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​Chapter 1: You, Standing at the Edge
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You are seventeen and the world doesn’t know you. Not really. It knows the lines on your transcript, the pixelated version of your smile on Instagram, the polite girl who says "Thank you" twice and never leaves dishes in the sink. But that isn't knowing. That is packaging.

Outside, the summer thickens like soup. The suburbs of northern Virginia shimmer with heat, everything manicured into submission. The cul-de-sac is quiet. Children have retreated indoors to air-conditioned digital worlds. Somewhere, a lawn sprinkler ticks like a clock losing time.

You sit on the floor of your father’s study, cross-legged, where the carpet smells like old newspapers and cinnamon. You're looking for your passport. A class trip to Montreal. The school counselor said it would be "a cultural experience." You’re not sure what that means, but you said yes, because your mother beamed, and because your father nodded slowly like he was handing you something sacred.

The drawer sticks, and then opens.

Inside is the passport. And under it, a tin box. Silver, scratched. A child might think it held toffees once. A mother might say: leave it alone.

You don't.

Inside: an old Pakistani passport, faded to gray. The name isn’t your father’s. But the photo is.

There are letters. Written in Urdu. The paper thin as breath. They smell of something old and sweet. A woman’s name repeats itself: Sadia.

You don’t know a Sadia.

You hold the photo longer than you should. The woman in it is beautiful in the way old things are beautiful—a face softened by time, a smile that doesn’t ask to be liked. She stands beside your father. He looks younger, yes. But also freer. Or maybe just more real.

You close the box, but it doesn't close something in you.

Because now, there’s a woman whose name lives in your father's handwriting.

And you are standing at the edge of the summer, blinking, not yet falling.
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​Chapter 2: The Box That Wasn’t Locked Enough
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It calls to you.

You tell yourself it’s curiosity. That you're just reading old letters. That you're just trying to understand. But deep down, in the hollow where instinct lives, you know this is the beginning of something sharp.

You take the box upstairs. Hide it under your bed. Between your calculus textbook and your leftover Eid bangles. At night, you pull it out. One letter at a time.

The Urdu is poetic. Your mother made you take a language class once, so you can sound better on phone calls with the family in Lahore. That Urdu was functional. This Urdu? It has curves. It weeps. It sighs. It knows longing.

You read slowly. Each letter unfolds like a bruise. A woman speaking to a man like he is water, and she is parched. She calls him Jaan. Mera Farooq. My Farooq. Your father. Her Farooq.

You can almost hear her voice, saying things no one says anymore:

The moon has started sleeping later. It waits for you, too.

Zara walked today. She wobbled like a duck. You would have laughed.

I wear your kurta around the house. It's all I have that still smells like you.

You pause. Go back. Read the name again.

Zara.

No, wait. It’s not Zara.

Zayan.

Your brother's name.

But no, it can’t be.

You reread. It's Zara. Not Zayan.

A different child. A different life.

Your breath is uneven. You want to wake your mother. Shake her. Ask her: Who is this woman? Who is Zara? Who was my father before he was my father?

But you don't. Instead, you open Instagram. Post a story. A sunset. A quote. Something that says nothing. You tell yourself it’s just a box.

But you’re beginning to feel like you opened a door.

And on the other side, something has been waiting for a long, long time.
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​Chapter 3: Eid Without Lahore
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The morning smells like cardamom and fried oil. Ammi is already in the kitchen, moving like a silent prayer between stove and sink, her bangles clinking a language of their own. She has been up since fajr, as she is every Eid, trying to pretend the world hasn’t changed just because geography has.

You wear the green shalwar kameez she laid out for you. The fabric is too stiff, the embroidery too loud for the American air. But you wear it anyway. For her. For the photos. For the memory of things.

Abbu is on a call in his study, his voice low and clipped, speaking English with the rhythm of someone who once had an accent but buried it. He will join you later, after work, after rounds, after whatever reason he’s chosen this year.

Zayan is still in his pajamas, curled on the couch, thumb flying over his console. You remind him it’s Eid. He shrugs. He hasn’t been to a mosque since he was ten.

You walk into the living room. The couch is covered with plastic—the same kind that existed in your grandmother’s house in Lahore. The same effort to preserve. The same quiet warning: don’t spill anything. Don’t make a mess of what looks nice.

Guests arrive. Aunties with thick eyeliner and too many stories. Uncles who ask you what your GPA is before they ask how you’re doing. Their children sit in corners with phones, making TikToks, trying not to smell like pakoras.

Someone says the biryani is too dry. Someone else says it’s just like Karachi.

You smile. You laugh. You serve tea. You pose for pictures.

And when it’s all over, when the house smells like leftovers and rosewater, you retreat to your room.

The box is still there, under your bed.

You take out another letter. This one is dated three years before you were born.

She writes:

He clutches the window grille and calls your name when I don’t let him play outside. He thinks every car could be yours. I don’t correct him.

You don’t know what it means to grieve someone who isn’t dead, but maybe she did.

You wonder: did she ever celebrate Eid alone?

You put the letter back. Slide the box shut.

And outside, someone lights a sparkler. It fizzes briefly, then disappears.

Like a memory.

Like a name no one says anymore.
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​Chapter 4: Ghosts Don’t Cross Borders, Except When They Do
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You dream of a girl you’ve never met.

She’s standing on a rooftop in Lahore, one hand gripping the metal railing, the other holding a red balloon. She looks at you. Doesn’t smile. Doesn’t wave. Just stares like she knows something about you that you don’t.

When you wake up, your throat is dry and your sheets are kicked off. You reach for your phone. It’s 3:11 AM. You don’t go back to sleep.

Instead, you open your laptop. The name you saw in the letter—Sadia—you type it into Facebook.

Hundreds of profiles.

You narrow it down. Add “Lahore.” Then “Farooq.” Then the name “Zara.” You scroll until your eyes ache.

And then—

There’s a photo. A woman in her forties. Long braid. Deep eyes. And next to her, a girl.

Maybe twelve. Maybe younger. Not quite smiling.

You don’t know how you know. But you know.

You click “Message.”

Your fingers tremble.


Hello. I don’t know if this is strange... but I think we might be related.


You wait.

Nothing.

You go back to the letters.

This one is smudged. The ink bled a little. But the words are clear:

She asks about you now. She’s started to say Baba instead of Abu. I don’t know why. Maybe it sounds more yours.

You close your eyes.

This woman—Sadia—wasn't a secret. She was just... left behind. Like luggage in a different terminal. Like a phone number with too many digits to work here.

The next morning, you forget to eat breakfast. You forget to reply to the group chat about the Montreal trip. You forget to ask Zayan if he did his summer reading.

Because on your screen is a reply:


You’re not supposed to exist.


Five words. That’s all.

But they land with the weight of a continent.

And you realize—ghosts don’t stay buried in borders. Not when they’re family. Not when they’ve been writing letters across oceans for years.

You shut your laptop.

But you’ve already opened something much harder to close.
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​Chapter 5: The Original Lie

[image: ]


You don’t confront him immediately.

You observe. You measure. You wait.

Your father hums when he irons his shirts. He always overcooks toast. He drives like someone who still thinks roads are a suggestion. And every morning, like ritual, he reads Dawn online with his tea. All normal. All familiar. All false?

You try to remember the first time you thought of him as human.

Maybe when he got that call from Lahore and sat in the car for an hour after, unmoving. Or maybe when you were eleven, and he yelled at a nurse at the hospital and came home with red eyes.

He doesn’t talk about Pakistan. Not much. Not ever.

Except when he says: “We came here for a better life.”

Now that phrase hangs in your ears like a dripping tap.

You decide to ask.

Not accuse.

Ask.

It’s a Tuesday. Rain smears the windows. You sit across from him at the kitchen table. The box is not with you, but it’s in the room, like a presence.

“Baba,” you say, soft as fog. “Who is Sadia?”

He blinks.

You’ve never seen someone’s face do that before. Freeze. Reboot. Rearrange.

His lips part. Close. Open again.

“Where did you hear that name?”

You pause. Consider lying. Decide not to.

“I found letters.”

Silence. Then a long breath. One that has been waiting to be exhaled for years.

“She was... part of a life I left behind.”

“But you never told
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