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To the brave first-timers who turned late-night thoughts, half-drafts, and emotional chaos into this book - you did the scariest thing. You wrote.

To the readers flipping through, just know that you're not on the outside looking in. If you've ever felt too much, made up stories in your head, or stared out a window thinking in full cinematic monologue, you're one of us.

Foreword 

––––––––
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One minute you're chuckling. The next, you're questioning life. Then suddenly, you’re reading with a flashlight under your blanket. This book has range. It’s the literary version of “I’m just vibing.” Pick a mood, pick a story. Heck, pick one at random—it’s all curated chaos. This isn’t a book. It’s a playlist. Each story? A different track. Sometimes upbeat, sometimes acoustic heartbreak, sometimes something that makes you say, “Wait, what just happened?” There’s no skip button here, but there’s a ‘repeat’ function—because some stories demand a second spin.

Trigger Warning 

––––––––
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Some of the stories in this collection touch on difficult themes, including mental health struggles, grief, violence, loss, trauma, and moments of emotional intensity.

While these stories are fictional, they are deeply felt and may stir strong responses. If any part of the book feels overwhelming, we hope you’ll give yourself permission to pause, skip, or return later.

Please read in a way that’s kind to your own heart.
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Pry Thy Neighbour  


Mathews Regi
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When I woke up at 4 AM that morning, I had a brief moment of panic before realizing I was in my bed. My fingers were still clutching the sky-blue sheet I had so lovingly changed the night before, now crumpled like the career plans of an engineering student who just discovered stand-up comedy. I let out a slow breath and loosened my grip. It was the same nightmare again.

Every time I watched a horror flick, my subconscious decided to give me a free sequel in my sleep - because clearly, life wasn’t stressful enough. But this time, there were no creepy faces, no sinister shadows lurking in doorways. Just darkness. Voices. Glass shattering. Whose voices? No idea.

Three hours later, when I woke up again, I didn’t even bother playing detective with my dream fragments like I used to. I’d long accepted that my subconscious operated like a badly edited thriller - confusing, pointless, and featuring plot holes the size of Indian road potholes.

And it was not like I could tell this to my mom. Even as a joke. Because the moment I mentioned nightmares, she’d immediately connect it to my “reckless” life choices. 

"This is what happens when my only daughter decides to live alone in a Bangalore studio apartment instead of staying with her friends!" My mom had the rare talent of turning every situation into an ‘I told you so' moment.

Lying awake in bed, staring at the ceiling and contemplating my life choices, my eyes drifted to the digital clock on the wall. It was the 20th.

That meant my new neighbour, one Mr. Sharan, was supposed to move in today. Every floor in this building had just two flats, so I had been mildly excited about some new company. Sometimes, living alone got a little too eerie at night. Not that I was scared, of course. Just... mildly cautious about things like sudden noises, flickering lights, and my own overactive imagination.

It would be nice to have a neighbour. Preferably one with broad shoulders, a chiselled jaw, and the ability to fight off any ghosts haunting my dreams. A functional Wi-Fi connection would also be great, but one mustn’t expect too much.

* * * * *
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I didn’t catch a glimpse of my potentially handsome neighbour until later that evening. Just as I was getting home from my gym, I spotted a wavy-haired, thirty-something man struggling with a new set of keys. He saw me, hesitated, gave me a reluctant half-smile, and then before I could even say hi, vanished down the hallway like he had just remembered that he had left the stove on in another country.

Odd.

Most guys who met me for the first time did not just walk away like that. They at least tried to look vaguely interested in making conversation. Because, well - I was hot. And I knew it.

* * * * *
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That night, I was heating my dinner. Yes, I had perfected the fine art of solo survival, where "cooking" meant expertly pressing buttons on a microwave. It was then that I heard the sharp crash of breaking glass from the flat next door.

Probably just Sharan dropping something while unpacking, I thought. But then, at midnight, the same sound again. But it was longer. And louder.

Careless, much, Mr. Sharan?

The next morning, after Sharan left for work (presumably), I did what any rational, well-adjusted adult would do - I peeked into the trash he had left outside his flat.

Now, before you judge, let me remind you - I was a law student. Curiosity wasn’t a flaw. It was training. If something suspicious was going on next door, I had a professional obligation to snoop.

So, I casually examined the trash outside his door, expecting to see some shattered glass. Instead, I found a half-eaten pizza slice and two empty Budweiser cans.

The law student in me sighed and settled for the most plausible theory - a slightly tipsy Mr Sharan, mid-unpacking, had fumbled an expensive glass artefact and spent the night grieving its loss over beer and regret. Mystery solved.

But then, why weren’t the broken pieces in the trash?

* * * * *
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The following night, I woke up with a jolt as the now-familiar sound of shattering glass echoed through the silence of the night. What in the universe was this ritual? Was this man just systematically eliminating his crockery collection? A minimalist in the most violent way possible?

Dragging my sleep-deprived feet to the hall, I pressed my ear against the common wall between our flats.

I heard his voice. Agitated. Rough.

Sharan was arguing.

But - with whom?

I could hear him snapping, muttering, growling - but there was no reply. No second voice.

At this point, curiosity had taken a backseat. Because the larger part of me was now absolutely terrified. I had to get to the bottom of this.

* * * * *
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The next morning, I decided to see if my neighbour had any company or if I could perhaps sneak a peek inside. I baked a cake, threw on my favourite yellow jumper over my pyjamas, and marched over to his flat to ring the bell.

It took him a full three minutes to answer, and I resisted the urge to double-dial, not wanting to look impatient. When the door finally creaked open, there stood Mr. Sharan in a loose tracksuit and a half-zipped blue pullover. A glance at his forehead revealed beads of sweat that confirmed he was, indeed, a morning workout enthusiast - great, but that also meant a 99% chance he was on a sugar cut and would probably spurn my cake. Yet, the plan remained.

“Hi. Sharan, right?” I began with a warm smile, even though I wasn’t entirely sure of his name.

“I’m Niya. I live next door. We met briefly a couple of days ago if you remember.”

“Oh yes, hi,” he replied, his smile softening. “So sorry about that day. I was in a hurry and had to be somewhere.”

“Sure, no problem. I baked some cake for my friends and thought I’d bring a slice for the new neighbour,” I said, handing him the neatly wrapped chocolate cake. “If you have company inside, just let me know - I will get you another piece.”

He chuckled awkwardly and said, “No, no. It’s just me here. Thank you so much, Niya. Nice meeting you.”

That was my cue to leave. Clearly, there was no invitation to step inside. I said goodbye and turned for my door as I heard him shut his own quietly. So he claimed he had no visitors. Then who was he arguing with last night? Did they leave in the morning? Is he hiding anything? It felt like something was definitely off.

* * * * *
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The following night wasn’t much different. I heard the sound of shattering glass a couple of times, but no shouting from Sharan this time. The morning after, as I left for class, I caught sight of him in his usual rush, keys jingling. That’s when I noticed a bandage on his right wrist. Broken glasses, I mused.

But that night, the routine took an unexpected turn. Around 9 PM, I heard his door swing open and shut. Peeking through my keyhole, I saw him stepping out. I felt a small surge of relief - maybe I wouldn’t have to endure the nightly glass concert.

Then, as if mocking my hopes, I heard the sound of breaking glass. Not just once, but repeatedly. Panic began to set in. I was sure I hadn’t heard his door open again - he hadn’t returned since 9. His apartment was empty, yet here I was, hearing glass shatter as if on a loop. I picked up my phone and dialled the flat security.

* * * * *
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I had asked Raju Uncle to bring a spare key when I mentioned the odd sounds from 8B. He also confirmed that Sharan still hadn't returned after stepping out. Half-awake and grumbling about the early hour, Raju Uncle opened the door and switched on the lights. To my surprise, his place was neat and orderly. It was so clean I almost couldn't believe it was a bachelor's apartment.

We wandered around, but there was no sign of broken glass or any evidence of a scuffle. Raju Uncle, shaking his head and stifling a yawn, said, “Beti, there's nothing here. Are you sure you weren't dreaming?”

“Yes, yes, Uncle. I just went to bed. I hadn’t even fallen asleep yet,” I replied.

He gave me a look of mild disappointment as I took one last sweep of the living room. Nothing out of the ordinary, yet I was sure I heard that familiar shattering noise. Or had I just slipped into one of those recurring nightmares? What was going on?

Frustrated by the mystery, we decided to call it a night. Just as we were locking his door, Sharan walked in with a mixed expression of surprise and disapproval.

“I’m so sorry - I heard a noise from your house and knew you weren’t in...” I began to explain, only to be cut off by his doubtful, angry expression as I rattled off the rest of my explanation.

“Arey, you must have been sleeping and dreamt it,” Raju's Uncle added, making me look like a creep on full display.

“Next time something like this happens and you decide to go into my apartment, just give me a ring, alright?” he said.

I quickly jotted down his number on my phone and, as always, couldn’t help noticing the bandage on his wrist.

“What happened to your wrist?” I asked.

“Oh, let’s just say not everyone can cook as well as you,” he replied with a half-hearted chuckle. I managed a wry laugh, thinking it was the best response at the moment.

“Okay, I’ll give you a ring now so you can save my number.”

As soon as I had my call connected, I heard that all-too-familiar clatter of breaking glass from inside the apartment. I froze, mid-step, reluctant to follow him inside.

“Damn... I forgot to take my phone when I went out,” Sharan muttered as he strolled over to his coffee table and picked up the ringing device.

“I really need to change this lame ringtone,” he added with a sheepish smile.

I stared. The realization hit me like a truck.

And then I did the only thing I could do.

I walked straight back into my apartment, shut the door, and put ‘finding new hobbies other than amateur detective work’ at the top of my to-do list.
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Falling Upwards,

A Motivational Misadventure


Vasudevan L
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Under a spotlight brighter than Diwali fireworks, the stage transforms into a full-blown arena for the gladiators. Behind the dramatic curtains, a massive corporate banner looms, proclaiming to “Unleash Your Potential: Leadership & Growth Seminar” like a hustler in a Bangalore bazaar.

Enters Dev, man in his late thirties, walking with the swagger of a seasoned orator, yet somehow also like a new-born giraffe attempting the tango. 

Within seconds, he trips over a mic cord, sending the stand flying like a rogue auto rickshaw towards the front row. Audience members dive to block it as if it was the last-ball six in a live cricket match.

Dev recovers with a grin that could thaw a Shimla winter. 

Dusting off his suit, he chuckles, “Well, that’s one way to dive into public speaking. Some folks strut in with charisma. I prefer to fall into it.”

A ripple of laughter sweeps through the room. A few water bottle lids crack, and someone coughs mid-sip.

Not missing a beat, Dev continues, self-deprecating and sharp, “You came here expecting wisdom, motivation, maybe even a freebie. I won’t lie, there are pens waiting by the exit. 

As for wisdom? Let’s see if we can squeeze some out of the beautiful disaster that is my life.”

He paces a little and then stops, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

“Tell me, who’s your real best friend? The one who showers you with compliments like monsoon rain, or the one who serves up harsh truths with a side of judgment?”

The crowd murmurs. Then, from the back, someone shouts, “My mother-in-law!”

Dev’s eyes twinkle. “Ah, mother-in-law jokes. Premium content. But let’s peel another layer, shall we?”

He takes a deep breath. “Let me take you back to where it all started, the first time someone told me, quite brutally, that I wasn’t good enough.”

The lights dim.

* * * * *
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We’re in a creaky, dimly lit school hall. A young Dev slouches on a rickety chair wearing college clothes so mismatched they could start a fashion rebellion. Opposite him sits the mathematics teacher, chalk in one hand and fire in his eyes.

“Dev,” the teacher booms, “I’ve never seen numbers suffer like this. If subtraction had feelings, it’d be bawling.”

Dev, cheerful as ever, replies, “So... no engineering for me then, boss?”

The teacher groans. “Maybe you should create your numbers.”

* * * * *
[image: ]


Dev smirks. “A visionary! Chapter 9 of the Dev-verse was ahead of its time.”

Lights focus on Dev. 

He returns to the present with a shrug. “Safe to say, my IIT dreams died an early death. So, I pivoted, as all confused desi boys do, into the arts.”

He starts pacing again. “And for a while, I thought I’d found my calling: capturing moments, telling stories with a camera.”

He grins. “Weddings. I shot a lot of them, except I had one small issue... I was always more focused on the samosas than the ceremonies.”

And just like that, we’re back in the chaos of a big, fat Indian wedding. 

* * * * *
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Dev, camera in hand, is obsessively clicking shots of the buffet. The groom storms over, panicked. “Where are the photos of my bride?!”

Dev shrugs. “Yaar, food is eternal. Love? As elusive as good WiFi at a roadside tea stall.”

* * * * *
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He sighs, back in the present. “That photography gig ended faster than a WhatsApp breakup.”

The audience laughs.

“Now, at this point, my family was panicked. They decided it was time to inject some good old Indian disciplinary remedy into me.”

He takes a beat. “My uncle runs a chicken farm.”

* * * * *
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Lights shift. Dust swirls. We’re now in a dusty farm.

Dev stands among a mob of chickens, looking more out of place than a vegan at an all-you-can-eat meat buffet. His uncle, looking stern paces nearby.

“Dev, you must learn responsibility,” the uncle declares. “You’ll sell eggs. You’ll handle money. No more fooling around.”

Dev nods solemnly. “Cluck and collect. I’m vibing strongly with this.”

But in true Dev fashion, chaos erupts. 

Chickens roam free like they’ve won the independence movement. A paper banner flutters in the wind. CHICKEN LIBERATION MOVEMENT.

The uncle loses his marbles. 

“WHAT. HAVE. YOU. DONE?”

Dev, grinning, says, “Set them free! As Gandhi said—”

“Gandhi did NOT talk about chickens, you idiot!”

* * * * *
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Back to the present, Dev winces, rubbing the back of his neck. “That was the moment my family’s faith in me disappeared like a mirage in the Thar desert.”

He pauses.

“And then... the universe decided to intervene. Or rather, my extended family did. Through a man named Swami Chandramouli.”

He raises an eyebrow.

“Have you ever met someone so calm, so composed... that it terrifies you?”

* * * * *
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Scene shifts. A family function. Incense. Gossip. The spiritual vibes are thicker than pure cow ghee.

In the centre of the gathering sits Swami Chandramouli, regal, poised, and mildly terrifying. Dev approaches, palms together in veneration.

“Namaste, Swamiji. You look like a great man.”

Swami, cool as curd in winter, replies, “And you, my friend, look greatly unemployed.”

Dev winces. “Fair.”

The Swami doesn’t let up. “You’re drifting in a competitive world like a fish out of water. No professional degree. No fancy qualification. No permanent job. How do you plan to survive, let alone succeed?”

Dev shrugs nonchalantly, though deep down he feels the words sting.

Swami’s voice grows softer, heavier. “You have less direction than a paper boat in monsoon drain water. Do you think this world has space for men like you with half-hearted pursuits? Keep this up, and you won’t just fail, you’ll be an example.”

Back on stage, Dev flashes a weak smile.

“At the moment, I laughed it off. But that night, those words buzzed around in my head like mosquitoes. It wasn’t an insult. It was like looking into a mirror.”

He points to the crowd. “And that mirror? It did what no motivational talk or video ever could.”

He takes a long breath.

“So, I signed up for a cheap computer class. Best decision I ever made. Worst WiFi, though.”

* * * * *
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Cut to a dusty classroom. A flickering tube light. A whiteboard scrawled with “Hello, World!”

Dev stares at the board. “Bhai, who is this World and why are we greeting him?”

The guy next to him doesn’t even look up. “Just follow the code, bro.”

* * * * *
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Dev exhales. “Thank God. I wasn’t ready for tech banter at 8 am in the morning anyway.”

Back on stage, he continues.

“I struggled. I renamed the same folder ‘WhyGodWhy’ five times. But I didn’t quit.”

He straightens, his voice calmer now.

“I fumbled. I failed. I freeloaded at too many weddings. But slowly, I climbed out of my mess. And today...”

He pauses.

“I lead a team, a creative team. I’m a Creative Director at an advertising agency.”

A few heads nod; a few eyebrows rise.

“I take wild instincts, oddball ideas, and all the disasters of my life, and somehow, they turn into actual campaigns, into wins, into something that works and resonates with people around me.”

He looks around.

“You know, people say support matters. And it does. But what changes you are the critics, the ones who don’t sugar-coat, who call out your flaws, who point out the fault lines, the typos in your so-called perfect whiteboard of a life.”

The crowd listens intently, silent now.

“It’s not the people who clap for everything you do, it’s the ones who highlight the cracks, who challenge your illusions. Echo chambers feel nice, but they make you stagnant. Comfortable, but clueless.”

He grins, raising a hand.

“And ladies and gentlemen... it is my profound honour to announce that Swami Chandramouli is here in person with us tonight!”

The spotlight finds the serene figure. The crowd erupts like Holi colours bursting across the sky. The Swami rises, hands folded, eyes twinkling.

Dev walks toward him, and yes, trips again, landing at the Swami’s feet.

He groans, “Some things never change. But hey, at least now, I fall with purpose.”

The audience roars with laughter echoes, a standing ovation follows. The Swami shakes his head, smiling, part exasperation, part pride.
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The Stranger In The Photo


Aneeshaa Aditya
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Maya stood at the door of her mother's apartment, feeling the keys inside the palm of her hand. A blend of sweet jasmine incense and the dry, faded scent of a house left untouched for far too long hung in the air. 

Maya hadn’t lived there in years, her life had shifted to Pune, then Delhi, then wherever work took her. The apartment itself was small, a living room that was just big enough to fit a kitchenette with cracked tiles on the countertop, and a bedroom that still smelled of its previous inhabitant.

Leela passed away three weeks ago. The cancer had appeared suddenly. It took her away and Maya had not yet had a chance to get used to the loss. 

Here, now, in her mother's flat, among her things, Maya felt an odd numbness. Grief, she found, was not always noisy. Sometimes, it was the quiet thrum of emptiness of a dwelling from which a life had slipped away.

She started with the living room, brushing dust off trinkets from the shelves, a white porcelain elephant, a photograph in a frame of the two of them on Elephanta Island, and a pile of old Bollywood magazines. She moved on autopilot, her steps mechanical, until she came to the bookshelf.

There, tucked between the yellowed pages of a dog-eared copy of The Art of Indian Cooking, she found it.

A worn-out photograph, corners curled by the passage of time, but a face unmistakable. Her mother, radiantly smiling on Marine Drive, against the backdrop of the sparkling Arabian Sea. Beside her sat a man Maya didn’t recognize. There was something about the way he looked at Leela, something open and unguarded. His arm rested casually on her shoulders. They leaned into each other, like people who used to share silence and laughter. 

She turned the picture over, and in her mother's tidy hand, was written the name: Vikram — 1987. The seven years before she was born.

Could it be?

Her mother had always brushed off questions about her father with vague warmth. 

"Not part of our story," she’d say. 

But now Maya’s story felt like it was missing a chapter she desperately needed to read.

Maya stared at the picture, her thoughts spiralling.

Vikram. 

No one she knew had ever mentioned that name. Her mother had never spoken of him and had never included him in any family photo albums. Who was he? And why had she kept this picture hidden all these years?

Her search turned into an obsession. 

For days, Maya searched every inch of the apartment, frantically looking for the smallest hint of Vikram. She searched through dusty old photo albums, pored over old diaries, and even unearthed her mother's stash of nursing school diplomas. Nothing. No letters, no mementoes, not even a whisper of him anywhere.

It was as if there had never been anyone named Vikram in her mother's life.

And then, one night, while digging through a shoebox filled with worn-out receipts and bills, she discovered a lead. A crumpled piece of paper with an address in her mother's handwriting: 

Vikram, Flat 3B, Jasmine Court, Colaba. 

Maya's heart pounded in her chest. Colaba was just a short drive from Bandra, but it might as well have been another universe. She hung back, wondering if she was prepared to face the stranger in the picture. But curiosity and something else, something she couldn't quite define, propelled her forward.

The building was old. Its walls were stained with years of monsoon rain and salt-laced sea wind. Maya went up the stairs to Flat 3B, her heart racing with every step. She paused at the threshold, then knocked three times, each tap deliberate, forming a quiet rhythm. 

The man who answered was in his late fifties. His hair was streaked with grey, but his eyes were sharp and kind. When he saw the photograph clutched in Maya’s hand, his expression softened.

“I wondered if you’d ever come,” he said, his voice tinged with both relief and sorrow.

Vikram invited her in. The small book-lined, record-stacked apartment lingered with the scent of jasmine, reminiscent of Leela. He gestured for her to sit on the couch and then disappeared into the kitchen.

When he returned, he handed her a cup of hot chai and sat across from her, his eyes scanning her face. 

"You look like her," he said. 

Maya's throat tightened. She had heard the words before, but somehow this time it felt strange.

For the next hour, Vikram told her the story she’d never heard from her mother.

* * * * *
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Vikram and Leela had met in college, two idealists who wanted to conquer the world. They had been together, studying, hanging out on the streets of Mumbai, and imagining a future with no limits. But when Leela fell pregnant, everything changed. Leela, ashamed and frightened, chose to walk away from the life they had dreamt of together.

Maya's breath caught in her throat. Leela had kept silent about her father her whole life. Now, sitting across from Vikram, Maya knew that her mother was hiding a big part of their life from her. 

As she got up to leave, Vikram gave her a box, an aged, wooden one tied with some twine. Inside were the letters, scores of them, all penned by her mother over the years. Letters that were never mailed. 

Curled up in her mother's bed, Maya read them all that evening. The letters were really stories, of Maya's first steps, her first day of school, her endless questions about the stars and everything under the sun. The letters were about pride, about apology, about a love that never faded.

In the last envelope was a letter addressed to Maya.

My dearest Maya,

If you’re reading this, it means you found Vikram. There are things I never dared to say. About him. About us.

I was young, scared, and too proud to ask for help. I thought shielding you
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