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Chapter 1: The Reluctant Neighbour
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The evening air in Mumbai was thick with anticipation. From his twenty-fourth-floor apartment, Aarav Mehta stood at the floor-to-ceiling window, watching the city prepare for Diwali. The streets below were already sparkling with early decorations, creating rivers of light that snaked through the urban landscape. He took a sip of his coffee, grimacing at its bitterness–or perhaps at the thought of the upcoming festivities.

His phone buzzed for the third time that evening. Without looking, he knew it would be Rohan, his childhood friend and now neighbour, pestering him about the apartment complex's Diwali celebrations. The Galaxy Towers Residents' Association had been planning their five-day celebration for months, and somehow, Rohan had made it his personal mission to drag Aarav into the festivities.

"Just delete it," he muttered to himself, but his finger betrayed him, sliding across the screen to open the message.

"Bro, meeting in 10 mins in the community hall. You are coming. No excuses. Your anti-social behaviour ends today."

Aarav typed out a quick response: "Busy with work."

The reply was instant: "It's 7 PM on a Friday. Even your workaholic self cannot use that excuse. I'm coming to get you."

Before Aarav could protest, another message popped up: "Already in the elevator.:"

"Damn it, Rohan," Aarav muttered, running his fingers through his dark hair. He glanced at his reflection in the window–designer jeans and a casual black t-shirt would have to do. Not that he cared what anyone thought. At thirty-two, he had built his tech company from scratch into one of Mumbai's most promising startups. He did not need to impress anyone at a residential committee meeting.

The doorbell rang, its chime echoing through the minimalist apartment. Aarav's space was a testament to his personality–clean lines, modern furniture, and absolutely no traditional decorations. The only personal touch was a wall of awards and certificates, illuminated by subtle LED lighting.

He opened the door to find Rohan grinning at him, dressed in a casual kurta. "You look like you're going to a funeral, not a Diwali meeting," Rohan commented, stepping inside.

"Same thing in my book," Aarav replied dryly. "Why are you insisting on dragging me into this?"

Rohan's expression softened. "Because you've been here for three months and barely know anyone except me. This is not your tech bubble where you can hide behind your laptop. This is home."

"It's an investment property, Rohan. Nothing more."

"Which I helped you find, so I feel responsible for your social life, or lack thereof." Rohan grabbed Aarav's arm. "Come on. You might actually enjoy yourself."

"Doubtful," Aarav muttered, but allowed himself to be led out of the apartment. As they waited for the elevator, Rohan's phone buzzed.

"Ah, Ishita's already started the meeting," Rohan said, checking his phone. "She's going to kill me for being late."

"Ishita?"

"Ishita Sharma. She is heading the organizing committee. Lives with her father on the twenty-second floor. You must have seen her around–always wearing bright colours, usually surrounded by half the building's residents?"

The elevator arrived with a soft ding, and they stepped inside. Aarav shook his head. "Doesn't ring a bell."

"Of course not," Rohan sighed. "Because you're too busy being a corporate hermit to notice anyone. She is a CA, partners with her father in their firm. Smart, beautiful, and probably the only person I know who's more organized than you are."

"Sounds exhausting," Aarav commented, earning an elbow in his ribs from Rohan.

"Just... try not to be yourself for the next hour, okay?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You know exactly what it means, Mr. 'Diwali-is-just-commercialized-noise.'" Rohan's impression of him was unnervingly accurate. "Some people actually care about traditions and community. Try not to rain on their parade."

The elevator opened to the ground floor, and they could already hear voices from the community hall. As they approached, Aarav could see through the glass doors that the space was packed with residents. At the front of the room, standing next to a projection screen, was a woman in a bright yellow kurti, gesturing animatedly as she spoke.

Even from this distance, there was something magnetic about her presence. Her long black hair was tied in a casual braid, and her hands moved gracefully as she explained something to the attentive audience. As Rohan opened the door, her voice carried clearly through the room.

"... and this year, we want to make our Diwali celebration not just about the lights and festivities, but about bringing our community together. About creating memories that remind us why this festival has endured for thousands of years..."

Aarav felt a sudden urge to turn around and leave, but Rohan's hand was firmly on his shoulder, steering him toward some empty seats in the middle of the room. Their entrance had not gone unnoticed–the woman at the front paused briefly, her eyes meeting Aarav's for a moment. He expected to see annoyance at the interruption, but instead, she smiled warmly and continued her presentation.

"That's Ishita," Rohan whispered as they sat down. "Try not to start an argument about the historical accuracy of Diwali legends, okay?"

Aarav rolled his eyes but remained silent. He watched Ishita as she walked through the planned activities for the five days of Diwali. There was an enthusiasm in her voice that seemed genuine, unlike the forced cheerfulness he was used to from corporate presentations. She spoke about rangoli competitions, community meals, and cultural programs with the passion he usually reserved for coding sessions.

"And finally," she was saying, "we'll need volunteers for each day's activities. The sign-up sheets are being passed around now. Please put your name down for at least one event–remember, a community celebration is only as strong as its participation!"

The rustling of papers filled the room as sheets were passed around. When one reached Aarav, he tried to pass it directly to Rohan, but Ishita's voice cut through his escape attempt.

"Mr. Mehta!" Her voice was clear and confident. "We haven't had the pleasure of your participation in any of our community events yet. Perhaps you would like to help with the tech setup for the cultural program?"

Aarav felt all eyes turn to him. He looked up to find Ishita watching him with a challenging smile, as if she knew exactly what he was thinking. For a moment, he considered declining politely, but something in her expression made him want to respond.

"I don't think—" he began, but Rohan cut him off.

"He'd love to help! Tech is right up his alley, isn't it, Aarav?"

Before he could protest, Rohan had grabbed the sign-up sheet and scrawled Aarav's name on the volunteers list. Ishita's smile widened triumphantly.

"Wonderful! We will need help to set up the sound system and lights on the third day. I'm sure your expertise will be invaluable."

The meeting continued, but Aarav barely heard the rest. He was too busy alternating between glaring at Rohan and watching Ishita command the room with an ease that both irritated and intrigued him. When the meeting finally ended, people began to mill around, chatting and forming groups to discuss their assigned tasks.

"Come on," Rohan said, standing. "Let me introduce you properly to Ishita."

"I think I've been volunteered for enough one evening," Aarav replied, standing to leave. But as he turned toward the door, he found himself face to face with Ishita herself.

Up close, she was even more striking. Her eyes were bright with intelligence and humour, and there was something challenging in the way she looked at him, as if she could see right through his carefully constructed walls.

"Mr. Mehta," she said, extending her hand. "I'm glad you could finally join us. Rohan's told me so much about you."

"All lies, I'm sure," Aarav replied, shaking her hand briefly. Her grip was firm and confident.

"Oh, I don't know about that," she smiled. "He said you'd try to escape the moment the meeting ended, and here you are, doing exactly that."

Rohan laughed, and Aarav shot him a betrayed look. "I have work to finish," he said stiffly.

"On a Friday evening?" Ishita raised an eyebrow. "The same work you've had every time we've had a community event?"

"Some of us take our responsibilities seriously."

As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew they had come out wrong. A flash of something–hurt? anger? crossed Ishita's face, but her smile remained fixed.

"And some of us take our responsibilities to our community seriously, Mr. Mehta. I look forward to seeing how seriously you take yours during the celebrations." With that, she turned to greet another resident, effectively dismissing him.

Rohan groaned. "That's exactly what I meant by trying not to be yourself."

As they walked back to the elevator, Aarav could not shake the feeling that he had just failed some sort of test. But more disturbing was the fact that he cared at all. He glanced back once to see
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