
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“Thanks for the lovely evening,” she repeated when he stood there looking at her. “Rahul, what—”

“You are a convincing liar, but I know you too well. Something is bothering you. What did she say to you?”

“Why should I be bothered by someone I have met for the first time? I don’t think you should give so much importance to what your girlfriend said to me—”

“She is not my girlfriend,” interjected.

“—or what I feel. And moreover... we... we don’t even have that kind of an equation.” She began to hunt for her keys, hoping he would take the hint.

Her heart, which had been beating wildly already, came to a sudden stop when he stepped forward, invading her body space. His shoes touched her platform heels. “What kind of an equation do we have, Addy?”

She stepped back, her back colliding with the wall. He too stepped forward placing his hands on the wall beside her. Never once had he touched her, as per the deal they had for the evening. The whole act of touching her without actually putting a finger on her aroused her like never before. Current swirled around them making her want to touch him. She fisted her palms.

“I have a feeling the equation has changed... and it has changed drastically,” he whispered. “...and it’s not even properly balanced.”
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Rahul waved at the glowing couple near the departure gate of the Indira Gandhi International Airport and heard the faint sniffle again. He threw a curious glance at the tall willowy girl standing beside him. She was waving frantically at her friend, simultaneously trying to stem and hide her tears, but one still ran down and seeped into the wavy lock of hair kissing her cheek.

He couldn’t resist. “Don’t worry, they will be released soon on parole and come back before you grow old.” 

“What?” The pretty head whirled at him, her black eyes drilling holes in his face. As intended, his comment distracted her from her emotional distress. 

He shrugged. “No, just saying.” 

“What do you mean ‘just saying’?”

“Forget it. You wouldn’t understand.”

“What do you mean I wouldn’t understand? What exactly are you hinting at? Am I low on IQ or something?”

Her eyes narrowed and lips pursed, as he grinned and didn’t answer. It was wonderful to tease her and he had done exactly that throughout Priya and Abhi’s wedding. It felt deliciously sinful to exasperate her. Their banter had kept him entertained through the tiresome two days’ wedding affair, not to mention the weeks of preparation before the event.

“Rahul, please don’t try my patience.”

“The way you are getting distressed, it seems as if they are going to jail instead of their honeymoon.”

“Oh God! Gimme a break.” She whirled back and began walking in the wrong direction. Her shoulder-length mane—streaked in that horrible shade, for which the girls had a strange name, mahogany something—swayed with each step.

Smiling, he turned towards the parking bay. By the time he had unlocked the car, she had realized her mistake and walked back to the car huffing and puffing on her mile-long high heels, which he was sure were quite uncomfortable.

“You are the world’s worst person,” she spat as she settled in the car and rubbed her ankles, repeating the sentence for the umpteenth time in the days they were thrown together.

“Come on, say something original.” He smiled and put the car into the gear. 

She didn’t retaliate, nor did she seem upset. That was one thing he admired about her. She had an amazing capacity to absorb anything unpleasant thrown at her after that initial exasperated response. He had seen enough people—men and women—crack under his ruthless assaults. She never took his jabs to heart and was confident in her personality and beliefs. In that respect, she was like Abhimanyu—tough and resilient. The trait was not strange. He had found it in most people who came from a happy and sheltered childhood.

“Why are you driving so slowly?”

She complained, after a silence of five minutes, as he wanted her to. It was eight in the evening and he didn’t want to go to his apartment so early.

“Maybe I want to enjoy your exclusive company for a few minutes more.” He quickly glanced at her, before watching the road again.

She was glaring at him. 

At second glance, he observed the pout. He parked the car on the roadside and did what he had been dying to do that entire weekend when she had been prancing about in those backless blouses and tinkling things girls wore all the time.  

Taken by surprise she stayed still in his embrace but gasped the moment he released her, and swatted his arm. “Ah...why did you do that you sneaky scoundrel? Is it bleeding?” She touched her lips. 

“Don’t be silly. It’s not. Hurting is not my style. It was just a firm kiss.” 

“Please don’t do that again,” she said grinding her teeth and stared straight out of the passenger window.

“Why not? You have pretty kissable lips, you know? Especially the lower one.” She blushed so fetchingly as if someone had complimented her for the first time.

“Shut up... and start the car, Rahul.”

“What if I take you somewhere and have my way with you?” He sat watching the color rise from her cheek to her ear lobe.

“Stop the nonsense and drive.” Saying so, she picked up her purse and began rummaging in it.

“What are you doing, searching for a gun to shoot me?”

“Trying to locate my pepper spray,” she said, suppressing a smile. 

“Then how will I take you home?” He grinned.

“Rahul, please.” She chewed on her lower lip. “Just drive, okay! It has been a hectic week and I’m tired.”

He switched on the ignition. She really looked drained. “How about catching a movie on Friday, followed by dinner?” he asked.

“No,” she blurted. 

“That was pretty fast. Am I that unpardonable?”

“No, no. I... umm... no, it isn’t—”

“Forget I asked.” He didn’t know why but he was annoyed at her response and... hurt. 

That last thought surprised him and made him angrier. There were only two people in his life whom he had given that power. The power to hurt him. The power to become his weakness or cause grief to him. When had she come into that category?

He had always been popular with girls and had many friends who would gladly team up with him on a free evening. If they refused, it had never irked him. But it seemed Aditi had crawled into his subconscious as no girl had ever done. They had been thrown together by fate, spending most of their free time with each other solving the problems of their mutual friends, ending with Abhi and Priya’s marriage. As their time together was ending he was just feeling the withdrawal symptoms, he reasoned, trying to justify the momentary weakness.

There was something about her that pulled at him. A wicked pleasure rippled through him whenever he made her angry or exasperated. He had never ‘ever’ experienced that kind of sinful glee in tormenting anyone. He felt like a bully. This has to stop. He had to stop it.

It was time to put some distance between them.

* * * *   
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Aditi spent the entire week missing Priya and wished she too was like Kitkat, who was least bothered about anyone as long as its basic biological needs were taken care of. On cue, the cat nudged her leg, asking for it’s meal.

Aditi sighed. She had to get used to this loneliness. Once Priya was back, she would take Kitkat with her too. Then Aditi would be really alone.

In a few days, chhoti bhabhi, her elder brother’s wife, was coming to Delhi to shop for her son’s first birthday party. Maybe Aditi should visit her folks back in Lucknow and spend some time with her nephews and nieces. That would be a welcome change. 

As Friday dawned, she wished she had accepted Rahul’s offer for the movie. His jokes could have reduced the blues after the festive wedding days, but he always came on too hard. Of late, he had begun to flirt too. 

They have known each other for a year, but he had never shown any interest other than teasing her whenever they met. She was treated simply as Priya’s friend. Then he had kissed her last Monday, and before that on the wedding day, she had sensed a subtle shift in their association. He had become a bit more personal.

She recalled their brief tussle on the morning of Priya’s wedding.

“Rahul... Priya has forgotten her jewelry. Can you please drop it at the salon?” Mrs. Arora, their friend Komal’s mother, who was managing the wedding on Priya’s behalf, called out from her bedroom.

“Of course, anything you say. You just have to ask. But... er... where’s the salon?” Rahul had drawled from the couch where he was reading the newspaper.

“Oh... Aditi run along with Rahul, you know the place. Rahul take the white car. The key is in the ignition.”

Aditi sighed and neatly cut another cashew in half. She didn’t want to go with the Casanova of the century. She often wondered about Abhimanyu and their friendship. How could two starkly opposite personalities become such close friends? Must be some ‘law of contraries’.

“Shall we, my dear, or are you going to daydream about me the whole day?” He stood near her.

She rolled her eyes and put on her sandals, taking solace in the fact that she would be spared his company after the wedding.

Opening the front door for her, he grinned. “Aditi, are you still growing? You look taller than the last time we met two weeks ago.”

She still didn’t say anything and walked towards the portico, ignoring him.

“You girls should be banned from wearing heels,” he said following her out. “Here I was, so proud of my height, and now you are reaching it.”

She whirled around. The miniature ghungroos in her dupatta swirled and slapped his thigh. “Why do you talk so much?” she snapped.

“Trying to keep myself entertained.” He took a step closer to her.

Involuntarily, for a split second, her gaze went to his lips. Her heart thumped. She took a step back and turned. He caught hold of her waist and pulled her to him in one sweep. She stumbled and clutched his jacket. 

“You shouldn’t start something that you don’t intend to finish, sugar,” he whispered.

In a false show of bravado, she narrowed her eyes and glared at him, but her heart leaped in her throat when his husky voice and mint-laced breath fanned her lips. 

“Rahul, Aditi... you are still here? We’ll get delayed beta...” Mrs. Arora called from the living room.

He held her glance for a few seconds, then released her. She took discreet shallow breaths to steady her heart as he moved ahead to open the car door for her. She sat arranging her anarkali dress and made it a point not to look at him throughout the drive.

“So, when are you getting hitched?”

“Never.”

“Never? I thought you were total marriage material, who’d want two kids, a dog, and all the works.”

“What nonsense! I don’t like dogs.”

“Okay, let’s imagine the picture minus the dog.”

“I’ll not get married.”

“Why, what’s wrong? You look normal to me.”

“Nothing’s wrong, I don’t want to marry just for the heck of it. What about you? When are you getting married?”

He was taken aback by her question but gathered his wits immediately. “Oh, I have complete clarity on the subject. I don’t believe in marriage or love.”

“Really!”

“It is not possible for any human being to be faithful to only one person throughout their lives.” He gave her a cheeky glance. “If they say they are, they are lying about it.”

She chuckled. “I never thought you had such a strong, cynical opinion on the matter.”

“What else do you think? I love it when girls think about me.” Smiling, he parked the car. 

Thankfully they had reached the salon and that was the end of their conversation. Aditi had to stay behind with Priya and he had gone back home. There were many such altercations during the wedding and she had begun to enjoy their repartee.

Kitkat jumped on her lap, bringing Aditi back to the present.

Would he think too highly about himself if she called him to take up his offer about the movie? He definitely would. She was sure and dismissed the idea. Moreover, they wouldn’t get tickets at such short notice.

Aditi sighed once again as Kitkat nudged her again. She followed the feline creature straight to the kitchen and poured milk in her bowl, and made tea for herself.

By eight in the evening, she was bored and missed the sound of someone familiar, so she dialed his number. 

“Hello?” His voice came like from a distance, music looming in the background. It seems he was at a pub.

“Hi, Rahul. I was—”

“Aditi, can’t hear you, sugar. Call you back in a minute...”

She waited for two hours, but he never called back.

* * * *

[image: image]


Chapter Two

––––––––
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Rahul groaned. 

Someone was pounding a hammer on his temple. 

A hand moved on his abdomen, a bit too low, and his eyes snapped open. The whole of last evening and night flashed in his mind at the sight of hair with blond streaks splattered beside him on the pillow. 

Tanya!

He had taken Tanya to her home and they had had a wild night. He groaned again when the headache made its presence a reality. He had had a drink too many, then driven Abhi’s car—insanely careless of him. 

Ah! He touched his palm to his throbbing temples.

Tanya was still fast asleep, her legs entwined with his and her hand precariously low on his pelvic area. The comforter they had pulled on sometime during the night, had slipped, exposing her voluptuous breasts. But the sight did nothing for his libido. He was not the type that relished early morning intimacy or cuddled with a night’s date. His rules were clear to his partner too. Enjoy, then move on.

He gingerly tried to free his legs and was successful, but the hand around his waist tightened, pinning him to her. The headache made him a little selfish. He ruthlessly extricated himself from the embrace and left the bed. Tanya mumbled something and rolled onto the other side.

Swallowing two aspirins before pulling on his jeans, he began to search for the most important thing in their lives—the mobile and found it, switched off, under Tanya’s purse. The battery had drained. He plugged it into the charger and decided to chase the headache away with tea before checking the messages.

Between sips of green tea, he checked his phone. There was nothing that needed immediate attention, except for the call log that showed a single call. 

Shit! He had forgotten to call Aditi.  

He dialed, but there was no response. After putting away the mug, he called again. Still no response. It was 11:55 am. Why wasn’t she picking up the phone? It was not as if she had partied the night away. 

What if she was in trouble and had called from somewhere else? What if she was lying bleeding somewhere? What if—?

‘Cut the crap, Rahul! When did you develop this kind of rainbow imagination?’ He chastised himself but still, his heart raced like a formula one car.

“Aah...” He hopped on one foot, cursing, as his other foot crashed into the leg of the TV trolley.

“Rahul...” Tanya stirred raising her head.

“Have to go, Tanya. Something urgent has come up ...no... no... don’t get up. Relax. The tea is on the table.” 

As she flopped down on the bed again, he pulled on his shirt and slipped on his shoes without the socks. 

“Bye.” Stuffing the socks in his back pocket and simultaneously dialing Aditi’s number again, he rushed out of the apartment.

When she didn’t pick up his call for the tenth time, worry began to gnaw at the pit of his stomach. Priya had asked him to keep an eye on Aditi. She was kind of a loner and didn’t make friends easily, he had been briefed. And with Komal in the US and Priya in Mauritius, Priya felt Aditi might need company but wouldn’t ask. 

What did Priya want for her friend? A companion or a babysitter? Was he supposed to keep an eye on her 24X7! Moreover, he had asked her out and she had refused. What if she had gone out on her own and someone had kidnapped her? Raped her?

‘Get a grip, Rahul!’ 

He brought his mind back on the road and tried to concentrate on the traffic. Why are so many people out on the road? That too on a Sunday afternoon? He honked at a biker who was trying to cut diagonally across in front of his SUV, but to no result. Rahul had to slow down to allow him to pass. 

‘Why did people on motorcycle think that they were driving faster than everybody?’ He momentarily forgot that he too had a bike and drove rashly whenever the mood took him.

Parking the vehicle outside Aditi’s apartment building, he rushed out towards the lift and up to the eleventh floor. He rang the bell with his heartbeat racing and stomach tied up in knots. When no one opened after two rings, he was sure there was something wrong. Now he rang the bell in quick succession, hoping that his desperation would help ease the worry and panic gripping his throat.

Someone opened the door of the flat behind him. “She might be out, for her friend’s wedding.”

“It’s over.” He replied looking at his cellphone, in case she had sent a message. There were no new notifications.

“It’s over? Are they divorced? Sorry, how can that be possible? Do you mean they didn’t get married at all?” the voice continued.

“Huh?” He glanced at the pint-sized, plump old lady standing behind him.

“Was the wedding called off? Oh, okay. It happens quite often these days,” she continued when Rahul couldn’t comprehend and blankly stared at her, “You young people these days, don’t know what you want from life. Don’t know what you want from your partner, not ready to compromise or adjust. And see the result. So many broken hearts... relationships. So much anguish and pain and then depression.”

“Excuse me... what are you talking about?” He couldn’t understand why was she so interested in his affairs. He had never met her.

“Nothing. I am sorry that the wedding has been called off. Is that the reason both of them are not opening the door? Priya and Aditi.”

“Jeez, the wedding hasn’t been called off.”

“Oh... then why isn’t she opening the door? I thought they were hiding the whole day yesterday. There were a lot of comings and goings for the whole of last week. But I didn’t even spot Aditi going out for milk today, as she usually does.”

That made him drop his phone and ring the bell incessantly.

“Is there a chance that she would have gone out to a friend’s place?” he asked, hoping for some positive news from the chatterbox.

“No, not a chance. I wouldn’t have missed her. You see their door creaks a bit when it opens.”

He pressed the bell switch again and did not lift the finger. The bell began to cough like an old man suffering from tuberculosis.

“What the hell!” The door opened with a jerk.

He froze as if he was seeing a ghost, his finger glued to the switch.

“What are you doing, Rahul? You’ll burn down the circuit.” A fuming Aditi lifted his hand from the switch.

He caught her hand and enveloped her in his arms. “Oh, Aditi! Jesus almighty Christ!” He just couldn’t believe that she was standing well and alive in front of him. The last hour had been sheer torture for him, with ghastly scenes from movies, TV serials and newspapers replaying in his mind.

Someone giggled behind him and someone cursed near his chest, bringing him back from hell.

“God, Rahul, cut the drama. Have you gone crazy? You are making a scene!”

He loosened his hold and looked at the struggling being in front, and shook her by the shoulder. “Have I gone crazy? You have the gall to ask me that? What a joke? I have been to the back of yonder and some for the past one hour.”

“What’s wrong with you? Leave. You are hurting me.” The pain in her eyes cut through the haze of his anger and he slackened his grip.

“Do you even realize what I went through with you not opening that door?” He left her and raked his fingers through his hair. “G...hod!”

“He was worried, really worried.” The chatterbox chattered.

The sympathy was wasted on Aditi. She glanced at her nosey neighbor, then glared at Rahul. He tried to mask his embarrassment and overreaction, but gauging Aditi’s expression, he knew he wasn’t successful.

“Can we take this inside?” he asked. “Please.”

She checked the bell; it worked fine. Sighing, she entered the apartment with Rahul following her. He closed the door on the curious and disappointed face of Lady Chatterbox.

“Why the hell didn’t you answer my calls?” he asked.

“You called?” She looked for her phone, but couldn’t find it in the living room. Aditi brought the phone from one of the rooms. “Oh, I’d put it on silent and forgot to change the mode. Some moron had given my number to a woman and she was calling me again and again and asking about a man called Vikas. She thought I’m lying when I tried to tell her that she had the wrong number.” 

“I’m sure you will have a perfectly innocent explanation for not opening the door for the past fifteen minutes as well?” he snapped.

“What I can’t understand... is that why are you so angry?” She rubbed her arms where he had held her.

“Do you even realize what I would have thought when you didn’t answer the phone, then the door? Hundreds of gory scenes played in my mind, each scarier than the other. How could I have faced Priya?!”

“Priya? What’s Priya got to do with my not opening the door?”

Now that she said it like that, it did feel stupid. How he could have dramatized the situation to this ridiculous level of conclusion was beyond him? He didn’t know what to say or where to look, so he just rubbed his face and turned towards the kitchen. “Forget about it. Do you have something to eat? I’m in desperate need of tea, but coffee will also do.”

“No, wait a minute.” She caught hold of his arm. “You were worried? About me?”

“Leave it, will you?” He waved his hand in the air.

She scowled. “No, help me understand. Are you saying that you were worried, and you are somehow answerable to Priya as far as I am concerned?” 

To his acute infuriation, she smiled. “Rahul, really? You were worried about me? So cute.”

“Cut that out, will you?”

“What did Priya say before going on her honeymoon? That you are supposed to look after me?” She waved her hand. “As in like a babysitter?”

Mocking him, she looked fetchingly mushed up with her finger-combed hair spread all over her shoulder, a few locks curling around her cheek. The pink polka dot night-suit shorts were a bit hitched up on one of her thighs, causing a lapse in his thoughts, so much so that he lost track of the conversation.

“Rahul?”

He sighed. She would not let it go until he gave her some satisfactory answer. “She told me you might get lonely. But I did ask you and you refused.”

“And I called back and you never returned my call.”

“Yeah...that was a mistake. Then later the battery ditched me. Really, sugar, if we have to have this conversation, can we have it over breakfast? I’m starving. And going by the massive headache I have, it seems I only drank last night. My stomach is begging for some sustenance.”

Aditi sighed and followed him to the kitchen then sat on the lone high chair. He turned and looked at her. She wriggled her eyebrows.

“Well, is there something to eat?” he asked.

“Be my guest.” She waved her hand around. “Bread, milk, and eggs are in the fridge. Tea and coffee are on the upper right shelf.”

“You mean I have to fend for myself? In your house?”

“Uninvited guests have to, or you could wait until... I offer you something... or...” Aditi crossed her arms.

“Fine, I get the gist, but don’t complain later.”

He proceeded to make tea and toast. “Where are the tea bags?”

“I don’t have tea bags. The tea sieve is on your right.”
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