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For every late-night conversation that should never have happened,

and every door that stayed unlocked a little longer than it should have.




Chapter 1

The New Boy

The iron gate of Shanti Niketan Men’s Hostel groaned like an old man forced to stand. Arjun Mehra dragged his suitcase over the cracked cement path, the wheels catching on every uneven patch. The building itself looked tired — three floors of peeling yellow paint, clothes hanging from windows like flags of surrender, and the faint smell of cheap detergent mixed with something sharper, like floor cleaner and teenage sweat.

He was nineteen, first year of B.Com, and already late for the orientation. His father had dropped him at the main road and driven off without looking back. “Hostel will make a man out of you,” the old man had said. Arjun wasn’t sure what kind of man. The house in Indore had stopped feeling like home the day his father’s second wife rearranged the living room and put his mother’s photographs in a drawer.

The warden’s office sat at the end of the ground-floor corridor. A wooden board outside read: Mrs. Kavita Sharma – Warden (Women’s Section Coordination & Discipline). Next to it, in smaller letters: Mr. Ramesh Sharma – Men’s Hostel In-charge. Husband and wife. Power couple of the hostel world.

Arjun knocked once. A woman’s voice, low and clear, said, “Come in.”

Mrs. Kavita Sharma was not what he expected. Most hostel wardens in his mind were either grandmotherly or permanently angry. She was somewhere in her early forties, hair tied in a loose bun with a few strands falling near her cheek, wearing a simple cotton saree the colour of old rose. No heavy jewellery, only a thin gold chain and a watch. She looked up from a register and studied him the way people study a new piece of furniture — useful, but needing to be placed correctly.

“Arjun Mehra?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Room 214. Second floor. Curfew is ten-thirty. No visitors after eight. Mess timings are on the notice board. If you break rules, I will call your parents myself.” Her tone was even, almost soft, but there was no softness in the eyes. “Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She handed him a key and a form. When their fingers brushed, she didn’t pull away immediately. Just a second longer than necessary. Arjun noticed. He was young, but not blind. Something in the way she held his gaze made the small office feel suddenly smaller.

Outside the office, a younger woman was waiting with a stack of files. She looked about twenty-eight, sharp features, hair cut to the shoulders, wearing a kurti and jeans. She smiled at him — not the polite smile of staff, but something more curious.

“New admission?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Meera. I help Mrs. Sharma with the women’s side and some of the admin work. If you need anything related to forms or mess cards, come to the side office.” She tilted her head slightly. “You look lost already.”

Arjun managed a half-smile. “Trying not to be.”

Meera laughed under her breath and walked past him into the warden’s office. The door closed. Arjun stood there for a moment longer than he needed to, then climbed the stairs to the second floor.

Room 214 smelled of old wood and the previous occupant’s cheap cologne. Two beds, two cupboards, one window that looked out onto the back courtyard where the women’s hostel building stood, separated only by a high wall and a locked iron gate that was rarely opened.

His roommate hadn’t arrived yet. Arjun sat on the bare mattress and opened the window. From here he could see the edge of the women’s mess and a small balcony on the first floor of the other building. A saree fluttered on a clothesline. Somewhere a radio was playing an old Lata song. The melody drifted across the wall and settled in the room like an uninvited guest.

He didn’t know then that the woman who would complicate his next two years was already watching the men’s hostel from that side, or that the younger woman who had smiled at him in the corridor would become the reason he started locking his door at odd hours.

For now, he was just a boy with a key, a suitcase, and the quiet knowledge that something in the air of this place felt heavier than homesickness.




Chapter 2

Rules and Open Doors

The first week passed in the usual haze of new boys: finding the mess, learning which tap gave hot water for exactly four minutes, discovering that the night watchman slept more than he watched, and realising that Mrs. Kavita Sharma’s soft voice carried farther than any shouting.

She made rounds every other evening. Not the men’s floors exactly — that was her husband’s job — but she often stood at the bottom of the staircase or near the common room, speaking to the senior boys about discipline, noise, and “the image of the institution.” Arjun noticed that when she spoke, the seniors listened. Not out of fear alone. There was something else. Respect mixed with a careful distance, as if they knew she could make life difficult without ever raising her voice.

Meera was different. She moved through both sides of the campus with a kind of restless energy. She handled the women’s hostel paperwork, but she also collected the men’s mess complaints and sometimes stayed late in the admin room next to the warden’s office. Arjun started seeing her almost every day — in the corridor, near the notice board, once even in the small canteen outside the gate buying tea.

On the tenth day, he went to get his mess card reissued because the first one had been printed with the wrong room number. Meera was alone in the side office, typing something on an old desktop computer that made a constant soft whirring sound.

“You again,” she said without looking up. “What is it this time?”

“Mess card. Wrong room.”

She took the card, examined it, and sighed. “They never check. Sit.”

While she filled a new form, Arjun looked around the small room. A calendar with a temple picture, a steel almirah, two chairs, and a window that faced the same courtyard he could see from his room. On the desk was a half-eaten packet of biscuits and a bottle of cold coffee. A small photo frame showed an older man who looked a little like her.

“You live in the staff quarters?” he asked.

Meera glanced at him. “Yes. Behind the women’s block. Why?”

“Just asking.”

“Don’t ask too many things in hostels,” she said, but her mouth curved slightly. “People talk. And talk travels faster than the truth here.”

She handed him the new card. Their fingers touched again. This time she looked at him properly — dark eyes, a small mole near her left eyebrow, a faint scar on her chin that looked like an old fall.

“You’re from where?” she asked.

“Indore.”

“Far. Homesick already?”

“A little. The house doesn’t feel like mine anymore.”

Meera leaned back in her chair. “Most boys cry the first week and then forget. Some never forget. Which one will you be?”

Arjun didn’t answer. He took the card and left. But that night he thought about the scar on her chin and the way she had looked at him as if she already knew the answer.

Two days later, Mrs. Kavita Sharma called him to her office after evening mess. The corridor was empty. The ceiling fan made a soft clicking sound every few rotations.

“Your father called,” she said. “He wants a weekly report on your attendance and behaviour. I told him I would keep an eye.”

Arjun stood with his hands behind his back. “I’ll be careful, ma’am.”

“I know you will.” She closed the register and looked at him directly. “You’re quieter than the others. That can be good. It can also mean you’re thinking too much. Don’t think too much in this place, Arjun. Thinking leads to trouble.”

He nodded. She stood up, walked around the desk, and stopped a few feet away. The scent of her perfume — something light, like jasmine and sandalwood — reached him.

“If you ever need anything — books, advice, or just someone to talk to — the office is open till nine. My husband stays in the other building most nights. I handle the late hours.”

The sentence hung between them. Arjun felt the weight of it without fully understanding why. It was an offer wrapped in official language, but the silence after it said something else.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

She smiled for the first time — small, controlled, almost sad. “Go. Study. And lock your door at night. Some boys leave it open and then complain about missing things.”

He left. Outside, the courtyard was dark except for the yellow tube lights. On the women’s side, a few windows were still lit. One of them, he thought, belonged to Meera’s staff quarter.

That night he did lock his door. But he also kept thinking about the open invitation and the way Mrs. Sharma’s voice had softened on the word “anything.”



