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Note to the reader:

CONTENT WARNING: Some stories have mentions of homophobia, hate crimes, and sexual assault in characters' back story.
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To everyone who is brave to live as their authentic self.

To anyone who struggles with finding their true self.

Story 1: One Night Stand

A random meeting, a night spent together, and lingering feelings.

Story 2: School Crush

Fifteen years and yet his touch lights a fire.

Story 3: The Officer In Charge

What's in your bag?

Story 4: Titly (Butterfly)

Not everyone finds love. Not every story has a happy ending.

Story 5: Five Strangers

A kiss can change a life.

Story 6: Kitty Kat

From the first sight of her.

Story 7: The Ride Home

A hard day's rainy night.
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One Night Stand
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The Good Doctor

This was the first time I had met him. Well, I had seen those silky brown ruffled hair, freckled face, piercing blue-grey eyes, and thin pink lips, but never from this close. 

My colleague and I were settling down to place our order for dinner. Bamboo tables and chairs surrounded a massive banyan tree in a pristine courtyard, with tea lights hanging from the branches like fireflies. We had taken a table on the side. I had a speaking assignment at a conference in Mumbai the next day, so we checked in at the hotel overnight.

I recognized him the moment he entered the dining area. He was one of my favourite actors from one of the handful of TV shows I watch nowadays. Our eyes met across the room for a couple of seconds, and I couldn’t help but smile. However, I did not want to creep him out or disregard his privacy, so I took my eyes off him and focused on the menu card.

A few minutes later, though, I found him standing next to our table.

“Sorry to bother you, but could you help me place my order? I can’t make sense of the menu here.”

He cleared his throat. I must have been gaping at him. Surprised to find him here. Not every day is one graced with the company of a celebrity, so I took my chance. “Why don’t you join us?” I glanced at my colleague.

He hesitated, but when my colleague nodded, he pulled out the vacant chair and sat down with us. We had a nice dinner, talking about why we were here. He avoided any talk about his cinematic works, posing instead as a theatre artist on a brief tour of India. From the conversation, I gathered my colleague had no idea who our guest was, so I played along with the story.

He accompanied us to the elevators as he was staying two floors above us. We parted ways when my colleague and I exited to go to our rooms on the fifth floor. As we said goodnight, I handed him my card. 

I spent the next few hours reviewing my slide set before the day-long journey caught up with me, and I retired to bed. Sleep took over the moment my head hit the pillow.

The ringing of the room phone jolted me awake. I looked at the curtains. The sky was still dark outside. The time on my mobile confirmed the odd hour: 2 AM. What did the hotel want from me at this godforsaken time?

“Who is it?” I grumbled in sleep.

“Sir, sorry to disturb you at this hour. But are you a doctor?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Do you know Mr Nicholas Taylor?” I was momentarily confused, still half asleep, but then I remembered meeting him. “The actor Nicholas Taylor? Well, yes, I know him.”

The receptionist asked me to hurry to his room. Mr Taylor was not feeling well and had collapsed. I was perplexed at the request, but did not protest and rushed out of my room, thankful that, despite my exhaustion, I had changed into a night suit before going to sleep.

A hotel doctor was already attending to Nicholas. A pungent smell of vomit wafted into the room from the bathroom, making me cover my nose with a handkerchief.

“He needs IV fluids.” The doctor pointed to the listless body of Nicholas, covered by a thin white sheet. A soft groan escaped his lips, despite his shut eyes. 

After a quick examination, I agreed with the hotel medic. ‘We should take him to the emergency department of a nearby private hospital.”

The doctor called the reception and arranged to shift Nicholas. “Umm, will you accompany him?” He looked at me. 

I should have said no. My session was at 10 AM. But maybe it was the guilt that made me accept. After all, he had dinner with us. 

At the hospital, Nicholas recovered by the time the first IV drip finished and straightaway wanted to return to the hotel. I tried to persuade him to stay for a day, but he insisted. The hospital let him go on my request.

We returned by 8 AM. I settled him in his room, and he was soon fast asleep. I watched over him for a while and, after setting an alarm, made myself comfortable on the sofa next to his bed.

I woke up at 9 AM with a start and silenced my phone. Nicholas was still asleep. He lay curled and seemed at peace. His innocent look reminded me of one of his episodes on his show. The ochre-coloured morning scene with a gentle light filtering through the curtains had played in a loop in my mind for some days last month. 

A soft snore brought my thoughts back to my immediate task. I counted the breaths as his chest heaved and checked his forehead for fever. He seemed to have recovered, so I left him a note and made him a bottle of rehydration fluid.

***
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Nicholas:

When I woke up, I saw the note tucked under my mobile on the side table and the bottle filled with the rehydration fluid.

‘Hi, I hope you feel better. I needed to catch up on some sleep. I have a full-day conference today. Stay inside and take some rest. Safe travels in India. If you need anything, you know where to reach me.’

I got up while trying to recall the events of the night. I was reading a book when the first bout of nausea hit. My body had been aching since the afternoon. I had spent the last two days roaming the streets of Mumbai, researching for my next show. The heat must have gotten to me.

I remembered vomiting twice, emptying the contents of the dinner into the toilet. When I stumbled back to my bed, I felt dizzy. I dialled reception and asked for a medic. By the time the doctor on call arrived, I was mumbling something incoherent and soon blacked out. After that, I couldn’t recollect anything until I woke up in the hospital.

I found the doctor I had met at dinner waiting for me in the emergency room. I did not want to stay there, paranoid about catching some bug, so I insisted on returning to the hotel. The doctor was in two minds but brought me back, nevertheless. I could recall him tucking me in. I had a fitful sleep and woke up again a little later to find the doctor sleeping on the sofa. Like a creep, I stared at his face for some time. The greying hair at the temples, black rimmed glasses on a sharp, pointed nose and the square jaw were mesmerising. The stillness and calm on his face were adorable. And Irresistible.

However, the doctor had left. I rose from the bed to go and freshen up. My legs were shaky, but I managed. The bathroom still smelled, though it was clean. I should tip the staff for taking care of the filth I had subjected them to. 

I packed my things and checked out once I felt better. The doctor had already vacated his room. I enquired at the reception if I could have his contact details. But my plea to help me thank the doctor for taking care of me had no effect. The receptionist would not budge. One of her colleagues, though, was kind enough to guide me to speak to their in-house medic. 
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