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​When Sir Became Something More 
About the Author  
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SankulaHub is a heart-led storytelling studio that believes some of the most powerful love stories begin quietly: in shared workspaces, long commutes, late-night libraries, and the small, ordinary moments where two lives keep brushing past each other until they finally have to pay attention. Written from a space of deep emotion and lived struggle, SankulaHub focuses on slow-burn, character-driven romance where choices have consequences, boundaries matter, and love grows with respect, courage, and honesty.

Across every title, you’ll find recurring themes of second chances, imperfect families, and the brave decision to build a life that feels like home rather than a performance. Age-gap love, office dynamics, and “forbidden” connections are approached with care and nuance, highlighting agency, consent, and emotional maturity instead of shock value.

SankulaHub stories are created to feel like the kind of book you curl up with on a tired evening and suddenly realize, three hours later, that you’ve been holding your breath for these characters. The goal is simple: to give readers a place where they feel seen, where their quiet heartbreaks are honored, and where love—no matter how complicated its beginning—ultimately moves toward something kinder, stronger, and true.
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Dedication
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For everyone who learned to hide their heart behind the word “sir” or “ma’am,” pretending it was just respect when it was also a shield. This story is for you, for the moment you realize you are allowed to outgrow your own deference and ask for a love that sees you as an equal.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts
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Maya Rao is twenty-two, in her final semester at Hartwell Institute of Design in Mumbai. On paper she is a hardworking interior design student from a middle-class family, living in a noisy apartment and taking the local train to campus every day. In reality, she is a careful observer who notices everything and speaks little, half-convinced that wanting too much—from design, from love, from life—is a luxury people like her can’t afford.

Professor Adrian Shaw is thirty-nine, a British-born architect who moved to India a decade ago and never left. Tall, reserved, and precise, he is known across campus as “Shaw Sir,” the kind of teacher students fear disappointing even more than failing a class. Behind the reputation, he carries a quiet divorce, an unfinished house on the outskirts of the city, and a growing unease with how easily he keeps his own heart out of the designs he asks his students to pour themselves into.

Naina Kapoor is Maya’s closest friend, a fellow design student whose laughter fills every studio they work in. She comes from a slightly more comfortable background, drives a second-hand scooter to campus, and insists that good coffee and good lighting can fix almost anything. Naina is the first person to suspect that Maya’s sharp attention to “Shaw Sir” has stopped being purely academic.

Rohan Mehta is a talented classmate and sometimes rival, the kind of student who sketches casually in the margins and still gets near-perfect scores. He likes Maya more than he admits, looks up to Adrian professionally, and often finds himself in the awkward middle ground between the two without understanding why the air between them feels so charged.

Priya Rao is Maya’s mother, a widow who runs a small tiffin business from their apartment kitchen. She has never studied design and does not fully understand renderings or models, but she recognizes tired eyes and trembling hands. Her deepest fear is that her daughter will end up as stretched and exhausted as she has been; her deepest hope is that Maya will build a life with fewer compromises.
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Introduction Scene – The Last After-Hours Crit
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The day the city decided to be louder than usual, the design studio felt strangely quiet.

Outside Hartwell Institute’s glass façade, Mumbai grumbled and glowed, cars pressing their horns into the damp evening air, vendors calling out the last of their wares, the local train sighing in and out of the nearby station. Inside Studio 5B, the noise thinned into the soft hum of ceiling fans and the faint buzz of fluorescent tubes that had seen one too many all-nighters. Drafting tables, pin-up boards, and model stands stretched in long rows, carrying the ghosts of the term’s work: foamboard fragments, starch marks, torn tracing paper that fluttered when the fans rotated just a little faster.

Maya Rao sat at the last table by the window, shoulders tight, fingers lightly dusted with white glue. In front of her, the small scale model of her final project—the community reading lounge she had been dreaming about for weeks—looked stubbornly incomplete. A missing balustrade on the upper deck, a staircase that refused to align with the landing, light wells that were too wide on paper and too cramped in cardboard. She had measured everything twice and still, somehow, the pieces did not quite agree with each other.

Her phone screen lit up with a message from Naina. “Are you still alive, or did the model eat you?” The typing dots appeared and vanished before a second message arrived. “Mum is already calling. Come home soon, okay? Don’t let Shaw Sir turn you into furniture.”

A small smile pulled at the corner of Maya’s mouth. She typed back, “One more hour. He has already gone home, relax. I’ll send you a picture when the stairs stop misbehaving.”

She slid the phone face-down again, exhaled slowly, and bent closer to the model. There was a time, in first year, when being left alone in a quiet studio had felt like a privilege, like standing backstage after everyone had left and touching the curtain just to be sure the day was real. Tonight, the emptiness tightened her chest. Tomorrow’s jury would decide whether four years of late nights, saved train tickets, and careful sacrifices were enough to deserve a line on a degree certificate. And in front of that jury, at the center of the panel table with his unreadable expression and folded hands, would be Professor Adrian Shaw.

Shaw Sir.

Maya swallowed and picked up her metal scale again. On the far wall, pinned between sheets of tracing paper and perspective views, her concept board stared back at her: a corridor of bookshelves leading toward a pool of washed-out yellow light, silhouettes of people reading at odd hours, the words “Third Place” in neat ink in the corner. The idea had come to her on the train, one evening when she had watched a child fall asleep on his father’s shoulder in the aisle, both of them swaying with the rhythm of the tracks. People needed a small pocket of peace between home and work, she had thought. Somewhere quiet, somewhere gentle. Somewhere you didn’t have to buy anything to stay.

Professor Shaw had looked at that board three weeks ago and nodded, once, in that brief way that had made her heart expand and panic in the same second.

“Make sure your structure is as kind as your idea, Ms. Rao,” he had said, voice calm, accent softened by years in the city. “Sentiment without clarity is just fog. The building has to hold people when your words are gone.”

She had carried that sentence around like an extra spine ever since.

A door clicked somewhere down the corridor, followed by the steady sound of leather soles on the concrete floor. Maya stilled, knife hovering above a strip of card. At this hour, the cleaning staff usually moved in pairs, chatting softly in Marathi or Hindi, mops and brooms echoing with them. These footsteps were alone and too even, each step the same distance from the next. She knew that pattern. Everyone in Studio 5B knew that pattern.

Please let it be security, she thought, knowing full well it was not.

The footsteps drew closer, then paused at the doorway. A second of silence stretched, thick with the awareness that she was not supposed to be here this late, alone, with open blades and power outlets and a mind that had not eaten since afternoon.

“Ms. Rao,” a familiar voice said, gently cutting into the quiet. “I hope you’re not planning to move in here before the jury.”

Her stomach did a small, traitorous flip.

She turned, standing up so quickly her chair scraped the floor. “Good evening, Sir,” she said, smoothing her hair back with glue-sticky fingers. “I was just... finishing the last staircase. I’ll leave in a bit. I know it’s late.”

Professor Adrian Shaw stood at the entrance with his laptop bag slung over one shoulder, sleeves rolled up, collar slightly relaxed from the day. The overhead lights cast a soft line along his jaw, catching in the threads of silver that had started to appear at his temples. In the earlier years, Maya had only noticed the obvious things: his crisp shirts, the way he drew clean lines without a ruler, how he stayed behind after studios to answer questions without ever looking impatient. Lately, she found herself noticing smaller details: the pale indentation where a ring must once have rested, the way he paused before giving feedback as if weighing not just the work but the student carrying it.

His gaze swept the studio, taking in the half-finished models, the scattered cutting mats, the single student standing as if she had been caught copying in an exam. His eyes softened the moment they landed on her scheme.

“You’re not the only one who has forgotten the meaning of ‘working hours’ this week,” he said mildly, stepping inside. “But the college will blame me if a student faints in Studio 5B. Have you eaten?”

The question was simple, but it dropped into Maya’s chest heavier than she expected. She shook her head, then immediately wished she hadn’t made it so obvious.

“I had tea,” she replied quickly. “And a biscuit. I’ll eat at home, Sir. I just... the balustrade is not aligning with the upper deck, and if I adjust one thing, something else goes off. I wanted to fix it before I left. I don’t want it to look clumsy on the table tomorrow.”

He walked closer, stopping at a respectful distance from her table. It was a small thing, the way he did that—never leaning on a student’s stool, never crowding their space—but in four years she had come to rely on it. He glanced at the model without touching it, head tilting slightly, eyes calculating. For a moment, the world shrank down to cardboard, glue lines, and the soft sound of his breath as he studied her work.

“May I?” he asked, finally, gesturing toward the model.

She nodded, stepping aside. He leaned in, hands still behind his back, and traced the path of the staircase with his gaze like someone mentally walking each step. Then he glanced at the plan pinned on the board above the table.

“You mirrored this landing after your second iteration, didn’t you?” he said, not accusing, simply observing. “The one where the reading nook was tucked under the stairs instead of outside it.”

Maya blinked. “Yes, Sir. You said the older people from the neighborhood might feel safer if they weren’t too exposed, so I moved the seating under the landing. But then the headroom was not working out, so I raised this platform by a step.”

“And kept the original balustrade height.” His mouth curved very slightly at the corner. “Which made the proportions argue with each other.”

She felt heat rise to her cheeks. “I thought I had adjusted everything,” she murmured. “It made sense in my head. Then the scale model started shouting at me.”

“Models tend to be blunt,” he said. “It’s one of their charms.”

He straightened and finally reached out, not to touch the model but to tap the side of her cutting mat, as if the problem were not her but the tools.

“Look at it this way,” he continued. “What do you care about more in this project? That view from the upper deck where the city lights sneak in, or the feeling of tucking yourself into a corner and disappearing into a book?”

Maya bit her lip, thinking of the long evenings on the train, of leaning against the metal bar near the door with a book open and the city pressing in from all sides. “The corner,” she said quietly. “The feeling of being held. Like the building is saying, ‘For a few hours, you don’t have to be useful. You can just be here.’”

He nodded once, as if that answer had unlocked something he had been waiting to hear.

“Then let the corner win,” he said. “Lower the balustrade slightly. Make the landing heavier, less delicate. You’re not designing a fashion ramp; you’re designing a place people might lean on when their whole day has been too much. Strength has a different proportion.”

The words settled over her more like comfort than critique. She reached for her pencil automatically, sketching lines in the air before catching herself.

“But if I change that now, Sir,” she said, looking up at him, “I won’t sleep.”

“That was never guaranteed tonight,” he replied, and for the first time that evening, there was a trace of dry humor in his tone. “But you don’t have to rebuild the whole world. Just adjust what matters. It’s late. Your eyes will lie to you if you keep pushing.”

He glanced briefly at his watch, then back at her face. Something in his expression shifted—just a hint—from teacher assessing student to man assessing another tired human being on the edge of her limits.

“Tell you what,” he added, his voice softening. “Ten more minutes. Lower the balustrade here, refine this junction, and leave the minor imperfections alone. Real buildings have them. So do real lives. Perfection is not part of the brief.”

Maya’s throat tightened unexpectedly. For a second, she wondered if he was speaking only about the model. She nodded, unable to trust her voice, and returned to work. The knife felt steadier in her hand now, not because the task had become easier but because the panic had somewhere to sit other than her chest.

As she sliced a narrow strip of card, she could feel his presence behind her—not looming, not impatient, simply there. The silence between them was different from the studio's earlier void. It felt like the room itself had shifted to listen.

“You know,” he said after a moment, his tone almost conversational, “when I was in your position, my final project model collapsed the night before the jury. Literally. The adhesive decided it had other plans.”

She glanced back at him, startled. The image of a younger, just-as-serious Professor Shaw blinking at a pile of fallen cardboard was strangely comforting.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Swore creatively in three languages,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting again. “Then I rebuilt only what the jury absolutely needed to see. It was the first time I understood that the work is not the structure; it’s the thinking behind it. Cardboard can fall. If your idea is strong, you can stand up.”

Her hands slowed. She suddenly realized she had never heard him talk about his own student days. He usually kept the focus squarely on their drawings, their decisions, their potential. The idea that he had once been just as sleep-deprived and panicked as the rest of them made something inside her unclench.

“You never told us that story,” she said quietly.

He shrugged like it was nothing. “You never stayed late enough to need it.”

A small, disbelieving laugh escaped her. “Sir, we stay late all the time.”

“But you don’t always stay this late,” he replied. “And you don’t always look like you’re one misaligned staircase away from walking out of design forever.”

She froze with precision. Had she worn her doubt so plainly on her face?

“I’m not... I mean, I wouldn’t walk out,” she said, though she wasn’t entirely sure that was true. “Sometimes it just feels like the world is saying, ‘If you can’t afford mistakes, you shouldn’t be here.’”

He went quiet again, and she wondered if she had said too much, crossing some invisible line between professional stress and personal confession. When he spoke, his voice was lower, but there was no judgment in it.

“The world is wrong about many things,” he said. “One of them is the idea that only people with spare money and spare time deserve to become designers. It’s an old lie. Don’t help it by repeating it to yourself.”

Her chest ached with an emotion she couldn’t immediately name. She stared at the balustrade, willing the glue to dry faster, because if she kept looking at him she might say something foolish, like thank you for seeing me when everyone else only sees my submission.

She made the final cut, pressed the new piece into place, and stepped back. The staircase still had its flaws, but the proportions felt calmer now, the whole model less fragile and more solid. It looked, she thought, a little more like the kind of place that could hold a person on a bad day.

“Better,” he said simply.

She nodded, biting back a smile that felt too big for the moment.

“Time’s up,” he added, glancing toward the door. “Pack up for tonight, Ms. Rao. Go home. Eat something that did not come from a vending machine. When you stand in front of that jury tomorrow, I need you to remember that your work did not appear by magic. You built it, line by line. Own that.”

It was the closest he had ever come to saying I’m proud of you, and she didn’t know what to do with the sudden warmth that spread under her skin. She began to gather her tools, slipping the knife into its case, stacking the spare card neatly even though she wanted to leave everything and just run home.

“Sir?” she said, as he turned toward the door.

“Yes, Ms. Rao?”

“Thank you. For staying back. You didn’t have to.”

He gave her a look she could not immediately decode—somewhere between fondness and a kind of careful distance he seemed to carry around like a second skin.

“Contrary to popular myth, I do occasionally leave the building,” he said. “I was on my way out. I just chose not to pretend I didn’t see a student who was clearly losing an argument with a staircase.”

She smiled properly this time. “The staircase has surrendered now.”

“Good. Make sure you don’t.” He paused, then added, “And Maya... tomorrow, when the panel asks why this project matters, don’t start with your drawings. Start with that train. The one where you thought of this reading space. That’s where the building began. Let them see it.”

Her name in his mouth did something strange to the air between them. For four years, she had been “Ms. Rao,” formal and safely distant. Hearing “Maya” land softly in his accent made the room tilt just a fraction. It was nothing inappropriate, nothing anyone else would notice. A teacher using a first name. Ordinary. Harmless.

Her heart did not get the message.

“I will,” she managed.

He gave a single, almost imperceptible nod, then walked toward the door. His footfalls resumed their familiar rhythm along the concrete floor, growing fainter as he moved down the corridor toward the staircase. The studio felt larger after he left, like the ceiling had lifted by a few inches.

Maya turned off the overhead lights, leaving only the city glow seeping in through the windows. For a moment, she stood there with her model, the faint outline of the reading lounge casting shadows on the table. She remembered his words—Let the corner win, real buildings have imperfections, so do real lives—and felt a quiet shift inside herself, small but undeniable.

Up until now, “Shaw Sir” had been a title in her mind, a role more than a person: the standard no one wanted to disappoint, the measuring stick for every line they drew. As she picked up her bag and cradled the model carefully in both hands, she realized that for the first time she had glimpsed something beyond the title. A student whose model had once collapsed. A man who noticed when a staircase was making someone question their whole life.

She stepped out into the corridor, the cool air wrapping around her face, and locked the studio door behind her. As she walked toward the main gate, her phone buzzed with another message from Naina, demanding proof of her survival. Maya typed, “Model done. Sort of. Coming home.” Then, after a pause, she added, almost without thinking, “Shaw Sir stayed back and helped. Don’t tell anyone, they’ll faint.”

The word “Sir” flashed on screen, familiar and easy. She hit send. Somewhere deep inside, though, a new thought curled up and waited, quiet and patient.

There will be a day, it whispered, when you will not be able to hide behind that word anymore.
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Chapter One – The Day the Room Leaned In
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By the time the sun had cleared the buildings across from their apartment, the kitchen was already too warm. Steam rose from a dented steel pot on the stove, the smell of tempered mustard seeds and curry leaves clinging to the air. Plastic dabbas waited open-mouthed on the counter, ready to swallow rice and sabzi and chapatis before being carried away to offices whose owners would never know the small dance of logistics that made their hot lunches appear on time.

Maya stood at the sink, rinsing her hands under a thin stream of cool water, watching a trail of glue swirl away from her fingers. The skin around her nails was frayed from days of cutting and sticking, pale fuzz clinging to the edges despite her best scrubbing. Behind her, her mother moved between stove and table with a speed that came from years of knowing exactly how many minutes each dish could be ignored before it misbehaved.

“Eat first,” Priya Rao said, without turning. “The jury will not disappear in the time it takes you to finish upma.”

Maya glanced at the clock on the wall, its second hand jerking forward with stubborn regularity. “Ma, the train will disappear,” she said. “If I miss the 8:12, I will be stuck in that gap where everyone is angry and late.”

“Everyone is always angry and late in this city,” her mother replied, sliding a plate onto the table with a practiced flick. “Sit. I will not have you fainting in front of your professors because you thought courage could be eaten instead of breakfast.”

The retort was so typical it almost made Maya smile. She dried her hands on the end of her dupatta, taking care not to let the damp fabric brush against the carefully wrapped box on the chair beside her. Her model was inside, swaddled in layers of bubble wrap, cardboard, and newspaper like a very delicate, very judgmental baby. She sat down, glancing at the box as if it might decide to break while her back was turned.

Priya followed her gaze and softened, just a little. “You wrapped it well?” she asked. “Last time those boys on the train pushed so much near the door, that girl’s cake became flat. I am still thinking about her face.”

“I wrapped it three times,” Maya said. “And I’ll stand far from the door. Don’t worry.”

Her mother poured tea into a glass tumbler, the amber liquid catching the light. “I will worry even when you are fifty,” she murmured. “That is my full-time job.”

Maya took a spoonful of upma, the taste bland and comforting. Her stomach was too tight to feel hunger properly, but the warmth steadied her, anchoring her in a morning that felt too fragile to touch. On the other side of the wall, the television from their neighbor’s house was already playing the news, the anchor’s voice rising and falling in practiced urgency. Somewhere in the lane below, a pressure cooker whistled, stray dogs barked, and a passing vendor called out about fresh coriander.

“Your father would tell you to walk into that room like you built the whole college,” Priya said suddenly, leaning against the counter. “He would say, ‘They are just people, Maya. They also forget which train stops where.’”

Maya swallowed hard at the mention of him. It had been years, but on big days—results days, scholarship days, jury days—he arrived in the room unexpectedly, in the shape of sentences her mother carried for both of them.

“I don’t want to walk in like I built the college,” Maya said quietly. “I just want to walk in like I belong there.”

Priya’s eyes softened further, the worry lines around them easing. “You have belonged there since the day they put your name on that admission list,” she said. “The rest of this is decoration.”

Maya let the words sit between them, absorbing their weight. Belonging had never felt like a one-time event to her. It felt like something that could be revoked if she did not keep earning it, assignment by assignment. Still, hearing her mother say it so simply nudged something loose inside her.

She ate a few more bites, then checked the clock again. “I have to go,” she said, pushing back her chair. “If I get late, the only person I will be presenting to is the peon locking the door.”

“Take this,” Priya said, wrapping two hot chapatis in foil and tucking them into a smaller steel box, which she slipped into Maya’s bag. “You will not get proper food until evening. Those college canteen sandwiches are not made for real humans.”

“I’m nervous enough without you insulting my future lunch,” Maya said, but she accepted the box with a quiet thank you. She stood, adjusted the dupatta over her shoulders, and checked the knot of hair at the back of her head for the third time.

Priya wiped her hands and came around the table. For a moment, the kitchen noises fell away. She cupped her daughter’s face in her palms, thumbs brushing the faint shadows under Maya’s eyes.

“Whatever happens today,” she said softly, “this work you have done, the nights you stayed awake, the fights you fought with that cardboard—none of it is small. The jury will not see it all. But I see. Okay?”

Maya blinked quickly, unwilling to let tears ruin the eyeliner she had finally managed to apply cleanly. “Okay,” she said. “Please don’t come to college today, Ma.”

Her mother raised one eyebrow. “You don’t want me to stand outside with a tiffin and embarrass you?”

“I don’t want you standing in the corridor with all the other parents, waiting like it’s a hospital,” Maya said, trying to keep her tone light. “Besides, you have work. Those office people will riot if their lunch is late.”

Priya sighed in mock resignation. “Fine. I will stay here and worry quietly instead of worrying loudly there. Call me when it is over. Not a message. A call.”

“I’ll call,” Maya promised.

She bent to lift the box containing the model. The weight of it surprised her; not because it was heavy—it wasn’t—but because it felt like more than cardboard, more than glue. It felt like four years of her life packed into a shape the size of a bedside table. She held it close, balancing it carefully in both hands.

At the door, her mother laid a hand briefly on the lid. “Just remember what you told me when you designed this,” she said. “You wanted to build a place where tired people could breathe. Go in there today as if you are one of them, not as if you are on trial. You are allowed to breathe too.”

Maya nodded, throat too tight for speech. She stepped into the stairwell, the cooler air brushing against her face, and began to descend.

Outside, the lane was a familiar chaos of morning gestures: schoolchildren in uniform wiping sleep from their eyes, a man washing his scooter with small, careful splashes, an old woman negotiating the price of spinach with a vendor who had already given in but was prolonging the drama for pride’s sake. Maya navigated it with the ease of habit, keeping the box close to her body, her elbows tucked in to shield it from accidental bumps.

At the station, the crowd was already thick at the women’s compartment mark. A cluster of college students in various uniforms jostled for position, their backpacks bumping against one another like impatient thoughts. Maya saw Naina’s curls bobbing near the edge of the platform and exhaled in relief.

“Here you are,” Naina said when Maya reached her, eyes widening at the sight of the box. “You look like you are carrying your own heart in there.”

“In a way, I am,” Maya said. “If anyone pushes me, I will sue them for emotional damages.”

“You can’t even afford proper chai and you are talking about suing,” Naina teased, but her gaze was gentle. “Let me hold it for some time on the train. Your arms will give up.”

“It’s okay,” Maya said. “If I keep holding it, I’ll remember to breathe. If I give it to you, I might keep checking if you are about to drop it.”

“Rude,” Naina said, but she only smiled and shifted to make space for Maya beside her. “Rohan messaged. He’s already at college, the showoff. Apparently he slept for eight hours and went jogging.”

“If he had my project, he wouldn’t be jogging,” Maya muttered.

“You and Rohan both have good projects,” Naina said, matter-of-fact. “He just has more faith in the universe. You have more faith in your panic.”

The incoming train’s horn cut through their conversation. As the compartments rolled into view, the platform tightened, bodies inching forward in a practiced dance that was both dangerous and astonishing in its coordination. Maya braced herself, feeling the subtle shift in the crowd’s energy, and stepped forward only when the train had slowed enough. She climbed in carefully, box protected, Naina close behind her like a shield.

Inside, the compartment was a patchwork of lives in transit. Women in office wear, students, vendors with baskets, a mother balancing a baby on her hip while gripping the overhead bar. Maya found a small pocket of space near the window, angling the box onto the seat so that its breadth ran along the length of the bench, leaving just enough room for her to perch beside it. The train lurched forward, jerking them all into the day.

As they passed familiar stations, Maya’s mind flickered through images of the jury room: the long table, the water glasses, the panel of faces. She pictured the external juror, a guest architect who would be seeing their work for the first time; the internal jury members, some kinder than others; and, at the center, Professor Adrian Shaw with his calm gaze that saw too much and said just enough.

“Do you think he’ll be different today?” Naina asked suddenly, as if reading her thoughts. “Shaw Sir, I mean. Like, more serious than usual? Is that even possible?”

Maya smiled faintly. “I don’t know,” she said. “He looked... I don’t know how to say it. Yesterday, when he helped with the model, he seemed less like a storm and more like...” She trailed off, searching for a word that didn’t sound childish.

“More like a human man who also forgets to eat dinner?” Naina supplied.

Maya laughed softly. “Something like that.”

“Careful,” Naina said, nudging her knee. “You’re starting to sound like those juniors who write ‘I love you, Sir’ in their sketchbooks.”

“I do not,” Maya protested, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. “I just—respect him. He knows what he’s doing. He cares about the work. It’s not... it’s not that kind of thing.”

“Relax,” Naina said, eyes dancing. “I’m only pulling your leg. If you start writing his name with hearts around it, I’ll stage an intervention.”

Maya shook her head firmly. The very idea made her uncomfortable, not because she could not imagine admiring him beyond the classroom, but because placing that kind of feeling on a man who held her grades in his hand felt like a betrayal of both of them. Whatever was shifting inside her, it did not have a name she was willing to give it yet.

By the time they stepped onto the platform near Hartwell, the sun was higher, burning off the early morning haze. The campus gates rose ahead, an arch of painted metal that had once looked enormous to her and now felt simply like the threshold between one set of worries and another. Students clutched models and drawings, moving in hurried clusters toward the studio building. Someone had already spilled foamboard near the steps, its white fragments scattered like confetti from a very stressful wedding.

Inside Studio 5B, the air hummed with tension. Models perched on stands, boards leaned against walls, laptops sat open with last-minute renderings flickering on their screens. The usual joking energy was muted, replaced by a sort of brittle focus. Even Rohan, who normally walked into any room as if he owned it, was frowning at a small crack in his façade model.

“You’re late,” he said when he saw them, though his eyes immediately scanned Maya’s box. “Is it intact?”

“It survived the train,” Maya said. “If it can handle that, it can handle anything.”

He helped her lift the model out, his hands steady, his face genuinely careful. For all his swagger, he took other people’s work seriously. They placed her project on the allotted stand, a faint thrill running through her as it finally stood in its place, under the harsh studio lights. Her boards went up next, pinned with mathematical precision; her concept sheet, plans, sections, and perspectives forming the narrative she had rehearsed in her head for days.

“Looks solid,” Rohan said. “Your ‘third place’ thing is strong. The old ladies will love you.”

“Let’s hope the jurors behave like old ladies then,” Maya replied.

The announcement came over the intercom a few minutes later, calling all final-year design students to be ready. The jury panel was entering. Conversation died abruptly, as if someone had closed a tap. Maya smoothed her dupatta again, heart pounding, fingers cold despite the heat.

Professor Shaw entered first, followed by two other faculty members Maya recognized and an older woman she didn’t—most likely the external critic. He wore a charcoal shirt today, sleeves rolled down, collar buttoned. A thin stack of papers rested in his hand, probably the list of students and their project themes. His eyes did a quick sweep of the room, taking in the line of models, the faces beside them.

For a split second, his gaze met Maya’s. There was no smile, but there was a small softening, a flicker of recognition that made her throat tighten.

The panel settled at the far end of the room, at a long table facing the first row of projects. A peon moved around placing water bottles in front of them, the plastic crinkling embarrassingly loud in the hush. Maya forced herself to breathe in sets of four—the way she had taught herself during particularly brutal crits: four counts in, hold, four counts out. The names were called one by one. Students walked up, spoke, answered questions, walked away looking either relieved or crushed.

Maya lost track of time. Her own name, when it came, cut through the fog like a bell.

“Maya Rao,” Professor Shaw said, his voice even. “Community reading lounge: ‘The Third Place.’”

She swallowed, wiped her palms discreetly on the sides of her kurta, and stepped forward. The studio seemed to stretch as she walked, the distance between her and the jury table lengthening with each step. She stood beside her model, boards behind her like a flimsy shield, and faced the panel.

“Good morning,” she began, her voice thinner than she’d practised in her room. “My project is a community reading lounge designed as a ‘third place’ between home and work, located near an existing suburban train station...”

As she continued, the words began to find their rhythm. She spoke about the train journeys that had shaped her idea, about watching people drift between exhaustion and obligation with nowhere to rest except the hard benches of platforms. She spoke about wanting to create a small pocket of quiet that did not require a purchase, a password, or a perfect life to enter. She pointed to the circulation diagrams, the light wells, the way the staircase framed sightlines rather than merely connecting levels.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Professor Shaw watching, lips pressed lightly together, fingers interlaced. The external juror, the older woman with sharp eyes and silver-streaked hair, leaned forward at certain points, a faint frown of concentration knitting her brow.

When Maya finished her prepared explanation, the older woman spoke first.

“Your intention is clear,” she said. “I appreciate that you have thought about who this is for, not just what it looks like on Instagram. But I have some questions about your structure. This span here”—she pointed with a pen—“seems ambitious for the materials you are indicating. How are you resolving that?”

Maya’s heart hammered against her ribs. For a moment, the words on her drawings blurred. Then she remembered the late-night recalculations, the calls to a friend in the structural engineering department, the extra beams she had tucked under the apparent lightness. She inhaled, exhaled, and answered, tracing the load paths with her finger on the plan, explaining how the additional support would be integrated into the ceiling detail without compromising the sense of openness.

“And accessibility?” another faculty member asked. “You have a lovely staircase, but what about someone who cannot climb?”

She moved to the section, pointing out the ramp at the rear entrance, the lift shaft adjoining the existing building, the way she had placed key reading nooks at ground level to ensure that the experience was not confined to the upper deck. Each question pulled her deeper into the work instead of dragging her away from it. She stopped, at some point, being aware of her body and became mostly aware of the project, of all the hours she had already spent on it.

Finally, Professor Shaw spoke. He tapped his pen lightly against the table once, a small sound.

“You mentioned the train several times,” he said. “But in your site plan, the connection between the station and your building is not entirely clear. If I am someone coming off a long commute, how do I know this place exists? What invites me in?”

Maya felt the weight of his gaze as keenly as if it were a physical hand on her shoulder. This was the question she had asked herself a dozen times and never fully answered to her own satisfaction.

“I struggled with that,” she admitted, forcing herself not to soften the truth. “I didn’t want a loud signboard that looked like an advertisement. I wanted the building itself to be the invitation. So I opened this corner”—she gestured to a cutaway in the model—“to create a small spill-out zone with benches and a long, low window. You can see people reading inside from the footpath. In the evening, the light from inside falls onto the pavement. My hope is that the glow and the sight of someone resting with a book is what tells you something different is happening here.”

There was a brief pause. She didn’t know if she had said too much, too little, or entirely the wrong thing. Then Professor Shaw nodded slowly.

“And how will you prevent it from becoming just another waiting room?” he asked. “People scrolling on their phones, not engaging with the space as anything special?”

She thought of the elderly woman she had seen one evening on the train, clutching a dog-eared romance novel, lips moving as she read. She thought of schoolchildren sharing comic books, of office workers staring hollow-eyed out of the windows.

“I can’t control what people do once they sit,” she said. “But I can shape what they feel invited to do. So I designed the furniture to be more like long shared tables and deep chairs rather than separate little islands facing the wall. I placed the bookcases so that you almost have to brush past them to find a seat. And I added small notice boards for community events—readings, story hours, skill-sharing sessions. My hope is that space grows alive. I can only set the stage.”

The older juror smiled faintly at that. Professor Shaw’s face remained composed, but something in his eyes warmed.

“Thank you,” he said, and the way he said it was not casual politeness. It felt, to Maya, like acknowledgement. “Any further questions?”

There were a few more, about maintenance, about night-time safety. She answered as best she could, drawing on late-night conversations with Naina and even her mother’s practical worries. At last, the panel seemed satisfied. The external critic scribbled a final note on the sheet before her.

“You can step back now,” Professor Shaw said. “We’ll continue.”

Maya nodded, her legs suddenly weak. She stepped away from the center of the room, past the line where the other students watched with varying degrees of sympathy and terror, and returned to her place near her model. Her hands were trembling, but she felt oddly light, as if a weight she had been bracing against had shifted.

Naina squeezed her arm. “You were brilliant,” she whispered. “I almost believed your building already exists and I could go there after this.”

“I forgot half of what I planned to say,” Maya murmured, adrenaline still buzzing under her skin.

“That’s because you stopped performing and started talking like a real person,” Naina said. “They like that. Especially your Sir.”

Maya shot her a warning look, but she could not deny the small flicker of satisfaction that came from the memory of his nod. She turned back to straighten her boards, more to keep her hands busy than anything else.

The rest of the jury passed in a blur. Names were called, voices rose and fell, occasionally breaking. Some students emerged from the center with shining eyes, others with set jaws. The panel conferred among themselves in low murmurs between each presentation. It would be hours, at least, before any marks were released. The waiting room feeling seeped back into the studio.

Finally, jurors rose from the table, gathering their papers. The external critic left first, escorted by a senior faculty member. The others followed. Professor Shaw lingered a moment longer, stacking his notes with deliberate care.

As the students began to drift into small clusters, relieved chatter spilling into the space the jury had vacated, he walked along the row of models, pausing briefly at some, making small observations at others. When he reached Maya’s stand, she felt her spine straighten of its own accord.

He studied the model for a few seconds without speaking, then turned slightly toward her.

“You held your ground well,” he said quietly, just for her. “You didn’t hide behind jargon. That matters.”

“Thank you, Sir,” she said, the formal title automatic on her tongue.

He nodded, his gaze flicking once to her face and then away, as if he were measuring something other than line-weight and foamboard. “You spoke about the train the way you spoke about it yesterday,” he added. “That kind of continuity... it tells me you’re not just borrowing stories for the sake of the jury. It’s actually your story.”

Maya felt embarrassment prickle at her neck. “I didn’t know how else to explain why it mattered,” she said. “It felt... honest.”

“It was,” he replied. “That’s why the room listened.”

The phrase lodged itself in her chest. The room listened. She hadn’t thought of it that way, but now, remembering the intent faces, the lack of impatient sighs, she realized it was true. For those ten minutes, the room had been with her. Not every student could say that.

He hesitated, then asked, “What are your plans after this term, Ms. Rao? Have you decided?”

The question caught her off guard. It was the kind of thing relatives asked at weddings, not professors in the middle of a studio. Her first instinct was to give the safe answer she had practised for nosy neighbors.

“I’ll look for a job,” she said. “Maybe at a small firm. I can’t afford to study further right now.”

He watched her, saying nothing, and she felt the hollowness of her own words. That wasn’t the whole truth. The whole truth was that she wanted to work somewhere that cared about people as much as form, somewhere she could bring her train stories and tiffin-box observations and not be told to leave them at the door. She just didn’t have the language for such ambition.

“There are studios that would be fortunate to have someone who thinks the way you do,” he said finally. “When your results are out, if you’d like, I can suggest a couple that align with this sort of community-focused work. No guarantees, but a nudge.”

Her eyes widened. “You’d do that?”

“I don’t make a habit of offering my name to students whose models argue with them up to the last minute,” he said dryly. Then his tone softened. “But yes. For some students, I do.”

Warmth surged through her, mingled with disbelief. “I—thank you, Sir. I wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

“You’d be troubling them, not me,” he said. “Think about it. For now, go home. Sleep. Tell your mother you survived. We will speak after the results.”

He stepped back, the professional distance effortlessly restored, and moved on to the next stand. Maya watched him walk away, the earlier conversation settling deep into her like a seed.

Around her, the studio gradually returned to its usual cluttered life. Students dismantled models, booked taxis, joked too loudly in the way people do after fear has passed. Naina chattered about a celebratory vada pav run. Rohan debated, with unearned confidence, which of them would get the highest marks.

Maya nodded at the appropriate places, smiled when required, but part of her attention remained anchored to the line he had drawn without meaning to. Until now, Professor Shaw had been a fixed point in her academic universe, a source of critique and rare, precious approval. Today, in the space of a few quiet sentences, he had shifted slightly. He had stepped—not into her personal life, but closer to the edge of it, offering a bridge between studio and whatever lay beyond.

As she wrapped her model again, sliding it back into its protective cocoon, she realized she was holding two truths at once. One: he was still, firmly and undeniably, “Sir.” The professor whose word could tilt her future. And two: there was now a thread of something more knotted into their interactions. Not romance, not anything she could afford to name, but a sense that he saw her as more than a registration number and a stack of A1 sheets.

She hoisted her bag over her shoulder, lifted the box, and followed her friends out into the corridor. The day outside was as hot and noisy as any other. Autos argued with cars, crows argued with each other, the city refused to give special treatment to anyone’s private turning points.

Maya stepped into the brightness, squinting slightly, and thought of the room, of the way it had leaned in when she spoke about a train and a tired child and a corner of light. For the first time since she had walked past Hartwell’s gates, she did not feel like she was pleading with the place to let her stay. She felt, instead, like she had left something of herself there on purpose.

She still called him “Sir,” of course. It was habit and hierarchy and safety, all rolled into one simple word. But as the train carried her home that afternoon, the model wedged carefully between her and the carriage wall. She caught herself replaying his sentence, over and over.

For some students, I do.

She did not know what, exactly, she was to him yet. Student, certainly. Maybe something like a promising mind. Whatever it was, it was the beginning of a story unlike any she had expected to live. And though she did not have the courage to admit it out loud, a quiet, dangerous part of her knew this already:

There would come a time, if she kept walking this line, when “Sir” would no longer be enough to carry everything that had grown between them.
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Chapter Two – After the Marks
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Results came out on a day that did not look important enough to be trusted with anyone’s future.

The sky was a bright, washed-out blue with a few tired clouds sliding across it as if they too were late for something. A stray dog slept in the shade of the institute gate, utterly unconcerned about grades or juries or how many nights people had stayed awake to build their models. Street vendors outside Hartwell called out half-heartedly about vada pav and lemon water to a stream of students whose stomachs were too knotted to respond.

Maya stood just inside the campus, fingers tangled in the strap of her bag, trying to calm the swing of her breathing. The administration office, where the final-year results would be pinned, lay at the end of a corridor that had suddenly acquired the power to grant and withhold oxygen. Beside her, Naina bounced on the balls of her feet, nervous energy leaking out like static.

“I feel like I’m going to throw up and also eat an entire bakery,” Naina said. “Is this normal? Should I be worried about my mental health?”

“If it’s abnormal, then half of Mumbai needs therapy,” Maya replied, though her voice was thinner than she intended. “Where is Rohan? I thought he’d already be here, pretending not to care.”

“He’s inside,” Naina said, nodding toward the building. “He messaged. He said the crowd is like a K-pop concert. His words, not mine.”

Maya let out a breath and forced her feet to move. They walked down the corridor that smelled faintly of dust, old paint, and nervous sweat. The closer they got to the notice board, the louder the noise grew—sharp exclamations, groans, laughter that sounded like relief or hysteria depending on who made it. A knot of students clustered around the pinned sheets, phones raised, hands pointing at lines of text.

For a moment, Maya hesitated at the edge of the crowd, heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat. It would be easier, she thought, to turn around, go home, and pretend the results had been postponed indefinitely. As long as she did not know, everything was still possible.

Then she heard her own name ahead of her, spoken in Naina’s voice but with an urgency that cut through the noise.

“Maya! Come here. Push. Use your elbows. This is not the time to be polite.”

Dragged forward by Naina’s hand on her wrist, she squeezed through the press of bodies, brief apologies catching in her mouth as she bumped shoulders and bags. The notice board came into view in fragments: the corner of a pinned sheet, the top of a heading that said “B. ARCH FINAL DESIGN STUDIO,” the edge of the institute logo.

Her eyes raced over the closely typed list. Registration numbers first, then names, then grades. For a second, the letters might as well have been in a language she had never learned. She scanned wildly, saw other names first—“Mehta, Rohan – A,” “Kapoor, Naina – B+”—and felt a mixture of relief and dread for her friends.

Then she saw her own name.

“Rao, Maya – A with Distinction.”

The words did not sink immediately. Her brain registered the letters, the shape of them, but they bounced against a wall of low expectations that had been built over years of telling herself not to hope too loudly. She blinked, leaned closer, traced the line again, as if her finger could confirm what her eyes refused to accept.

“Maya,” Naina breathed at her shoulder. “You did it. You didn’t just pass, you demolished. Distinction. Look.” She jabbed a finger toward the margin where a small note had been printed. “Also, look here. ‘Project recommended for institute exhibition.’ That’s you. That’s your third place.”

Maya’s ears rang. The corridor, with its overlapping voices and footsteps, receded into a faint blur. All she could see was that single line, the way it sat there calmly as if it had been inevitable all along.

She felt vaguely as though she were standing beside herself, watching a version of Maya who smiled easily and took success in stride. That Maya would probably turn, grin at her friends, toss her hair, and say something breezy about finally getting what she deserved. The actual Maya just stood there, fingers numb, mouth slightly open.

“Are you okay?” Rohan’s voice slid into the daze, concerned and amused in equal measure. “For someone who just got an A with Distinction, you look like you’ve been hit by a bus.”

She turned to see him grinning, hair slightly messy, his own marks already safely captured on his phone screen. He had done well too; she had caught a glimpse of his line in that first dizzy sweep—A grade, no distinction, but comfortably high. He had always been the type to land on his feet.

“I... I need to check again,” Maya said, the words coming out shaky. “What if I read it wrong?”

Rohan laughed, but there was warmth. “Okay, paranoid genius, step aside.” He leaned in, squinting at the sheet. “Rao, Maya. A with Distinction. Recommended for exhibition. It’s there. Unless we’re both hallucinating the same thing, in which case we have bigger problems.”

Naina wrapped an arm around Maya’s shoulders and squeezed hard. “You did it,” she said again, fiercely. “All those nights, all that glue on your fingers, all those trains. They saw you.”

The phrase jolted something in Maya. The room listened, he had said. Now, apparently, the board acknowledged. Her throat tightened. For a moment, she could not speak at all.

“I have to call my mother,” she managed, finally.

“Go,” Naina said. “We’ll wait.”

Maya stepped back from the board, the crowd closing in again as new students arrived to search for their names. She moved toward a quieter corner near the window, where the light fell in a square on the faded floor tiles. Her hands trembled as she dug inside her bag for her phone. She thought, absurdly, of how many times she had imagined this call ending with a different sentence, rehearsing how to cushion the blow of a lesser grade.

Her fingers found the familiar contact. She pressed call and held the phone to her ear. It rang once, twice.

“Ha, Maya,” Priya answered on the third ring, breathless. “I was just going to call you. Tell me. Did those professors recognize your greatness, or do I need to come there with a belan?”

Maya choked on a laugh that sounded suspiciously like a sob. “Ma,” she said, her voice cracking at the single syllable.

Priya went very still at the other end. “What happened?” she asked, tone shifting. “Tell me straight. Whatever it is, we will handle it.”

“I got a distinction,” Maya blurted out. The words rushed. “A with Distinction. They recommended my project for exhibition. My name is... it’s on the list. Near the top.”

For a heartbeat, there was silence. Then her mother released a breath that sounded like it had been trapped somewhere deep in her chest for years.

“Achha?” Priya said, the word thick. “Say it again. I want to hear it properly.”

“I got a distinction,” Maya repeated, slower this time. As she said it again, something inside her finally believed it. “Ma, I did it.”

On the other end, there was a sound that might have been a laugh, might have been a small broken thing healing. “You did it,” Priya said. “My girl did it. Your father... if he was here, he would stand on the roof and tell the whole neighborhood that his daughter is a big architect now. I will have to do it on his behalf.”

“Please don’t stand on the roof,” Maya protested weakly, tears spilling over and rolling down her cheeks. “The neighbors will complain about noise pollution.”

“Let them,” Priya said, her voice suddenly fierce. “Let them complain that happiness is too loud. Come home early today. I will make halwa. Not cheap, proper ghee. We will celebrate.”

Maya wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, laughing through the wetness. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll come as soon as we’re done here.”

“Take a picture of your name on that board,” Priya added. “I want to show your aunties who always ask, ‘Design means what only, making rangoli?’ Now I will show them.”

“I’ll send it,” Maya promised.

She hung up and stood for a moment with her eyes closed, letting the corridor noises wash over her. The weight that had sat on her shoulders for months felt lighter, though not entirely gone. It had shifted, somehow, from the threat of failure to the uncertainty of what came next.

When she returned to Naina and Rohan, they greeted her with exaggerated bows.

“Madam Distinction,” Rohan said. “Please grant an autograph to us
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