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            "Places do not disappear.They only change their voices,and we forget how to listen.
      --Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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To those who live
between what was taken from them
and what was never promised.
To the city dwellers
who still listen for the desert
in their sleep.
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“Places do not disappear.
They only change their voices,
and we forget how to listen.”—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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This book grew out of quiet moments:
from streets walked without purpose,
from balconies that watched more than they spoke,
from conversations overheard and never finished.
My gratitude goes to the storytellers who never wrote their stories—
the shopkeepers, neighbors, elders, and strangers
whose silences were as instructive as their words.
To every city that taught me how to feel alone
without being lost—
thank you.
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These stories do not seek grand events.
They are concerned instead with pauses, glances, thresholds, and corners.
They begin where certainty ends:
in half-built neighborhoods, fading courtyards,
and rooms where memories outnumber furniture.
The characters in these pages do not shout their conflicts.
They carry them quietly—
in elevators, in malls, in prayer halls,
in the short distance between home and street.
This collection is not an argument against change,
nor a lament for the past.
It is an attempt to observe what happens to people
when places move faster than hearts.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


Cities in transition leave behind more than construction dust.
They leave questions.
What remains of identity
when the landmarks of childhood vanish?
How does one belong to a place
that no longer remembers its own name?
The stories in Between Concrete and Dust explore these questions through ordinary lives—
a man reflected in glass,
a child holding a lantern,
an old tree surrounded by cranes.
Each story stands alone, yet together they form a single landscape:
one shaped by migration, memory, faith, doubt, silence, and survival.
This is a book about the emotional architecture of modern life—
about the cracks that appear not only in walls,
but in the spaces between people.
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1. The Concrete Desert
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The city revealed itself to him each morning through the same narrow crack between the curtains. A strip of sky, pale and uncertain, pressed against glass towers that had risen too quickly to feel familiar. Khaled watched them from his small apartment as he did every day, standing barefoot on the cool tiles, coffee untouched in his hand. The city no longer greeted him; it merely existed, solid and indifferent, like a fact that could not be disputed.

He had grown up on the outskirts, where the land was still undecided—part sand, part promise. In his childhood, the horizon was wide, and the wind carried stories from elsewhere. Now the horizon had been folded inward, compressed between highways and billboards. The wind, when it came, brought dust mixed with the smell of fuel.

Khaled left his apartment and joined the slow descent of people into the street. Elevators replaced greetings. Faces were reflected briefly in steel doors, then erased. Outside, the city moved with practiced urgency. Cars flowed like obedient thoughts. Pedestrians crossed intersections with eyes fixed on screens, as if afraid that looking up might remind them of something they had misplaced.

He walked without a destination, letting his feet choose for him. This had become his habit on days when the weight inside his chest grew too heavy to ignore. The city allowed wandering but offered no refuge. Every street looked recently born, smooth and clean, lacking the scars that tell stories.

At a construction site, Khaled paused. A lone palm tree stood behind a metal fence, its trunk wrapped in protective cloth, its fronds dusty and tired. Machines circled it like impatient insects. The tree looked out of place, as if it had wandered into the future by mistake.

He remembered another palm tree, long gone, standing near his grandfather’s house. It had leaned slightly, as if listening. His grandfather used to sit beneath it in the afternoons, telling stories that wandered the way dunes do—never straight, always meaningful. Khaled had not understood most of those stories then. He only remembered the pauses, the way silence was allowed to settle between words.

The palm tree behind the fence did not offer shade. It offered resistance.

Khaled continued walking until the city thinned and the buildings lost their ambition. Old neighborhoods survived in fragments—an abandoned shop, a mosque squeezed between two new structures, a narrow alley where time hesitated. He entered one such alley, drawn by its shadow. The walls bore the marks of previous lives: faded paint, old numbers, nails left behind by forgotten signs.

Here, the noise softened. His footsteps sounded foreign, as if he were intruding. He felt an unfamiliar calm, followed immediately by guilt. Why should peace feel undeserved?

He sat on a low concrete step and closed his eyes. Images surfaced without permission: his mother kneading dough, his father cleaning sand from his shoes before entering the house, his own younger self running barefoot, certain that the land beneath him was permanent.

When he opened his eyes, a cat watched him from across the alley. Thin, alert, unafraid. It reminded him of himself, he thought, surviving in spaces not meant for staying.

Khaled worked in an office on the thirty-second floor of a glass tower. From there, the city resembled a diagram—orderly, logical, manageable. He was good at his job. Numbers obeyed him. Systems made sense. His colleagues admired his precision, his calm. They did not know that every evening he returned home feeling as if he had betrayed something unnamed.

At meetings, the word progress appeared often. It floated above discussions like a blessing. Khaled nodded when required. He did not disagree. He simply felt excluded from the celebration.

One afternoon, after a particularly long meeting, he found himself staring at his reflection in the darkened glass of the office window. The face looking back at him seemed assembled rather than grown—carefully maintained, politely empty. He touched the glass, surprised by the cold.

That evening, instead of going home, Khaled drove toward the edge of the city. The roads widened, then loosened. Lights thinned. Buildings gave way to open land where sand reclaimed its authority. He parked and stepped out of the car.

The desert waited without judgment.

The silence was not empty; it was attentive. Khaled breathed deeply, tasting dust and memory. Here, the sky reclaimed its depth. He felt smaller, and the feeling relieved him. He walked a short distance, shoes sinking slightly, the ground accepting his weight without protest.

He remembered his grandfather’s words: The land knows you, even when you forget yourself.

Khaled knelt and let the sand run through his fingers. It did not cling. It did not insist. It passed freely, like time.

He did not stay long. The city called him back with its lights, its obligations. But something had shifted. A thin thread connected him again—to himself, perhaps, or to the version of the world that still existed beneath the concrete.

Days passed. Khaled resumed his routines, but now he noticed details he had previously ignored: the old man selling tea from a cart, the cracked tiles in a forgotten mosque courtyard, the echo of a call to prayer trapped between towers. These fragments felt like messages addressed specifically to him.

One morning, he returned to the construction site where the palm tree stood. The fence was gone. The tree was gone. In its place rose the foundation of another building. Khaled felt an unexpected ache, sharp and personal, as if he had lost a relative he barely knew.

That night, he dreamed of walking through a city made entirely of sand. Buildings rose and collapsed with each step. He woke unsettled but strangely determined.

Khaled began visiting his parents more often. Their house had been renovated, modernized, but his mother still kept an old rug folded in the corner, refusing to discard it. He sat with his father in the evenings, listening more than speaking. The stories returned, hesitant at first, then flowing.

He realized that roots were not fixed points in the ground. They were carried—in gestures, in silences, in the decision to remember.

One weekend, Khaled volunteered at a cultural center restoring old photographs. As he handled images of streets long vanished, faces unnamed, he felt a quiet alignment. The work was slow, imperfect, human.

The city continued to build. Cranes still dotted the skyline. Khaled did not expect it to stop. But within him, something resisted erasure.

On a rare rainy day, he walked again through the streets. Water pooled on asphalt, reflecting buildings that trembled in their own images. Khaled paused and looked down. His reflection wavered, distorted, then settled.

For the first time in a long while, he recognized himself—not as a man lost between worlds, but as someone standing at their intersection.

The city did not soften. The desert did not reclaim it. But within the concrete, Khaled learned to hear the quiet persistence of sand.
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2. Shadows of the Minaret
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From her bedroom window, Mariam could see the minaret rising behind the apartment buildings—slender, pale, and slightly tilted, as if it were leaning away from the city that had grown too close to it. At certain hours of the day, its shadow stretched across the street below, sliding over parked cars, climbing walls, slipping through windows, then retreating quietly. The shadow never stayed long enough to belong anywhere. Mariam often thought it resembled the people who lived around it.

She woke every morning before the call to prayer. Not from devotion, but from habit. Years of listening had trained her body to anticipate the sound. She lay still, eyes open, waiting. When the call finally arrived, it traveled unevenly through the air—interrupted by traffic, softened by closed windows, diluted by distance. Some words reached her clearly. Others dissolved before they reached her room.

Her mother rose immediately, moving with the urgency of someone who feared being noticed for delay. She pulled on her prayer robe, adjusted it carefully, and left the room without speaking. Mariam remained in bed. She prayed sometimes, sincerely and privately. Other times, she did not. What troubled her was not belief itself, but the constant need to prove it.

At breakfast, her father folded the newspaper before looking up. “Did you hear the sermon yesterday?” he asked.

Her mother nodded. “Very strong. About values. About how society is losing its way.”

Mariam stirred her tea. She remembered passing by the mosque the previous evening—men arguing over parking spaces, voices sharp with impatience, moments after the sermon had ended.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “Very strong.”

The conversation ended there, satisfied with agreement.

On her way to the bus stop, Mariam passed shops that sold prayer beads beside luxury watches, religious books beside imported perfumes. A billboard advertised modest clothing using a model whose gaze suggested everything except modesty. Mariam paused, studying the image. She wondered who it was meant to reassure.

At the university, she studied sociology—a choice her family described as interesting, a word that balanced pride with unease. Her classes discussed ethics, morality, and social responsibility. Students spoke freely about hypocrisy, but always in general terms. When the discussion drifted too close to family, religion, or personal practice, voices softened and conclusions remained unfinished.

One professor said, “When morality becomes performance, sincerity becomes optional.”

Mariam wrote the sentence down carefully. It felt like something she might need later.

After class, her friend Aisha walked beside her. Aisha spoke confidently about faith, quoted scripture easily, and corrected others often.

“Did you see her?” Aisha whispered, nodding toward a girl ahead of them. “Always posting pictures online. And then she comes to the mosque like nothing is wrong.”

Mariam watched the girl disappear into the crowd. “Maybe people are more complicated than they look,” she said.

Aisha laughed. “You think too much.”

At home, Mariam’s grandmother occupied the smallest room. Age had curved her posture, but her eyes remained sharp. She prayed slowly, without haste, without audience. Mariam sat beside her.

“Your mind is loud today,” her grandmother said.

“I’m trying to understand people,” Mariam replied.

Her grandmother smiled faintly. “Start with yourself. People rarely lie to God. They lie to each other.”

In the evenings, Mariam walked alone. The city revealed different faces at night—families performing closeness, men discussing morality between cigarettes, women whispering judgments behind polite smiles. Religion was present everywhere, spoken loudly, practiced selectively.

One night, Mariam stopped beneath the minaret. Up close, it was imperfect. Cracks traced its surface. Repairs were visible, uneven. The shadow shifted as clouds crossed the moon.

At home, a conversation waited for her.

“A proposal has come,” her mother said.

“A good family,” her father added. “Religious. Respectable.”

“Do they know me?” Mariam asked.

Her mother hesitated. “They know enough.”

“I’m not ready,” Mariam said.

Silence followed—heavy, disapproving.

That night, Mariam prayed. Not out of obligation, but out of restlessness. She asked no questions. She simply stood, honest in her uncertainty.

Days passed. Advice arrived disguised as concern. At the mosque, women spoke of her future as if it were already decided.

One evening, as the sun lowered, the minaret cast its longest shadow. It stretched across the street and reached Mariam’s feet. She did not step away.

She understood then that shadows were not signs of failure. They existed because something solid stood against the light.

Faith, she realized, did not need witnesses.
Integrity did not need applause.
The call to prayer rose again—uneven, imperfect, human.
And for the first time, Mariam listened without fear.
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3. The Last Palm Tree
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The grove stood behind a rusted fence at the edge of the city, where the road narrowed and the buildings hesitated before giving way to sand. Once, it had been larger—dense with palm trees whose shadows overlapped like conversations. Now only a handful remained, their trunks scarred, their crowns thinned by neglect and dust. At the center of the grove stood the oldest palm tree, taller than the rest, its presence stubborn and unyielding.

Salem visited it every Friday.

He parked his car where the asphalt cracked into dirt and walked the remaining distance on foot. The ground here still remembered feet. It shifted slightly beneath him, unlike the certainty of pavement. The air smelled different too—less metal, more earth. He breathed more slowly without meaning to.

As a child, Salem had come here with his father. Back then, the grove felt endless. Men gathered beneath the palms, drinking tea, exchanging news, arguing gently about politics and weather. Children ran between the trunks, collecting fallen dates, their laughter rising above the hum of insects. The grove had been a meeting place, a shelter, a reminder that land could offer more than profit.

Now, silence filled most of it.

Salem stopped beside the oldest palm tree and rested his hand against its trunk. The surface was rough, warm despite the morning breeze. His father used to say that palm trees recognized touch, that they remembered kindness. Salem had never known whether to believe him, but he had always liked
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