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            "The end of war does not end its authority over human lives; it merely changes the language in which it speaks."-Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Dedication
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For those who survived the war,
and then had to learn how to survive what came after.
For the families who rebuilt homes without rebuilding certainty,
and for the silences that history forgot to record.
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"The end of war does not end its authority over human lives; it merely changes the language in which it speaks."-Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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Wars are often narrated through their beginnings and endings—through declarations, victories, defeats, and ceasefires. Yet for most people, war does not conclude when weapons fall silent. It continues quietly, reshaping kitchens, marriages, bank accounts, and childhoods. It alters the way people measure safety, express love, handle money, and remember the dead.

After the War: What Remains is not a chronicle of battles or ideologies. It is a collection of intimate reckonings with what lingers when conflict withdraws from headlines but not from daily life. These stories examine households where peace arrives without instructions, where survival habits outlive danger, and where reconstruction exposes emotional and moral debris that no policy can clear.

Each story stands alone, yet together they form a composite portrait of post-war existence—across cultures, regions, and histories. The characters are not heroes or villains. They are parents, children, spouses, workers, and survivors negotiating ordinary decisions under extraordinary psychological weight.

This book does not seek to explain war. It seeks to understand its residue.
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The true cost of war is rarely paid during the fighting. It is paid afterward—in kitchens where silence replaces conversation, in families where power shifts without consent, and in economies where recovery is measured in numbers that cannot account for dignity or loss.

The stories in this collection explore the long shadow of conflict across five interwoven dimensions: emotion, family, gender, finance, identity, and memory. They ask how people live when fear has become habit, when scarcity reshapes love, when survival alters gender roles, and when peace demands emotional labor for which no one is trained.

Rather than offering resolution, these narratives attend to ambiguity. They examine how silence becomes an inheritance, how money carries moral weight, and how recovery often arrives without closure. In doing so, they challenge the assumption that post-war life is a return to normal. Instead, they suggest that normality itself must be renegotiated.

After the War: What Remains is an invitation to look beyond reconstruction and reconciliation as slogans, and to consider the quieter, harder work of living afterward. It asks readers to recognize that the aftermath of war is not a temporary condition—but, for many, a permanent one.
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1. The Silence That Entered the Kitchen First
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The silence arrived before the men did.

It settled itself quietly, as if it had always belonged there, between the chipped cups and the cracked tiles, above the sink where water ran longer than necessary. It did not announce itself. It did not demand attention. It simply stayed.

When the war ended, people spoke of returns—of fathers coming home, of streets reopening, of markets filling again. No one spoke of what returned first. No one warned them that silence would enter the kitchen before anyone else crossed the threshold.

On the morning the ceasefire was announced, Amina stood at the stove and cooked as she always had. Rice. Lentils. Flatbread. The radio murmured in the background, words collapsing into noise. Her hands moved with precision, measured, economical. She cooked as though the war had only stepped outside for air.

Her husband, Karim, sat at the table and watched the steam rise. He did not comment on the food. He did not reach for salt. He folded his hands together and waited.

Their son, Yusuf, twelve years old and suddenly careful, stood near the door. He did not sit. He did not speak. He had learned during the war that stillness was safer than curiosity.

They ate without looking at one another.

It was not anger. Anger would have been easier. It was something less visible, more persistent. A discipline they had learned under fire and now could not unlearn.

Karim chewed slowly. He counted without meaning to—three bites, pause, swallow. He had eaten this way for years, pacing his body against scarcity. The habit had survived abundance.

Amina noticed, but said nothing.

She had learned not to ask questions that did not guarantee answers.

Before the war, the kitchen had been loud. Karim used to complain about it—the clatter of plates, the radio turned too high, Yusuf talking while chewing. He would raise his voice then, half-joking, half-irritated, performing the small authority expected of a father.

Now, he spoke rarely.

When he did, his voice arrived cautiously, as if testing the air for danger. His sentences were short, factual. He asked about bread. About water. About whether the door had been locked.

He never asked how anyone felt.

The war had taught him that feelings were luxuries that could betray you.

Amina noticed that Karim stood with his back to the wall when he entered the kitchen. It was not deliberate. He did not think of it as fear. It was simply where his body felt correct.

She noticed that he flinched when metal touched metal too sharply.

She noticed that he washed his hands again and again, even when they were already clean.

These were not memories. They were habits. And habits, she understood, were harder to confront than memories because they pretended to be normal.

Yusuf stopped asking questions.

He had once been a child who asked too many. Why did the sky turn orange at night? Why did the neighbor leave without saying goodbye? Why did his mother cry silently while washing dishes?

During the war, questions had become dangerous. They drew attention. They demanded explanations no one had time to give.

After the war, Yusuf found that the habit of silence had already made itself comfortable inside him.

At school, teachers spoke of rebuilding, of new beginnings. Yusuf nodded when required. He wrote when told. He did not volunteer answers. He had learned that knowledge did not protect you, but obedience sometimes did.

At home, he learned to read the space between his parents.

He learned that if his father stared at the table too long, it was better to leave the room. He learned that if his mother paused before answering a simple question, she was weighing something heavier than words.

The kitchen became a place of choreography.

Amina moved around Karim without touching him. Karim avoided crossing her path. Yusuf learned to step back before either of them noticed he was there.

Once, months after the war officially ended, a neighbor visited.

She brought sweets, wrapped carefully, as if generosity itself required documentation. She spoke brightly, too brightly, about peace, about how lucky they were.

Amina smiled politely.

Karim stood near the doorway, his hands behind his back.

The neighbor laughed and said, “It’s quiet here. Very peaceful.”

No one corrected her.

After she left, Karim sat at the table and stared at the empty plates.

“She talks too much,” he said finally.

Amina nodded. It was easier to agree than to explain that noise frightened him because it reminded him of moments when sound meant danger.

That night, Amina washed the dishes slowly. She listened to the water. She remembered how, during the war, the sound of running water had meant safety—proof that the pipes were intact, that the house was still standing.

She realized then that the war had trained her too.

She had learned to conserve emotion the way she conserved food. She had learned not to demand intimacy when survival was uncertain. She had learned to carry fear silently, like a second spine.

She wondered if she would ever unlearn it.

Karim began sleeping in short stretches.

He woke before dawn, alert, his body tense. He checked the door, the windows, the stove. Only then did he lie back down, though sleep rarely returned.

Amina pretended not to notice.

She did not want to embarrass him with concern. Concern, she knew, could feel like accusation.

Sometimes, she missed the man he had been before the war—the one who argued over small things, who laughed loudly, who complained when food was too hot.

But she also understood that missing him was dangerous. It suggested comparison. And comparison suggested blame.

The war had not taken Karim away. It had reorganized him.

One afternoon, Yusuf broke a glass.

The sound was sharp, sudden. The glass shattered across the kitchen floor.

Karim moved before anyone could think. He grabbed Yusuf’s arm, hard enough to hurt.

“Stay still,” he said, his voice urgent, commanding.

Yusuf froze. His eyes filled with tears, but he did not cry out.

Amina rushed forward. “He’s bleeding,” she said softly.

Karim released the boy immediately, as if waking from sleep. He looked at his hand, then at Yusuf’s arm.

“I thought—” he began, then stopped.

He sat down heavily.

No one spoke.

Later, when Yusuf’s cut had been cleaned and bandaged, Amina returned to the kitchen alone. She swept the glass into a dustpan. Each shard caught the light briefly before disappearing.

She realized then that the war had trained Karim to protect through control, and Yusuf to survive through obedience.

Neither of these things, she understood, belonged to peace.

But peace had not asked their permission before entering the house.

That evening, Amina cooked more than usual.

Karim noticed. “Why so much?” he asked.

“In case,” she said.

He nodded. In case had become a sufficient explanation for everything.

They ate. Slowly. Carefully.

Yusuf watched his parents and wondered when he would learn how to speak again without rehearsing first.

Weeks passed. Then months.

The kitchen remained quiet.

Not empty—quiet.

There were moments when Amina imagined breaking the silence deliberately. Asking Karim what he dreamed about. Telling Yusuf that it was allowed to be angry. Admitting aloud that she herself did not know how to live without fear.

But she waited.

Waiting had kept them alive.

One evening, the electricity went out.

The sudden darkness unsettled Karim. He stood abruptly, knocking his chair over.

“It’s just power,” Amina said gently.

He nodded, but his breathing was fast.

Yusuf lit a candle. The small flame wavered.

They sat together at the table, the light uneven, shadows stretching across familiar walls.

For the first time in a long while, they looked at one another.

“I don’t know how to stop,” Karim said suddenly.

The sentence surprised them all.

Amina did not rush to respond. She let the words exist.

“I keep watching,” he continued. “Even here. Even now.”

Amina reached across the table and placed her hand near his—not touching, just close enough to be noticed.

“We survived by watching,” she said. “It makes sense.”

Yusuf listened, holding his breath.

“I don’t want him to live like this,” Karim said, glancing at their son.

The admission cost him something. It showed.

Amina nodded. “Neither do I.”

The candle flickered.

Nothing was resolved. No promises were made. No habits disappeared.

But the silence shifted slightly.

It became less absolute.

Later that night, Yusuf wrote in his notebook for the first time in months. Not a story. Just observations.

Father speaks when the lights go out.
Mother listens longer than she answers.
Silence can change shape.
He did not know if these things mattered. But he wrote them anyway.

The war did not leave when the soldiers did.

It stayed in the kitchen, in the way plates were stacked, in the way voices hesitated, in the way love learned to express itself through caution rather than warmth.

But slowly—almost imperceptibly—the family began to learn a different habit.

Not forgetting.

But staying.

And in that quiet kitchen, where silence had arrived first, something else began, much later, to enter as well.

Not noise.

But the fragile, unfamiliar discipline of peace.
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2. The Father Who Counted Bread Slices
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The father counted the bread slices even when there was enough.

This was the first thing his daughter noticed, though it took her years to understand its significance. At breakfast, when the table held more food than any of them could reasonably eat, he would still pause before sitting down. His eyes moved from plate to plate, loaf to loaf, as if verifying a silent inventory. Only then would he reach for a slice, tearing it cleanly, without crumbs.

No one questioned him.

The habit had survived the war, survived hunger, survived the years when bread had been measured not in appetite but in survival. What no one had anticipated was that it would also survive prosperity.

They lived now in a rebuilt city, in a house with new walls and reliable electricity. The shops were full. The market stalls overflowed with choices that once would have felt obscene. Still, the father counted.

Three slices for himself. Two for his wife. One for each child.

Never more.

Never less.

His wife, Salma, noticed, of course. She noticed everything. She noticed how he stiffened if someone reached for an extra slice without asking. She noticed how his hand hovered just a moment too long when bread was passed around. She noticed the tension that entered the room when the children laughed too loudly while eating.

But she did not intervene.

Scarcity, she understood, was not something that left politely. It rearranged the mind. It redefined responsibility. It turned care into vigilance and love into management.

The father’s name was Farid, though in the family he had become something more abstract. He was the one who ensured that nothing ran out. The one who remembered what hunger felt like when others began to forget.

Before the war, Farid had been indulgent. He had brought sweets home without reason. He had encouraged the children to eat more, to grow strong. He had laughed when food was wasted.

After the war, waste felt like betrayal.

He did not speak about it. He did not explain. He simply counted.

The children learned quickly.

Mariam, the elder daughter, learned to eat slowly, to appear satisfied before she actually was. She learned to fold hunger inward, to make it invisible. By adolescence, she had developed a remarkable ability to deny herself without resentment—an ability that would later confuse her partners and concern her friends.

Her brother, Nabil, learned something different. He learned to negotiate. To ask carefully. To justify his hunger with logic—growth, school, work. He learned that food was not given freely but earned through explanation.

Neither child recognized these as lessons. They felt like natural laws.

Salma watched her children adapt and wondered whether she should interfere. But she remembered the war nights when Farid had returned home with empty hands and eyes hollow with failure. She remembered the way hunger had humiliated him, stripped him of language.

She chose silence.

It was not submission. It was strategy.

At dinner, Farid served
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