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The lightening crackers and fireworks were slowly dying out. The twinkling stars were in their regular night surveillance in the sky. I was dog-tired, and so were my entire family members, relatives, and friends. It was the whole one-month preparation for our marriage. There was not a single moment to take a rest or have a little nap.

I slowly closed the door of my bedroom and took small steps toward my newly wedded bride.

She was sitting on the wedding bed, closing her veil and waiting for me. The entire bedroom was full of beautiful and aromatic flowers. I felt like I was in a land of beautiful flowers.

I glanced at her with awe. This moment would be the most beautiful moment in my life, I thought. I had a lot of dreams and a thousand things to share with her.

I didn’t know how many years I had been hiding my thoughts deep inside my heart as dormant.

This moment arrives in everybody’s life once in a lifetime. This moment, too, has finally arrived in my life after countless upheavals. I was happy. It was a happiness that I couldn’t express even to myself.

From now on, she would be everything for me. She would be a part of my life. She would be my life. She would be my world. She would be my family. She would be the mother of my children. People would acknowledge her as my wife. And if they didn’t, it’s not a big deal. She would always be mine. She would be my identity. Her name will be written with my surname. It is time to forget the past. It is time to live now, in the present. And see the bright future ahead for us. In every ups and downs of life, we would hold each other’s hands and walk together. And share every moment together.

I was confused and nervous about how to get close to her. There was no doubt that we didn’t know each other. We grew up together. We were best friends. We shared everything. However, I didn’t know why I felt hesitation in approaching her. She is my wife now, and I’m her husband. We are no longer strangers. What is happening to me? Why am I getting so nervous? Come on, Jaan. Come on, Jaan... She is waiting for you. Quick, quick... I said to myself. Otherwise, the whole night will pass in nervousness and hesitation.

Before I unveiled my bride, she started laughing at me. I could sense that she could read my nervousness and hesitation.

I felt ashamed. It was really a great curse for a man like me to hesitate on the very first night of his marriage in front of his newly wedded wife, behaving like a bride.

Be a man! Be a man! I said to myself.

She said, “How long will you take to unveil my face, oh dear?” Her sweet voice pierced my heart instantly.

“No, no, nothing... I just... I just...”

“Then why are you waiting?” She cut me short.

Her straightforward tone surprised me a little. Well, she is right. Who knows what would happen next, I thought.

I moved closer to her. But as she started laughing, I couldn’t hold myself, and I too joined in with her. I was lying down close to her. I could feel her warm breath. I hugged her tight, close to my bosom. We kissed each other. There were no more hesitations or nervousness between us. Her laughter erased everything, and we were together.

I woke up all of a sudden to the shrill ringtone of my cell phone. I picked it up hurriedly. I couldn’t read the caller’s name on the mobile screen.

I received the call. “Yes, who is this?”

“Is it Jaan?” the caller asked me. Her voice sounded very tense and alarming.

“Yes, I’m Jaan.”

“Jaan, she is hospitalized.”

“W-What happened to her?” My sleepiness was gone with a flash of light. A sharp pang attacked my heart like I had a nervous breakdown.

“She has consumed poison this evening.”

“What? Why?” I couldn’t believe that she would commit such a blunder against herself.

“Jaan, I couldn’t tell you anything right now. Please come immediately.” The cell phone went dead.

“Hello? Hello......” There was no response on the other side. I called again and again.

Why did she commit such a blunder against herself? Why? Why? Why? There must be something very serious going on.

I put down my cell phone and sat on the bed. I felt a warm touch of somebody’s soft hands caressing my shoulder. For a second, I had forgotten about my newly wedded wife.

She asked me, “What happened? Whose call was that?”

I was silent. I didn’t know how I could tell her. I couldn’t tell a lie to her. She was my life now, and she was everything to me.

“She was hospitalized,” I said. I was weeping. I couldn’t tell her anything.

“I’m sorry,” she hugged me.

“You must go to her. She needs you.”

I didn’t expect that she would suggest that. But how could I leave her the very next day after our wedding night all alone?

“Don’t worry. She’ll be alright.” She kissed me on my cheeks.

“Thank you.” I hugged her.

“No sorry and no thanks between husband and wife, okay?”

“Okay.” I kissed her on her forehead. “Thank you for understanding me.”

“Now, let’s make arrangements for you,” she said.

“You come with me too.”

“But!”

“No, now you’re my wife. Wherever I go, you have to come with me.”

She smiled.

The next day, we flew on the earliest flight to Bangalore.

∽***∽
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Everything was flashing back in front of my eyes like a clear picture. I felt nostalgic. Every event of my life was rewinding one after another like a movie playing. Everything was still fresh in my mind.

The first moment I saw Junali in our school, she was accompanied by her parents. At that time, I was coming to school with my close friends, Baba and Tarali.

Baba was like my half-brother. We had a close relationship. Tarali was my best friend, to whom I shared everything.

I followed Junali and her parents like a shadow or a detective, unknowingly.

In which class is she admitted? I said to myself.

When I closely followed her, to my wildest surprise, she entered our classroom.

O, great... O wow! I was elated and excited to see her in our classroom.

I didn’t know what the reactions of the other boys and girls in our class were, but I was excited as if I had received something very special.

I wished to sit with her on the same bench. I wished to talk to her. I wished to share everything with her. I couldn’t take my eyes off her face.

She is so beautiful. She is so cute. I thought this again and again. She entrapped my tender heart on the very first day.

The school bell rang. Miss Bornali, our class teacher as well as our math teacher, entered the classroom with a long register book and a stick in her hands. The roll call of our class started. I was in a world of dreams. When my name was called, I didn’t respond at all. I didn’t listen to anything. I was only looking at Junali.

“Roll No. 10,” Miss Bornali called my roll number. Baba nudged me. Then I felt a shock of current in my body.

“Jaan, are you there?” 

“Y-Yes, ma’am,” I responded. 

Miss Bornali gazed at me with her eagle-like eyes. 

Thank God! She didn’t shout at me, I thought. 

At the assembly ground, I was looking for Junali. Throughout the entire assembly period, I was thinking about her and searching for her. I couldn’t concentrate on my prayer. I had forgotten the words of our pledge, and I had even forgotten a few lines of our National Anthem. 

Later, I felt sorry. Oh! God, I have disrespected our National Anthem. God, pardon me!

When students were running, pushing, and pulling each other to enter their respective classrooms in a hurry, I was not in any hurry. I was standing at the end of the line, waiting for my turn. I was moving at a slow pace.

Suddenly, I got a hard and swift push. And I fell down over somebody. I glimpsed the twinkling stars in front of my eyes in the broad daylight.

“AHHHHHH......................” I whimpered.

I touched my spinning head and aching forehead. I couldn’t see anything. For a microsecond, I saw darkness in front of my eyes. After a few seconds, I realized that there was somebody who also got hurt with me. When I raised my gaze, I saw Junali. She, too, was whimpering in pain.

We faced each other in the same state and composure. She smiled first. Then I smiled back at her. Then we both burst into laughter.

“I-I am so sorry,” I apologized.

“No, no, it’s okay. It’s not your fault,” Junali said.

Until that time, we had no formal introduction to each other. She didn’t know about me. Her voice was as sweet as a nightingale. I had forgotten my pain, and her sweet voice acted as my painkiller.

I would like to fall down thousands of times like this, I thought in my mind.

“Get up!” I extended my hand. She gave her hands to me. I thought that she wouldn’t give her hand to mine. When I held her soft hands, I felt like I was in the seven wonders. I was thrilled with joy. There was no bound to my happiness and excitement. I wished to hold her hands forever and never leave them.

Junali stood up with my support.

“Thanks,” she said.

“You’re welcome!”

“By the way, I’m Jaan,” I introduced myself.

“I’m Junali.”

Jaan and Junali... J and J... J+J... I thought. Wow! What a match!

Every word of hers touched my heart. It was a heavenly feeling. I felt a thousand ripples in my body. I would like to hear her voice again and again. Her sweet voice melted my tender heart.

“Nice meeting you.”

“Me too,” she said.

“You’re a newcomer, right?” I asked her even though I knew about her.

“Yeah!”

“You’re in seventh standard?”

“Yeah, I got admitted to seventh standard.”

“Same class.”

“So, we’re classmates, right?”

“Yeah!”

I smiled at her, and she smiled back at me. Then we headed to our classroom together.

Junali was seated on the first row bench in the class, and I was sitting in the second row in the cornermost bench. I was pleased that my bench was making a right angle to her bench. I could easily see her. There was no obstruction between us. I smiled at her, and she smiled back at me. It was awesome.

Baba raised his eyebrows. “Jaan, what happened to you? Why are you smiling like this?”

“What?” I was surprised by his query. I felt like he would catch me red-handed.

“Why are you looking at the girl in the first row?”

“No, no, nothing,” I fumbled.

“No, I didn’t.” Baba doubted me. “Don’t hide anything from me. I know everything.”

He is in the mood to unearth everything about me today, I thought. He is not going to stop.

“No, no, nothing, yaar.”

“What is going on there?” A sharp bellow came from Miss Bornali ma’am. “Who is humming?”

I was quiet and busy solving my math problem in my class notebook.

“Yes, Jaan,” Miss Bornali ma’am called my name. “What is going on?”

Today I’m done for, I was thinking. My impression is gone. O God!

“N-No, ma’am,” I replied. “I’m solving....”

“Show me what you are solving.”

“Ma’am, I-I’m not......”

“Bring me your notebook.”

O God! Save me today! I had no alternative. I couldn’t give any excuse. Today, my first impression would mix with the soil. What would Junali think about me? O God!

This is only because of that rascal Baba. I was boiling with anger. Wait! I will see him in the Tiffin period.

I didn’t complete the math problem. When I was about to solve the math problem, Baba stopped me, asking those nonsensical queries.

What is his problem whether I’m looking there or not? What is his problem whether I’m smiling at her or not?

“Come here!” Miss Bornali called me once again.

Baba was smiling while noting down the questions from the blackboard.

“Hell, you!” I kicked his shoes with all my might. Baba couldn’t remain silent without screaming.

“AAHHHH..........SHIT......” Baba screamed aloud.

“What the hell has happened to you, Baba?” Miss Bornali shouted. “Have you gone mad? Screaming inside the classroom and using slang words in front of me?”

“No, no, ma’am. N-nothing,” Baba said in pain. “I-I’m so-sorry, ma’am.”

“You come here quickly and get up and down fifty times.”

“Jaan, you sit down.” 

Oh, thank God! I’m saved. I sighed.

“Ma’am, ma’am, it’s Jaa-n,” Baba tried to clarify. He couldn’t complete my name. Miss Bornali cut him short.

“I asked you to come here quickly and get up and down fifty times.”

Baba gazed at me angrily. And I smiled.

“Go-Go.....” I whispered in his ear. He elbowed me hard; I was about to fall off the bench.

“And you too, bring me your notebook to check.”

Poor Baba had to get up and down fifty times. I had enough time to jot down the math problem from the guidebook that Baba had kept under the bench.

“Get up and down fifty times,” Miss Bornali commanded.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Baba said. “Last chance, ma’am; I’ll never do it again.”

“No sorry! No last chance. Come on, do it,” Miss Bornali said firmly. “Yes, start counting....”

The whole class started counting—one, two, three...

Baba got up and down fifty times, and I started jotting down the math problem.

“Okay, show me your notebook.”

Baba showed his notebook with shaking hands. I knew that he couldn’t complete the math problem.
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