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Rakesh and Sudha were two complete strangers; they hardly knew each other. They had never met before. They encountered each other for the first time in the midst of the hustle and bustle of the Metro train when they were on their way to work. They almost bumped against each other, off balance, all thanks to the steel pole inside the Metro train; they held on in the nick of time, touching and brushing each other’s hands before anything fatal happened. Otherwise, they would have seen twinkling stars in the broad daylight in front of their eyes. They gazed at each other with rage, as if they wanted to blow the fires of their anger at each other like two fuming dragons, and they wanted to blame each other for the mess and imbalance. There were no exchanges of pleasantries or any kind of apology between them. Instead, they rushed to occupy the vacant seat, challenging each other. They sat calmly and relaxed. But their minds were restless and impatient, still racing to argue and blame each other.

Every day they met with each other not by choice, but by default. They just looked at each other from the corners of their eyes, but they never dared to talk to each other. Both of them sat in their respective seats like the other co-passengers in the Metro train. For one hour on the way to their offices and one hour on the way back to their homes, they sat opposite each other.

I meet her every day, and she always sits opposite me. Rakesh said to himself, "How rude she is! No manners at all. She doesn’t know how to show her courtesy."

"Why does this guy always sit opposite me?" Sudha’s mind was racing with wild queries. "Why doesn’t he sit in the other seat? Is he starting to follow me? Damned, all men are the same. Shameless creatures." She couldn’t resist the man who would look at her or stare at her.

Sudha turned her face away from Rakesh, wryly. Her manner of behavior was irresistible to Rakesh. He couldn’t digest her strange manner.

"Hey, ma’am. Whatever your name is," Rakesh wanted to bellow at her. "I am not looking at you. Don’t turn your face like this. You are not the only beautiful girl over here. There are lots of beautiful, charming, gorgeous, hot, and sexy girls here. You’re no match for them, not the size of a thumb. Don’t try to show me your tantrums. You’re not a Miss World or Miss Universe."

Their mental tussles were going on and on, every day. Nonstop. They were like yelling at each other with their mind waves. Their eyes glazed with the fires of hatred and rage, ready to burn each other whenever their sights collided for a microsecond. Their hearts were volleying with the acidic words of curses and abuse toward each other. They were fighting with each other with their brain waves. Their opposing senses were ramming into each other. Their six senses were reluctant to match with one another. They were like two repelling magnetic poles, by no means ready to attract each other.

For more than one year, it had passed in the same fashion. There was no exchange of any kind of communication between them—only non-verbal gestures and mental tussles. The cold war inside their brains was like the two superpowers: the USA and Russia. But gradually, their behaviors changed. Their stone-like hearts started melting for each other. Perhaps Kamadeva, the God of Love, had bestowed upon them the seeds of love in their dried and barren hearts. Dramatically, their unmatched vibrations started matching with each other. Their blazing hatred and rage in their eyes were no longer shelling balls of fire but welling with fountains of love for each other. Their blazing hatreds and rages in their eyes were no more shelling the balls of fire, but welling with the fountains of love for each other. Their opposite magnetic poles were responding to each other, trembling to attract one another and wanting to embrace each other. They started passing gentle smiles to each other, shyly. But they didn’t know anything about each other. They were still completely strangers to one another. They had different backgrounds. They had different lives. They had different worlds. They had different likes and dislikes. They had different ideologies. They had different pasts, presents, and futures.

What is her name? Rakesh’s mind started knitting a thought about her. If I talked to her, then how nice it would be. I would get a good companion. I will call her my princess.  

The same thoughts were weaving in the head of Sudha.

I meet him every day. What is his name? Sudha’s mind bloomed with untamed thoughts. He looks like a nice guy. I will call him my prince.

Gradually, the strong feelings of longing desires for each other grew between them unknowingly. Earlier, they were strangers to each other and wouldn’t want to see each other’s faces. They behaved like fierce foes. Now, they couldn’t stay away without seeing each other. It is rightly said that time will heal everything. With the changing season, their minds, hearts, and souls were transformed. Their fire-like hatreds and rages solidified into ice; cool and calm, willing to confluence with each other like the two sacred rivers Ganga and Yamuna.

Whenever they had an off day in their offices, usually on Sunday and the second Saturday or any government holidays, they remained restless and impatient to meet each other. Their minds, hearts, bodies, and souls started aching for each other. They missed each other terribly, like two lovebirds kept in separate cages, dying to see and trembling to meet each other. If they could fly, they would soar with their wings and meet each other wherever they wished.

Rakesh smiled to himself at his wild desire while sipping a cup of coffee in the morning at his house, thinking about Sudha. He felt like the morning breeze had touched his mind, heart, body, and soul with the fragrance of Sudha.

What might my princess be doing right now? If I could get her number, how nice it would be. I would talk to her the whole day.

Sudha also couldn’t control her wandering mind, heart, and soul; she smiled to herself while preparing her breakfast, thinking about Rakesh and humming her favorite Bollywood romantic song.

What is my prince doing right now? Is he thinking about me? She felt shy and blushed, felt the goosebumps on her entire body, and the naughty breeze kissed her soft face tenderly. Why am I thinking about him? I shouldn’t think about a stranger like this. She amended her drifting thoughts.

They were two strangers to the other passengers of the Metro train, but they were closely attached to each other internally. They were like they were made for each other. The strings of their hearts were played with the same musical notes. They were inseparable. The moment their eyes met, they both felt refreshed and rejuvenated, like the first shower of the rainy season or the first fragrance of the spring season. They both became animated while finding each other nearby every day, and everything became magical and heavenly.

Rakesh became so familiar with Sudha's dress codes that he could guess which day she would wear which dress, and Sudha also knew the same about Rakesh. They started talking to each other with their gestures. They communicated with their smiles and shyness.

You are looking gorgeous. Rakesh complimented Sudha’s new pink salwar kameez and white-colored dupatta while showing his joined thumb and index fingers.

Sudha lowered her eyes, blushing like a newly wedded bride, and passed her sweet and gentle smile as if she were acknowledging his praises.

"You too look handsome and smart in your blue jeans and white shirt," she also complimented him with her fingers.

They started liking each other unknowingly. Their journey of love had already been on track since the day they had almost bumped into each other for the first time. Their smiles and gentle gestures were the only medium of communication between them.

They felt each other's feelings. They could read each other's thoughts, feelings, and emotions. Without uttering a single word from their mouths, they could understand each other’s thoughts, feelings, emotions, and languages. They were talking with the language of their love. In love, every gesture and every indication would be the language of love. They could talk and express their feelings and emotions with their sweet smiles and gentle gestures.
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“Hello, mummy-papa, I got a good job at Royal Info Tech company,” Rakesh informed his parents with great pride and in one breath. He was talking to his parents, so ecstatic and excited after many days, weeks, and months. Before that, he had been living a nomadic life, always hunting for a good job. He had no time for anybody or anything. He was completely cut off from the social world.

“Congratulations, beta... We are very happy for you...” Both parents were elated. There was no limit to their joy and happiness. It was the greatest moment in their lives as well. Every parent waits for this great moment when their children achieve something spectacular.

“Beta, Mata Rani has fulfilled our wish at last,” Rakesh’s mother said with a huge grin. She was overwhelmed. She also shed tears of joy and happiness.

“I’ll offer a puja and prasad to Mata Rani and distribute laddus to our neighborhood and entire locality.” Rakesh’s mother wanted to celebrate her son’s achievement with a grand celebration.  

“Okay, mummy-papa, I’ll call you back.” Rakesh was hurried. He would have to break this great news to his beloved girlfriend, Shikha.  

“Okay, beta...”  

Rakesh was jovial. His hard work had paid off with fruitful results eventually. He had been trying for a good job for the last three years. In the meantime, he had to work with many companies for a small salary, one that wouldn’t fulfill his daily needs. After completing his MBA in finance from a private MBA college in New Delhi, he had to work as a salesman for many small and big companies. He had to work like a daily laborer 24/7. At the end of the month, he received only a few bucks in his hands. He was not happy or satisfied with his job, as well as with his meager salary. But he was stuck in the job only to gain work experience, since every big company wants not only a degree but also job experience. Eventually, after three years of working in a company, he had gained enough experience to immerse himself in the big MNCs for higher salaries.

For the last three years, Rakesh couldn’t meet his childhood girlfriend, Shikha. They had only phone calls and SMS as the only mediums of communication between them. He missed her like hell. His mind, heart, body, and soul were trembling to meet her. He was dying to catch a glimpse of her. He was thirsty for her love, care, and affection like the Jacobin Cuckoo waits for the first drop of rain to quench its thirst. During these three years, he had worked so hard that he was unable to give her enough time.
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Rakesh and Shikha both fell in love with each other in their school days. They lived in the same locality in Meerut, and their houses were located only a few blocks apart.

In their initial days, they fought many times like a dog and cat. If Rakesh said yes, then Shikha would say no; if Rakesh chose friendship, then Shikha would choose enmity. Shikha’s friends were Rakesh’s enemies, and Shikha’s enemies were Rakesh’s friends. The same was true for Shikha as well. They were like two opposite magnetic poles, attracted to each other. They were the North Pole and the South Pole.

“Shikha, give me our ball,” Rakesh demanded rudely. They had never exchanged friendly words with each other. Their planetary stars never matched. Whenever they met, they would gaze at each other like two inborn rivals.

In fact, Rakesh and his best friend, Roshan, along with all the other local boys, used to play cricket near the compound of Shikha’s house, and every day the cricket ball hit the windows of her house and many times broke the window glass. It made her irritated and angry. It also disturbed her evening studies.

“No, I can’t give you your ball,” Shikha replied flatly. “First of all, you promise me that you won’t play here anymore. Then, I will give you your ball.”

“This is our playground,” Rakesh roared and stood like a giant rock. “We will play here. Nobody can dare to stop us.”

“Okay, fine. I will not return your ball.” Shikha also stood firm and stiff in her resolve.

“I don’t care. We have another ball.” Rakesh was stubborn; he wouldn’t bow down before her.

“Ew...Ew....” Shikha stuck out her tongue. She didn’t return the ball and went inside her house, swinging her hands in the air and tossing the cricket ball like the queen of Jhansi, Rani Laxmi Bai, brave and unbeatable, celebrating her triumph.

“I’ll see you in school tomorrow,” Rakesh warned her, fisting his right hand and pointing his index finger.

“Eh...Eh....”

“You filthy girl!” Rakesh was fuming with rage. His face was bathed in perspiration.

“Roshan, bring our spear cricket ball.”

“Sorry, we’ve no more spear ball.”

WHAT? Rakesh wanted to yell aloud, but he couldn’t. He had to accept his defeat. But it had hurt his prestige and ego. He was out of control. His temper rose high. He bit his lips in rage. I’ll show you tomorrow what I can do. If I don’t make you cry tomorrow, my name is not Rakesh, he vowed to himself.

Rakesh and his gang of boys had to halt their cricket match in the middle.

Shikha peeped from the window of her house to witness the sullen faces of Rakesh and his gang of players who were sitting under the tree, holding their heads in desperation and anguish. She laughed aloud in wild ecstasy. It was like the biggest moment of her life. “Yes! Yes! Yes! I’ve defeated him.”

They were studying in the same school. Shikha was one class junior to Rakesh. Shikha was in the eighth standard, and Rakesh was in the ninth standard.

The next day, in school, Rakesh spread rumors about Shikha, claiming that she had once peed in her bed when she was in the sixth standard. It was spreading like wildfire, and his gang of boys got the golden opportunity to pull her leg. They started teasing Shikha intolerably.

“Shikha, we have heard that you peed on your bed when you were in the sixth standard... Shikha, is that true?”

“So shameful... So shameful...”

“Are you still peeing on your bed?”

They laughed at her, holding their stomachs. They teased her until she felt annoyed and bound her to run away from there.

“Who has said that nonsense stuff?” Shikha knew very well that it was the dirty game being played by Rakesh. She tried to counter them, but she couldn’t silence them. She was surrounded by her enemies. She was all alone to fight back or resist them. She was dreadfully trapped in the whirlpool of Rakesh.

“Everybody knows about you.” 

The entire Shikha’s classmates, both boys and girls, came to know her secret. She also knew that she used to pee when she was in her sixth standard. She couldn’t deny the fact. But how could she accept that fact in front of everybody? Everybody has his or her own secrets.

Poor Shikha became a laughing stock that day. She was dying from the perspiration of shame. She couldn’t find a place to hide her face. She couldn’t make them deny that rumor. Wherever she went, the gangs of Rakesh would follow her like spies. They didn’t give her any way to escape. It was like she was the scapegoat tied to a hungry tiger. Nobody was there to rescue her.

“It’s not true,” she countered. “It’s just a rumor.”

Shikha cried; she was angry with Rakesh, but she couldn’t do anything. She felt helpless. It was the worst day of her life; she couldn’t attend her class and returned to her house with great shame and humiliation. She was fuming with resentment and hatred.

“Rakesh, I will never forgive you for this worst deed. You’ve spoiled my name. You’ve sold my good reputation. You have to pay a heavy price for this. I hate you. You’ll be my number one enemy from today for my lifetime.” Shikha’s mind was boiling with rage. She gritted her teeth until it hurt her jaw. She wanted to punish Rakesh. If she found Rakesh right there, she would tear him into thousands of small pieces.

At her house, Shikha grumbled to her mother about Rakesh. She threw her school bag and water bottle on the sofa with all her might, as if she were hitting and punching Rakesh for his unpardonable sin. But the lid of the water bottle opened and splashed water all over the floor. She lay down on the sofa, covering her face with her hands, battling with herself. She didn’t know how to face the next day at school. She even wanted to change her school. But why? She hadn’t committed any heinous crime that would require her to change schools. Rakesh was solely responsible for this mess. He would have to pay the price. He was the real culprit. He was the only one who would be punished.

Her mother came out of the kitchen in a hurry, as if someone had bombarded her house. She was in great puzzlement.

“What happened, Shikha?” Shikha’s mother asked in great amazement. Her eyes were bulging out as if she had witnessed great chaos in her house.

“Mummy, why did you share everything with Mrs. Singh?” Shikha was weeping. She was hitting and punching the sofa wildly and madly, behaving as if she were out of her mind.  

“What happened, beta?” Shikha’s mother asked her in surprise.

“Her brat and rascal son, Rakesh, teased and harassed me today at school. He has spoiled and ruined my life. He has defamed my name.”

“What happened, beta?” Shikha’s mother asked her, surprised.

“Her brat and rascal son, Rakesh, teased and harassed me today in school. He has spoiled and ruined my life. He has defamed my name.”

“For what?” Shikha’s mother picked up the fallen water bottle from the floor.

“That I peed on my bed when I was in sixth standard.”

Shikha’s mother laughed aloud.

“Mummy?” Shikha cried out. “I’m not cracking a joke.”

“So what? You were a little kid at that time.”

“No, mummy. You shouldn’t share anything with his mother. He is a big gunda in our school. I hate him.”

“Okay, okay, I will never share anything with his mother.”

“And Mummy, don’t invite his family to my 14th birthday party.”

“But, beta, they are our good friends.”

“Okay, but don’t invite that wicked scoundrel, Rakesh.” She gnawed her teeth and raised her tight fist in the air.

“Okay, beta.”
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