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There is a fine line between love and lunacy
THERE IS A FINE LINE BETWEEN LOVE AND LUNACY… SHE CROSSED IT!
A Novella by Kaveel Lilmohun
My parents - why didn’t they see my point of  view? Why did they make me do the things I  did? Did I do enough?
Her eyes stung. 
It’s not their fault, she realised. I am a bad daughter - one rotten to its deepest, darkest core. Tears rolled  down her cheeks. 
A good daughter would listen and nod. 
A distraught expression formed on her twisted  face.
But I was never good and obscured is this world we  live in. 
She opened her drawer and dug inside.
“Just what I need,” she said aloud, pulling out  her maths set.
She flipped open the lid, selected the divider from  inside and lowered the sharp point to her hand.
Would I please you now, Mum?
She pressed the divider into her wrist, shutting  her eyes. Muffled sounds escaped her lips.
“Well, there just isn’t any way to delight you, is  there, Mum?” Anjali asked aloud.
She dug the divider deeper into her hand.
“If I can’t gratify you, then I won’t another. Not  even him.
She sneered and opened her palm and the  divider dropped, slapping against the tiled floor.  The end was coated in a blood-rich red.
Her eyes narrowed.
“It’s the other girl that I have to watch out for.  The more she flaunts herself in front of him, the  closer I come to losing.”
She bent down and picked the divider off the  floor. She ran her fingers over the pointed edges.
“I never lose, though,” she said.
She clenched it in her hand and plunged its sharp  side down into the dressing table, leaving it facing  her erect.
“I won’t lose him,” she decided. “Oh, it’s on now!  Let the games begin!”
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[image: Prologue]Six thousand five hundred mounts, Anjali Varma  thought. She slouched her shoulders as she dug through  her belongings in her super-sized handbag. She  could hear the clinking sounds of her mascara and  other items moving around as her hands shuffled  through the silky satin material inside.
“Six thousand is barely a third of what I need,”  she said to herself.
She paused and looked at the purple sky, summing up the quoted amount.
“Twenty thousand mounts should do the trick,”  she concluded.
She found some loose change beneath her compact makeup. Five mounts. 
She looked up at the sign of the restaurant she  slaved in. ‘Crusty Treats’, it read.
It was not a job someone scholarly would drift  towards, though it somehow paid the bills. 
She sighed, gazing back at her reflection in the  glass window. Anjali wore her black hair to her  shoulders with a slight side parting and a fringe. She  had bright hazel-brown eyes and a pointy nose. She  stared at her bee-stung lips, all too well-endowed  for her heart-shaped face.
“You have full, beautiful lips,” her mum used  to say.
What a lie, Anjali thought bitterly. I was the least  desired girl at my secondary school. No lad would walk  up to ask me for a date… and they shouldn’t.
She stuffed her money into her handbag and  slowly zipped it up. The tattered old thing would  still have to give her a couple more years.
Anjali was eighteen and for the past two years,  she served at Crusty Treats after school in the hope of  saving up money so she could achieve the one thing  she longed for: perfecting her outward appearance.
The path to achieving dreams simply isn’t paved with  shortbread biscuits, colourful lollies and other delightful  delicacies, she thought and with every waking day,  she faced this cold, rigid truth.
Since Anjali had reached her teens, she paid  umpteen attention to her looks.
She clutched her bag tightly. This shall change my  future soon, she thought. I shall keep saving up until I  can afford the surgery. 
Sure, everyone says looks don’t matter, be natural,  though the saying is far off from what is. Just squint your  eyes and peer at the popular girls and the cash they throw  around on aesthetics, she thought to herself.
Her heart sank.
“That saying’s true for those who look flawless  and don’t have to deal with the constant struggles  we ‘real people’ have to face,” she said to herself.
“Not that attractive people don’t face any struggles or aren’t ‘real’. They just have it a lot easier  than we do. At least that was what research articles  said about them.”
Her manager waved to her from inside the restaurant and she brushed away her thoughts. “See  you tomorrow,” he mouthed.
She nodded and her eyes fell to the floor. Back to  this dump tomorrow, she thought.
Anjali walked down the lane and proceeded  home. She detested that her manager insisted that  the workers use this path when going home. For  one, it was creepy, the brick walls on either side  were dressed with graffiti and obscene language  and rose up a good couple of storeys, giving her a  claustrophobic feeling.
What if they close in, sandwiching me? she thought.
The lane reeked of rotting, mouldy food, filled  to the top in bin bags and stacked up against the  wall. The malodorous odour made her supper somersault in her stomach.
She glanced at her watch, half past eight. Her  shift ended a bit later today.
At the end of the lane, she spotted a flattened-out  cardboard box with a spread-out tattered blanket.  Mr Smith isn’t in his usual spot, she observed.
She stared at a couple of teenagers on the oncoming road, cheering on some girl who whizzed past  her in an open-top luxury car. The cheers continued  as she raced on, turning left at the stop street.
“How I wish I were born into the lap of wealth,”  she sighed.
Anjali turned right at the stop street and continued walking. The warm air ruffled through her  hair. She approached yet another lane.
“Gosh, I hate this one even more,” Anjali muttered. She cringed and tilted her nose at it.
Something hurried over her feet.
Anjali looked down and leapt. A rat, a big furry  brown one. It scurried off and disappeared somewhere into the shadowy lane. Her soul transcended  back into her body. The lane’s light flickered and  went out.
Well, how’s that for luck? she thought. She took a  deep breath and entered the lane.
A screeching car made Anjali turn around and  she saw a white Mercedes race towards the lane.  The headlights blinded her, but from the screeching  and roaring, she questioned the driver’s ability to  handle the speed.
The car swerved towards her. Anjali backed  away with raised hands. Her back bumped against  a skip.
Now or never, she thought, jumping out of the way  and landing on the hard stone pavement, narrowly  escaping a fatal mush. The car collided with a skip.
Anjali gasped as she heard metal ramming and  crunching against metal. Shards of glass sprayed  into the air like summer hail. The car came to a  complete halt.
She sat on the ground for a few seconds, placing  her hand over her pounding heart, trying to gather  what had just happened.
I was almost roadkill, she thought.
Her elbow throbbed and she reached up to rub it.  Anjali picked herself up and gave the car an incredulous stare. She advanced towards the Mercedes in  a staggered fashion.
“Hello?” she called out shrilly.
Smoke was spewing out of the half-open bonnet.  Anjali waved her hands, trying to clear the toxic  smell that burnt her nose hairs. Through the foggy  vapour, she saw the driver and her eyes focused on  the woman who lay with her head against the steering wheel.
“Ooh,” the lady groaned. She lifted her head and  slumped against the seat.
She was probably in her mid-forties, black-haired,  pale in complexion and with a small cut near her  temple, which fortunately didn’t bleed profusely.
“Are you alright?” Anjali whispered.
The woman didn’t respond. Her chest heaved  up and down. Her mouth hung open and she swallowed huge gulps of air.
Anjali speedily scanned the passenger and the  back seats. Empty, except for a black briefcase.
She is all alone, Anjali realised. All alone except  for… Anjali’s thoughts broke and her eyes moved  to the briefcase.
She advanced to the backseat window to get a  better view.
Her eyes darted back to the lady who wore a red  sheath dress with matching jewellery. Not your basic  business outfit and yet the briefcase… Her thoughts  trailed off and her eyes ventured into the car again.
Before she could resist, she found herself reaching inside, carefully pulling out the briefcase. She  placed it on the floor.
“Help me,” the woman cried out. The woman  reached out with shaken hands that eventually collapsed on her lap.
Anjali stared at the lady for a brief moment,  shocked. The cut near the woman’s temple was  caked in some dried blood. Her eyes went back to  the briefcase on the floor.
“You can take it,” she mumbled, wheezily.
“Huh?” Anjali said, cocking her head.
“You can take the money,” the woman mumbled.  “There is plenty in there.”
Anjali fiddled with her fingers.
“Money?” she asked. “How much?”
The lady gaped at her. “Just call an ambulance,  please.” She coughed, holding her hand over her  mouth.
Anjali unzipped her bag and dug in for her  mobile phone.
“You are going to help me, right?” the lady  questioned.
“Yes, of course,” Anjali added.
She pulled out her old Blackberry and punched  in the ambulances’ number. The phone seemed to  ring forever till someone picked up.
“Hello, yes, this is an emergency. Get me an  ambulance to 945 Bentley Road. Yes, there’s been an  accident and a lady is badly injured, please hurry.  Yes, it’s right in the lane. The entrance. You won’t  miss it.”
Anjali cut the call. 
Bellopress was a small town and the ambulance  would get there on time.
Anjali smiled at the woman, who looked at her fearfully. “They’re on their way,” Anjali reassured her.
She reached into her bag, pulled out a couple  of tissues and dabbed lightly on the lady’s head.  Nothing, except the dried pieces of caked blood  which fell away.
“Relax, they will be here soon, “Anjali reassured.
The lady muttered something weakly, but Anjali  didn’t catch what she said. She crumpled up the tissues and threw them into a nearby skip.
“Why do you have gloves on?” the lady asked,  nibbling on her lower lip.
“Huh? What?” Anjali replied, gawking at her own  hands. “Oh, I work in a restaurant. It’s a force of habit  to keep them on even though my shift has ended.”
The woman swallowed and gave her a half-smile.
“I am Anjali, Anjali Varma,” Anjali said, sweetly.
“Anjali Varma,” the lady repeated. She mumbled  her name a couple of times.
No, why did I do that? Anjali thought, biting her  tongue. Her eyes went back to the briefcase. 
“I am a lecturer at…” The sirens cut the woman off.
Saved by the siren, Anjali thought, bending down  and opening the briefcase. She let out a squeal of  excitement. There had to be about a hundred thousand mounts in there.
She smiled excitedly at the woman and closed  the briefcase, getting to her feet.
“Well, ma’am, you’re in good hands.”
She motioned to the briefcase. “You’re sure about  me keeping this?”
The woman stared blankly. “Well, if you wait a  bit, yes.”
“They shall be here any moment,” Anjali  whispered.
“I was going to use that as a deposit for my daughter’s bakery”, the woman continued, ignoring her.
“Isn’t she awfully lucky?” Anjali muttered.
The sirens grew louder.
“Well…”
“I can double that amount if you just wait a while,”  the woman pleaded. “Just stay till they come.”
“My parents are waiting for me, ma’am.”
Waves of guilt pushed up from Anjali’s stomach  into her chest. She fought them out. She held the  briefcase and backed away.
“Wait!” the woman pleaded. “Please!”
“Sorry,” Anjali apologised. “I appreciate this so  much, ma’am.”
“Please,” the lady muttered. “Just a few minutes.”
“The ambulance is almost here,” Anjali reassured  her. You shall be fine.”
She turned around and started running.
“Thank you,” she called out.
She took a left out at the end of the lane and hurried ahead without looking out. The sound of the  sirens had drowned out anything else that the lady  could have said.
I can start a new life, she thought. A new life! Go  to university!
 She clutched the briefcase. I can be beautiful now  and pick any chap I want to date. 
She didn’t feel the run home, but when she  reached the front, she was sweating profusely. She  caught her breath and reached forward, turning  the metallic knob. The door opened gently and she  peeped in.
She entered stealthily, popping her head into  the lounge.
Her dad was passed out on the sitting room sofa.  He slept so soundly that he didn’t even hear her  come in.
She crept carefully up her stairs, paying attention  to the odd two that would creak madly. She saw  her room at the top and moved inside, shutting the  door carefully behind her.
She placed the briefcase on her dressing table and  glanced at the rolled-up newspaper lying there. She  flattened it out and read quickly through an advertisement for Manhatt University in Mountview.
She placed her free hand on the briefcase and  smiled, revealing rows of crooked, cracked teeth.
This sounds like a great place to start over, she  thought, basking in showers of euphoria.
She moved her hands over the openings of the  briefcase and popped it open, revealing crisp rows  of stacked cash.
Who said a girl’s future can’t change in one night?  she thought.
She lifted the briefcase, shutting it. “Manhatt  University,” she said. She giggled, placing her hand  over her lips.
Her BlackBerry buzzed and she pulled it out of  her bag, flipping the front open to face her. Her  manager was calling.
“Not today,” she mumbled, pressing her finger  on the power button and tossing her phone onto the  bed. “Not today or ever again.”
[image: Chapter 1]Akshay Bhatia shoved a slice of chicken pizza into  his mouth and gulped down some sparkling  apple juice.
“Beat you,” he shot at his friend, Max Berry, who  was nearly halfway done with his slice.
“Not fair,” Max replied, lowering his pizza onto  his plate and crossing his hands over his chest.
“Yes, well, life is unfair,” Akshay replied, flashing him his perfect set of teeth.
Max rolled his eyes and adjusted his weight on  his chair.
The appealing scent of grilled burgers and fried  chips filled the air as a waiter floated past their table.
Max closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.
Mercedes Zondi, Max’s girlfriend, took a long  sip from her tall glass of lemonade. “You chaps  behave like children,” she muttered, taking another  long sip.
The three sat at a red square table with Max and  Mercedes on one end and Akshay on the other.
“We are children,” Max said excitedly, gently  jabbing his finger into Mercedes’s side.
She flinched, a familiar behaviour that stirred a  chuckle in him.
Akshay winked at the couple and then lifted his  phone, checking his reflection on the mirrored glass  protector on his BlackBerry Key Two.
Spiked black hair, check. Cute round puppy dog eyes,  check. Perfect button nose, check, Akshay thought.
Max crumpled a serviette and threw it at him.  “Quit staring at yourself, pretty boy.”
Akshay put the phone in his pocket and grinned  at Max. “You’re just jealous you’re not as goodlooking as I am.”
“Which is why I have a girlfriend and you’re  still single,” Max shot, tossing his head back and  laughing.
“What is this?” Mercedes asked. “A pageant  queen contest?”
“I don’t know about that,” Akshay answered.  “But if it were, I would be crowned king.”
“No way,” Max protested. “You would make a  much better queen.”
Mercedes ogled them both, shaking her head.
Max had brown hair, slanted eyelids, barely  showcasing his tiny eyes and a big smile. He was  working on a tan to impress Mercedes, which was  pointless.
Her eyes said so. The eyes are the mirror to a person’s soul. A cliché but deep line.
Mercedes had curly brown hair she wore in an  Afro, brown skin and dark brown eyes. People  always told her she was exotic-looking, a compliment that made her cheeks flush.
Akshay picked up a strand of stringy cheese off  his pizza and flung it at Max, who ducked down.
It landed on a red-haired girl’s hair. She turned  around with a deep scowl that faded quickly as  Akshay waved and smiled at her.
She waved back.
Mercedes rolled her eyes again. “Akshay, you’re  such a tramp,” she said disgustedly.
“Hey, I’m a male,” Akshay replied.
“That would make you a man-tramp,” Max  concluded.
Akshay picked up his glass of apple juice and  pretended to heave it at Max, who in turn pulled  Mercedes’ lemonade from her hand, ready to  fight back.
“Hey,” Mercedes said, reaching up for her glass.  “Give that back! I was drinking that!”
Max obediently lowered her glass to the table  and wrapped his arm around her. “Sorry, babe,”  he muttered.
Mercedes didn’t respond. She was staring outside.
The rain had cleared up and a few children were  jumping in the puddles. The water splashed over  their clothes, but they continued, laughing.
Mercedes pulled up the zip of her leather jacket,  gently brushing her arms with her hands.
“Feeling cold, babe?” Max asked.
“A little,” she replied, shivering.
She couldn’t feel the warmth through her leather  jacket. “Shouldn’t we be heading home? We have  university tomorrow.”
“Let’s stay a bit,” Akshay begged. “Besides, it’s  just the first day. People are going to be rushing  around, sorting out their timetables, it’s nothing  too important.”
“Why do you want to wait? You have a blind  date or something?” Max asked.
Akshay pushed down his bottom lip until it  jutted out. “Why would I double plan when I am  already spending time with the two most interesting people in the world?”
“Is that supposed to score you some sympathy  points with us?” Mercedes asked.
“No, it’s just that I didn’t see anybody that stood  out at orientation,” Akshay sulked.
“Aw, that must be bad for your ego, huh,”  Mercedes mocked.
Akshay flashed her one of his fingers.
Mercedes just rolled her eyes again.
Max bit on the last slice of pizza, savouring the  taste as he chewed. He moved his hand over to  Mercedes. “You can stay here if you like,” he said to  Akshay. “Mercedes and I would like to leave now.”
“Fine,” Akshay said, taking out some money from  his wallet and placing it on the table. He waved to a  waiter carrying a tray of milkshakes. “Bill, please.”
Max opened the door and warm air blasted into  the restaurant. He held it open for Mercedes and  Akshay to step out and then shut it.
Akshay stopped and ran his fingers through his  hair, checking each spike carefully. He pressed his  lips together and whistled at Max. He dug his free  hand into his pocket and held up the keys to his  Fortuner to Max.
“Here, get it warmed up for me,” he ordered,  keeping his eyes on the window.
“I’m not your chauffeur,” Max muttered.
“Would you rather stay out here and freeze?”  Akshay asked.
Max didn’t reply. He sighed and took the keys  from Akshay.
“Why do you let him talk to you like that?”  Mercedes questioned.
Max shrugged, took her hand in his and hurried  to the SUV.
Mercedes shook her head.
Akshay pushed back his spikes with his hand  and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Perfect time  for a selfie,” he thought.
He pressed his lips together and struck his best  pose. The ‘million-mount pose’ as he termed it.
A couple of girls watching him from the window  pointed and snickered. One girl whispered something to her other friend.
“Want to take a selfie with me?” Akshay asked,  flashing the girls two rows of perfectly white teeth.
The girls looked at each other and nodded.
“Let’s do this,” Akshay muttered.
He turned to face the road and positioned the  camera.
The sound of a roaring engine blasted into  Akshay’s ears. He lowered his camera. “What in  God’s…”
A red Mazda CX-5 came racing down the road. A  couple of teens hopped out of the way as the driver  slammed on the hooter. The person swerved into  the parking bay in front of Akshay’s Fortuner and  braked abruptly, sending a stream of water onto  Akshay’s face, soaking him.
“What the hell!” Akshay shouted, balling his fists.
The driver reversed, coming dangerously close  to the grill on Akshay’s SUV.
Akshay turned to the restaurant.
The group of girls behind the window giggled  again and he spat out some curse words.
“That’s it,” he cried.
He walked up to the Mazda SUV and tapped  hard. “What the heck is your problem?” Akshay  exclaimed.
The driver didn’t roll down the window.
“Open up!” Akshay ordered. “Out of all the empty  parking bays to swerve into, you chose this one?”
The person slowly rolled down the window and  unbuckled the seatbelt.
Akshay froze. He swallowed. He scratched the  back of his head. “Blimey.”
[image: Chapter 2]Akshay’s eyes were peeled. He pinched at his  wrist with his free hand. Don’t stare, he thought  repeatedly. But how can I resist? 
The driver was definitely sweet on the eye. She  had long black pin-straight hair that seemed to go  on forever. Her ocean-blue almond-shaped eyes,  piercing yet gentle. Her skin was so unblemished  and matte.
Even better than mine, Akshay thought.
“I am so sorry,” the girl apologised, staring at the  muddy water splashed stain on Akshay’s T-shirt.
Akshay just gazed at her with his hanging jaw.  She reached out and touched his shoulder. He shivered, but his teeth didn’t chatter.
“Are you in shock or something?” the girl asked.
“Or something,” Akshay muttered.
A hooter interrupted his thoughts. He looked to  his right side and saw Max with his chunky hand  pressed against the steering wheel.
Akshay raised his hand, signalling Max to stop.
“One of your friends, I presume?” the girl asked,  following his eyes.
She moved her hand to the door handle.
Akshay stepped back and she pushed at the  door lightly.
He nodded.
A truck roared past them centimetres away.
She stepped out and unlocked her Mazda.
“Oh okay, cool, I just came here to grab a quick  meal, so I guess I’ll be going.” The girl proceeded  towards the restaurant.
Akshay ran ahead, blocking her path.
“Look, I’m sorry about you getting all wet.”
Akshay smiled.
The girl tilted her head to one side and shrugged.  “Should I offer to wash your T-shirt?” She studied  his clothes. “I don’t think the stains are that serious.”
He shook his head and held out his hand. “I’m  Akshay and no. I can get the maid to do that.”
“Okay,” the girl replied and reluctantly stuck her  hand out.
“I am Dia Dutt,” she replied. Her voice was so  soothingly sweet.
Silence.
“It’s great to hear your voice finally,” she said,  breaking the silence. “For a moment, I thought  maybe you didn’t speak English.”
“Sometimes I can get stuck for words, though not  often,” Akshay replied. He pulled out his BlackBerry  and started punching in something.
“Guess it happens to all of us,” Dia said, looking  at his hands. “What are you looking for?”
“YouTube,” Akshay replied. “With a voice like  yours, you must have an ASMR channel.”
Dia’s cheeks turned bright red.
“Well… no,” she responded.
Akshay scratched the back of his head and grinned.  “You look really beautiful when you blush.”
“Hey, Mr Stranger, are you flirting with me?”  Dia asked teasingly.
“Maybe,” Akshay replied. “Doesn’t flattery get you  everywhere? Or at least that’s how the saying goes.”
Max pressed on the hooter again.
Akshay raised his hand to motion him to stop  again, but Max continued.
“Not in this case,” Dia said.
Her eyes went to his SUV. “You should get going.  Your friends seem a bit… impatient.”
Akshay nodded and lowered his head to the  ground.
Dia reached down
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