colins’ daughter, you know, pretty as hell. She used to be in Ireland earlier. You know Colins, don’t you?” Sahil asked him.


    Rahul narrowed his eyes trying to recollect that name while pulling his blue jeans over his waist.


    “He’s the grocer half a mile down south of here. His daughter doesn’t in the least look like him and neither like his wife. My bet is she must be from his first wife whom he left back in Ireland to settle here with the current hag. Some were almost saying how a thing as dreadful as Colins could produce something so beautiful… hahaha,” Sahil laughed.


    Rahul showed no interest. Apparently, Sahil was talking about the owner of a small store he had visited a couple of times to buy cigarette packets.


    “That girl Rosie who had the hots for you, remember?” Sahil asked.


    Rahul gave no look of remembrance.


    “Well, she’s currently settled with that burly Joe. I saw them making out in his car parked at the back of the school,” Sahil informed.


    Rahul laughed inside, the same girl had come to him and had asked him to come over her place in the evening. Rahul had just looked in her eyes until it had unsettled her and she had walked off calling him a ‘weirdo’.


    “That gorilla had a committed girl, you know? Kathleen, from

    the ninth grade. She was like into him, like totally crazy and in walked the bitch and the ape dumped Kathleen for her. Ha, imagine!” Sahil sighed.


    Rahul looked at him. Something stirred in the vast reservoirs of

    his past.


    “She was like broken, they say. But she has a friend named Nick in the neighbourhood. She hangs out with him. She’ll get over it eventually... I hope. Imagine walking in at your boyfriend’s place to find another girl seated on his lap, ha! Ridiculous, you will say, I know but that’s what happened and…”


    Rahul did not hear further. He felt his mind go hazy, a picture trying to form, a puzzle rearranging itself.


    “Hey, you all right?” Sahil looked at him with wide eyes.


    Rahul nodded after a brief while. He had stopped trying to push in the belt and was staring into the ceiling.


    “I have some important work to do, I’ll catch you later,” Rahul said, almost pushing Sahil out.


    “What the hell! What got into you all of a sudden? We’re supposed to visit Franklin Mall,” Sahil reminded.


    “Nothing happened. I just remembered some important work, that’s all,” Rahul said, pulling him towards the door.


    “Some favourite radio program or something? Some chick on Power 99 that you want to listen to, eh?” Sahil asked, annoyed.


    Rahul looked at him quietly in response.


    “Isn’t it rude? You make plans with me and then you ditch me,” Sahil complained.


    “We’ll go some other time and even if I didn’t come, you’re going to carry on alone, so go ahead,” Rahul said gruffly.


    “That’s not fair, you’re doing this on my birthday but still buddy, I’ll go alone,” Sahil said.


    Rahul groaned.


    “Ok, that’s not going to work this time, I know. God knows, what happened! I’ll come tomorrow, we have got to do math. Don’t forget. Bye,” Sahil waved from outside the door as Rahul subtly pushed him off.


    ‘Imagine walking in your boyfriend’s place to find another girl seated on his lap, ha!’


    Sahil’s words echoed in his mind and with each successive echo, the window in his mind opened up, the haze lifted ever so slowly that the air of recollection drifted in. He felt giddy and had to lie down completely on the bed to steady himself before the fog lifted. The memory of the events that changed his life forever overtook him.


    “I stand amid the roar


    Of a surf-tormented shore,


    And I hold within my hand


    Grains of golden sand


    How few! yet how they creep


    Through my fingers to the deep,


    While I weep – while I weep!


    O God! can I not grasp


    Them with a tighter clasp?”


    -A Dream withing a Dream, Edgar Allen Poe.


    It was a week now and Rahul sensed a ray of hope in his love life as Seema’s reactions to him completely changed. She herself came to meet him a couple of times during the break but for short periods. It brought to him the old joy of seeing her again. They would not get time to talk much with each other but no one was complaining. It was as if the passion was reignited.


    Rahul wanted to clear all the past misconceptions but was waiting for the appropriate time. Such elaborate relationship talks could not have been done in the ten minutes they found with each other, surrounded by noisy, meddling classmates. She had asked him not to call at her place as her mother was keeping a strict eye on her activities and he kept that in mind.


    One of those days Seema bumped into him near the third-floor staircase, he held her hand and pulled her back so that they would not be in the eye contact of anyone who passed by.


    “Seema, I just wanted to say sorry for…” he started.


    “Shhh!” she kept a finger over his lips. “Forget it all,” was all she said, looking into his eyes.


    “We should discuss…” he began again.


    “There’s nothing to be discussed, your sorry was enough for me. I don’t need to know why and what and bring all those things to my mind again. Just don’t repeat it, that’s all,” she said softly.


    Rahul wanted to say more but his mind was working only on the words that escaped her mouth. He kept gazing at her innocence until she blushed and ran away, turning to look at him one final time before she disappeared into her class. He felt a sweetly poisoned arrow, pierce his heart again and again when she did that.


    ***


    “So you and Seema are on again?” one of Rahul’s classmates asked him the next day in the school compound while they were going down for physical training.


    “Huh?” Rahul looked at him. The guy was Praveen, a part of the rival group and his sudden interest in Rahul’s life did not

    help matters.


    “Why do you need to know?” Rahul asked, arrogantly.


    “Just…” he said before trotting ahead, “…got my answer,” he completed to himself, before winking at a tall spectacled boy standing in the corner, watching the proceedings.


    The next day, Seema asked Rahul to wait for her after school in the class itself. The corridor and classrooms were deserted and Seema came as soon as her classmates took leave. She looked at him for a while before speaking.


    “I’ve my unit exams coming up, we won’t be able to meet regularly or talk daily, I hope you understand,” Seema informed.


    “We hardly meet even now, not once have we gone out since ages,” Rahul complained, trying to make her see his side of the coin.


    “Ah, we’ll go soon Rahul, you know exams are something very important for me and I need to concentrate on the task at hand. Once exams are over, ma wouldn’t take me to task for whiling away time. Exams make me crazy,” Seema replied.


    “And me?” Rahul asked back with a sly smile playing on his lips, forgetting the topic they were arguing on.


    Seema looked into his eyes and looked away quickly, controlling her smile.


    “It’s ok. I will keep myself busy, Dorothy ma’am wanted me to participate in the inter-house dance competition. For a week or so, I will practice with the others,” Rahul maintained.


    “Ok, good luck. By the way, when is the dance competition?” Seema asked.


    “In the next week a couple of days after your exams are over,”

    Rahul informed.


    “No one’s even informed me. That means people from my class will hardly get any time to practice,” Seema lamented.


    “Oh, people from your class have you and I know what you can do with your moves. I am proof enough; see I have lost my senses after witnessing your killer moves on the annual day,” Rahul teased.


    “You and your dialogues!” she laughed and he looked at the way she slowly giggled, with her hand carefully placed on her mouth, trying to stifle the laughter.


    “Hey…” she said pushing his face aside, “…don’t look at me

    like that!”


    “Why?” he asked.


    “Something happens,” she replied casting her gaze down.


    “What?” he asked.


    “I don’t know,” she answered.


    Rahul smiled.


    “When are you meeting the others for practice?” she asked.


    “Well, I was told they meet at the auditorium every evening around four,” Rahul informed.


    “And who exactly are these ‘they’?” she questioned.


    “Hmmm, I’m yet to find out,” Rahul said.


    “Are you still angry at me?” Seema asked suddenly.


    “And why should I be?” Rahul said, with a smile.


    “For that telephone incident,” Seema said apologetically.


    “I’m past anger now since I have you,” Rahul said, tickling her behind the ear.


    “Don’t say such things, you’re really a flirt,” Seema said.


    “What? Can’t I even say what I feel? Is that always flirting?” Rahul asked with a frown.


    “Hehe, yup it is. Now, don’t start questioning back. I’m getting late,” Seema said ruffling his hair playfully.


    “Right princess,” Rahul said.


    “Hmmm… ok, I’ll move then. Tuition classes have been scheduled early so we get extra time to revise,” Seema told him, “…and hey, no visits there, ok?”


    Rahul nodded.


    “Can I at least accompany you halfway?” Rahul asked.


    “Rahul! No, it’s risky. My aunt comes to drop my cousin in the primary, for all I know she might still be waiting down,”

    Seema guessed.


    “Ok,” Rahul said in a dull voice.


    “I will give you a call a night before my exams start, ok?” she tried to cheer him up.


    He nodded.


    Rahul waited for five minutes before following her footsteps.


    ***


    That evening, when he came to the school auditorium, he could hear the music from a distance. He was surprised to see only three people on the stage.


    “Hey, we’ve got company,” the tall spectacled boy got up to add an additional chair to the linear arrangement. Rahul was not that pleased to see him.


    “Hi Jay, you and dance?” Rahul sounded amused, climbing onto the stage.


    “Well, time to get out of books for the time being!” Jay, the head boy replied casually. The other two also got up from their chairs to greet him.


    After blaming him for their house’s loss in the quiz competition, Jay had kept his distance from Rahul post the cricket and

    debate victories. Rahul was glad for that as he could not stand

    his classmate, but facing him again brought bitter memories of

    the past.


    “Hey Rahul, how have you been? We hardly get time to interact these days,” the fair, lanky girl said as she shook hands with him.


    “Hi Nazia. Yeah, it’s a pity!” Rahul acknowledged.


    The other girl just stood there waiting for Rahul to acknowledge her presence. Finally, when he did not do so, Nazia, the head girl stepped in.


    “Hey, meet Farha. You might have seen her before!” she said.


    Oh, so this was the girl the guys in his class were drooling over as they realised their chances with Seema. He remembered the reactions of some of his classmates on hearing her name. She was surely competing with Seema in terms of beauty in the brains of the school’s guys and for some even in their bathrooms. People used to comment that she looked a lot like film star, Kareena Kapoor and though Rahul tried to segregate the differences between the two, in the one glimpse that he took of her, he saw truth in those words.


    Farha indeed was beautiful and looked a lot like the popular Bollywood diva of whom he was a huge fan. She had a slim, wild beauty about her that could captivate the opposite sex. Her figure was arresting and regal, her hips tapered into shapely thighs and the suggestion of nubile curves under her sleeveless black velvet dress spelt heat in the growth of teenage anatomies.


    “She is in Seema’s class,” Jay added, breaking his thoughts.


    Rahul glared at him but did not utter the words that almost came to his lips.


    “Farha Siddiqui,” she shook hands with him, eyeing him with arresting black eyes.


    “Rahul… Rahul will do,” he said with half a smile.


    He could not help but notice how soft her skin was and how her touch sent a shock-wave down his spine. He quickly removed his hand and put it in his trousers’ pocket.


    “So we are done now! We have our two couples,” Jay said.


    “Two couples?” Rahul asked, plainly surprised.


    “Yes, others won’t participate, so it would just be the four of us from the Blue house,” Jay informed.


    “What do you mean? I will get the others to participate, there are some very good dancers in our house,” Rahul said.


    “I had made an announcement and I got no response from anyone,” Jay broke the news.


    “You announced it? You are forgetting house announcements are my job!” Rahul was about to blow off his lid.


    “Yes, I know but you were busy with other things, so we thought it better not to disturb you,” Jay said, not caring to meet his eyes.


    “What the…” Rahul took a step towards him.


    “Rahul, chill down, relax. No one was bothered about it, everyone is like ‘It is almost the end of the year, the boards will be up soon’, so it’s upto us to do it for our house now. Don’t forget that we almost have the house-cup in our grip. In fact, Jay was the one who told Dorothy ma’am that you dance really well and she thought of including you in the dance team, which I think is a brilliant idea. Farha here has exams in a couple of days but still she’s ready to participate, though she won’t be coming for practice regularly,” Nazia said.


    Rahul rolled his eyes but did not say anything.


    “Ok then, let’s start. Rahul, you rehearse with Farha and I will do so with Nazia and before going we’ll check our steps together,”

    Jay suggested.


    Jay and Nazia went to one corner of the stage, while Rahul accompanied Seema’s classmate to the other. Jay started the system and the music blazed on.


    Rahul took the chair, while Farha displayed the basic steps to the soft number playing on the music system. She looked at him, while doing the steps. Rahul concentrated on her feet movements. She appeared to be a great dancer.


    “Have you learnt classical?” Rahul asked her unexpectedly.


    “Well yes, I’ve been learning it for two years now,” she replied.


    “Yeah, it shows!” Rahul complemented her moves.


    “Thanks!” she said.


    Rahul picked up the steps from her and she corrected him when he did it wrong. He noticed the way she held him near his hips while correcting his feet movements and how tightly she held his hands when they did a step together. When she moved to his right, through the gap between her sleeve rim and her milky skin, he could see a narrow black strap on her shoulder. He quickly shook his head and severely admonished his wandering thoughts.


    “Concentrate, dear!” Farha said softly.


    “Hey, we’ll join you guys after grabbing a quick cup of coffee from the canteen,” Nazia shouted at them from the other end.


    “Ok, carry on!” Rahul and Farha both shouted back together.


    They too decided to take a break and went backstage and sat down on the marble floor.


    “God, I’m tired!” Farha complained, holding her head in her hands.


    “Yeah, that’s what dancing continuously does to you,”

    Rahul smiled.


    The only sounds that came in the auditorium were the creaking noises of the revolving rusty fan. They talked for a while of things and people in school.


    “Heard you and Seema are back together?” Farha asked him, when he caught her looking at him, while he was looking elsewhere.


    He was taken unawares by the arrival of that statement in their peaceful conversation until now.


    “Huh? Who told you?” Rahul fired back.


    “Everyone says so!” Farha replied.


    “Everyone is dumb!” Rahul replied, taking care of the past experiences and Seema’s tacit warnings to him. She would not like it if he were to repeat the same mistakes over again.


    “So, you’re still single?” Farha asked him, her voice dropping a little, sounding huskier.


    “Kind of!” Rahul replied after a while, looking at the ground.


    “Even I’m single!” Farha exclaimed, as if both of them being single in common was paramount to her joy.


    She continued to talk in that voice, maintaining the eye contact.


    “What kind of a girl do you want?” she asked.


    “Hmm… intelligent and beautiful, loving and caring,” Rahul replied, hoping that her questions would stop soon.


    “Oh, that sounds someone like me,” she winked.


    Rahul looked at her and smiled nervously.


    “Just joking dear, don’t be so serious. Oh God, you’re sweating!” she exclaimed and got up to bring a towel from her bag.


    “Here, let me wipe your head as I’ve made you sweat with all those stupid questions of mine,” she offered.


    “It’s ok, I’ll do it myself,” Rahul tried to decline, reposing

    his frame.


    “Oh! c’mon dear, don’t be such a kid, I will wipe you realllllly well,” she said, elongating the ‘really’ in her salacious voice and putting the towel over his forehead, carefully wiping away his brow. She looked into his eyes while doing that making it difficult for him to avert her suggestive gaze.


    “Oops!” she cried, as the towel fell down from her hands.


    She picked it up again and in a slow, rhythmic circular motion wiped her own forehead while continuing to look him in the eye.


    “Isn’t it getting hot in here? Want some water?” she asked in a murmur and grasped the bottle of water lying nearby. She opened the lid slowly and gently took a gulp. Rahul watched in fascination as the water gurgled down her throat.


    “Ah...” she moaned.


    She poured the remaining water on her neck and Rahul watched the droplets disappear down the opening of her dress. The water soaked her black attire which clung even more tightly to her body.


    “Don’t dirty the floor,” Rahul voiced, trying hard not to stare at her chest.


    “Hmm, you want some. Come get some!” she said invitingly, kissing the air around him.


    Rahul’s legs started trembling and he nervously shifted back. She moved towards him, biting her lower lip with her teeth and worked her fingers on his brow; her gentle touch sparked his brain. Her black eyes were pulling him though he tried to stop himself, but it was difficult to brake a speeding car; and right then, his hormones started rushing fast, very fast.


    Before he knew it, she came close to him; their noses touched. Her wet body rubbed against his moist manhood. He tried to move but she held his face in her palms and he felt his heart hammer against his rib cage. Her soft skin on his unshaven cheeks tied him to her bond, as she came closer to place her lips on his. She took him in her arms, heads tilted; she left her tongue to explore in his mouth. He tried to break free but the feel of her tongue immured his movements. He tried really hard not to reciprocate, to close his open jaw but his responses were not obeying his senses. She kissed his neck, right below his ear lobe and he found himself melting in her arms, a tribute to her seducing charms. Clinging to him, she pushed him back and climbed atop on him swiftly, holding

    his hands in hers, extending them up and biting him softly on his ear lobe.


    “Farha, this isn’t right!” Rahul moaned.


    She wrapped her legs around him and urged his hands to embrace and hold her. Rahul felt steam blowing off his ears and tried to look away. A bolt of fire rushed through him, heating his body surprisingly under hers. Her lips worked furiously all over Rahul’s face while she unbuttoned his shirt with her free hand. She guided his hands all over her body and let out a soft cry as they cupped what they were holding in their palms.


    “Do it again… do it!” she cried in his ears, pulling his hair and licking his nape.


    “Farha, this is not right… stop… Farha… please,” he tried to say, but his mumbles were lost in his own mouth. Whenever he tried to say anything, she locked his mouth with hers, clasping his hands to her smooth bosom.


    “Just lie back and enjoy!” she told him, between rapid breaths.


    Before he could contemplate, pushing her off, she had worked her way from his neck to his abdomen and then down to the waistband of his jeans. She unzipped him and touched him between his legs. Rahul tried to say something but whatever it was, it was caught between a sigh and a moan and then he became a mere puppet to her advances. He sighed once again, before closing his eyes and submitting to her.


    As things tried to click in his mind on what he could

    have done to escape this predicament, Rahul did not realise that something else was clicking too and that something was

    Jay’s camera!


    ***


    Rahul felt guilt melt in his soul. Even touching a girl other than Seema was tantamount to the gravest of all sins for him and God alone knew what all he had done that evening. He met Raj, his only confidant under any circumstance. They sat on the first floor stairs of the building, slowly discussing the evening proceedings.


    “I didn’t want to. I’m feeling like trash,” he said, almost on the verge of tears.


    “Don’t think too much into it. Just forget it like it had never happened. No one’s going to know,” Raj consoled.


    “I can’t do that. It’s not about doing the act; it’s about hiding it from Seema. I have cheated on her,” Rahul cried.


    “If you want to involve Seema into this then just think of it as practice for the future,” Raj advised.


    Rahul thought he was joking but when he looked at his small face, he was not even smiling in his usual cheesy manner.


    “You won’t understand,” he said and ended their meet a lot earlier than usual.


    ***


    He thought of not going for practice but that meant letting down his house. So he went ahead the very next day. He was pleasingly surprised to note that Farha was absent.


    “You don’t worry about Farha; she’ll join us directly on the day of the dance competition. She’s done her job,” Nazia said with a gleam in her eyes. “She knows all the steps, and she’ll be fine. You just practice and remember we’ve got to win this,” she added after a while.


    Rahul somehow went through the steps he could remember but the haunting events of last evening refused to let him settle down.


    The following night, his cell phone rang; he was expecting it and picked it up at the onset of his ringtone. His excitement crashed on hearing the voice.


    “Hey sweetie pie, what’s up?” Farha greeted in her bubbly tone.


    “Listen Farha, whatever happened was…” he tried to say.


    “Whatever had to happen, happened! Forget it, I have no expectations, so I’m not going to trouble you. Now stop thinking about that and talk to me!” Farha said.


    “Farha…” he did not know what to say. Something was eating him from the inside and talking to Farha made it quicken its hunger.


    “What? I’m sorry I could not make it today and won’t be able to come even tomorrow. I know you missed me but just some days more darling, and I promise I will make it up for you!” she said.


    “Listen…” Rahul protested.


    “No, you listen, I have an exam tomorrow and I’m stuck at this problem. I thought of dropping it and moving ahead to the next chapter but it was marked as important during the revision lectures. Would you be kind enough to help me honey?” Farha pleaded.


    “I’m expecting…” Rahul tried.


    “No excuses, otherwise I will back out from the dance competition. You’ll have a tough time searching for a replacement now!”

    Farha threatened.


    “Why are you like this?” Rahul almost shouted, not caring that his parents were sleeping in the other room.


    “Because you’re like that! Sweet and lovable. Muawah!” she kissed him, laughing loudly over the line.


    ‘Obviously, she was not having any problems with sleeping parents,’ Rahul thought.


    “Ok, tell me quickly,” Rahul requested but Farha took her own sweet time to search for her text book, notebook and pen which she had not gathered before calling him.


    The next half an hour was spent discussing why k, the proportionality constant varies directly to this and indirectly to that and in

    between Rahul trying to rebuff Farha’s attempts at getting naughty over the phone.


    “Thanks darling, I owe you one!” Farha said finally understanding what Rahul was trying to convey since the past twenty minutes.


    “You’re not at all welcome!” Rahul said irritated.


    “By the way, I liked what I saw yesterday evening… did you like what you felt?” she toyed with him.


    “No, I didn’t… now, please…” Rahul began.


    “Ah, how rude! Anyway, I won’t take offence to that as you’re too sweet. Won’t you even wish me good luck?” she asked.


    “Good luck!” Rahul said before disconnecting, and dreaded seeing what he was expecting.


    He had not realised the soft beeps in the network signalling a call waiting on the other line. He cursed himself as he could not dial back seeing ‘Seema landline’ displaying on his phone. Her instructions repeated in his mind and he wished her good luck from his heart, hoping that it would convey the same to her. That night, he could not sleep.


    ***


    The practice sessions continued in the auditorium sans Farha, which in a way saved Rahul from embarrassment. He often found himself, practicing alone as Jay and Nazia usually bundled together at one end, made it clear that he was unwelcome when they were doing anything except dancing. Rahul noticed that Jay was a lousy dancer with no grace in his movements and Nazia, though graceful did not complement him. That made Rahul realise that the onus was again on him and his sexy partner whom he was trying very hard to ignore. He knew that the synergy of the group had to be maximised and the current situation would not aid their cause.


    Things continued pretty much the same way until the day of the dance competition, the only thing that climbed upwards in its graph was the extent to which Rahul missed Seema, the rest pretty much remained constant like the k whose explanation had cost him a chance to talk with his beloved.


    On the day of the dance competition, Rahul reached early in the morning as their group was scheduled to practice the moves that they had learnt so far. He was a bit apprehensive about meeting Farha again. When he reached the auditorium, Jay and Nazia were already practising, so he decided to join them.


    “Where’s your partner?” Jay asked.


    “I have no clue,” he answered.


    “She came, I don’t know where she’s disappeared now,” Nazia said.


    “I’ll wait,” Rahul expressed his action while taking a seat.


    “No, we don’t have all day, please go and find her,” Jay shouted.


    “Keep your voice down,” Rahul said, getting up from the chair he was occupying. Nazia again stepped in between them.


    “Relax, Jay is right. If one of us goes, then we cannot practice together as it is time for teamwork now. You should go and find her. I guess she had gone to fill water in her flask,” Nazia informed.


    Rahul was dreading this, but he threw a disgusted look at Jay and walked out of the auditorium.


    He was still mumbling things about Jay to himself when he bumped into someone whom he had least expected to see.


    She looked at him. Rahul sensed something amiss.


    “Hey, how are you?” he asked, rushing down to hold her.


    She moved back slowly.


    “I had called you,” she said softly and saw a flash of guilt drive by his face.


    “I’m really sorry, it was Farha…” he was not able to complete as the she-devil herself stepped in the scene on hearing her name being called out.


    “Hey, there you are! I have been looking for you all over, made me wait for a long time, naughty boy! Now, don’t just stand and stare at me like that. Come along now, we haven’t got all day,” Farha said pulling him away towards the auditorium.


    He found no words to tell Seema. She looked at him with

    broken eyes.


    “I’m in the auditorium,” he finally managed to shout when he saw her look away and almost run off in the opposite direction.


    “Leave me!” he shouted at Farha, pulling away his arm from her hold after seeing Seema’s reaction.


    “We’ve to practise!” she explained.


    “There is a way of saying and doing things. You can’t just

    barge in and drag me in front of her,” Rahul shouted at the top of his voice.


    “I thought she didn’t mean anything to you. You told me that you are single and hence we did what we did that day!” Farha

    shouted back.


    Rahul could not respond as the events of that evening came back to haunt him. What he did not realise was that Seema was standing behind the very wall he thought she had disappeared behind and in the morning silence; she could hear each and every word spoken between the two. Seema supported herself by leaning on the wall and took out the pictures from her pocket that had caused her to lose focus during her exams that could well be the reason of the first academic failure of her life.


    She had avoided looking at them again, trusting her instincts, trusting her heart that said Rahul could never do such a thing. She was very sure that the photographs were doctored. She convinced herself that the face of the boy in question was not clear in the picture and hence it was definitely someone else. Most boys of his class or even hers were of the same height as Rahul. She had chosen to appeal against rationality and her hope was discarded that morning.


    She looked at the images of Farha, her good-looking classmate; hugging, kissing and touching Rahul, whom she thought was the only guy worth being with. What she did not realise was that photographs showed only the visuals, the ones that were captured in the lens. She tore the photographs when she could no longer bear to look at them. She spat at the pieces and threw them in the dustbin of the first classroom, whose doors she found open to her right. She bit back the sob rising in her chest and clenched her teeth against the wave of hopeless pain.


    “Why? Why, Rahul, why?” she shouted to the hard walls. She began to hate the despair she felt in her own eyes.


    ***


    Rahul’s mind was not where it should have been though his heart was where it was supposed to be. His dance moves lacked grace and he was lousy in response to the music.


    “Concentrate on the steps, Rahul!” Nazia reprimanded him.


    He grooved on, holding Farha’s hand as it was the necessity of the step. Finally, they finished their first practice session and took their seats on the chairs kept aside.


    “We’ll do well,” Nazia said happily.


    Jay and Nazia excused themselves as usual informing them that they were going for a quick coffee and would be back soon.


    Farha came and sat beside him as soon as they went out.


    “Are you angry with me?” she asked.


    “Farha, it’s better if we don’t talk,” he advised.


    “Please, talk practically. Don’t act like a kid!” she said.


    “I was better off without participating in this dance,” he lamented.


    “Owww… c’mon sweetheart, I’m there with you. You’re better off with me, come here, I will make you calm down,” she said, holding his forehead to massage his temples.


    He jerked her hand away. She wrapped her hands around him and pulled him close.


    “Yum, I love your smell!” she said, biting his ears.


    “Get lost!” he shouted.


    “No, come here,” she said sitting on his lap, her legs eagle-spread and her bosom fastened to his chest. She pulled down her top a little to display the swell of her assets to Rahul’s ire. She began rolling her tongue over his protesting lips and he in turn, rolled away his head but she kept finding spots of his body, which were in the area of her assault.


    And it was this assault that was being carried out when Jay stepped in the auditorium with someone Rahul could not bring himself to face anymore.


    “Ahem, ahem!” Jay broke the flow of the assault with his heavy voice.


    Seema’s words had lost her voice long back. She wanted to scream but nothing came out of her gaping mouth. All that came out was a tear, a detached tear streaming down her smooth cheeks, heralding the oncoming of its brethren. Rahul pushed away the lissom figure on top of him as soon as he saw Seema, over her shoulder.


    “Don’t go… Seema, wait… wait, I can explain!” he rushed out after her but could not catch up with her. He lost her somewhere in the long passages of the school. He remained there, searching for her, shouting her name, not able to locate her. He ran through all the corridors of the school. He searched the compound, the

    canteen and the chapel. He realised then, he had lost her, lost her in the true sense.


    When he came back to the auditorium, the stage was half-filled with the participants. He spotted Nazia and Jay in the corner. He strode off towards them.


    “Why did you bring her here?” he asked Jay, his voice quivering.


    “Are you talking to me?” Jay shot back.


    “Yes, you bastard!” Rahul grasped his collar. Jay looked down in trepidation, his legs shook and he held the chair for support. Almost everyone turned towards the source of the commotion. Thankfully, there were no staff members present.


    “Rahul, you are creating a scene. Jay was not aware about you and Farha,” Nazia urgently whispered in his ear, hoping he would let go off Jay’s collar.


    “What about me and her? I have nothing to do with Farha. Fuck her and fuck this asshole! I love Seema and only SEEMA!” he shouted back to all those who were listening. He pushed Jay back, releasing his collar and he fell back on his chair, wiping the accumulated sweat on his face with his sleeve.


    He searched the crowd to see if he could spot Seema. He didn’t, and another person he failed to spot was Akshay, Seema’s little brother who was witnessing the proceedings silently from backstage.


    “Fuck you, fuck you all,” he abused everyone around him.


    “I don’t want to participate with shitty people like you. To hell with you and all that you did!” he cursed Jay.


    “You can’t simply just walk away. I will complain about this to Dorothy ma’am,” Nazia threatened.


    “Suit yourself!” Rahul said and trotted towards the auditorium door.


    On his way out, he bumped into Sapna.


    “Hi!” she exclaimed, enthusiastically.


    He merely nodded gloomily.


    “What happened?” she asked.


    “Did you see Seema?” he questioned.


    “No, but she might be backstage, rehearsing for her performance,” Sapna said.


    “She’s participating in the dance?” he asked, raising an eyebrow while sensing an opportunity.


    “Yes, if I’m not mistaken, she took part at the last moment. She learnt the steps from Shweta after giving the Science paper, as we had a holiday the next day; she went ahead and practiced at her place. So unlike her! Yesterday, she was practicing for an hour at Jyotsna’s place. They have an all girls’ performance lined up… Hey, where are you off to?” Sapna shouted but Rahul was no longer within earshot. He ran quickly to the backstage and on the way bumped into Jyotsna, one of Seema’s classmates.


    “Where’s Seema?” he asked.


    “No idea, you tell me. We’ve been searching for her since we came here. She told us she would be here on time. We called at her place; her mother said she had left early in the morning. God knows where she is. We won’t be allowed to perform even if we are one participant less and at this moment, we can’t even teach the steps to a new member. How irresponsible of her!” Jyotsna said, angrily.


    Rahul shot her a ‘shut up’ look.


    ‘How irresponsible of me!’ he cursed himself and tore his hair

    in frustration.


    After about half an hour, the judges arrived and the audience was in their place. Rahul decided to stay back, hoping Seema would come back in time for her performance and he would get a chance to clarify things. His chest was still heaving and his parched throat would not moisten, no matter the amount of water he drank.


    The host announced that the Blue house would perform first. Dorothy ma’am spotted him and almost fainted on seeing him, seated in the back row.


    “What in the name of Jesus are you doing here? Go, get ready, quick!” she pushed him. He had no time to explain.


    When he went to the dressing room, the others were already outside, on their way to the stage.


    “Oh, you came, hurry up. I had almost taken Juned as your replacement. They have announced our arrival!” Nazia pushed him into the dressing room.


    He took his own time to change into the fancy white shirt and black pants; all the while his mind was being disturbed by the constant knocks on the door and Nazia’s urgent plea to hurry up.


    Finally, Dorothy ma’am started banging the door.


    “Rahul, come out quick!” she thundered.


    Rahul rushed out dressed in the clothes he was provided.


    He did not realise when he came on stage with the others. The noise died down as they arrived a full ten minutes late! The music started even before he had taken his position. He was in no mood to dance and his movements were clumsy. When Farha held his hand, he was trying to jerk it away. She looked at him and shook her head.


    “Please behave!” she whispered in his ear.


    He held her hips and let her revolve around him. He closed his eyes and saw Seema in his arms as they elegantly moved on the dance floor. Memories of the annual day came rushing back and he did not realise when he pulled his hand away from Farha’s hold and rushed backstage, ditching the performance. Somehow, the others completed their performance. Farha was fuming that she had to dance without a proper partner.


    Dorothy ma’am found him backstage. The others came along

    with her.


    “What was that Rahul?” she asked in a voice she used to scold the fifth-grade kids.


    “I’m sorry. I was feeling sick,” Rahul justified.


    “Then you should have told me in the morning baba, we could lose out because of this. You know we are almost running head-to-head with green, if they perform better than us…” Dorothy ma’am was saying when he interrupted.


    “They won’t!”


    “Sorry?” Dorothy ma’am asked.


    “They won’t, ma’am,” Rahul said tersely.


    “Why?” she asked again, shaking her head.


    The question was answered the very next instant by the drama that unfolded on stage as the Green house was invited to perform.


    “You’re missing a member,” one of the lady judges informed the participants of what was already on display.


    “Yes ma’am, actually one of our members is absent,” Jyotsna explained.


    “Being absent is not an excuse,” the burly, moustached judge beside the lady said.


    “We three can perform the same,” Jyotsna was trying her best to plead their case.


    “No, I’m sorry but rules are rules. I guess it was told to you by your house coordinators that a minimum of four and a maximum of ten participants should take part,” the man stated.


    “But…” Jyotsna was left in tears.


    “I’m sorry we have to disqualify you!” the lady judge said.


    All the girls on the stage broke down and some staff members representing the Green house had to come on stage and coax them to stop crying and leave the stage.


    Seeing that, Dorothy ma’am did not utter anything further and left Rahul where he was. Jay and Nazia too, went ahead in the dressing room to change. Rahul remained seated with his head in his hand for a long time, suppressing a headache, awaiting heartache. He heard the results being announced after an hour or so, the Yellow House won the dance competition, Red stood second, Blue came in Third and Green made the tail. He had wanted to perform at his best for this dance competition but what one expects is not what one gets, he tried to console himself. His life had taken a U-turn again and he was back at the same junction he was standing on, a couple of weeks back.


    “You really love her, don’t you?” a familiar voice asked. He was not at all pleased to hear it.


    “Go away, Farha, before I challenge my morals and slap a girl for the first time in my life,” Rahul said not caring to look at her.


    “Slap me then, Rahul! I deserve it… every bit of it,” she said kneeling down in front of him, to be at his level. He looked at her and noticed that she had tears in her eyes.


    “I’m sorry if I would have known you were so serious and committed to Seema, I would never have done what I did, never agreed to do it in the first place,” Farha sobbed.


    “You agreed to do? What does that mean?” Rahul freed himself from his disturbing thoughts to hear her properly.


    “Seema and I have always been competitors, if not in books then at least in the looks department. I was always jealous of her, whoever I liked was floored by her and only when she rejected their advances, they came to me. I was always the second preference, perhaps I still am. I have always wanted to be the head girl, Rahul. Trust me! It has been a dream to be in the spotlight for some reason other than my curves,” she paused to sniff her tears.


    Rahul was eyeing her intently.


    “During a casual conversation two weeks back, Jay asked me whether I had a crush on anyone in school. Half the girls in our class are floored over by you. I’m no different!” Farha mocked her own answer.


    Rahul remained indifferent.


    “What did he tell you?” Rahul asked as his brain started considering the possibilities.


    “He told me that you and Seema are together but you are not happy with her and her tantrums. I asked him how he knows that. He said he talks to a couple of your friends and they told him. He said that he pitied you and in reality, you deserved me. He said I was the most beautiful girl in the school and Seema was nowhere near. He praised me till a point where I could take it no more,” she paused to sniff her tears again.


    “I told him of my dream of becoming the head girl and taking Nazia’s place when you people pass out and we cursed Seema together as she was the first contender. Then, Jay said that he could make my dream come true, if I did one thing for him,” Farha admitted.


    “What?” Rahul asked, pushing his chair back and standing up.


    “He told me that I would need to take your mind off Seema. He told me that if I really liked you then I should not hold back as this meant a huge favour to you as I would be ridding you of Seema, who keeps on hurting you for no fault of yours and bitches behind your back. He told me that I would also benefit in the sense that I would get you and also the head girl post. The only person to lose out would be Seema, our common enemy but what I didn’t realise that Seema was never his enemy, it was you all along. He had made it clear that I had to urge you to makeout with me. Only if I would have known…” Farha cried, holding her shameful head in her hands.


    Rahul did not believe his ears.


    “Why are you telling me all this, now?” he asked, his voice echoing in the surroundings.


    “To be honest, it is more because of guilt than Jay laughing off his promise. I told him that I held you in front of Seema in the morning and he was amused. I sweetly told him that he should now seriously consider my name for the head girl’s post next year. He looked at me and started laughing. He said he was joking when he had said that he would recommend me for the head girl’s post. He said I shouldn’t have taken him too seriously. He was joking about the task he had set for me and I shouldn’t have been so cruel in destroying your relationship. I cursed him but he just laughed and went away,” Farha told him, still wiping the tears that flooded her eyes.


    “Just go away. Never talk to me again!” Rahul shouted.


    “Rahul, I told you everything. He has our pictures from that evening; I guess he showed them to Seema. He warned me against doing anything now otherwise he would put up those pictures for display to all but still …” Farha sobbed.


    Rahul literally felt the ground beneath his feet being pulled off. He held on to the chair and clenched his fists so tight that his knuckles almost burst out of the skin.


    “Go away before I wring your neck,” Rahul bellowed, unable to control his infuriation.


    “I’m sorry, please forgive me. I don’t care whatever happens to me. I’ll go and talk to Seema!” Farha offered.


    “Don’t you dare even take her name from your slutty tongue!” Rahul shouted before walking away and leaving the auditorium. As he stepped outside the empty hall, he met an old friend, whom he had been missing for quiet sometime now. The friend named,

    Grief embraced him and welcomed him back, showering tears upon his arrival.

  


  
    ***


    FROM TRAITOR TO CONSPIRATOR


    Rahul felt a pang in his stomach. The signal for hunger in the evening called for some snacks, which unfortunately he did not stock in his room. So, the sudden hunger meant going down and walking half a mile south to old Colins’ store to find some chips and a pack of Marlboro that he was waiting to puff on. He rarely ventured out even for such minor tasks. Usually, Sahil would get things for him from his home and though most of the times he did not accept them, he was grateful to him for that.


    Rahul pulled on a long coat over his loose shirt. He did not care to look at himself in the mirror or comb his hair. Such an activity would have amounted to sacrilege once upon a time but today it hardly mattered to him. Rahul trudged along the sidewalk, hands in his pocket, he was immersed deep in thought and he did not realise that he had passed the store a couple of minutes back. Shaking his head, he turned and walked back along the same route.


    “A couple of packets of chips and a regular Marlboro pack,” Rahul ordered, placing the exact amount of money on one of the jars of candy. He did not look at the person in the shop but eyed the long road, lost in his thoughts.


    “Sure,” a girl about his age answered him and then not hearing the usual rough voice, he turned to see the speaker.


    “Oh, what a pleasant surprise! I still have your jacket from the other day. I keep it with me all the time, hoping you’ll drop in sometime. I did try searching for you in school after glimpsing you once near the canteen but you always seemed to disappear whenever I came near,” she said looking up at her customer and picking up the jacket from a tool behind her and handing it over to him.


    He recognised her as Colins’ daughter. He saw the same blue eyes that met him when he had earlier visited the store. She was the same girl he had rescued in the woods on the evening he was returning from Sahil’s home.


    He quietly took the jacket in his hand and nodded.


    “My order, please!” he repeated in a thick voice.


    “Sure, here it is,” Colins’ daughter said, quickly gathering the things he had asked for.


    He pointed at the money that he had placed on the jars and turned to go.


    “Hey, I can’t take money from you. I am indebted to you, so …” she tried to say but Rahul’s almost menacing look quietened her.


    “Ok, this time I’ll make an exception,” she nodded nervously, collecting the currency.


    Rahul picked up the items and was turning back when the girl called him again. He looked at her enquiringly, thinking that there had been some problem with the change.


    “You are the same Indian guy, whom Lucy, Shaheen and many other girls from our class adore, aren’t you?” she asked.


    “Huh?” Rahul turned back to resume his gait towards the hostel.


    “Hey wait, is it true what they say about you…” Rahul did not bother to reply, not in the least bit bothered what anyone talked about him.


    “… that you are a bit cracked up there?” She completed, pointing towards her skull and twisting her finger in circles.


    Rahul turned towards her with a look that melted her expression. She stammered for an explanation.


    “What’s with Colins?” Rahul asked still holding her gaze.


    “He’s… he’s out,” she said nervously.


    “Tell him to come back soon,” Rahul nodded before walking off.


    He opened one of the packets of chips and started munching them en route to the hostel. Before he realised it, he had finished the entire packet. Involuntarily, he turned the pack around and saw that the packaging date of the product was of July and it declared that it was best consumed before six months, which meant February that was long gone from the month he was living in.


    For a moment, he considered going back and shouting at the girl for stocking stale food but her father was to be blamed, he thought and so he decided to give Colins a sound lashing whenever he saw him next. He saw the month again to confirm the expiry period.


    February! There was something about that month. Apart from being the month of lovers, February had also introduced him to his first love but the February he was thinking of started to push his relationship in the dark, deep corners of hatred. The decline of his love life had started in December but gathered momentum in the month on his mind. February, the month which had given him his love and ultimately had snatched it away from him. All the months stirred in the calendar of his mind and stopped at one which brought him memories, old but not forgotten.


    Woh beetein din yaad hai, woh pal cheen yaad hai


    Guzare tere sang jo, lagaa ke tujhe ang jo


    Woh muskana tera, woh sharmana tera


    December ka sama, woh beeghi beeghi sardiyaan


    Woh mausum kya hua, na jane kahan kho gaya


    bas yaadein baaki.


    (I remember the old days, I remember those gone moments


    Which I spent with you, holding you close to me


    That smile of yours, that shying away


    The December climate, the wet winter.


    What happened to that season, it has lost itself somewhere,


    Only memories remain.)


    A song in Purana Mandir, Singer Ajit Singh.


    It was around last December that the inevitable started happening. Seema’s growing interaction with Rahul’s school rival Jay, blossomed even more due to ‘school politics’ played by the latter. After the Farha incident in December, the situation for Rahul had only worsened. Even the so-called ‘Rahul supportive’ friends of Seema’s, did not even do as much as look at Rahul, when there was a time all that they would do was tell him and tease him about Seema’s activities which Rahul simply loved to hear.


    The ignorance by such ‘important’ people had enraged the aggressive youth. He took to the old habits of dialling Seema’s residence number and trying to talk to her. The only difference was that he could not even muster the courage to open his mouth, let alone mimic Sapna’s voice. Waves of guilt would sweep over him and shut out his vocal chords. In the rare case when Seema would answer the phone, his heartbeats would rapidly increase and he would fear that Seema would recognise him through their sounds. Seema knew where the blank calls came from. Her instincts always told her. She would disconnect the call as soon as no one answered her first ‘Hello’.


    Rahul’s birthday would usually be a candid affair but this time there would be no celebrations, he guessed as things were not working out the way he expected them to. However, his friends still demanded a party and he had promised them a small treat. His birthday fell in the first week of February and he realised the importance of the month as it had been the same period last year when she had come into his life.


    He had specially ordered Swiss chocolates for ‘special people’, passing them through Dorothy ma’am, a day prior to the big day. Dorothy ma’am informed him the next day that Seema had refused to accept the chocolates while the others had taken their shares.


    It was a downright insult to him; he had bought her giant Hershey’s bars which were not at all available in India around that time. He had gone places to find a dealer who would import good quality chocolates sooner than others and it was all for no use! He had spent his entire month’s pocket allowance to order the expensive chocolate bars, not just for Seema but also for her friends as he knew she would be enraged if he singled her out in front of so many others, but it had all been in vain.


    Rahul locked himself in the bathroom of his home and sat crying there for a long time before his father called him for dinner. It was his birthday, he thought, at least today she should have reserved some respect for him. That evening, Rahul snapped at Raj when he came home to greet him as he would not step outside. He cancelled the treat he had promised to his friends and did not even touch the unwrapped gift – an I-pod – which his father had gifted him.


    What he never realised then was that it was Jay, who had noticed Rahul passing on the chocolates to their teacher and had somehow manipulated the entire scheme of events in such a manner that the chocolates never reached the person whom they were meant for but came back right to the person who gave them.


    Rahul never came to know how he did that but the truth of the matter was that Jay had a talk with Dorothy ma’am outlining Rahul’s failing interest in his studies and how he as a ‘responsible friend’ and house member thought that his interest in Seema was the prime reason for it. Dorothy ma’am, who somewhere always felt a little guilty for supporting Rahul in personal activities during his final year at school, paid rapt attention to Jay’s successful attempts of smoothly talking her into doing things, he so wanted her to do.


    The arrow had found its mark as Dorothy ma’am, without even consulting Seema, returned the chocolates to her pet student for his own good, seemingly concerned about his behaviour and the fast approaching board exams. As such the concerned teacher did not want Rahul to lose his academic vigour, just when it was required the most. On Jay’s behest, Dorothy ma’am told Rahul that Seema did not accept the chocolates how much ever she forced her and she advised him that he should concentrate on his studies now. She realised a lie that could help someone was better than a hundred simple truths.


    “There would be ample time in life for all this, you’ll get so many good girls but you should study first and become something,” she sounded like his father, while she softly rebuked him near the staffroom when she had called him in private to return

    the chocolates.


    On the other hand, Seema thought that Rahul deliberately had given chocolates to everyone in her group except her and that too the ones she so desired. She remembered telling him once on how she specifically liked chocolates and apart from Mars, which was available in select locations here, she also enjoyed Hershey which she had tasted just once thanks to a gift from one of her distant relatives who had brought it from one of his trips abroad. Sapna and Jess offered her some pieces from their share but she politely declined their offers.


    She saw this action as a mockery of her dormant feelings and an effort of Rahul to show her that she belonged to a lower stature than his family. She had, after a lot of consideration, passed a birthday greeting to Rahul through Sapna. One can call it the scheme of events as Sapna on her way down bumped into Jay, who was monitoring the second floor while the students left their classrooms as the school ended for the day. He saw Sapna and casually enquired about the object in her hand. Hearing her muffled reply about something concerning Rahul’s birthday and sounding something fishy that could distort his plans of snatching the first rank from Rahul and undo his scheme of things, he informed her that he was just on his way to a house meet post-school to organise certain things.


    “He would not be free now. It’s a house-meet so you won’t be allowed in; you’ll have to wait for a long time. I was just winding up and going to him,” Jay said.


    “Oh, will you give it to him?” Sapna asked the very thing he wanted her to.


    “Sure,” he nodded, taking the card from her hands with a sly smile on his lips.


    He had not forgotten the way Rahul had manhandled him in the auditorium on the day of the dance competition. His revenge was still unfulfilled!


    He promised to deliver the little card to its destination himself. The card was delivered all right, but neither to Rahul nor to Sapna but to the little nallah that ran parallel with the school.


    The next day when Sapna enquired about the delivery of the card, Jay blatantly told her that he had delivered it to his ‘friend’ personally. Seema got the same message from Sapna, which she was anyway never going to confirm it with Rahul.


    ***


    Rahul had been cautious about Jay since he had heard Farha’s statements backstage on the day he so wanted to forget. He had been observing Jay for quiet sometime but the clever Jay had been cautious too.


    Jay knew that Rahul was suspecting foul play on his part as he could sense that Farha had blown the whistle, seeing her changed demeanour after his foolish admission of the false promise he had made to her. He had been too excited seeing Rahul’s state and in a burst of excitement, he had laughed off Farha’s statements about the head girl’s post. Jay cursed his stupidity of sending all the uncensored pictures of Rahul and Farha to Seema without taking the negatives or making another copy. However, he still had threatened Farha that he had the negatives, hoping that would keep her from opening her mouth but that too had not worked. He did not care about it as the rest of the events were going exactly as he had planned.


    Rahul had come to know about Jay’s other evil deeds but the damage had already been done by that time. Jay had filled up Seema’s ears and was trying his best to set her up with his best friend, Vinay, the assistant head boy from her class but Seema kept her distance from everyone and became unusually silent than she already was. She would not hang around much with Jess and Sapna and could only be seen with her head buried in thick pages. With time, Jay gave up trying to harm Rahul further through Seema. He had anyways half achieved his goal; the other half, he would know on the day of the SSC results.


    ***


    Yes, that night lying on his bed, Rahul had remembered it was the very same Jay, who once had been his best friend, a thorough failure in academics but today due to the motivation and coaching provided by Rahul’s guidance in earlier grades, he had overtaken his friend without showing any gratitude.


    Three years back when they had become friends in the seventh grade, Rahul had taken care to nurture Jay as he hailed from a poor background staying in a deteriorating chawl somewhere near the slums of the area. Rahul’s soft heart had instantly shown sympathy towards Jay’s almost penurious condition. He studied with the amount that scholarships and grants generated for him.He had a little sister studying in the primary section of the same school, whose education his parents could no longer afford. Jay once told him that they would be transferring her to a municipal school that would provide her free basic education. Rahul almost cried on hearing that. He decided to stand by his friend no matter whatever happened.


    He respected him as he was a hardworking lad and trusted him with all the things in his life. He would spare half of his daily pocket money on his best friend of those times, making sure that he could help him in whatever little way he could. He made sure that Jay got selected in extracurricular activities and inter-school events.


    Jay would be cautious. He would start shivering on stage due to stage fright and his knees would turn to jelly, but Rahul held his patience and motivated him to practice more and more. He tried to help him with language and communication by calling him at his place and advising him on soft skills. He submitted Jay’s name along with his own in events that had been his monopoly so far. Being a fast learner, Jay picked up from him very quickly.


    No doubt, Rahul went with Jay for inter-school competitions but he made sure of giving Jay a meaty piece of the pie whenever he thought Jay was up for it. His efforts and trust yielded results as Jay won a popular inter-school elocution competition and then went on to win prizes in various essay competitions.


    Rahul thought whether he did it or Jay made no difference. Jay was almost the brother he never had by then. He helped him during the exam times and congratulated him, seeing him climb the ladder from being a second-class failure to a first-class student and later on a division topper by the time he reached the ninth grade in the division other than Rahul’s. Jay soon caught the fancy of some of the staff who were more than surprised at his sudden climb to success.


    Rahul still encouraged him but towards the tail of the ninth grade, Jay had got enough of a foothold. Success mounted his head and made him greedy for more. Rahul’s existence became a threat to him and he wanted to be a strong contender for the head boy’s seat next year, which he knew Rahul was going to get unanimously. And so started Jay’s politics of impressing the teachers by coming to study in school even in the early vacations, right after their

    ninth grade had finished and staying back to help some teachers with their paper work and scheduling the prospective events for the next year.


    It was good for Jay’s plan that the vacations for teachers started a month after the vacations of the students began and he took maximum advantage of that fact. He soon came in the Principal’s notice by often enquiring about school events and expressing his interests in all that followed.


    He emerged as an able-bodied and intelligent student. And so it was, when the following academic year or the dreaded tenth grade for many began, Rahul had a surprising contender for the post of the head boy of the school, who would be decided by the votes of the staff. Student voting usually led to the election of a wrong candidate and since two years that process had been stopped and democracy had been banned in that sense from the school. The results of the staff election were shocking for everyone.


    The head boy’s post had been his right, Rahul had thought. It was his dream. He deserved it, he knew but fate had elected novitiate, Jay as the new head boy of the school and Rahul had lost the title by a margin of just one vote! That deciding vote could have come from anywhere, anyone who would have preferred Jay over him, anyone who would have preferred someone who was no one over the many years of selfless dedication that he had shown to his school.


    Rahul then heard about all those things that Jay had done during the vacations while he was busy dreaming about Seema. He saw Jay’s changed responses and witnessed his terse taunts to his statements. He did not pay much attention to what his friends told him about Jay speaking ill behind his back but it was for all to see. Somewhere, he still felt happy for Jay though he was hurt seeing the way he had been utilised.


    Rahul lost his faith in the teachers, not knowing who all voted against him. Dorothy ma’am nominated him for the post of the head captain of his house, sidelining those who had originally given their name for that post. It was a prominent and responsible post but he still thought what it would have been to become the head boy!


    Surprisingly, both the traitor of a head boy, Jay and the head girl, Nazia were from the Blue house – his house, so he would have ample opportunities to maintain his dignity in case Jay thought of acting smart. But the blow to his ego came when, Seema was appointed as the assistant head girl. There really was no choice there. She was the only one ever in contention even though there were two other girls standing for that post. Rahul felt suppressed by the inferiority complex that he felt inside him. Here too, he was the only one. No one was supposed to be in contention, but fate had decided otherwise.


    But that was the past; he mentioned to himself, the history of Jay’s growing malevolence. Jay had caused him and Seema to drift further apart. Jay, his best friend at one time and Seema, his girlfriend? Perhaps, more than that if the limitations of words could allow him to say!


    ***


    Rahul still had not forgotten Seema’s behaviour during his birthday and so he decided to confront Seema about treating him in this manner a couple of days after Dorothy ma’am had returned him the Hershey’s bar.


    As soon as his monitoring duties were over, he ran down to intercept Seema on her way back home. She was with Jess and some male friend. Seeing another guy with Seema further spoilt Rahul’s mood, nevertheless he decided to go ahead with his plans. Noticing him, Seema quickened her pace but he matched speeds with her and finally caught her hand, stopping her almost running gait midway. Seema’s face bore a shocked look as she tried freeing her arm.


    “Why are you being so distant from me? What’s my crime?” Rahul asked almost pleading.


    Seema did not answer but gave him a disgusted look, which suggested ‘Are you asking me this? After all you have done?’


    Rahul wanted to explain but he found no voice seeing her

    angry expressions.


    “Leave my hand Rahul, everybody is watching,” Seema said but Rahul held on as if that hand was all he needed in life.


    “Rahul, leave me,” she cried but Rahul ignored her.


    Seema’s friends reprimanded Rahul for his crudemannerisms but all those tantrums fell on deaf ears.


    “RAHUL!” Seema slapped him hard across the cheeks, the result of which Rahul staggered a few steps back and some passers-by sniggered openly.


    As Seema ran away from the location, Rahul stood there alone and spoke to her within his heart. “It was not me you slapped today Seema… it was not me!”


    ***


    After a couple of weeks of not getting to talk to her, he sensed insanity creeping in. His existence was a mere fallacy to her mind even if he deliberately crossed her path to make his presence felt. It was as if she was immune to his appeal and indifferent to his personality. His actions and her behaviour were opposites that could no longer attract.


    When he stood monitoring the first floor corridor as the students left the school in a disciplined line, he would have no problems whatsoever in barricading the flow to allow her to leave before the others, on which some bold guys would whisper out aloud, “You cannot stop the entire line for a girl.”


    “She’s the assistant head girl,” he would justify and thereby deny himself a chance to talk to her.


    After a time his desperation reached its saturation and Seema started feeling scared of him. It was as if she had never seen him, nor had any wish to know about him and her lackadaisical attitude made it clear to him that she did not care anymore. He tried to search for ways to talk to her, to ask for an explanation but it all remained a mystery to him, a mystery whose answers lay in his troubling past.


    Another rumour which strengthened was a simple cock and bull tale of someone having filled Seema’s ears against Rahul,that he was nothing but a skirt chaser, out there to play with her innocence, just like he had done with many other girls. The incident with Farha had been a nightmare for Rahul and he hoped that Seema would forgive him for it. He would set it right only if she would talk to him once. But the fact was that she did not even want to look at him, let alone speak to him.


    ***


    One fine day the House Cup ceremony was announced without the usual excitement. Neither was any notification put up nor was any word sent to the students. Dorothy ma’am told Rahul that due to their approaching exams, the ceremony would be a bit mellowed down, so as not to distract them from their

    studies. Anyways, he had enough to distract his mind already, she taunted him. All the house captains were called by their respective staff mentors in the staffroom. Rahul saw Asif standing near the entry door of the staffroom and smiled at him, strangely Asif did not smile back. He felt then, he had lost more than love in the quest for proving himself to his love. They were issued twenty-five invitations each to deliver to people of their respective houses.


    Rahul handed out the invitations for the next day’s function to all the people of his house who came to claim it from him. Though the news was a secret, it had soon spread and almost everyone was aware that the House Cup ceremony was going to be held the next day in the auditorium. It was difficult to contain any news in any of the cabins of the school as all the walls had extra-sensory organs.


    Dressed in his shining navy blue suit, Rahul stepped into the auditorium half an hour before schedule. He bumped into Jay right near the entry corridor. Jay was unsuccessfully trying to control his guffawing and Nazia, by his side was trying to hush him. For a moment, Rahul considered reporting them as gatecrashers as he had not given them the invitation pass but then suddenly the realisation dawned that they were his seniors in the hierarchy and their gatecrashing was as legal as law.


    Restraining himself from pushing Jay down the floor barricade and throwing a look of raw disgust at his mirthful face, Rahul walked towards the end-row and stood there, helping his housemates find their allotted seats. He did not turn back, his eyes rested on the jewel of his heart that adorned his dreams. She was seated in the front row alongwith the senior staff members and was looking around the auditorium. His eyes remained stationary and hers moved all over until both shook from the impact that their gazes generated on colliding with each other. He slipped into a deeper stupor while she made a face full of contempt and turned away to look at the stage.


    He remained standing throughout the ceremony though there were ample vacant seats to place himself on. The view that particular position gave him could not have been compared with any other mise en scène in the world and beyond.


    Rahul missed the opening ceremony even though he was physically present, he did not fold his hands for the opening prayer, he did not clap to greet the Chief Guest and did not join in the applause at the end of every speech. However, he did stand up for the national anthem at the start simply because he was already standing. He stood like that, immune to the world, eyes transfixed on the sole object of his desire.


    He did not register people nudging him as the announcement of the House Cup drew near, neither did he notice the increasing tension in the air nor did he regard the looks as all heads turned to him together at once.


    “…and now I call upon the Blue House Captain, Mr. Rahul Kapoor to kindly come up and lift the House Cup for this year. Congratulations to the Blue House!”


    The voice did not register in his ears but somehow the thunderous applause and the pats on his back did awake him from his reverie.


    “Go, go!” his housemates urged him.


    He was in no hurry, he slowly ambled across the floor, much to the annoyance of those present on stage. He did not look the kind who would lead his house to win that prized trophy.


    As his fingers closed across the handle of the cup, he saw Dorothy ma’am beaming with joy with her hands together, he could hear people applauding him for his efforts. He tried hard to bring that joyous feeling on his face, after all this was the moment he wanted ever since he became the captain of his house. What more could the house captain ask for than winning the House Cup for his house!


    This was one of his dreams but the dream seated in front of him, evading her eyes from his, overshadowed every other illusion. This illusion strangely was a reality, a reality which should have brought him unlimited joy but surprisingly, none came. As the applause continued and people started standing up to acknowledge him, he wanted to tell them to stop their appreciation for his efforts. They appeared to be mocking his loss; this was not the trophy he desired, definitely not at the expense of what he had lost. No, he wanted to cry out but someone placed an arm over his shoulder.


    He turned to see Father Tuscano smiling at him.


    “You’ve done well, son. Go ahead and say something,” Father Tuscano handed over the microphone to him.


    He placed the bronze trophy on the huge table set on stage, still clasping one handle in his hand and turned towards the audience. A meek smile finally emerged from his lips. He did not know what to say, words seemed to have dried up, their limits exhausted by his attempts at explaining his predicament to his beloved. He wanted to tell everyone then, that what he held in his hand today was not at all that desirable than what he would have liked to hold. He wanted to let his thoughts echo in the hall that his real trophy had slipped out of his hands while he was busy chasing these illusionary, materialistic victories. He wanted all those present in the auditorium to know about the intensity that drove him to achieve this, was the same madness which caused him, his doom.


    As he opened his mouth, to begin his delusionary speech, his eyes registered her getting up silently and heading towards the exit. His eyes followed her until she disappeared out of sight and he looked down to survey himself.


    “Thanks!” was all he said, before placing the premier trophy on the table and descending the stairs.


    When he rushed down to talk to her – his speed no more a casual promenade – he did not find her. Just like he did not find himself in her heart anymore!


    ***


    Towards the end of February, Rahul sensed a vague discomfort pushing his chest. He came across Seema on the last day of the month which also was the most special day of his life. She was on her way back home from her tuitions. Coincidentally, the fated place was bound to be near her colony just in perfect view of her fourth floor mansion, leaving complete scope that if little Swaleeha stared out of the window and saw them, she would shout in exciting enthusiasm; “Simi didi ke saath chokra hai!” and then the rest would be history. But alas, matters of the heart are way over matters of the mind and such was the case with him too.


    Rahul wanted to talk to her in peace and hence waited for her to leave her tuitions. He asked her to talk to him when he caught up with her on her way back home from tuitions. She was in a

    distinct state of tension due to a verbal lashing from her mother

    on account of her two percent drop in the ninth grade first unit test results.


    On seeing him, she stiffened and walked quicker.


    “Why don’t you talk to me, Seema?” he almost shouted in her ears, grabbing her by the shoulder.


    Seema froze at his touch and shrugged away, not bothering to reply. She walked on, but an adamant Rahul hopped ahead, again stopping her.


    “Don’t you remember this day last year?” he quizzed.


    “Don’t create a scene, go away,” Seema said, looking around to see if anyone was noticing. She failed to see the anger and pain swimming in his eyes, a result of her constant ignorance.


    Getting no acceptable response, the angry blood in Rahul’s

    veins boiled.


    “After all I have done for you, is this the way you treat me Seema?” he howled.


    Seema frowned.


    “What didn’t I do for you? And in your name, for your friends too and this is what I get in return?” Rahul said what he had never intended to.


    It was not in his character to show-off his deeds. He would only boast about the things he possessed, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Rahul wanted to play all his cards. He continued shouting aloud all the things he had ‘done’ for her.


    “Why? Why?” Seema shouted back, shutting his voice altogether, not able to take it anymore.


    “Did I tell you to do anything for me? Did I ask you to allow Jess’ sister to leave school on a half-day just because she was having some health complications? Did I order you to get me an extra-pass for the international science fair when the booking was full? Did I beg you to throw away the quiz competition? Did I tell you to request my participation in those stupid inter-school competitions alongwith my friends? Do I tell you to leave all your work and come to glare at me every evening? Why then, why did you do it?” Seema blazed.


    “BECAUSE I LOVE YOU!” he blurted.


    But this was not what he had intended to say. He surely had it in mind but why did he say it now. Of course she knew it, but not now… not during such times, he thought. He wanted to correct himself but found no suitable sentence that could erase the marks of his love. He had never confessed his love for her this directly, nor had she, even when they were supposedly together and this was the first time he had told her what he felt for her, and the reaction to it was totally unexpected.


    Rahul’s heart, which was competing with a Ferrari at that moment, came to a standstill after blurting out those three words as if it had abruptly braked when a two year old innocent kid came in front of it having followed a rolling ball.


    “Shut up and get lost!” Seema said when nothing could come out of her mouth on hearing what she had longed to hear once near the school gate.


    So far it was unsaid between the two of them but that day fate had changed the reaction he would have often dreamed of when he would propose her. He often would see her face light up in her trademark innocent excitement, the soft blush that would envelop her face and the shying away of her gaze and the brief, coy nod that she would throw his way signalling the acceptance of his love. But it had not turned out to be so. Reality was harsh, much bitter than the sweet fantasies he had weaved in his dreams.


    He stayed rooted at that spot, watching Seema turn down the alley that led to her building. He hoped that she would at least turn back and check on him, if not gather the shredding pieces in his chest.


    “Palat, palat… palat!” he pleaded loudly, hoping she would hear his heart once more. She did not.


    Rahul did not remember in the gathering depression what was hammering his insides. The sinking feeling in his chest that was growing heavy every second, made it difficult for him to analyse the proceedings.


    How he made his way back home when there was nothing but darkness in front of his eyes, he did not know, nor did he wish to.


    ***


    Towards the end of the academic year came the SSC farewell and Rahul, though in a low state had delivered a prolific speech on behalf of his fellow students. In his drooping yet maintained physical frame, he also bagged the ‘Best look of the Year’ award, which was given to a student of the tenth grade, who was at his best appearance that day. Dressed in an impeccable black suit, teamed with a crisp off-white shirt and a silky black tie, combined with wrinkle-free black trousers and the long, Italian leather shoes, he looked nothing short of a Greek-God, straight out of a blockbuster movie. Yet, Seema did not wish him, not for the award, not for his last official day in school. They crossed each other’s ways on the fourth floor staircase. She was on her way to the auditorium, while he was on his way home. She was alone, and so was he.


    The time was perfect to sew the broken stitches but she would not say anything and no sound escaped his lips either as they eyed each other standing like statues on the staircase before Seema looked away and rushed past him. He stood there transfixed, her face, still fresh in his recent memory and contemplated going after her and saying apologies unsaid and clearing things uncleared. But he could not bring himself to do so and slowed down his pace while descending, hoping that she would rush past him again and he would have another chance to set things right.


    That night he did not write in his diary, even though he

    wanted to.


    ***


    Rahul sensed the oncoming board exams were almost upon him and he wrote it upon his will that he had to defeat Jay. Come whatever may; he had to obtain the top rank by defeating his rival who was fast gaining popularity but try as he may, somewhere in his heart he sensed it was very difficult. He was lacking something which had been his prime strength all these years, the reason for his success: his confidence!


    Seema was everywhere. Not just in his thoughts but in the wallpaper on his desktop, in the momentary breaks he took to watch television, she was there in the ads and soaps and serials, she was even commentating on a cricket match between India and Bangladesh, she was there in the ten rupee note instead of the father of the nation when he handed it over to a shopkeeper. She was there everywhere: in his breath, in his thoughts, in his heart!


    Seema never left him and his eyes, instead of being placed on words in the text, were always reading into nothingness, filled to the brim.


    During the week of the board exams, Rahul found himself standing in the gallery of his flat, straining his eyes to catch a glimpse of the beauty, whose tuitions were bang opposite his building. He stood there each evening just to catch a fleeting glimpse of her shadow. He would continue to stand there for two hours until she emerged out and in between those two hours, he would be content with feeling her presence near him.


    Her sight would bring him momentary respite from his own emotions yet ignite a fire inside him to talk to her, to see her more, to touch her, to tell her how much he loved her. He had her photographs from various school functions which he treasured more than anything else at that time. He had always asked the photographer, their Art sir, to get extra copies of all pictures. He would throw away the rest of the pictures, even though he had paid for them and would keep only the ones he would long to see. For Rahul, there could be no worth on her pictures.


    He carried a particular photograph of her with an angelic smile, dressed in a striped yellow t-shirt and blue jeans, standing with a pot-bellied Santa near the Principal’s cabin. It was a two-year-old photograph from past Christmas celebrations, a couple of months before Seema came in his life. He looked at that picture, whenever he could. Even the first thing he would do in the morning when he woke up, was to take out the picture from beneath his pillow and stare at it. Before sleeping at night, he would kiss ‘Seema’ goodnight and carefully place her beneath her pillow, where she could talk to him in his sleep, which came after twisting and turning on the bed for a long time, thinking about her. He would carry the photograph to the exam hall, where he would stare at it until ‘Seema’ wished him good luck and only then, he would begin to write his answers, no matter what time that cost him. He saw her, when he wanted to. The more he saw her, the more he wanted to see her.


    ***


    Finally, Rahul finished his board exams, and he thought he had done a fair enough job with the exception of a couple of papers which he could not complete. The long summer vacations were spent in thoughts of Seema and considering various ways in which he could approach her, now that school was over.


    Rahul got a valid reason to see her as Raj had taken admission in Seema’s tuitions and even though he was a grade junior to Seema, they had the same timings. So, that meant Rahul accompanied Raj on his way to tuitions and went to pick him twenty minutes before he would leave as Rahul had nothing more important to do.


    One such day, he was going home after another failed attempt to talk to Seema near her tuitions. While walking down an isolated alley near Seema’s place, he crossed Raashid, the same goon who had abused Seema’s mother on phone using his name. He had been rusticated from school long back and was craning his neck to stare at Seema’s fourth floor apartment. Rahul avoided him and continued on his way home with Raj tagging along and both of them discussing Seema, while taking the longer route home.


    Raashid overheard their discussion and decided to drop in. He called out to Rahul, who decided to ignore him and walk ahead. Raashid was burly and tall with a manly moustache that he always seemed to pay the utmost attention to.


    “Abey, you beggar’s slut!” Raashid shouted. Raj turned to look but Rahul asked him to keep walking.


    “Abey, have you put a horse’s cock in your ears?” Raashid intercepted him by placing a palm on his chest.


    Rahul gently displaced the burly palm with his hand.


    Raashid laughed and so did the four boys standing behind him. All tall and muscular, with steel chains that hung around their necks, the open buttons of their shirts displaying their hirsute chest and cheap roadside glasses hung over their heads making them look like the villains of the southern movies.


    “Met Seema?” Raashid asked in a mocking tone and the others behind him guffawed loudly.


    “That’s none of your business,” Rahul blurted.


    It was strange. He had always been afraid of Raashid as he had a bad reputation in the area, but when Rahul heard Seema’s name, the amount of strength that crept in his voice was incomprehensible.


    “Oh, look the nerd has learnt to talk. You are a kid, a bachcha. Stay in your limits. Stop thinking of Seema or else…” Raashid threatened.


    Something poked him between his legs, even though he was wearing a thick jeans, he could tell it was a small knife that Raashid held in his hand.


    “... or else?” Rahul looked in his eyes and asked.


    Raashid pushed him back with a shove from his hand and Rahul fell down on the pavement. Raj tried to interrupt but a slap across the face sent Raj sprawling down the ground. Raashid proceeded to untie the cheap leather belt from his waist. He tied the belt in a swift circular motion across his right wrist and as soon as Rahul got up, he took the first blow of metal across his face. Rahul tasted blood near his lips. He saw Raj get up and run the opposite way. Rahul saw the knife flash open in Raashid’s other hand.


    “You dare ask me what I’ll do to you. You bastard, keep away from Seema… she is mine!” Raashid screamed in his ears and dealt him the second blow with the belt.


    “I can suck her or fuck her. That is none of your bloody business,” Raashid shouted as he raised the belt over his head again. The third blow was stopped midway. Raashid’s right wrist was embedded in Rahul’s palm. Rahul twisted it and saw Raashid scream. The kick that he gave him in the gut sent Raashid five yards back straight into the arms of the other goons. The knife dropped from his hand and disappeared into a mouse hole in the ground.


    For a split second, Raashid was too shocked to react but sensing the situation, his anger exploded and he pounced on Rahul, freeing the belt in his hand. Rahul caught the leather in his left hand, pulling Raashid along with the force and crushed his neck, all the while hammering at his head with his crunched fists.


    “You dare not speak about her, you rascal. Go fuck your mother, you roadside worm,” Rahul roared.


    “What the fuck are you looking at?” Raashid shouted at his gang, who were too stunned to react seeing their leader being knocked up this way.


    The shortest boy amongst them advanced first and raised a fist to hit Rahul across the face. Rahul dropped his hold on

    Raashid’s neck and caught hold of the relative dwarf. He neatly

    lifted him an inch above the ground and slammed him on the pavement itself.


    The others who were rushing towards him, stopped midway to regroup. They pounced upon Rahul together. Raashid also joined in not bothering to nurse his injuries.


    The belt was back in action and Rahul almost cried in pain as the steel made contact with his ribs. Punches and kicks burst his head, rendering him incapable of fighting back.


    “Hey you… wait there... catch them,” someone shouted running their way. Rahul saw Raj running towards him with a couple of men. Raashid and his goons ran off sensing trouble.


    Raj helped Rahul to stand and took him home with the help of the two men.


    At home, Rahul had to bear the brunt of his father’s ire who did not take to Rahul’s condition as one of sympathy.


    “Now, all that was left was this! Falling interest in studies, passing time with friends and now, fighting with goons. You have become one yourself,” his father reprimanded and imposed a house ban on him for five days.


    He would then call up Raj and enquire about Seema. He would ask her which dress she wore that day and whether her eyes searched for him at his usual spot. Raj would not understand the purpose of such questions and would usually reply that he was not much good at noticing all that but he would tell him all the things that Seema would talk in class, mostly the answers she gave to the Sir’s never ending queries. Raj would pay utmost attention to Seema’s behaviour than his own and would often be scolded by the Sir for not paying attention to what was being taught. In those five days, he lived his life through Raj’s eyes.


    A week later after his home imprisonment term was served; Rahul was back to where he thought he belonged. He saw Seema’s changed expression when she saw him return near her classes. He sensed disappointment, but then he had not expected anything else.


    He dropped the plans of a vacation with his family. They were visiting the holy shrine at Ajmer; his entire family was going but he refused citing nonsensical reasons. He could not stay so far

    from Seema for even a day; a week was a pretty long time

    amounting to a life. His mother was very angry with him as she

    had always wanted to visit Ajmer and that was the perfect

    opportunity as even his usually busy father was ready to take leave from work as the work load was much less than normal. A part of Rahul wanted to go, to escape from it all and maybe even seek

    divine intervention; but knowing Seema, he did not like interventions anymore and he decided to stay back hoping for some inwardly miracle.


    The day was spent thinking about her, evening was spent waiting for her and the night was spent dreaming about her without submitting to sleep.


    And thus the vacations continued in pretty much the

    same routine.


    ***


    Somewhere towards the end of the vacations, the state board declared the SSC exam results earlier than expected. In a country like India things happening earlier than expected is normally a welcome change, but the announcement of the state results which could have made his dream come true, did not sound any bell in Rahul’s heart. His father had taken a leave from work and his mother ensured that she would appease all Gods only if her son secured it in the state merit list.


    As soon as the announcement was made, Rahul’s home was bombarded with calls from eager relatives who would either compare their children’s scores with him or set a competent benchmark for them to follow later or worse still, if they were elder to him then curse them for not obtaining a good score like him. Expectations were running high and so were the anxieties in everyone’s blood but Rahul remained pretty much indifferent to it all.


    Rahul’s father logged on the board’s website to check his results. It took a long time for the slow server to display his results. When it finally did, Rahul’s father staggered back in his chair. He did not check the individual marks in each subject; he straight away jumped to the overall percentage column.


    “Eighty-two-point-five,” he announced dismissively.


    “Whose is that?” his mother asked over his father’s shoulder.


    “Our intelligent son’s! Who else can slip from the mid-nineties into the early eighties and that too when it matters the most?” his father questioned back, gloom written all over his face.


    “What am I to tell my sisters? My younger sister’s husband’s niece got eighty-nine-point-seven-seven and he is not even close. There has to be a goof up, please check it again,” his mother wailed banging her fists on the keyboard.


    “It won’t change,” his father tried to reason it out but at last, on his mother’s insistence, he reloaded the site and punched in Rahul’s exam seat number again. Soon the result displayed itself again on the screen.


    “Eighty-two-point-five!” his father pointed it out to his mother, his poking finger forming dissipating circles on the display.


    “Do you want to file for re-evaluation?” his father asked.


    Rahul shook his head slowly.


    Rahul did not remember the last time he had seen his mother cry. He faintly recollected a time during his childhood when his

    parents had got into a nasty verbal fight and his father had hit his mother hard across the cheeks. He had seen his mother shed a few tears then and disappear off to his maternal grandmother’s place

    for a week. But that day, her mother had burst into tears spontaneously. His father did not console her as he was also

    shocked and since the results were official, Rahul did not know what to do. His mind was too numb to react. He quietly got up and went to his room. No one called him for lunch. Everything had come to a standstill.


    That afternoon the exam mark sheets were going to be handed out in school. Rahul hoped against hope that at least he would have secured his rank in school.


    The numbness in his heart multiplied threefold when he saw the huge blackboard that was used to put up chalk written notices,

    kept in the school compound to inform the local public about the school rankers.


    His name was there but on the third place. Perhaps, he had not even been expecting that.


    The second place displayed the name of Tarannum Haque, an unexpected entrant right below his rightful rank.


    Strange is human nature, instead of celebrating success, it tends to feel overshadowed by other’s success but the success he was eyeing now had come at his expense. Right on the top, written in an elegant style and the name which would remain etched on the memorable topper’s list that decorated the entrance of the school, was Jay Deshpande. He saw the culprit standing ten feet away from him, hounded by smiling faces and thumping fists, posing for pictures as one of his cronies clicked the camera repeatedly lest he missed even a moment of the prized expression on Jay’s face.


    Rahul did not see the faces of the hands that met his. He felt a different kind of hollowness in his heart than the one which he was accustomed to. Even the teachers were happy about Jay topping the charts. Looking back, it all seemed a distant past when he would be hounded by congratulatory glances, his back bearing the brunt of heavy pats and his ears tired of hearing his own praises. It all seemed a long time ago.


    He met Sapna near the school gate. He then remembered that the tenth grade usually started earlier than the other grades in school as they had a huge syllabus to cover.


    “Congrats, Rahul,” Sapna wished.


    He shook her hands but did not know what to say.


    “Which stream are you choosing?” Sapna asked.


    “Science,” Rahul muttered softly, biting his trembling lip.


    “Which colleges have you applied for?” she continued.


    “Well, the colleges I wished to apply for won’t fall in my range anymore and the ones which would, have not yet released their application forms,” Rahul answered looking away.


    “Hey, are you disappointed?” she asked, placing a palm on

    his shoulder.


    He shook his head.


    “Tough luck ... but, c’mon, of the hundred students that gave the exam from our school, you came third. It’s a matter of great pride,” she tried to cheer him.


    But when nothing in your life happens in a positive frame, it is difficult to think positively and hope for the best. Was the best still to come? He doubted that.


    A dejected Rahul was congratulated by Jess too but Seema never came to do the same even as three days passed after the results. It was strange even after suffering from fate, a person in love would choose the same fate over his life.


    A helpless and heartbroken Rahul had to ask one last favour from his favourite teacher, though he despised it. Dorothy ma’am was unrelenting. She gave him a verbal lashing and he bore it silently. He knew she had expected him to be the school topper but then she softened up on seeing his condition and motivated him to work harder in the future.


    Rahul begged her to arrange a meeting with Seema. She did not commit to him but asked him to visit the school the next day. Rahul as usual came before time. Dorothy ma’am was scheduled to take a lecture in Seema’s class which was now the tenth grade, but she postponed it by a few minutes.


    Seema was called on the third floor deserted corridor for ten minutes and was asked to congratulate Rahul in front of Dorothy ma’am. What seemed a childish scenario, had made Rahul really happy. The false joy on Seema’s face had made his heart compose lines,


    “Love me, even if it’s a lie


    Leave me but never say goodbye.”


    Dorothy ma’am went away after Seema did. She wished him good luck for obtaining admission in a prime college. He realised then that was the last time he would be inside his school, the place where he had found it all and lost it too.


    Those moments spent with her brought all the earlier times in front of his eye. Since the past two years, it had been Seema all the way and nothing else for him. Even when he was angry with her, she had ruled his mind as he contemplated ways to hurt her pride and even when he was so involved with her, he had thought of ways to please her and show her how much he loved her. It had been her and only her in all the matters related to him.


    In her love and in his madness, he had forgotten everything. From a good student he had turned into something much lower than he thought he would become. His falling grades and fights with roadside loafers were ample proof of that.


    After those ten minutes, he realised what she really meant to him. Was her congratulating him so important as to not even consider the other hundreds of people who had already shaken his hand? And to forget those at home who had prayed for his success fervently and already wished him in the morning, long before the results were declared because they were that confident about him? Though they were dejected on seeing his performance, perhaps more than he was, their prayers had shown hope in him and their eyes had trusted in his abilities. Didn’t he care for his mother, who fasted for his success and made a minnat stating that if he gets the usual ninety-percent, she would do this and that? He knew he was doing wrong but he was weak, too weak to stop himself from falling in love.


    From an outstanding student, he had become a roadside Romeo. His conscience lost its voice though he knew the answers deep down somewhere and suddenly, it dawned upon him that he had lost his dream to top the board exams. He had lost his prime position, he had lost the respect he had earned over the years, and he had lost his rightful place – all because of his foolishness, all because of his laziness and all because of a GIRL!


    ***


    Whom could he have recounted his follies? There was no one who would understand him, not here, not anywhere. Who could have understood his love when he, himself had failed to do so? Raj? Asif? No, they were yet to experience life through the eyes of love. Who would have listened to his tales of woe when his love was the flickering lamp over his own decaying tomb? No one. The unfazed memory still called out to his present due to which Rahul did not notice when he stepped off the pavement and onto the road. He did not see the speeding minivan hurtling towards him, nor did he hear its frantic horn but he did realise the failed attempts of the driver to brake just before the vehicle bumped into him and threw him ten yards away.


    ***


    FROM FIRST LOVE TO LAST OBSESSION


    Two figures rushed towards the end of a corridor; one, a tall frantic boy and the other, an equally worried lady. Oblivious to the nauseous smell that seemed to be coming off the walls, the boy was also not aware of the ruckus he was creating. He finally bumped into someone with a loose white coat, twisting the long stethoscope dangling from his neck with his fingers.


    “How’s he now?” Sahil asked the doctor, almost pushing him back. He had arrived with his mother, a woman as tall as him with a little mole on her chin, to check on Rahul who was lying unconscious at the city hospital.


    “Doc, how’s the boy?” Sahil’s mother followed eyeing

    the physician.


    He was black with white hair, showing away the years of experience he possessed in this field. On seeing him more intently, Sahil had a fleeting image of some Indian God with a snake wound around his neck but he could not readily recollect the name of the

    God. His mother was a Hindu but his father was an atheist and apart from the occasional respect towards the pantheon of Gods in their house, his mother was not much of a religious person

    either, so his pietistic knowledge was not much better than speaking Latin backwards.


    “Easy folks, he’s lost some blood but he’ll be fine. There’s some swelling near the scapula and few injuries on the calf and the forehead. He’s lucky, no major damage was done. He should be thankful to the sweet lady who brought him here,” the doctor said, holding Sahil’s shoulder to keep him steady.


    “Which lady?” Sahil questioned.


    “Oh, there was this sweet girl who brought him here, along with her father,” the doctor said.


    “Must be some helpful Samaritan! Nice to see that people still feel helpful towards strangers,” Sahil said.


    “How are you related to him?” the doctor enquired looking at Sahil’s mother.


    “My son ...”


    “We’re family friends,” Sahil broke in before his mother

    could answer.


    “That’s great! We had called up his school to know about him. The pretty lady had informed us that he was from Delaware High...” the doctor said.


    “Oh, so she must be someone from the school,” Sahil mouthed.


    “...the school folks called up his home in India and informed his parents,” the doctor said.


    “That’s good, doctor,” Sahil’s mother nodded.


    Sahil made a face. He was not pretty sure of that route.


    ***


    Rahul opened his eyes slowly towards the end of the day, after remaining unconscious for almost eighteen hours. The nurse in the room saw him fluttering his eyelids and immediately rushed out to call the doctor. A girl sitting outside sensed something and immediately peeked in the accident ward. Yup, he was awake, she could see that. She went in. Rahul widened his eyes trying to remember how he landed up here. Something heavy pulled at his skull from both sides and he groaned. He wiggled his fingers, flexing his wrists and feeling his legs. They hurt, the moment he realised they were still stuck to his injured body. He groaned again, adjusting his eyes to the bright light.


    “Hey, how are you feeling now?” It was Colins’ daughter, the same girl with the cropped blond hair, whom he had saved from the doped rascals.


    Rahul merely nodded that he was fine.


    “There was a loud screeching sound and I rushed out. I was scared on seeing that the van had bumped into you,” she admitted.


    Rahul looked at her without saying anything, then looked away to observe his surroundings. The white coloured walls actually made the room feel more spacious than it was and the transparent lights in the two corners provided ample illumination for him to look around. He was in a big room that housed many beds – like the one he was resting on – in one straight line opposite the door, each one separated by a green curtain. He was aware of a slight buzzing sound. Was it from the fan or was it just in his ears, he could not make out.


    “You all right, boy?” the doctor asked the first thing as he came in.


    “I thought that is for you to check,” Rahul replied.


    “Haha! Yes, yes, sure. You do seem better, especially if you can make statements like that,” the doctor replied, placing the stethoscope on his chest and asking the nurse to hand him the sphygmomanometer.


    “So what happened to me?” Rahul asked the doctor while he was noting his blood pressure.


    “What happened? God, I thought you would realise when a big, nasty van knocks you down, almost crushing you under its wheels,” the doctor said surprised.


    “What’s the damage done?” Rahul asked smoothly.


    “Just some stitches to your forehead, no major injuries. You will live. You lost some blood and the blood bank was short on your blood group. O positive is a tough customer, donates to all but accepts from few, but luckily this young lady over here had the same blood group as you, so we had no problem transfusing,” the doctor pointed towards Colins’ daughter.


    Rahul looked at her, dressed in a navy blue frock she looked back at him. At one time in life, he had even lost the will to live and he would have gladly welcomed this accident then; but today, he did not believe in death as a relief from his woes. The pain was no problem, he would bear it, and wasn’t he accustomed to bigger pains by now?


    “Thanks,” Rahul said.


    “Oh, no. Not at all! My pleasure I could help. I had to, after what you did for me,” the girl maintained.


    Rahul attempted to touch his forehead with his right hand but then he sensed that his hand was connected to a half-empty blood bottle and it would not be such a good idea to move it, so he checked his head with his free hand. He felt a bit feverish and shivered.


    “Ah, don’t take too much strain. Nurse Anne, please do check on him at intervals. We informed your school and they in turn, informed your place. So don’t worry, someone would be here pretty soon,” the doctor assured him by placing a comforting palm on his free hand.


    “Oh, you shouldn’t have informed my parents,” Rahul said, attempting to hoist himself up.


    The doctor pushed him back gently.


    “We didn’t, the school did and moreover you shouldn’t worry much. It’s not like they will scold you much or something, huh?” the doctor said in a friendly manner.


    “Can I have a phone? I have got to make an urgent call,”

    Rahul demanded.


    “You are not in a position to make calls yet, so you better take rest. Trust me on that,” the doctor tried to pacify him.


    “I need one, now!” Rahul almost shouted.


    “Well, wait for some time; we’ll monitor your progress and

    then maybe…”


    “NOW!”


    The doctor rushed out asking the nurse to follow him. He was going to get some morphine to calm him down.


    “Don’t get too stressed up. Here, take my phone if you want to make calls to your family,” Colins’ daughter came upto him, offering him her cell phone.


    Rahul was thinking of declining but he knew this would be his

    best bet.


    “It’s on international tariff,” he informed in a gruff voice.


    “Ya, I could pretty much guess that much. Your family’s in India, isn’t it?” she nodded, her hand still extended.


    He took it then and quickly dialled his father’s number.


    “Namaste Papa, it’s me!” Rahul greeted him in a joyous voice with his facial muscles tensed. It clearly took some effort.


    “Rahul beta, how are you? We heard about your accident.

    We told you to be careful on roads and not venture out alone. Don’t you worry; I’m coming by tonight’s flight. Will reach tomorrow around…” his father went on in a worried voice. He could hear his mother’s frantic attempts to snatch the phone from his

    father’s hand.


    “Papa… relax, I’m all right. It’s nothing serious, really. I just got a few scratches and a couple of bruises,” Rahul assured his father.


    “But your school authorities told me…” his father began.


    “Oh, someone misinformed them and there has been some obvious miscommunication. Trust me, I’m perfectly fine, don’t I sound so?” Rahul asked, further emulating what he thought to be a healthy enough voice.


    “Yeah, you do… but still I am coming!” his father insisted.


    “Papa, cancel the ticket. There would be no one to watch over your work in office. It’s ok, the doctor has dressed up the little injuries and now I’m raring to go,” Rahul half-lied, clutching his hips and contorting his face as a spasm of pain shot through.


    “No, no... you have to go… otherwise let me go on your ticket,” he heard his mother shout.


    He sensed his father’s effort to keep talking while holding the instrument to his ear with one hand and his mother with

    the other.


    “Papa, I’m telling you… ok? Cancel the ticket and don’t worry, I’ll call you soon. I can’t talk more, it’s not my phone, so don’t call back on this number,” Rahul said.


    “Use your phone then. Why don’t you?” his father asked.


    “I don’t need one, papa. Tell Ma, not to worry. I will be fine.

    I will call you soon. Take care,” Rahul disconnected the call

    before his father could protest and handed back the phone to Colins’ daughter.


    “You shouldn’t have told your parents not to come,” she suggested.


    Rahul ignored her statement.


    “Thanks!” he said instead, with his lips curving into a little smile.


    “Oh, you thanked me twice,” she said diffidently.


    Rahul did not look away. He stared at her with a little confusion.


    “I mean, as per what they say in school there’s no chance of you talking nicely to people, and absolutely no chance of you

    thanking anyone, and here you thanked me twice so that makes me feel kind of really special, you know?” The girl said meeting his eyes excitedly.


    Rahul gave her a nervous smile.


    “Oh, you smile as well...” she noted.


    “What do you think I am? A zombie?” Rahul asked mildly irritated at the way he was being observed.


    “Perhaps,” she nodded. “Oops!” she regretted immediately.


    “What’s your name?” Rahul asked her abruptly, before she could talk about more uncomfortable things.


    “Grazil,” she answered promptly.


    He wanted to say that she had a nice name but he merely nodded in return.


    “I’m sorry for that day, you know, asking you all that. It might have pissed you off. When I saw the collision and heard the noise, I ran towards the source and when I saw it was you … I was shocked … I saw dad near the driveway and shouted out to him. Earlier on, to be honest, he was uninterested in helping but once I told him that you’re the same guy who saved me that evening, he promptly took the car out of the garage and we brought you here,” she explained the proceedings of the unfortunate evening.


    “Well, thanks!” Rahul said again, acknowledging her help.


    “I thought my words might have hurt you and maybe…” Grazil trailed off.


    “No, they didn’t. I’m used to being the weird guy around by now,” Rahul said.


    Grazil was about to say something when the Doctor rushed in with the nurse following him.


    “You ok now?” he asked as soon as he spotted Rahul lying calmly on the bed, just as he had asked him to do so ten minutes back.


    “Yeah, I guess so. Can I leave?” Rahul asked.


    “Soon, my boy! But now it’s time for your dosage. So close your eyes for now. You’ll be out of bed in a jiffy,” the doctor assured and held his free hand softly to plunge the needle in his skin before Rahul could repeat he wanted to leave.


    “You can go now young lady. The visiting hours are about to end. Perhaps, we will discharge him in a day or two,” the doctor said, eyeing Grazil, who looked at Rahul and smiled again.


    “Take care!” she whispered.


    “You look really great when you smile, you should do that more often!” he heard Grazil say but her voice sounded very far. He faintly recollected at having heard those lines somewhere before but from whose mouth, he wondered.


    The last thing Rahul remembered seeing was Grazil’s smile as she waved him goodbye standing near the door. He wanted to wave back but something was pulling on his senses, dragging him down into the depths of his mind and as he closed his eyes, he saw another smile swim in front of his eyes.


    “The last stroke of midnight dies,


    All day in the one chair


    From dream to dream and rhyme to rhyme I have


    Ranged


    In rambling talk with an image of air:


    Vague memories, nothing but memories.”


    -William Butler Yeats.


    With his school life over, Rahul tried to think of better ways to employ his time. After the SSC results, the task for the student is to find a good junior college based on his marks and his choice of stream; but unfortunately, the college admissions for that particular academic year were delayed as there were a lot of students still to be admitted and things in the Indian education system moved at their own pace, the early announcements of the state board results were the only exception.


    His father wanted him to join an advanced computer course in an academy but two days after joining the course, Rahul ditched it, citing health reasons. In reality, he just could not focus on things around him. The time dragged on mercilessly,

    prolonging his suffering. For hours, he would do nothing but lie on his back, on the bed and close his eyes, reliving the good times. He tried to fight the pull towards Seema by playing his guitar, listening to rock music and reading books. But what was he? A mere human, stuck between the rungs of blended adolescence and nascent adulthood. What power did he command over the mysterious forces of love? Which sword could shatter the impenetrable armour of desire?


    ***


    One fine day, Rahul was trudging near the school before the onset of the Indian monsoon which had been unpredictably delayed like the college admissions that year. His searching eyes saw her smiling amongst her group of friends in the school compound, all in deep discussion about the happenings of the institute. He looked on from far, standing near the narrow alley close to the school compound and was happy to see her smile, which he missed so much, the curve of her lips that he longed to set his eyes on. It was the joy his heart yearned for, to quench the thirst of his gaze.


    She was laughing with a hand over her mouth and her innocent, almost childlike laughter was music to his ears. There was no one who could distract him then from that trance and in that hypnotised state; he found his steps taking him to the source of the seraphic sound. He crossed the gate, the guard also couldn’t hold him back after recognising him. Gingerly, he stopped behind her, her friends saw him first and ceased their conversation; all of them looking behind her shoulder. She sensed a change in the jovial climate and turned. He saw the smile recede from her lips, the joy drain from her face. It was one of the most agonising scenarios of his life. He never wanted to see the effects of the hurt he had caused her.


    “What do you want?” she snapped, breaking his trance as he continued to look at her as if she was the first and last thing

    he wanted.


    What could he answer to that? How could he say that he wanted to kiss the very source of the question? How could he explain himself when the seeds of doubt had permeated in the soil of her mind? How could he maintain the apology in his eyes without getting carried away by her cherubic innocence?


    “Nothing. Sorry!” Rahul said before shaking his head slowly and walking away.


    ***


    Rahul had wanted to forget her after his results came out. He had wanted to erase her from his memories, but the amount of strength it required was colossal and he had no reserves of energy left to fight it out with his heart. His mind scolded him for his stupidity and urged him to forget her but his heart had no justifications for its stand. It remained unmoved, its solidarity unaffected, its arrogance still holding.


    Rahul decided he would wait until he got a chance to talk to her and sort it out. He would keep trying until she would yield to his convincing. He would bide his time and search for an opportunity to explain everything to her and beg her forgiveness. He still hoped that things could work out. He had never learnt to give up in life and it had always paid him in the end.


    ***


    The days seemed to pass quickly as a jet plane having a time

    machine for an engine. Rahul was still waiting for the colleges he had applied for, to put up their lists so that he could finally

    join junior college. He was growing restless with each passing moment. His blood-like, thirsty hollow eyes were being tortured by fate’s decision. The only way their thirst could be quenched was by seeing her perfect shape, by consuming drink after drink of her soothing presence. Therefore, he decided to hang around alone at the solitary bus stand near her tuitions, the way he used to. The only difference was that he would arrive much earlier than she would set out from her home and he would remain there for hours after she left, watching her figure fade away into the setting night. She would spot him no doubt, but would change her direction and walk with her tuition friends discussing the last problem that was taught in class.


    People in her class had started calling him Seema’s Romeo as per what Raj had informed him and he not in the least disliked it. On the contrary, it made him happy to see himself connected with her, in some way or the other. He loved the sobriquet as much as he loved her. Now that he was losing his image, it did not matter to him if her name was taken before his own.


    He would gain pleasure just from watching her, taking in each and every detail of his vision; of her elegant walk that bought her in his direction yet took her away from him, of her downcast eyes that worked carefully to avoid his loving gaze, of her silky brown hair that bounced in layers with every step she took, of the way she held her hands folded near her bosom that made her look defensive but nevertheless amplified her beauty making her look more gorgeous than she already was, of the little earrings that adorned her ears and added to her charm, of the hues and colours of her dresses that he could almost recognise blind folded-a result of observing her outside school innumerable times, of the shape of her sandals that he was sure would one day touch his cheeks, of the way the air near him would change when she would pass by and he would sniff in as deep as it would carry in his senses; and he would go over the entire visuals from his flawless memory when he lay on his bed at night, eluded by sleep and rest. He would smile to himself and laugh on his misery because the tears would no longer come.


    One such evening when he was watching her go, someone tapped him from behind.


    “Your bus never comes to pick you up, I see.” Rahul recognised the moustached person as Seema’s tuition sir.


    “Yeah, no… I just hang out here... I like it around here,”

    he stammered.


    “You like the pollution and the dirt?” he said pointing to the smoke the vehicles emitted on the highway and the gutter near the bus stop.


    “Not really… I…” Rahul trailed off being caught unawares.


    “Get a life mister, and let others have theirs!” the man warned, before resuming his walk on the route Rahul’s gaze was following some moments back.


    “That’s what I’m trying, sir… getting my life,” Rahul said to himself. He consoled himself with the fact that the man was not the first one to know about them and went home, only to come back the next day and take up the same position.


    ***


    Since the past half a week, he would watch Seema been accompanied by a tall, lanky boy who stayed in her locality. Thick round spectacles contained his equally rotund eyes and oil dripped from his hair onto his forehead like a blessed waterfall. He remembered having seen her once with Seema on the route to her building. Rahul’s throat would dry up and he would punch his fists in fury on eyeing her laugh at his stupid one-liners.


    “Do you know who that guy is?” Rahul asked Raj, after their image together had been stamped in his mind.


    “Tall and lanky, wears thick round spectacles, sits near Seema. Hmm ...” Raj thought. “That sounds like Bhavik. He’s from my school, studies in the tenth grade and sits with Seema in the class. I guess he lives in her colony, hence they share a warm companionship.”


    “Keep him under observation,” Rahul said.


    “There’s no need for that. He’s already under my scrutiny since I joined, just that I didn’t suspect him of any foul play with Seema because he’s a simple guy,” Raj said.


    “Simple or complex, I’m going to solve his equations once and for all,” Rahul said in a determined voice.


    Rahul decided to take Bhavik to task the very next day. He reached his usual spot on time and luckily, he saw Bhavik arrive alone that evening. He paused to have a cold drink at a store near the bus stop. Rahul ambled towards him with fury in his eyes. His cold gaze fixed on the boy who was trying to walk away with his girl. Bhavik sensed someone standing behind him and turned to look at a rage that could have burnt him to the ground. He had heard about Rahul and his obsession with Seema, he had seen him once near Seema’s school trying to force her to talk to him, so it was only natural that he started shaking nervously from head to toe.


    “Here have a sip,” he offered the bottle of the cold drink to Rahul with a nervous smile.


    Rahul accepted the bottle from his hands and poured it over his head. For a moment, he was tempted to break the glass bottle on his head but he controlled himself. Bhavik tried to run but Rahul held him to his place. He slapped him hard, right beneath his ears. Bhavik’s round spectacles flew from his face and shattered on the dirty ground beneath his feet. Tears started streaming from his face as his legs trembled.


    “Trying to be some kind of a hero, are you?” he asked.


    “N… No, I didn’t do anything, I didn’t do anything!” he repeated continuously.


    “Listen, you don’t know me, you bastard. I can crack your bones and bury them at a place where none can find it. I don’t want to see you with Seema ever again, do you understand?” Rahul fired.


    “B …But we only talk studies,” Bhavik justified.


    “Do you understand?” Rahul repeated, ignoring his remark and pulling his oiled hair with all his might.


    “Y …Yes!” Bhavik stammered.


    “No more going to her place, am I clear?” Rahul raised his voice, wiping his now sticky hand on the front of Bhavik’s shirt.


    “Y... Yes, bhai!” Bhavik nodded.


    “No more accompanying her, here or anywhere,” Rahul commanded.


    “No, …” Bhavik protested half-heartedly, still stammering.


    Rahul raised an eyebrow.


    “I mean no… I won’t. I am sorry!” Bhavik said.


    “From today, she’s your sister, get that? And I don’t want any show of brotherly love either,” Rahul warned, poking a finger in Bhavik’s shuddering chest.


    Bhavik folded his hands in an apologetic manner, hoping that no one else would observe his humiliation in the almost isolated alley. The couple of people present at a distance were already having their cup of entertainment at his expense.


    “Next time, I won’t be this lenient and you will have no chance to apologise. I will know each and everything that you do around her, get that you harami?” Rahul asked looking with anger in his eyes. He lifted his hand and Bhavik stumbled a few steps backwards.


    Bhavik almost fell on his feet.


    “Bhai, I... am sorry. I won’t go around with her, please don’t hit me. I am a good student, a nice boy…” Bhavik’s voice cracked.


    “Good… stay that way! I don’t like to harm nice boys but I’ll not warn you again. This is my first and last ultimatum. Now get your ass out of here!” Rahul thundered, pushing him away.


    Bhavik thanked him nervously and made a mad dash towards his home. He was in no condition to attend his tuitions. When Rahul turned, he saw Seema looking at him from a distance. She had a disgusted look on her face. As he made his way towards her to try and explain his situation, she shook her head with still more disgust and hurried towards the tuition building.


    At home, that look disturbed him. It was love, he expected but it was hatred, which he received. Rahul could sense a change in the ambience at home, even though his senses were not fully functional. His father had come to know about his obsession with the particular girl. Earlier on, he had a fleeting doubt but Rahul’s consistent depressed condition at this age and Rahul being an adolescent, he could pretty much guess what was happening but dismissed it as puppy love, hoping that his son would have the sense to eventually get over it. Twice he overheard his conversation with Raj while they were seated on the first floor staircase in the corner of the building and he could reasonably make out what or rather who occupied a major bulk of their conversation.


    One day, he confronted Rahul and claimed he knew everything about Rahul’s activities. Rahul did not give much thought to it. His father’s knowledge of his feelings was not as big an issue as clearing himself before Seema. He knew being the only son, and a good one at that, his father would be understanding and Seema being from his own caste, would perhaps ease things a little from the elder’s point of view. His father did not let him down.


    “Beta, you are a promising child, you’ve always been the best I could’ve asked for but recent happenings have not been going your way and I can see that,” his father said, while he was twisting and turning in his bed trying to sleep.


    “I know you are not asleep, so you can wake up and talk to me,” his father tapped him while being seated on his bed. Rahul opened his eyes; he felt a lump in his throat. His father was talking to

    him with such love after what seemed like ages. Usually his work kept him busy and he had little time to interact with his

    small family.


    “I know what’s troubling you. I’m your father you see, I’ve been through all this too, at your age,” he smiled encouragingly.


    Rahul could not imagine his father going mad behind someone he loved, he hoped it was his mother but knowing her, he doubted it. He could not think of anything to say.


    “What you need to realise is that this is not the time for getting attracted to someone. Such attraction is nothing but distraction at your age. Though people say that one has no restraint on one’s heart, but one must take all kinds of precautions at this age. If you balance the rope now, then you can truly succeed in life and once you do that, no girl will be in a position to reject you,” he advised, stroking his hair lovingly.


    Rahul nodded in response.


    “And that includes Seema,” he told him after getting up and before wishing him goodnight.


    It somewhere felt comforting to have his father’s support but it still did not lessen the heaviness in his chest. What could he have replied to his cajoling father when he defined the success of his life through other parameters.


    ***


    Rahul’s idle mind became not just the devil’s workshop but someone else also became a permanent denizen of it. Thinking about Seema made his heart ache and he was not content on just seeing her. He was seized with a stubborn desperation to talk to her.


    Two days after his father’s confrontation, Rahul called Seema on her landline number. Luckily, she answered with an impatient ‘Hello’ and Rahul did not want the opportunity to go waste.


    “Hi Seema, this is Rahul. How are you? How are studies going on?” he greeted her.


    For a second, Seema gasped on hearing him but she soon disguised her shocked look with a friendly smile noticing her mother, who was within hearing distance.


    “Haha, wrong question to ask you. Obviously, the preparations would have already started,” he said nervously, holding the receiver to his ear.


    “Yeah, studies are fine,” Seema said a little loudly than usual, hoping it sounded plainly platonic.


    “And how is everyone at home?” he said, trying to build a rapport.


    “Fine,” Seema answered.


    “What are they teaching you in tuitions these days?” he suddenly asked, hoping studies would interest her.


    “Matrix Alegbra,” Seema said, disinterested.


    “Oh, that’s a cool topic. I know it like the back of my hand, in fact I had certain notes which I had prepared personally and

    I’m sure you’ll find them interesting. If you could meet me...” his

    voice trailed.


    “No, thanks. I’m pretty good at the topic myself,” Seema said haughtily and banged the receiver as she saw her mother step in the kitchen.


    The next day he called again but keeping the topics on friendly lines was not much of a help either. She was just not ready to hear his voice croon in her ears.


    This continued for some days. Rahul would call her, sweetening his voice to the extent of Sapna’s if someone other than her answered his call and when she came on the phone, Rahul would attempt to talk to her like any other friend and then try to convince her to meet him once to sort it out.


    “Are you ok?” he asked her as soon as she came on the phone one evening, she had not gone for her tuitions that day and he had called her to check whether she was fine.


    “Yes, I’m ok…” she said, making a bored expression, “…and I would be more than ok if you would stop troubling me,” she added before banging down the receiver.


    He dialled her number again and pleaded with her not to disconnect the call again.


    He then asked her about her studies and how she was dealing with subjects that were usually tough. He advised her to form a daily schedule and stick to it and also practice the speed at which she wrote her answers and to solve past year university papers in a simulated examination scene. He offered to help her in Science if she wanted. He asked her how many chapters they had been taught in school and how many had been completed in her tuitions. She kept on answering as if it was a structured questionnaire. ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ was all that she said.


    “Give me a chance,” he heard himself plead out of the blue, the wish of his heart founding his tongue, as the conversation carried on.


    “Argghhh…” Seema sounded irritated on the other side.


    “I’m sorry… we can sort it out… I promise… give me a chance,” Rahul tried to find words that could explain what he had in his heart but his breaking voice would not let him.


    “Listen, this is the final time I’m telling you. I give no second chances to anyone, not even to myself. You got yours and I don’t even want to think about it. I hate you for what you did to poor Bhavik last week and I hate you for… for everything! Please don’t disturb me and for God’s sake, don’t ever call me again,” she rebuffed him before keeping down the receiver at her end.


    Seema was not able to concentrate on her studies because Rahul kept ‘disturbing’ her, as he had no option to lull his aching heart. She was annoyed and scolded him in a rash manner, threatening to complain about him to her mother. Rahul, who thought that things would calm down and sort themselves out, still saw a ray of hope for their future and so the calls had to stop, as he did not want any altercations with his prospective mother-in-law.


    Soon, Rahul resumed his earlier schedule but now he would not be content of just staring at her but he wanted to talk to her whenever she was on her way for her tuitions. He stood at the nearby bus stop for hours in advance, in eager anticipation that someday she might come a little early and that time could be utilised to have a heart to heart talk.


    And one fine day, Seema did leave home early to learn about India’s freedom struggle in her class. Midway, Rahul stopped her, but she did not listen.


    “Please leave me alone. Don’t you understand? I have my boards this year,” she said.


    ‘What about mine? I had them too,’ he thought but did not voice it lest he would offend her again.


    “What about next year? I can wait for you for a year, for a lifetime even,” he said without thinking.


    She looked at him the way one eyes a fly in their soup.


    “We could even take admission in the same college. I would perhaps be joining Khalsa soon. I know my score isn’t that good but papa will surely ensure that I get a good seat and I’m sure you would get there too next year. We can then …” he was interrupted by her saying in a slow irritated tone,


    “Listen, I have to go now. Why don’t you come tomorrow? We can perhaps talk about it and moreover I have a surprise for you that you wouldn’t have thought of.”


    “I will be here around the same time. Do take care and hey, good luck for whatever you learn today,” he shouted but she had already walked ahead and did not look back.


    ***


    The next day, Rahul was there much before time, in anticipation of what seemed to be the turning of the tide. Seema came at the usual time; she seemed to be happy about something. She was carrying a couple of books in her hand and her usual black bag was missing.

    She nodded to herself upon seeing him. Seeing that, Rahul’s joy

    knew no bounds! He was excited. He thought after so much

    striving, he had finally melted her heart but his happiness vanished as soon as Seema took out a rakhi, a short traditional thread

    that as per ritual, sisters tie on the wrists of their brothers. She proceeded further, to place it around Rahul’s immobile wrist. Rahul remembered ‘Raksha Bandhan’ was nearing. He regained his senses and pulled his wrist away just in time before she could tie the knot.


    “If you can’t be what I desire you to be, then you have no right to be anything else and never in my wildest dream, will I make you my sister,” he scolded.


    “I’m glad that you finally realise that it is no use running after me and that I cannot be in any relation with you. I’m happy the way I am and I don’t need you or anyone to make me happy. If you really want me to be happy then don’t ever trouble me again. Let me live in peace and you leave in peace!” Seema said, looking into his eyes, maintaining her resolute face.


    When Rahul could say nothing more, more out of shock than anything else, Seema left, but just before leaving she looked at him and threw a crumbled parchment on his face.


    He picked it up and opened it as she walked away. It was the same sketch he had painfully drawn for her on her birthday – her sketch. The second paper, which contained the words of his love, was missing; evidently it had been torn away and discarded. He carefully folded it and kept it in his pocket, as the ground around him started to swim.


    Rahul was inconsolable. The words echoed in his mind over and over again. The pain refused to cease. She had praised him so much for that sketch; she had said that it was her best birthday ever; she had been touched by his gestures. But what had happened now to change all that? Were his mistakes bigger than the grave sins, his enemies had indulged in?


    The hollowness in Rahul’s chest multiplied manifold. To control the giddiness in his head, he momentarily sat down under the

    shade of a tree and put his head between his hands. When he removed them, his hands were sodden, as if he had held them underwater for hours. The tears not only flowed from his eyes but also from the skies as the monsoon heralded its arrival of the season with a huge downpour.


    Suddenly, he remembered that he had not noticed Seema carrying an umbrella in her hand. He felt worried when he thought about the repercussions of her getting drenched in such a downpour. Rahul controlled his sorrow and somehow ran in the heavy downpour to procure an umbrella from his home. Within ten minutes, he was back at the same spot. The rain had only caught up in those moments. He remained standing under the umbrella, shivering in the cold rain, sneezing as the water seeped into his wet body. He saw children come out of their houses to dance and women enjoy the dull fragrance of the earth but for him the only reason to rejoice remained her happiness and the only fragrance to savour remained the sweet perfume of her locks.


    After a couple of hours, Seema was walking towards a temporary parapet to stand beneath when Rahul spotted her. He made his way to her. On seeing him, she frowned with displeasure.


    “Seema, it’s raining heavily. Come I’ll drop you till your colony,” Rahul offered.


    “Thanks, but I need no favours from anyone,” Seema said sarcastically.


    “Don’t be stupid. Otherwise, go ahead and take my umbrella. You can return it to me later,” Rahul said, extending the umbrella over Seema. She immediately pushed him away.


    “Go away, I’ve called home. My sister would be coming soon with an umbrella. I’ll go with her. No need for you to worry,” Seema said over the roar of the rain.


    “Seema, it’s not a good idea to wait here in the dark. Please go ahead with this umbrella. I promise I won’t follow you…” Rahul said, a small drop of water merging with the beads on his face.


    “I don’t need your sympathy. Go away, before I shout for help,” Seema threatened.


    “I’m placing the umbrella here, in case you need it,” Rahul said but she ignored him.


    Rahul kept the umbrella near her feet and walked away slowly. He hid himself at a distance and watched the proceedings. Almost half an hour later, her elder sister came with a small umbrella and under it, both of them walked off to their home. Rahul slowly ambled across and collected his fallen umbrella, not caring to open it again. He made his way home slowly. That night it did not rain as much in the sky as it did in his heart. He turned and twisted in his bed, the fever and cold were but, temporary ailments.


    ***


    Scrutinising Rahul’s recent behaviour, his father’s worries did not remain just confined to his work. After failing to evoke responses from him, he decided to send him abroad for his further studies to Pennsylvania. His uncle, who had a good job in North-east Pennsylvania, advocated the decision.


    “Look at your condition! Shabby hair, failing health and a mute mouth. I can’t see you like this. Just because you are fighting a stupid heartbreak doesn’t mean that you can forget your family. You have stepped off the right path and are walking towards your own destruction. That’s not what I had in mind when I had an offspring, and that’s surely not what I want to see after slogging it out in the office and coming back home,” his father shouted. He was no doubt angry; his earlier coaxing had fallen on deaf ears.


    Rahul did not protest as he used to in his childhood, when father and son would fight and debate on inconsequential topics under the roof. He did not have the energy to. It was as if someone had sapped the entire life out of him. It was as if he was a parasite living just on his thoughts. It was as if only his body existed but there was no soul to enliven it! His sangfroid had been mercilessly pulverised and his usual aplomb had become a thing of the past.


    All the preparations were made for Rahul’s departure. All the paraphernalia he needed was packed in two large suitcases, after he had abandoned a big suitcase that mostly contained his leisurely possessions. All the other attachments that Rahul had with things at home left him slowly; but what should have left him long back, stayed with him in his heart. Within a month, Rahul’s visa arrived. Arrangements were made for his stay in a hostel close to his uncle’s house which was just an hour away from his would be school as his father did not want to trouble his brother, who had a family to look after.


    His father tried to talk it out with him one final time. Rahul remained deathly quiet throughout the one-sided conversation

    until his father left him alone in the room, more out of frustration than of sympathy. God too, did not prove his existence by showing any mercy on his soul. In every dream, he saw none other than Seema. He hoped for some respite but none came. He lost his appetite, the results of which showed up on his body. He longed for Seema, though he knew she never did the same. He begged to God to keep her happy always, even if it meant a lifetime of sorrows for him.


    Then came late August, Rahul realised he would not be returning to his motherland for a long time. He decided any vacations he would get, would be spent in discovering his new location and once his studies were completed, he would find a job and rent a small home there. He did not want to come back, never wanted to face this predicament again.


    If he would have been allowed to continue his studies here, then his college would have started long back in the earlier weeks of the month but now he was going, going far, to study and perhaps start his life afresh, as his father hoped for him. He realised he had to live now, for his parents and family, if not for himself. In that instant he was reminded of La Rochefoucauld’s immortal lines,


    “The pleasure of love is in loving, and one is happier in the passion one feels than in the passion one arouses in another.”


    Perhaps, he thought, he may never come back but whatever happened, he always wanted to see Seema happy and joyous. Now that he knew she was, he tried to keep himself happy too. He tried to fake within himself the excitement of settling in a new place, so far from his home. But he could not forget Seema, she was and she would be the happiest memory of his life, no matter the amount of sorrow that had and would cause him. Even if he would weigh the happy and sad memories on a scale, he knew the happy side would sink due to its intensity but his mind argued otherwise.


    A rumour of her early engagement with some guy was doing the rounds. He tried to ignore it but it hurt him and brought down his fake excitement. Even though, he had no hope now, some part of him ached with the realisation that she was soon going to belong to someone else. He could not picture her with any other boy. In his eyes there would be none better than him. It was good that he was going away otherwise how he would have faced it, he wondered. He had lost all confidence but still had not lost the certitude to keep her happy. He hoped she would always be happy, if not with him, then without him. Hope was a strange customer and it had never left him, along with despair. If not towards his case to give him glimpses of what could be a happy future, it stayed back at least to warrant her happiness. Rahul decided he wanted to see her, just once, that once, one last time!

  


  
    ***


    A RENDEZVOUS TO BID ADIEU!


    There was a song that seemed to exist since ages between them and reminded him of their time together – clandestine phone calls, greeting cards stashed in bags to be read at home and gifts buried in study drawers, all came back when it started in the music player of his mind. It was doleful and seductive, and hurt his chest whenever he listened to it. It reminded him of her and eventually, how far away she was from his life.


    “Why did I fall in love with you? I did not find you and now

    I am lost.


    You could neither go away from my dreams nor come in

    my arms.”


    It was weird that an American radio station was playing an Indian film song and it was not a recent number. Rahul, who had closed his eyes for ten minutes listening to the radio, immediately shot up when the song started. He was in his hostel room sleeping on his bed, having been discharged from the hospital last evening. He was taking rest as the doctor had advised, passively listening to the mundane radio when all of a sudden the lines popped up. It was the same song he would sing to himself when he realised it was the end of the road for him. It caused him invisible pain that did not bother him much but made him repeatedly realise that his love was still incomplete.


    But incomplete love stories are also complete in the sense that there is no one to complete them and their elliptical ending leaves marks that cannot be wiped away by the actions of mortals. Destiny also stops playing its part and fate surrenders the game to become an unworthy audience. His love story – even though incomplete, was complete, he had ensured so. He had ensured her happiness and he had guaranteed his decline, he had made sure to write his fate in ugly blotches of the ink of sorrow and he had ended his love story, though his love lived on.


    For a moment, he considered tuning into another station which would perhaps be playing a popular Eminem number but his movements did not coordinate with his thoughts. Water swam in front of his eyes and the thoughts finally overtook the movements. They always did.


    “NAY! If thou must depart, thou shalt depart;


    But why so soon-oh, heart-blood of my heart?


    Go then! Yet-going-turn and stay thy feet,


    That I may once more see that face so sweet.


    Once more-if never more; for swift days go


    As hastening waters from their fountains flow;


    And whether yet again shall meeting be


    Who knows? Who knows? Ah, turn once more to me!”


    -Edwin Arnold.


    “Why did you call me here? I hope you stay true to your promise that this is the last time you would be disturbing my peace. I have come a bit early because my tuitions were rescheduled. Please don’t be under the misconception that I want to talk to you and I’m interested in you!” Seema remarked angrily, making sure she didn’t really occupy the trench near the alley which would hide them from passers-by, so that Rahul could not get complete privacy. Thus, both of them remained somewhat in public view, displaying how much the doubts in her mind had sunk in about Rahul’s character. He had no clue of half the tales she had accepted from people.


    Rahul didn’t react, when he opened his mouth, Seema was determined to shut him up forever, she cut in again,


    “And stop this romeogiri from now, I’m getting engaged to a distant cousin as soon as the boards are over. Seeing me with you will simply make tongues wag and I don’t want anything to do with you, I’m not at all interested in you…”


    He had heard about the rumours but hearing it from her mouth, confirmed the news and his sorrow found a voice.


    “No Seema, never! How could you be interested in me? How can you love me? You can roam around with other people, give them your precious time and make me jealous but you can’t love me. No, you can’t!’’ Rahul started.


    “I’m not here to…” Seema tried to argue but Rahul raised his tone over hers.


    “My luck! I know I was foolish, I was such an arse, I was stupid but then God forgives the biggest of all sins, and you being a human couldn’t even forgive a handful of my mistakes. One last chance was all I wanted but wanting that chance was also a mistake Seema, Mea culpa Seema, mea maxima culpa!”


    “You are mad…” Seema tried to cut her way in but Rahul would not let her.


    “Shut up! Yes, I’m mad. Mad for you, mad for your love that I have chased for so long. It was always me who would listen while you talked but no, today it’s my turn to talk and yours to listen. Enough is enough!”


    Rahul punched his wrist on the peeled off yellow wall of the old chawl behind Seema on which she was leaning for support. A chunk of the wall came off along with the skin of his knuckles. That seemed to calm him down a little, giving vent to his fury. Seema’s face was panic-stricken but as always, she did an unerring job of controlling her emotions. Rahul softened up.


    “Seema, I know I was wrong on some occasions but I never did anything deliberately. On some occasions it was the need of the hour and on other occasions, I was just following my heart’s instincts and I feel that the heart is never wrong. Yes, I agree I was at fault sometimes, due to the influence of some people… or just because of some stupid misconceptions and the situations and challenges that life threw at me.


    “Seema, even you were wrong sometimes. I never pointed a finger at you except for the phone call incident which I agree was the biggest goof up my ego caused, but you ostracised me like I was no one at all.


    “You know Seema, I have always told myself that love is not like flirting but yes, a bit of flirting is always healthy with the person you love, what you think I do, right? Moreover, that’s not casual flirting. It had a purpose. It meant that I loved you, which I still do to the core. But for you, my words remained filmy dialogues; my emotions remained a mere act of stringing words together, whereas for me, it only meant love.”


    Seema shifted uncomfortably.


    “I love you immensely, Seema. I love you so much, that this life is nothing and even if I had a million lives, I would not think for a second and never hesitate to lay them before your feet, and for me it would be nothing … nothing at all and I can say this with pride today, perhaps the prospect of never getting to see you again eggs me on. I wish there was a word more than ‘love’ itself to convey what I feel for you.”


    Seema shut her eyes momentarily. Her face was expressionless but ears cocked up. She was listening intently, not caring that the ten minutes Rahul had asked, before she went for her tuitions,

    were long over. Rahul’s voice softened further as he quoted an

    Urdu shayari,


    ‘Yakeen har rishte ki buniyaad hota hai,


    tut jaaye agar to judna kahan aasan hota hai,


    Kehna aasan hain humein yakeen nahi hain tumpe,


    lekin dard is Lafz ka be-panah hota hain.’


    (‘Trust is the base for all relations,


    If it breaks, then it’s not easy to rejoin,


    It’s very easy to say ‘I don’t trust you’,


    But the pain these words cause is immense.’)


    Seema lifted her eyes and tried to look away, but Rahul’s gaze held her to where she was, as she was.


    He sighed before continuing,


    “I know many people told you against me, told you to keep off me. They said I am this and that and I am bad. I was playing with you and toying with your character. I ask, didn’t you have faith in me? Didn’t you place your trust in me? Trust is that part of the relation without which no relation would stand and once lost, it’s difficult to regain. My trust in you was like the small child’s; who, when thrown in the air, expects to be caught, but you dropped me down, and not a moan escaped my lips.


    “We never confessed our feelings before, but that day I did, would you have reacted the same way, walking out on me if I had told you that earlier during our memorable days when it was quite

    evident that you liked me? Even for old times’ sake, you didn’t stop. Is that all you had for me? All the good times evaporated

    like naphtha, the moment some air of misconceptions touched it. I was not asking you to marry me on the spot …damn it! I was not asking you to run away with me. I had a point, didn’t I? It was understood that I will marry you the right way after talking it out with the elders. It’s ok with me if I cannot date you, if I cannot romance you, but at least I will get you in my life, which is all I have lived for!


    “Once I stand on my feet, I would desire your hand. When I am in a position to give you all the happiness in the world, both abstract and materialistic, we can begin a new life. You just had to say a simple ‘YES’ to a marriage proposal which comes from a boy whom you have liked and dumped without even trying to sort it out!


    “Love never comes with a brochure of rules and regulations, a prospectus with guides of what is acceptable and what is abominable. It’s a standard to follow your heart, and that’s what I did and if doing that hurt you, then I’m sorry… sorry for coming in your life and wasting your time, for causing you an anguish so great that you could not bear the sight of me. Today, I am proud to stand up and honour myself and proclaim to the world… yes, I loved someone more than myself. I loved someone truly, madly, deeply. I have always thought of love as someone in some mushy film rightly pointed out, like a bird in a cage which you should set free, if it returns; it’s yours, and if it doesn’t…” Rahul trailed off, his voice cracking.


    He paused for a couple of seconds to regain his voice, the brittleness of which was evident when he continued after a stony silence that rang aloud in Seema’s ears as a lull before a storm.


    He sniffed the air and looked at the sky.


    “I know you didn’t put your money on me for topping the boards in school. I know you discussed with your friends and debated on whether I would be getting even a minimum of a distinction. No… no… no… I appreciate your thoughts,” Rahul said as he saw Seema opening her mouth to say something.


    He absent-mindedly continued, “You didn’t congratulate me when I stood third in the school. For you, I guess the rank won’t even be in consideration. I would have been first too if I would have been the Rahul of yore, if I would have been like you, if you would have been a little more sympathetic towards my love. If, if and if…it could have been so different. It was so hard to accept that you didn’t wish me on my birthday. A single word of congrats or a personal birthday wish would have made me happy, would have caused me ceaseless joy, giving me sleepless nights for a different reason altogether, but I knew you won’t have done it and you always fulfil my expectations, don’t you?”


    Rahul wiped a tear that was covering fast ground from his right eye to his upper lip, with the back of his hand.


    “Seema, you’re my life, my first love and perhaps my last! They say your first love is your true love and it will find you, but I know, mine won’t be the case!”


    He closed his eyes momentarily. Opening them again,

    he continued.


    “You should never have involved your mother into this! She almost went to the principal and my image was destroyed when she talked about me in front of the assembled crowd. But that doesn’t matter to me today. She can do it again if she wants, the whole world can be her audience. If that makes you happy, then I am ready to spoil my image and everything else, everywhere. It doesn’t matter anymore as long as you smile, because I will only do things that will make you happy.”


    Seema didn’t look up, when Rahul continued. She was feeling heaviness seep in her chest. She wanted to justify her stand too but her thoughts were frozen by his distressed voice.


    “The tears of my eyes watered your heart but failed to evoke a response from the barren grounds of what beats in you. They will still come and I will welcome them because they contain you.

    Even if it’s pain, it’s a gift from you and I cannot decline that because I worshipped you. And if I die, and this kills me …I will consider myself the luckiest person in this world for my God has killed me.”


    Seema let out an audible gasp, but Rahul showed her his hand again, signalling her to stop before he continued.


    “Someday you’ll find someone, perhaps you already have and imagining that sight of you in someone else’s arms shatters my already shredded heart and I would have no one to collect those pieces. I do wonder when I go, would you still think of me? Or for you I would still be just another face in the crowd, just one amongst your fifty-five followers, a bad dream that haunted you or a memory that time will erase.


    “I will never forget our days together, those innocent encounters and those nervous incidents when you were everything I dreamt off. You still are, but then the dreams had just begun to take shape. Now, I realise how futile those dreams were! If those dreams ever taught me something; they taught me never to dream again. My feelings for you would not be conquered by time. If I had the time in my hands, I wish I could take back those moments that snatched you away from me or maybe just wipe away those ten minutes when you came to me for the first time and I looked into your eyes to realise what love is. I let you slide away from my arms and never realised the pain it would give me, the amount of regret that it will burn into my soul to such an extent that it will rob me of my peace, sleep and sanity.


    “What is time for a foolishly ignorant lover? What is space to a broken heart? How can such dimensions satiate the appetite of love? I would live on, though life departs. I would live on

    without a soul. In its place will be your memories and howsoever

    I may try to ignore them, I know, I won’t succeed. I cannot even

    ask these memories to let me go then, because they’re all I would have of you; from the ocean of hope to the fire of despair that

    they gave me, I will treasure them and keep them buried in the layers of my heart where they will remind me of you, each day,

    each moment. At some point, I do visualise myself running

    away from them as they haunt me day and night, but wherever

    I go, they will find me everywhere and on them, I would thrive and on them, I would survive,” Rahul said in a voice unlike his, the words flowing from the inside but finding an obstruction in his throat.


    “But don’t worry, I’ll live on even though I don’t think it matters to you, whether I live or die, whether I am happy or sad. You told me that today when you came, and somewhere deep down in my conscience, I always knew that. Whether I am there or not, I just hope Seema that you don’t forget me, don’t ever keep any grudges against me and don’t live with any misconceptions. I just want to say that whatever I did, I did either unknowingly or because of

    my immatureness.


    “I know you would not want to be with me ever. You would be happy without seeing my damned face. You would be much joyful if you would not hear my cursed voice. You would be more than delighted not having to bear my filthy touch or spend your priceless time with me, though howsoever desperately I want you back. But more than that, I want you to be happy. I didn’t want a thing that you never desired and I don’t desire a thing that you would never think of. You might have heard this before, but I know my million words won’t bring you back… I know because I have tried, nor would my million tears… I know because I have cried.”


    Seema sensed the gradually increasing hollow feeling; poke her chest in an accusing manner. She held her bag close to her bosom and looked down. The ground suddenly resembled the waves of the sea.


    “Come what may, I can never forget you. Do remember me

    Seema; when you pass by the memorabilia in school, when somebody mentions me, when you see people connected to me, when you visit the McDonalds we had visited, when you pass by that bus stop which was my second home, when you see

    someone’s sketch that even faintly resembles the one you tore mercilessly and just remember me, if your heart does! Seema, that’s all I ask from you,” Rahul said, moving backwards and stopped abruptly, stepping forward again. There was a tear taking shape in Seema’s hazel eyes.


    “Seema, I always want to see you happy and that is why I talked what I talked today. So please don’t cry. I’m sorry for getting so desperate and troubling you. I’m sorry for shouting at you today as my frustration finally got hold of my heart. I just ask you to stay happy for me. As your Shahrukh Khan says in Chalte-Chalte, ‘Remember, someone, somewhere in some corner of this somewhat big world, is out there crying if you’re unhappy and is happy if you are! And you know who that someone is!’ Let this be a parting filmy dialogue as you say. I will be happy remembering you, basking in your memories, imagining the what-if’s of my life. Smile for me… one last time… c’mon smile… one last request,” Rahul coaxed and Seema let out a smile, though not so heartily. Her eyes were filled and her mind was not in control of herself, for the first time her inner self was dancing to someone’s orders.


    Rahul casually wiped the tears away with his white handkerchief. He clicked her image in his mental camera. He savoured her beauty and the smooth tenderness of her skin as it brushed his fingers. He shut his eyes taking her in, seeing her smile. He would treasure that little smile just as he would treasure her memories.


    “Seema, I guess it’s time. You are getting late for your tuitions and from today; I will fulfil your wish that you have been repeating to me for so long. I promise I won’t trouble you from now. You can comfortably roam around everywhere. I won’t be there to disturb you again. So, I guess ...this is farewell,” Rahul said slowly.


    Seema was quick to look up, but quick to avert Rahul’s vehement gaze too.


    “I will always pray to God to keep you happy. Perhaps, we will never meet again. A part of me hopes, we don’t. Let this last moment be a lesson to all those youngsters like me, out there waiting to fall in love. Let them know it’s a tough path out there, and the chances of not finding true love are very high. It’s a difficult and unjust life out there, where there are no second chances,” he highlighted the latter part casually.


    The look on Seema’s face suggested that somewhere she thought

    that this was another drama being enacted by Rahul. She was confident he would be at the same spot the next day, trying to come up with such dialogues to appeal to her. Somewhere she hoped what she felt was true. Was her subconscious too used to Rahul’s presence even when she was ignoring him like the dirt of her sandals? She guessed it was.


    “Bye Seema. Take care and yes, if it matters I will miss you because I love missing you and that’s because I LOVE YOU!” Rahul turned, walking down the alley, leaving his parting words echoing in the mind of his listener.


    He wanted to, but he did not look behind. His eyes were filled with an ocean of tears, blurring his vision, clearing the dirt of his senses. He tried holding them, sniffing them in, shutting his eyes but he overestimated himself there too, as they failed to meet his expectations. Knowing they wanted to flow for one last time, he ignored the demands of his eyes which begged him to feed them, her graceful vision. The tears hit him with the force of a violent storm. He laid a blanket over his dreams, hoping against hope

    never to uncover the treacherous fragments of his life. Not watching the path where his legs took him, he walked on because he knew he had to walk ahead, leaving his past behind. And at that moment, as his quivering hand slipped in his pocket to hold onto his handkerchief, something fell out of it, something that caught Seema’s infallible attention, something that he had forgotten to give her – his parting gift!


    ***


    LOVE BREAKS THROUGH LOCKS AND PICKS THEM ALL ATLAST!


    Rahul washed his face in the small trickle that flowed from the basin adjoining the kitchen. The reeking smell of the hospital was still emanating from his body as he had not taken a bath since the past two days due to a problem with the hostel’s water supply. He set out of his room to take a morning stroll, deciding to walk a quarter of the length of Algon Avenue and back. The roads were deserted and the constant bustle of cars was missing. He decided he needed to loosen up a bit having stayed in bed for most of the time.


    By the time he left the hostel, the sun was up. A small freckled boy with a stack of newspapers bundled behind, cycled past him, greeting him a good morning, to which he nodded back. The familiar sight of singular penthouses, almost identical on either side of the road, popped up as he walked towards the left. The delicious aroma of morning coffee from one of the homes reached his cold nostrils and he paused to relish it. He decided to seek out a cup of coffee on his way. He saw some kids dressed in a black and white tee and matching shorts staring at him as they went past him in the opposite direction. He thought he had seen them in school.


    They were having the big baseball game, a part of the school’s annual rituals. Rahul did not feel like attending as he had never taken any interest in that game. His only understanding of the game was of the big six, the batsmen hit out of the playground screaming ‘Homerun’, and then the bowler coming up with a speedy reply, making the batsmen miss three balls on the trot and yet calling it a ‘Strike’. The weird shaped bat resembled the one his Indian maidservant used to wash their clothes with, pounding them with force in the frothy washroom when the washing machine was not so common in Indian households.


    Sahil had urged him to come and watch the game if he felt all right but Rahul had asked him to go ahead and have fun. Sahil had been supportive; bringing homemade food for Rahul, reminding him to take medicines and even sitting with him when his uncle visited him. That time, Rahul was trying to act fine seeing family before him after a long time. He had somehow felt strange doing that, so the effort to make his uncle feel welcome was not upto the mark. He had nodded and tried to speak for most of the time, trying to keep his portly uncle engaged in conversation. Sahil had been pleased to see this side of Rahul, who was happy that he had stayed back with him when his uncle had visited.


    “I just want to say thanks... for everything,” Rahul had said, trying to make eye contact.


    Sahil had appeared to be shocked.


    “Are you talking to me?” he had said, disbelievingly.


    Rahul had smiled and nodded.


    “What did you just say?” Sahil had straightened up, looking at him with awe.


    “Thanks for everything,” Rahul had repeated, holding his eyes for a moment.


    “Gee… you’re welcome, man,” Sahil had almost blushed.


    Strangely, Rahul had felt happy then, smiling at his friend’s reaction. Maybe indeed, he had lost his identity, lost his purpose. There was still a lot to explore in this world, there was still a lot to discover, a lot of relationships to be made and one such relationship was between him and Sahil, and he treasured that wordlessly.


    Rahul decided he would have coffee near the intersection of Castor and Algon Avenue. He pulled his jacket tightly onto his shoulders and increased his speed, a lot more than his usual amble. He was suddenly aware of someone running towards him from quite some distance behind. The sound of the footsteps was loud enough in the narrow and empty street as it was devoid of any snow. Rahul did not turn back, having heard about the increasing attacks on solitary travellers in the area, he did not feel scared. Except for the ten dollars in his jacket, he carried nothing of value. He walked on, maintaining the same pace.


    “Hey Rahul, Rahul… stop!” he heard a familiar voice call out to him.


    He turned back, standing at the same spot to see Grazil slow down, taking in gulps of air. She had put on a long denim coat over her pink top and faded blue jeans, looking as fresh and delicate as the flowers she was carrying in her hand.


    “Hi,” she greeted him with a hug.


    “Hi,” he answered, neither accepting nor reciprocating.


    “Going somewhere?” she asked.


    “Just taking a morning stroll,” he replied.


    “That’s good for your health. Do you always do that?” she asked.


    “Yeah, I do,” he nodded.


    Tilting her head to look at him, she smiled amicably.


    “How come you are here?” Rahul asked.


    “Well, I am also kind of jogging,” she said.


    “With those sandals on?” he asked pointing towards the golden sandals that she wore in her feet.


    “Ah!” she laughed, “Forgot the shoes, you know.”


    Rahul managed a little smile. He took a couple of steps forward to signal his departure, “Well then, I will catch you later …”


    “Hey, what’s the hurry? If it’s ok with you, they make excellent coffee down that lane. We can jog down together, helps keeping a lil’ bit of company sometimes,” she said smilingly, pointing to the lane towards their right.


    Rahul thought for a moment. He was going to have a cup of coffee anyway. He decided to accept the invitation for a change.


    “Hmm… ok,” he said.


    “That’s great,” she said excitedly and hugged his indifferent

    body again.


    They walked down the lane between cars lined in front of huge row houses. The weather was cold and the hot coffee seemed the ideal drink to treat oneself to.


    “These are for you,” she said handing him the flowers and avoiding his eyes. They were beautiful purple lilacs, he now noticed.


    “Thank you!” he accepted after a moment of hesitation.


    “That’s the third one?” she said.


    “Huh?”


    “You thanked me for the third time in three days, and we have met thrice already!”


    “Oh well … I’m not that bad you know,” Rahul said, looking down at his shoes.


    “I know. It’s not that bad a start,” she whispered, rubbing her

    pink cheeks.


    She asked him to stop at the end of the lane. They stood on the pavement near a dull white building that housed a little stall on the ground floor, almost so hidden that none would notice it at the first attempt and would only realise that there was a coffee

    stall at that spot from the fragrance which seemed to originate from all corners.


    “Smells good,” Rahul admitted.


    “Tastes good too,” she nodded.


    They ordered a couple of mugs; Rahul requested that his coffee should be made a little stronger than the regular. The attendant, a woman of about fifty, who was all the while looking down in the jars, suddenly looked up at him as if he was some strange morning crow and nodded.


    Grazil asked him about his interests and he tried to reply in the best possible manner. He realised he had not talked to

    any girl so intimately for what seemed like decades but he

    let the thought pass lest more familiar thoughts could gain hold

    of him.


    “It’s hot,” Grazil said sipping coffee from her mug and almost spitting it out.


    Rahul nodded. He merely held his in his hand by clutching

    the handle.


    They sipped their drinks slowly. He noticed her eyeing him now and then, and quickly looking away when he caught her.


    He was stealing surreptitious glances at her from a distance of four seats during the ‘Meet the Scientists’ program.


    He quickly shook his head to clear the gathering past.


    “Are you all right? Feeling dizzy?” she asked, taking a step towards him with concern.


    He held her and asked her how she felt, she had coughed twice as they were dancing together on the Annual Day.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. No worries,” Rahul maintained, relaxing

    his eyebrows.


    “You sure?” she asked.


    He nodded.


    She smiled.


    Rahul paid for the coffee when he went to place back the empty cup inside the shop. She followed him after a while and proceeded to pay but the attendant told her that the gentleman had already cleared the bill.


    “Hey, you paid? That’s not fair, I invited you,” she complained.


    She was fighting with him as he tried to clear the bill for what had been her treat at Hot Ovens, the day their results were out in school.


    “I needed the change anyway,” Rahul justified, shutting out

    the thoughts.


    She nodded with a smile.


    Grazil shuffled in her place uneasily as Rahul looked at the

    empty street.


    “Ok, I have to get going. See you around!” Rahul wanted to get back to his room and lie down on the bed. The last three visions, even though they had flashed only for a moment, had disturbed him. The past flooded his brain.


    “Rahul… actually, I wanted to talk to you about something,” Grazil said, holding his hand just as he stepped back.


    He raised an eyebrow, very slowly freeing his hand from her

    delicate grip.


    “I realised that I really like you, you’re not in the least like others. I want to say I love you and I mean it from my heart,” she said in one go with closed eyes and racing heartbeats.


    When she opened her eyes, Rahul was staring at her, his hands folded across his chest, his eyes exploring into hers.


    She walked nearer to him, placing her palm on his chest.


    “We will make a wonderful couple, you so shy and reserved and me… well, so bubbly and talkative. Opposites attract, don’t they?” she said happily. Rahul gently dislodged her hand.


    “We are friends Grazil, only friends,” he said in a voice that reminded him of the way he had talked to her near the store.


    “But, I really do love you!”


    He sensed the panic set in her voice.


    “You may Grazil, I don’t doubt that but I’m not the right guy for you,” he said, not breaking the eye contact.


    “Of course you are, I know. The first time I saw you in the dark, just your gallant silhouette when you came as my saviour; I knew that if it had to be someone, it had to be you. The next time you came at the shop, we talked for a brief while, and then that unfortunate accident happened. All I did then was worry about you. I skipped school and I ditched my midday meals to watch over you in the hospital. By the end of it all, I was totally submerged in your thoughts. What do you mean by saying you are not the correct guy for me? We’d look so good together,” she almost shouted.


    Tears were beginning to take shape in her pretty blue eyes. She crossed her hands against her body holding herself before letting the tears flow.


    He did something he would not have done otherwise. He stepped towards her and held her by the shoulders and shook her until

    she looked into his eyes. Her quivering voice transformed into a stony silence.


    “Listen to me Grazil, I’m in love with someone else,” he said.


    Grazil thought she had not heard it correctly but when the words sunk in her heart, a void began to set in, disturbing the waters of her emotions.


    “You can’t be…” she said, the tears now flowing freely from her eyes onto the ground.


    Something in Rahul stirred, a memory… No, a mirror… he saw….


    “Grazil, get a hold on yourself,” he shouted, still holding

    her shoulder.


    “I have never seen you with any girl here. They say you’re always alone, you don’t even have a phone …” Grazil waved her hands in desperation, talking everything she could think of.


    Rahul looked at her and paused for a moment. He saw that she could not find the words.


    “My girlfriend’s in India. She’s from my previous school and we’re in a committed relationship since the past two years. I don’t keep a phone because she hasn’t one. For me, it’s only her,” he said slowly in the same cold voice.


    Grazil would have collapsed on the pavement but he held her on.


    He was sitting on the pavement near the highway, his head in his hands, crying his heart out as she walked out on him.


    “Get a grip on yourself, Grazil. You will find many more eligible guys than me,” he explained as her legs wavered.


    “I want you and only you,” she cried, pushing his soothing hands away and falling down.


    “Go home Grazil, Colins would be worried,” he helped her onto her feet.


    “How can you be so barbaric? Please don’t do this to me. You’re the first guy I have lost my heart to,” she pleaded.


    “…Maybe just wipe away those ten minutes when you came to me for the first time and I looked into your eyes to realise what love is.”


    “I won’t be the last. I’m sorry Grazil, it’s not in my hands,” he said, sounding as apologetic as possible. For the first time in a year, the voice came from his heart.


    She paused and looked at him with tears resurfacing in her eyes as the pain of her first rejection stabbed her chest.


    “I hate you, I hate you …god damn it …I hate you,” she said before pushing him back and running away the way she had come.


    Rahul stared at her fast receding figure.


    He hoped she would turn back and check on him, if not gather the shredding pieces in his chest.


    He shook his head again. He looked towards the sky and then he looked at the figure that had almost turned right from the lane.


    “Sorry… I am really sorry!” he said, hoping she would hear him.


    He hoped she would be fine and would forget him and would find love in someone who could give back twice the love that he got from her. She was a genuine girl, a little immature but true at heart. He wondered what would happen to her just as he sometimes wondered what had happened to Seema when he had left her a year ago, back home in a similar lane. But then she had left him... or had he?


    “You can turn your back on tomorrow and live yesterday,


    or you can be happy for tomorrow because of yesterday.


    You can remember him only that he is gone,


    or you can cherish his memory and let it live on.


    You can cry and close your mind,


    be empty and turn your back.


    Or you can do what he’d want:


    smile, open your eyes, love and go on.”


    David Harkins.


    Seema looked up very slowly. She saw the tall figure turn and disappear down the alley. Her heart weighed down upon her. She thought it was the guilt but she did not know it was something else taking shape, filling the crevices of her heart, beckoning her back. She slowly walked along the same path, her mind still echoing with the words which had hit her like a flurry of bullets. She noticed that the thing that had fallen out of Rahul’s pocket was a little parchment. She picked up the small piece of paper and dusted it with her orange dupatta.


    “Oh, you are still here! Come on, we are running late for class,” a dark girl from her tuitions said as she was rushing herself. Seema tagged along with her, all the while turning back, expecting something, anticipating someone yet not knowing that the events of the evening were far from over.


    When she stepped inside the class, their Sir was not too pleased at her late arrival and softly made that clear to her. For the first time in life, he had scolded her. She thought she deserved every bit of it albeit for a different reason. She merely nodded and took the only seat vacant by then. There was a girl seated beside her and she seemed strangely familiar. She was the latest entry in her tuitions. Seema sensed anger seethe through her nerves when she glanced up, to see her.


    “Hi,” Farha smiled with her glowing face which Seema so hated. She looked away to focus on what was being taught. Her mind was too numb to react to any action and thus, became the exception to Newton’s third law of motion.


    For the first time in her life, she was not paying attention in class. Luckily, for her, she was sitting at the far end of the class and the Sir was too engrossed with the weaker students ahead, to look at her. Events of earlier times started playing in her mind. She tried to shut them out but was not successful like always. She sensed Farha eyeing her now and then, trying to make eye contact, whispering her name softly but she shrunk back further from her.


    Seema was the first one to rush out as soon as their Sir announced that the class was done for the day. Her steps were quicker than her usual gait and she wanted to reach home and lie down on her bed, to gather herself. She did not want to break down. She had always been a strong girl, always been the self-esteemed warrior but today, something was amiss. She did not feel the same. She was fast losing her confidence.


    “Seema!” someone shouted from behind. She stopped in her tracks and looked back. It was Farha.


    She resumed her walk not bothering to hear her again.


    “Seema, stop!” Farha almost ran and pounced on her.


    “Keep away from me!” Seema pushed her back.


    “Listen, you have to talk to me,” Farha said.


    “Really? I have no intentions of doing so... so please, you go your way, and I go mine!” Seema said in the rudest voice she could come up with.


    “It’s about Rahul. I won’t bug you again... just this once please,” Farha pleaded.


    Seema stopped arguing on hearing the name and seeing the

    look on Farha’s face, she remained silent, an indication for Farha to start speaking.


    “You remember the dance competition, don’t you? Oh well, of course you do… I’m sorry about that,” Farha gathered her words before Seema could continue on her route again.


    “Whatever happened that day or before it, Rahul had no hand in it, trust me. It was all Jay’s doing, even you can realise that if you scrutinise it minutely,” Farha said as tears gathered in her eyes.


    Seema was shocked to hear that, but then as Farha narrated the incidents that had taken place and how an evil mind had plotted Rahul’s downfall; both in his personal and professional life, Seema began to shiver in the night air.


    “Why are you telling this to me now?” was the only question that escaped her lips.


    “I’m sorry, I lived with the guilt since that day and everyday has been excruciating for me. Rahul had warned me not to go

    anywhere near you and I didn’t want to hurt him again, I hoped that he would talk it out with you but then I also knew you’d

    never listen to him, and even if you did, Jay had done more

    than enough to see to it that you won’t believe him. For all that I did, I liked Rahul but I did not want him this way. Any

    other guy would have wagged his tail behind me after all that I did, but Rahul wasn’t like that. He resisted me even when I was on top of his senses. He really loves you; I have seen it in his eyes even when you were nowhere near him, even when I was trying to conquer him.


    “In the afternoon, I came to know from some of his friends in school who stay in my locality that he is leaving the country and with no option to wait, I had to get the load off my shoulders once and for all. I came here to attend a trial lecture, promising your Sir that

    if I liked the teaching methodology, I would surely take admission, but in reality I came to meet you because I knew in school, perhaps I won’t get a chance and I wouldn’t have liked to create a scene.

    My best option was this and in case he leaves tonight, I was hoping I wasn’t too late…” her explanation remained unfinished as Seema cut her way in.


    “What did you say? He’s going tonight?” Seema sounded

    almost frantic.


    “I’m not sure. Just before you came, I overheard this short guy seated in the other row, telling someone next to him that Rahul would be leaving somewhere tonight… Hey…” Farha shouted as Seema’s feet turned back and broke into a run.


    She reached her fourth floor apartment in less than two minutes and threw her bag on the floor.


    “What’s the hurry?” her mother shouted at her. She hardly heard her to give a response.


    She immediately picked up the phone but kept down the receiver. Then again, she picked it up and punched in a number.


    “Hello?” Sapna answered the call just as Seema was about

    to disconnect.


    “What is Rahul’s number?” she almost shouted in the instrument.


    “Whoa… where are you headed to dear?”


    “Please hurry up. Give me his number… please …”


    She was almost on the verge of breaking down but she held herself together, realising that all was not lost yet. She cursed herself for not memorising his number, which had been lost on some page of her last year’s workbook which might be lying in some old paper mart.


    “Seema? What happened? Is everything all right?” Sapna asked out of concern.


    “Just hurry up, Sapna. It’s urgent,” Seema pushed.


    “Ok, ok, I will search for it in the student council records. Hold on!” Sapna, who had taken Rahul’s position as the head of the student council, said.


    Seema kept muttering incoherent prayers under her breath. They involved nothing religious but something pure and hopeful. Flashes from the past kept pouring in her mind.


    “Ok, this is it,” Sapna resumed the call and announced a ten digit cell phone number which Seema wrote down on her palm, whilst holding the receiver between her tilted head and shivering shoulder. She disconnected the call almost immediately on writing down the last digit and frantically pushed in the digits on the phone.


    ‘The number you have dialled is currently unavailable, aap ke dwara dial kiya gaya number filal uplabdh nahin hai’ the operator’s voice buzzed into her ear. She felt like slapping the overly sweetened female who had lent her voice for this purpose.


    She kept redialling the number until her fingers ached and each time her frustration on the same voice grew manifold.


    She stopped dialling after the tenth attempt. She called Sapna again.


    “Do you have his landline number?” Seema asked.


    “Why are you in such a hurry? I was giving you the landline number, you disconnected the call even before I could speak a word further,” Sapna blamed.


    “Oh, I’m really sorry! Please do that now,” Seema requested, cursing her stupidity.


    “Hold on!” Sapna said.


    She gave her the eight-digit number of Rahul’s residence and Seema proceeded to punch them in.


    Someone answered the ring after a long time. Seema was beginning to lose hope.


    “Hello,” it was a heavy, male voice. Seema guessed it was

    Rahul’s father.


    “Hello, can I speak to Rahul?” Seema tried to sound calm.


    “Who is on the line?” his father questioned.


    “This is his friend, Seema,” she replied after a thought, not bothering to look back over her shoulder to check who was spying on her.


    “Seema Tandon?” she was surprised on hearing her full name from his father’s mouth.


    She nodded on the phone, holding the wrist that held the instrument with her other hand to keep it from shivering. In that moment, she realised how far Rahul had thought for both of them.


    “You are not his friend,” his father said tersely.


    “I’m sorry but I need to talk to him, Uncle. Please give him the phone,” she requested, in newfound courage.


    “He tried to talk to you, didn’t he? It made me wonder sometimes what my foolish son saw in you. He did not even want us for company to see him off, he wanted to leave alone, he wanted to stay aloof. You have made my boy a recluse, a stranger to the world around him,” his father accused.


    “I’m sorry Uncle, I’m really sorry… please,” the tears started their descent. She made no effort to sniff them back where she had held them for so long.


    “You should be sorry… You are too late, his flight took off half an hour back,” his father informed her in a cold voice, and then the ground beneath her feet started slipping along with the receiver in her hand.


    ***


    Seema’s family attributed her condition to the surmounting pressure of her studies. Once or twice, her parents tried to

    talk it out with her but neither would they understand her predicament nor she would tell them. They even planned a weeklong vacation, hoping that she would become her former self once again but she declined the invitation and asked them to carry on.


    As days passed by, she found herself morphine into a stranger.

    In the bathroom, where she got more privacy than anywhere else, tears competed with the water that flowed from the shower. They mixed together on her body to create ripples of pain that leached into her chest.


    She would sometimes leave early for her tuitions and would

    reach the same bus stop where she hoped that he would come for her. The hours would drag on until finally someone from her tuitions would notice her and remind her that she was getting late for classes. While leaving, her eyes would involuntarily keep looking at the very spot that Rahul was a denizen of, as if expecting him to appear out of the air and surprise her. She would wait at the spot beneath her house, hoping he would appear and profess his love for her, once more.


    She would switch on the television and remain staring at it for hours endlessly, hardly registering the presence of the SRK she liked or the Sujal-Kashish pairing she fancied once. Why? She did not know! She seemed lost and it seemed to her she had lost something. What? She did not know! She could do nothing; she could not sleep, eat nor drink peacefully. Hunger, thirst, pain; all had vanished with time. How? She did not know!


    A week after the shock of losing something, she yet did not realise the magnitude of, Seema remembered the parchment she had picked up after it had fallen from Rahul’s pocket. It was right there, lying at the bottom of her bag. Hurriedly, she made her way to her room, carefully taking out the sheet of paper, lest it was damaged by her eager hands.


    She buried her face in the paper and searched for his scent, the smell that she would always keep in her heart. She put it there along with his secret smiles, the sound of his laugh, the feel of his touch and the warmth of his voice. The things she would never forget. She would let go of him but these, she would not, she would hold on to them until Rahul lived in her heart, hold on to these memories, as they were as precious to her as all the wealth in the world, as she was to him.


    She unfolded it, expecting to find some ray of comfort, expecting to be greeted by some ray of hope, expecting to see that all this

    was a joke and he was just away for a short vacation. Her

    searching gaze met Rahul’s intricately crafted italics, which quoted an ancient couplet,


    “For your love my patience fails and albeit you forget


    I may not; nor to other love my heart can make reply:


    Bear my body, bear my soul wheresoever you may fare


    And where you pitch the camp let my body buried lie:


    Cry my name above my grave, when thou need me, and an answer shall return


    The moaning of my bones, responsive to your cry.”


    “RAHUL! Come back… I LOVE YOU… please… God… please…” Seema wailed, her eyes swollen with the colour of blood, her heart beating in synch with her beloved’s name. No response came to the wails, no one answered her cries and no one heard her desperate plea.


    Seema became a living corpse, in the span of a year. Her beauty, which Rahul so sacredly worshipped, remained true to her

    and did not wither away like the rest of herself. The look on her comely face made no effort to hide the longing and pain written all over it.


    No one had seen her outside the confines of her home doing anything else except walking alone along half the length of the highway before turning into Kings Circle and taking a right to reach Maheshwari Udyan and finally bringing her steps to H. Adenwala road where Guru Nanak Khalsa Junior College of Science was situated. While going back, she could be seen at the nearby bus stop waiting for the BEST bus that would drop her back near her home.


    The boys who pursued her in college gave up when they could not generate a response from her within two weeks and when she involuntarily thought about it, her heart ached sensing the two years she had been so desperately pursued by someone whom she solely missed today. She would not go out to meet people nor would she meet those who came to see her. She would spend hours locked inside her room, turning page after page of blank books, scribbling unrelated words, drawing sorrowful figures in her science journal and listening to rueful songs, picturing herself away from the world. Her engagement to her cousin was annulled, as this was not the Seema the groom’s family had selected as their prospective daughter-in-law.


    La Rochefoucauld rightly said,


    “Absence lessens half-hearted passions, and increases great ones, as the wind puts out the candle and yet stirs up the fire.”


    Sometimes, a hint of the black curly hair or the confident bouncy walk would suddenly seem familiar on the road and she would dash behind it, only to realise that she had been following a stranger. None could be like him, she told herself. Rahul had taken away some part of her with him, the part that could love and feel and maybe even stay happy. He had given himself entirely to her. He remained in her. Her love was hard to define and still hard to confine.


    Almost after a year, she got back to her studious self, hoping to find respite in her books, trying to run away from reality, trying to be happy because that was his last wish. She slowly started talking to her friends and wondered why the same interesting conversations of before, suddenly sounded so babyish. Gradually, she improved yet she never became the same, the Seema that had been eaten away by her own conscience, which had been submerged in a loss to great for her nubile self to handle. They do say that time is the best healer and surely as time passed she could do just about everything but she could not forget Rahul. Why? She did not know!


    “Other thoughts may come and go, other moments I may know,


    That shall waft me, in their going, As a breath blown to and fro,


    Fragrant memories: fragrant memories


    Come and go.


    Only thoughts of you remain, In my heart where they have lain.


    Perfumed thoughts of you, remaining, A hid sweetness, in

    my brain.


    Others leave me: all things leave me:


    You remain.”


    -Arthur Symons.


    ***


    EPILOGUE


    Shadows of lights, in all their colourful might, dance around the congested place and paint each corner with their rainbows. The place resembles an illusionary realm of timelessness where its denizens crawl like ants all over each other yet no one complains. It is almost past midnight but there are no traces of sleep in the eyes of those who grace this occasion. There is some mysterious source of power in their legs, which seems to give them a life of their own as they bend, twist and romp wildly on the floor. The party goers jump all around the place, grinding their sweaty bodies against each other and emitting generous doses of inebriated laughter. Some with shiny shirts and low-waist jeans, some with glittering accessories on their naked torsos, some with plunging necklines on their busty bodies, just let down their hair and shut their eyes, letting the music take over.


    Huge silvery balls of light hang from the ceiling, appearing to revolve, making the people feel dazed. Trance music blares from the magnificent speakers ahead, the surround sound effect blasting the eardrums. People almost seem to depend on the sonic waves to avoid crashing into each other as the equally drowned lights keep flashing on their bodies, showing them just enough of a person, to keep away if they want to. There is a thick cloud of smoke fast spreading from the corners, shrouding the moving feet in its wake as the disc jockey changes to a popular techno track. There is a huge roar from the crowd and a wave of energy shoots through all; almost at the same time as their dance steps get a fresh lease of life.


    A roaming hand lands on some other part of someone else’s anatomy, thinking it to be its own. It scratches the soft flesh absent-mindedly and for a second, wonders where all the hair has gone. But it doesn’t matter, the itch is contained. Its owner, a tall boy with a healthy paunch opens his eyes and looks around. He frowns to no one in particular and manages to make his way out of the crowd and towards the bar.


    ‘Everytime he makes a fool of me. Told me he’ll join... aha, there he is!’ he cries to himself, noticing a figure occupying a seat towards the end of the bar.


    He stops in his tracks. There is someone with his friend, standing by his side with her hand upon his shoulder. He almost fails to identify the figure. When did her bouncy blond hair come down till her narrow waist? When did she grow a couple of inches taller to stand almost shoulder-to-shoulder with his friend? When did those brilliant blue eyes start shining in such darkness? He shakes his head and picks up a half-drunk glass of wine from the person to his right, who is busy peering down the valley between two mountains beside him. It has been a long time, long enough for things to take a turn and seeing the two laughing over a joke, he brushes away the aspects of physical change that their young selves have been through in the year that passed. He sees more people from his previous school nearby, making their way to the dance floor. Passing the 10+2 exams, celebration was always on the cards.


    He walks over to them and nudges his friend on the shoulder. He notices his friend’s shining face and then realises it is less due to the moving lights in the pub and more due to the fact that he is clean-shaven. He reserves his praising for later.


    “Time for some dance, buddy,” he says.


    “Not now, Sahil. Maybe some other time,” his friend says, making a sorrowful face.


    “Leave all your doings. She isn’t going anywhere... are you?” Sahil turns to the girl.


    “Hehe, no! In fact, I would love to dance with you,” she giggles, looking at his friend.


    “Look, she too agrees... ah, stop blushing like a baby,” Sahil slaps him playfully.


    “I’m tired,” he says, relaxing his broad shoulders.


    “Come on, let’s groove together and dance away our worries,” the girl says, ruffling his perfectly cropped black curls.


    “B... but I haven’t danced since ages,” he complains.


    “I guess then you’ll simply have to be reborn today,” Sahil says.


    He tries to fight back nervously, while stifling the surging

    laughter inside.


    Two pairs of hands manage to drag Rahul to the dance floor. The laser lights increase their intensity and the smoke beneath their feet dies out. The blue eyes outshine all other colours in the darkness. Rahul’s feet wobble unsteadily to the rhythm. A pair of hands holds his waist, pulling him close. He asks for freedom. She grants him.


    The DJ changes the track.


    ***
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