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Chapter 1

“Bloody Hell”, cursed Arjun and muttered to himself “I forgot to change the fuse. Will have to call up the electrician tomorrow. What to do now?” He remembered how they used to light a candle every time they faced a power cut. He had never negotiated darkness alone. Or rather, he had forgotten how to. “Last I remember putting the candles inside this cupboard”, he said as he went about the task of finding a candle. He got one and managed to light it. The room was illuminated with the light from the candle.

Gradually his brain registered the scene inside his house and it became easy for him to negotiate the darkness. He forced himself a smile as he thought how similar his life was. As if he had never really figured out how to handle the darkness in his life. Very gradually he moved towards the full-length mirror on the wall and forced a look at his own self. On the other side of the mirror stood a man – tall with broad shoulders and an impressive personality. The man had a stubble as if he had forgotten to shave for a week. His face looked haggard and below his eyes, he could see big black pouches. His clothes were torn in a few places. A mirror never lies – he remembered this adage. He needs sleep and his thoughts need rest. He thought of changing his clothes but decided against it. “What is the use, he thought? Am not wearing these clothes tomorrow anyway”, he thought.

He had been in a minor scuffle with a person at the bar. He had been on his fourth large peg. It was not his fault, he had tried very hard to stop himself from getting angry. “Stupid asshole”, he muttered again as he recollected the events at the bar. He had been visiting the bar almost religiously on a daily basis since the past one month. However one thought troubled him – he had been losing it frequently these days he could recall.

Tomorrow will be a better day, he thought as he hit the bed in his room.

Chapter 2

He could see her at a distance. She was looking at him. He was dead sure that she liked him. She was waving to him. Then he saw another man pulling her away. A mist was rising in between them.  He was shouting to her at the top of his voice. Gradually the mist in between made it impossible to locate her. Buzz went the doorbell and he jumped on his bed. He tried to focus on the dream he had moments ago. He had seen her again. He could not remember a time when he had his eyes closed and had not seen her. Buzz went the doorbell again and he raised himself up and moved to the door.

“Good morning Arjun Babu. What happened to your eyes? Did someone hit you?” said Gangu bai.

“No. It’s fine. I fell down yesterday while returning. Can you make me a cup of tea and an omlete, Gangubai?”, said Arjun.

“Sure. Will just make it. Did you remember what I told you yesterday? I have seen two rats inside the kitchen. You must keep your eyes open and not keep anything outside the refrigerator or the closed boxes. If you have forgotten to keep anything inside the boxes and have accidentally left it on the table or kitchen, throw that away. Chances are that the rats would have taken a bite. Beware. They might be deadly. Why don’t you bring rat-poison. Or a mouse-trap if you don’t want to kill them?”

“Will do that as soon as I am ready today, Gangubai”, said Arjun as he headed for the shower.

He was feeling very fresh when he came out ready for another day. He picked up a toast and took a small bite as he turned the pages of the newspaper in front of him.

Chapter 3

It was another one of those days when he had had terrible starts. It happened once again to him today. Just as he pulled his car out of the parking area outside his house on to the main road, he heard a screeching of tyres and a loud thud. This was when his car was hit by another vehicle the moment he got out on the road. Too bad, he thought. He remembered that he had forgotten to blow the horn as a precursor to his backing the car out, he also knew he had committed a mistake because he had pulled his car out faster than one normally would, if he were cautious. Nonetheless, he was also angered by the fact that the other car also did not send out any warning. He was furious with the way things were turning out for him today. Not an ideal way to start off the day, he thought to himself. He pulled himself out of the car as he inspected the damaged side and rear ends of his car. At that moment, the driver of the other vehicle came shouting at him for not having given a cursory horn before backing out his car and also he was backing out in a great hurry.

“Do you want to go up in a haste”, the other driver charged. “Buddy I can suggest some other better ways than having oneself smashed in a motor accident. At least that ensures that your body doesn’t have to suffer the humiliation of going under the knife for determining your identity or the exact cause of death”.

It was too much for him. He had the inkling that it had been his fault. But to suggest that he die in a motor accident, he must be insane, Arjun thought. Too bad for him he thought as he caught hold of his collar and began hauling him up for his harsh words and the accident. The moment he did that, he saw from the corner of his eye a policeman rushing towards the spot. He hastily left the collar of the other driver and said “Sorry buddy, it happens sometimes. I did not get what you said, was looking at the damage on my car. But I am sure you did not mean bad for me. Sorry once again.”

His tempers having cooled down a bit, the other driver also backed out. He had won.

Arjun was dejected with himself. He started his car and pulled it inside his parking. He would not take the car out. Some other day, he would get it repaired for dents and the broken glass of the rear indicator lamp. It was easy for anyone to get killed these days if he was not concentrating on the road and driving. He went inside and took his shoes off. He knew today he would have to take a major decision. When someone had suggested to him a couple of months back, he had laughed it off. But now, seeing the effects of the depression, which was tearing him apart, he would have to act on it. He knew he needed a psychiatrist more than Gangubai needed a mouse-trap.

Chapter 4

Dr. Nisha Malhotra was in a good mood today. She had woken up today feeling rejuvenated and fresh. Weekends always worked magic on her. On weekends she could spend time doing what she liked more than anything else in this world. Listening to melodious songs and some light music made her day. If anything could turn her on, it was music. And if anyone tried to woo her, he would have to be a singer. Not that there were few people who admired her. “You are very beautiful” was a line she had heard most often in her lifetime. Indeed she was very pretty but a man who would win her heart would be one who can sing or who knows more about music than her.

Over the weekend, she had had her share of music and songs and she was feeling on top of the world. Life could not have been more satisfying for her. Her early years had been spent in a relatively small place and she had spent most of her time in studies. She had been a good student – better than most in her class but she did not have the burden of being the best in the class. This love for music had been a gift from her mother’s side who herself had been a gifted music scholar and had done M.A. in Hindustani classical music. She could sing really well. And Nisha wondered who the right person would be who could break the spell of her mom’s voice on her psyche.

She did not pursue music but she knew she had the gift as she could easily pick up tunes and could voice it later in her own sweet voice. She loved the voice of Pandit Bhimsen Joshi and if there was one person who could bed her in a day, she knew it would be Pandit Jasraj. Too bad he was old and married and he did not have a son who was as gifted. And she was addicted to the voice of Mohammed Rafi and Lata Mangeshkar– both among the sweetest voices God ever gifted anyone. She grew up admiring and listening to them and before she realized it, she had done well in her board and XIIth exams. She had chosen science with biology as her subject as she wanted to pursue medicine as a career. If she could get close to voices, she would research on vocal chords, she had thought and laughed over it.

After this, it was like a cake-walk. Her getting an MBBS degree and her choice of practicing psychiatry and human psychology had more to do with the fact that she could not operate or stand the sight of a sick human body. Being a romantic at heart, she decided to stick to healing minds rather than treating bodies. She could have taken up medical research but it would have been a disaster – she was not meant to slog it out and lose her first love to something as boring as research.

Then there had been some proposals for her as well. When her parents realized that she would choose her mate rather than compromise with some half-brained idiot, they told her that they would like to see her settled with a nice man a couple of years down the line. And then there were some other proposals from the professional world – some doctors who she met due to being in the same profession, some engineers who she managed to meet at some parties, some financial consultants – married and unmarried who would like to have a go at her.  She found doctors and engineers to be boring. And financial consultants were too arrogant having done an MBA in Finance from some management institute and thought they could buy the world with the money they managed. And for married men who wanted to bed her – indecent proposals, she thought they needed a shrink like her. However she was sure that none of them would be worthy of spending even five minutes of her precious personal time out of her life. And she had politely – as polite as she could under the circumstances, declined all such proposals.

At an early age of thirty years, she had made a small name for herself. She was considered one of the better professionals in her field. And Delhi offered her lots of scope for making a living. She wondered how a fast and stressful life had converted thousands of people into ailing minds – so much so that most of the people who came to her were big professionals in their fields and were facing the results of the stress they had gradually allowed to seep inside their lives.

Chapter 5

“Good morning Sonia. Could you bring my appointment diary please?”, Nisha asked her.

“Oh, hello Nisha. How was your weekend? Will get your appointment diary in a moment.”, shouted Sonia as Nisha walked inside her cabin.

With a clean glance all over, Nisha knew Sonia had done a great job again. As she has been doing all these years, she thought. Sonia had been a very good assistant to her – less of secretary and more of an assistant. Everything was in proper place – her desk neatly made with pens in a pen stand, a couple of files she was reading on the desk on one side and a photo of her parents on the other side of her desk. The recliner was put about a couple of metres away from the desk. She used the recliner when she wanted to relax the patient for mind-reading. She had learnt how to hypnotise patients and she had been using it to good effect on her patients. And the recliner had been helpful in putting them completely at ease and off-guard. At the back of her desk, towards the corners of the room, two stands jutting from the corners could be seen. She had put two small speakers which were connected to the CD/DVD player. She used to record sessions when it required some information processing later.

Sonia entered and saw her looking around. She had a smile on her lips and Sonia immediately understood that her work had pleased Nisha.

“Here are your appointments for today. What are you looking at doctor?”, said Sonia putting a printout on her desk.

“As usual, you have done a very good job. In fact, if I have to give someone credit for the work I do, it has to be given to you. I know you understand how I work and you take great care to organize things for me and make it simpler. What does the oracle have for me today?” she asked with a quizzical expression on her face and her eyes towards the printout.

“There are a couple of new ones for you today. Others are the regular ones. I guess you are already clued on to the repeat patients. I shall read the information profile for the new patients. One of them is supposed to be here at 11am. They are a couple. The husband has filled in this form for his wife, who would be your patient. Husband is a senior project consultant with a high-flying MNC. And wife is a home-maker. Good income, no kids, on-the-job travel. Husband 36, wife 34. He says that his wife seems lost, depressed, not interested in life, scared to stay alone and she has a waning sex drive.”

“Typical metro-syndrome. How long have they been married?”

“Ten years. And he says that his wife is very suspicious. Probably also suspects that he has an affair.”

“Most often than not, suspicions are proven right. I wonder how he would behave if his wife had an affair. Will see them at eleven. The world is getting sicker by the day. Move on to the next case.”

“Single man. Oh, he can be an interesting one for you. Stays alone, no family, stays in a posh area, into medical research. Good income, no debts. Says he is depressed since some time. Not enjoying life. Only thirty-two years of age and feeling depressed in life? Too bad. He is slotted for 2 pm. Enjoy your post-lunch siesta doctor.”

“What’s his name?”, asked Nisha, not too surprised with the case but interested that after a change she would meet a single man from the medical profession.

“Arjun Verma.”

“Thanks for the update Sonia. Now you please start your work at the reception. Can you also get me a cup of tea?”.

Sonia smiled at her and went out to the vending machine. Within a minute, she was back with a cup of tea. She placed the cup on Nisha’s desk and said “Here you go. I will call up on intercom as patients start coming up for their appointments. Have a nice day.”

She noticed by this time that Nisha had already started concentrating on her cases. She took out one file from the cabinet and placed it on her desk and sat down reading it.

Her day had started.

Chapter 6

By the time she had been through her fifth patient, she was exhausted. She realized that she had already had a fifteen-minute lunch break and now she would not have a coffee break before 4. God save me from this world of psychos, she thought. A buzz on the intercom and Sonia informed her that she would send in Arjun Verma now.

Arjun Verma, who? She was thinking of what she would plan for tonight, when she saw a tall man get in her chamber.

“Good afternoon Doctor”, he spoke in his deep baritone and her mind was all attention again. 

He was handsome, she thought to herself. He had a light beard on his face, more than six feet tall, broad shoulders and short fluffy hair. And with a deep voice which she could not remember having heard since a long time on such a handsome male, her mind drifted for a moment to the thought that if someone like him proposed to her, she would immediately agree. Then her mind registered that he was her patient. Not another mind-bender she thought and allowed herself a smile.

“I don’t think I am funny. And I think we haven’t met before. Do you have any reasons to think otherwise doctor”, he spoke again.

This broke her reverie and she said “Dr. Nisha Malhotra. You can call me Nisha. How do you do Mr. Arjun Verma?”

“I can’t say I am doing fine. Else I would not have been here doing any business with you.”

“I have gone through your personal information. You have mentioned that you feel depressed these days and you don’t feel like working or living life. And you have trouble concentrating. Am I correct till this point?”

“Absolutely. In fact since a couple of months, I had some major disagreements with my superiors in the lab and I have taken a sabbatical from work. I felt I am either too worked up, easily losing temper on a daily basis and hence did not want to lose my job or create a bad reputation for myself there.”

“I shall ask some questions to you – some professional and some personal. I would like you to answer all of them but if you are not comfortable with any question, we can take a pass-over for now. You are not married. Who do you live with? Your family members?”

“I am all alone and stay alone in my house. My parents died in a plane crash long time back. I have no siblings. My uncle is settled outside India and I have stayed most of my life post matriculation in a hostel.”

“Do you have any girlfriend?”

“No girlfriend”, he answered.

“Any close friend?”, she paused.

“Any friend with whom you share your personal life?”, she added.

“I don’t have any close friend and I don’t talk about my personal life with anyone.”

“That is not good. Do you think you are an introvert?”

“Not really. But since some time I don’t feel like talking when I can do without it.”

“I can observe that. And you said you don’t have a girlfriend? Is it a conscious effort on your part? I would presume that a man in your position would have at least ten females ready to get into the shoes of your girlfriend”, she said with a smile.

“I would not like to talk about my girlfriend. Maybe it is a conscious decision on my part. Or maybe it could be because I did not meet anyone attractive”, he answered.

Nisha was intelligent, no doubts about it. And she immediately picked up the fact that Arjun was hiding something personal from her. Maybe he needs time and a couple of sessions of talking with him that will open him up. She knew that a man like him would not have much trouble finding girlfriends. Maybe he had a break-up in not too distant past, which he is unable to cope-up with. Men were not too good in coping up with relationships and break-ups she knew.

“Did you have a break-up with your girlfriend so you don’t want to talk about it?”

He will have to be careful while talking with her. She has a charm, which lets one drop guards.

“You are intelligent, Nisha. I would not like to talk about it as I get more depressed when I think about it”, he said.

“That’s fine Arjun. You need not talk about it if it depresses you. Thanks for the compliment. I have had many people tell me that I am beautiful and attractive but not many who told me that I was intelligent”.

Arjun saw that her face had a radiant look. He found her attractive and intelligent and she had a great smile. She would make a good girlfriend, a good partner. If only he had met her some time back. But now she was his doctor. He could not remember the last time when he had met such a beautiful and intelligent female.

Nisha sensed that he was looking at her and during this time he had talked to her meeting her eyes. He was a good man, she knew from her experience. No stealing looks, no glancing around she felt she could drop her guards in front of a person like him.

“Enough of personal information. Now to some other facts. Do you have any sleeping troubles?”

“No I don’t”.

“How long do you take generally to sleep?”

“Now I understand your question. I don’t have any sleeping disorders. Normally I take not more than fifteen minutes to fall asleep. However since a couple of months, I find myself thinking too much before going to sleep. My sleep is not disturbed and only when I feel thirsty do I wake up at night”.

“Do you hear voices or do you have hallucinations?”

“No. Nothing like that happens”.

“Do you feel someone’s presence while the person is not there?”

“No. I don’t think I have any psychic disorders, if you know what I mean”.

“That’s better. So it is simple depression, now that you have given me a medical description of your condition.”

She knew very well what once starts as simple depression, often turns later into psychic disorders.  But it was still under control, which was a good sign. Whatever the reason, it was not enough to shock Arjun into a phase of psychological disorder.

“I see that you are a medical researcher. “Where have you done MBBS from?”, she asked.

“I was a student of MAMC”, was the straightforward response.

“Where did you complete your major specialization from?”

“I have done specialization in Bio-Medical Research from the XYZ Medical Research Center.”

“I do have a lot of friends from MAMC. But they would have been your juniors. What is your area of work?”

“I took up medical research because I wanted to work on diseases like cancer and AIDS”.

“Is it stressful for you or do you like your job?”, she queried on his response.

“I do enjoy my work and I don’t find it stressful. However before I took a sabbatical from my job, I felt I had not been very happy. Otherwise it was ok.”

“Now tell me Arjun. Do you like to see yourself in the mirror? What happens when you see yourself in the mirror?”

“I don’t like to take a look at myself. But whenever I do, I feel more depressed. I can see that I have put on some weight and I don’t see a happy face in the mirror”.

“Now let me compile my findings for the session today. I will look into it in more detail and come up with some options we would like to explore later. Arjun, you are depressed over some happening in your personal life, probably something to do with your girlfriend. And you don’t want to talk about it. In your case, I would not like to resort to anti-depressants as I feel you have it in you to get out of it without resorting to drugs. Also these drugs, as you must be aware about them, have some side effects. So we always try to solve these problems without resorting to drugs. We might like to look at hypno-therapy as an alternative later. I would like to have a couple of sessions more before we decide on a course of treatment. Otherwise, on talking to you I feel you should be fine soon”.

“Shall fix up an appointment for the next week. Will that be fine with you Nisha?”

“Sure, that’s going to be fine with me. I would like to meet you every week for the next couple of months”.

She went through the rest of her patients before she rushed home. She remembered that she had promised mom that she would take her to the movie.

 he was attractive and handsome. The thought was good enough to bring a cheer to his face. Could anyone find him handsome and attractive? He put down the novel on the lounge chair and went over to the mirror.

Again he recalled some discussion with Nisha about looking in the mirror. What he saw in the mirror was not the same man he had seen some days back. His face showed a different glow. It was interesting, he thought – how can a simple compliment from a female he barely knew, lift his spirits?

He went back to his novel but could not read any further. He did not remember when he closed his eyes, thinking about the beautiful face of Nisha, her smile and what she had said to him today.

“You don’t know him”, he was saying to the female. But the female was probably not interested in reading his inputs. She was ignoring his ideas.

“I know enough about you, Arjun. If you say you love me, you should also have the courage to protect me when time comes. Not hide like a chicken. I cannot be attracted to a man who is not a man. I cannot be attracted to a man who does not have the heart to fight it out for his love. I cannot be attracted to a man who cannot protect me or who fears his own life. Now you know why I am attracted to Sanjay?”

“But do you think he loves you? He is simply obsessed with you. Maybe interested in a physical relationship with you. But after he has had his fill, he will leave you. Mark my words, don’t say that I did not warn you”, Arjun was saying.

She had finished packing and seemed least interested in his warnings or comments. Sanjay would be there anytime. He knew he would have to change her decision fast. If only he could change the happenings of a couple of weeks before. He also knew he had lost her that day. A look of absolute disgust on her face told him clearly that all love was lost between them. That he had failed her when it was needed the most.

He hated that moment and himself.

He could see Sanjay taking her away with him and he, with tears in his eyes, pleading with a choked voice to her. And not for once did she look back at him.

Phut went something and his mind registered the sound. He was up from sleep and the world of his dreams. He then remembered having dozed-off on the lounge chair with a novel on his chest. Then another noise distracted his thoughts and he focused his eyes to where this sound was coming from.

He saw a rat inside the mouse-trap. Oh, so Gangubai was right. He saw the rat was running inside the trap as if trying to find an exit route from the trap. When he went near the trap, he saw not one but two rats – both running from one side to the other looking at an exit option. Third task accomplished, he thought as he went inside his room to sign off for the day.
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