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This book is for you.
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If you are ten, eleven, twelve — standing in a hallway holding things that feel too heavy.

If you are thirteen, fourteen, fifteen — carrying something you haven't yet found words for.

If you are sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen — learning that the world is longer

than it looked from the beginning.

And for the parents who sit beside the closed door at two in the morning,

who make the right lentils even when it costs them something,

who keep one earbud for the world and one for themselves,

who do not always know the right words but show up anyway.
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You are not alone.

None of you have ever been alone.
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From the Author

I wrote this book because of a question I have been asking for a long time: why do we all think we have to carry the hardest things alone?

I have spent over sixteen years working with people — in business, in communities, across industries — and I have seen the same pattern everywhere, across every culture and every age: the belief that strength means not showing the weight. That being capable means hiding the cost. That needing someone means failing.

This belief is most dangerous, I think, between the ages of ten and nineteen. These are the years when everything is uncertain — the body, the identity, the sense of where you belong and whether you are enough. These are the years when the feeling of being alone and unnecessary is most acute, most convincing, and most false.

Because you are not alone. You have never been alone.

Ayesha Rahman, the twelve-year-old girl at the heart of this novel, arrives in a small American town carrying loss she did not choose and grief she has not been given permission to name. Hilde Vogel, the seventy-something woman she finds in a library journal, has been carrying her own loss since 1954 — alone, underground, convinced that the only safe way to survive was to become nobody in particular.

What these two people give each other is not solutions. The hard things do not go away. The absent father is still absent. The lost years are still lost. What they give each other is witnessing — the simple, profound, world-changing act of saying: I see you. I am here. You do not have to be alone with this.

That is the whole message of this book. For the child who lies awake at two in the morning with a closed fist around a pillow. For the parent who drives two hours for the right lentils and says nothing about it. For every person who has ever said German words into a pillow in the dark so they would not disappear into the air.

You are carrying something real. The carrying is real. And somewhere near you — closer than you think — someone else is carrying something in the same shape.

Find them. Stay at the table. Let the time do what time does.

The world is very long.

You are twelve. Or thirteen, or sixteen, or forty-five.

That is enough.

Jahidul Islam

Rohanpur, Chapai Nawabganj

Rajshahi, Bangladesh
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GLOSSARY
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Words that appear in the novel without translation

because some things are best kept in the language they were born in

––––––––
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BANGLA

Apon  (Bangla)  Your own. Not possession, but belonging — the person or place that is yours and to whom you belong. The shelter of being known completely. There is no single English word that carries the full warmth of apon.

Apu  (Bangla)  Older sister. A term of address used by younger siblings. When Rafi says apu in the dark, half-asleep, it carries everything a name can carry.

Amma  (Bangla)  Mother. The word itself is warmth — the 'a' sound at the front of it like an opening, like a door.

Baba  (Bangla)  Father. The first hero. The first axis of the world. An absence that has a specific shape.

Kemon acho / Kemon laglo  (Bangla)  How are you / How did it feel? Unlike the English 'how are you', which is often a greeting rather than a question, kemon acho is a genuine inquiry. It expects an honest answer. It means: I am asking because I want to know.

Thik ache  (Bangla)  Fine. Okay. Acceptable. An honest, unremarkable assessment of most days — not good, not bad, simply continuing. In Bangla this is enough. In English 'fine' sounds like something is wrong.

Ayesha-moni  (Bangla)  My Ayesha. The addition of '-moni' (my dear, my precious) to a name is a term of endearment used for beloved children. When Amma says Ayesha-moni, the whole of her love is in the suffix.

Enshallah  (Arabic, used in Bangla)  God willing. An expression of hope and surrender simultaneously — the acknowledgment that some things are not ours to control, combined with the hope that they will go well. When Amma says soon, enshallah, she means: I hope so, and I am not certain, and I am leaving it in hands larger than mine.

Mishti doi  (Bangla)  Sweet yoghurt. A beloved Bengali dessert, traditionally served in small clay pots. In this novel, it carries the memory of Baba coming home on ordinary evenings with mishti doi for no reason except that he felt like it. That is the whole of the memory.

Nani  (Bangla)  Maternal grandmother. The one who cries when she sees Rafi on the video call and tries to pretend she isn't.

Heimweh  (German)  The closest translation is 'homesickness', but Heimweh is deeper than sick. It is the ache for a home that exists inside you — that you carry like weather, that arrives without warning at the smell of cardamom or a certain quality of October light. English has decided this feeling does not need a word. German disagreed.

GERMAN

Geborgenheit  (German)  The feeling of being held safely. Of being sheltered and warm and known. Of having, in at least one place, a self that is wholly and without negotiation yours. In this novel, Ayesha offers its Bangla equivalent: apon. They are the same word in different languages, reaching for the same shelter.

Heimweh  (German)  See above. Some words appear twice because they carry twice the weight.

Sehnsucht  (German)  The ache for something you cannot return to. A longing so specific it has a direction — toward a thing you have lost, or perhaps toward a thing you have imagined, that feels more real than what is in front of you.

Fernweh  (German)  The ache for somewhere you have never been. The opposite of Heimweh in direction, but the same in texture. Both are hungers. Both are carried in the body.

Weltschmerz  (German)  The pain of the world, carried personally. The knowledge that things are not as they should be, and the feeling of that distance as a physical weight. Not despair — something more conscious than despair. The sadness of someone who sees clearly and has not looked away.

Brötchen  (German)  Small bread rolls. In this novel, cardamom Brötchen — made from Heinrich Vogel's recipe, carried from Bavaria to Oregon, made every Sunday morning for sixty years in a kitchen on Birch Street for no one but the maker. You cannot burn what lives in the hands.

Guten Morgen / Guten Nacht  (German)  Good morning / Good night. The words Hilde says into her pillow in the dark so they will not disappear into the English air of an English house. The most ordinary words. The most necessary ones.

Ich liebe euch  (German)  I love you all. Said into a pillow on the night the kitchen became English. The most important sentence, kept in the body, kept in the dark, kept.
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A note on language:
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Some words in this novel are left untranslated because translation would diminish them. When Hilde writes in her dictionary: no English word — keep the German, she is not being obstinate. She is being precise. The words in this glossary are offered not as substitutes for feeling, but as invitations to it. Read them aloud. Feel the shape of them in your mouth. Some things are best understood not through definition but through sound.

The Weight of Wings  ·  Jahidul Islam
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PART ONE: ARRIVAL

CHAPTER 1

The Taxonomy of Awkward
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Millhaven, Oregon had one traffic light, two churches, a diner called Patty's that was not run by anyone named Patty, and, as of the fourteenth of September, one Bangladeshi family who had no idea what they had done to deserve any of it.

That last part was my assessment. My mother would say we were starting fresh. Rafi would say nothing, because Rafi was nine and had decided that silence was his new personality. I would say we had driven eleven hours from Seattle in a car that smelled of cardboard boxes and my mother's anxiety, arrived in a town where the welcome sign had a picture of a covered bridge on it, and were now standing in front of a house the color of old mustard.

'It has character,' my mother said.

The paint was peeling near the gutters. A shutter hung at a defeated angle. The garden, if you were being generous, was a garden. If you were being accurate, it was a selection of weeds that had developed ambitions.

'It has something,' I agreed.

She gave me the look. I carried a box inside.

School started on a Monday, which felt appropriate. Mondays have a certain quality — a grey, resigned quality — that matched how I felt about most things that September. I had been in America for six weeks by then, which was long enough to know that I did not understand it and short enough to still be surprised by the specific ways in which I did not understand it.

For example: lockers. In Dhaka I kept my books in a bag I carried everywhere, like a snail with homework. Here, there was a locker with a combination I had written on my hand and a hall monitor named Derek who told me the combination was a fire hazard. I didn't know what that meant. I smiled. He walked away satisfied. I filed this under: useful skills.

For example: the way people here said 'How are you?' without wanting an answer. In Bangla — in actual conversation between actual people — 'kemon acho' has weight. It means something. Here it was a sound people made while already looking past you. I learned quickly to say 'Good, thanks' and keep walking, because if you stopped and actually said how you were, the person who asked would look at you the way Derek looked at my hand: politely alarmed.

For example: lunch.

Lunch was its own taxonomy.

* * *
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I had been assigned a homeroom teacher named Mr Fielding, who was kind in the way people are kind when they have been trained to be inclusive and are trying to remember their training. He introduced me to the class as 'Aysha' — rhymes with 'Asia' — and I did not correct him because it was the first day and I had made a decision: I would observe before I spoke. I would be a scientist. I would treat Millhaven Middle School as a field site.

The field site had the following features:

Approximately two hundred and forty students, of whom I counted, in the first three periods, four who were not white. Two of these were brothers who appeared to know each other only by proximity. One was a girl with her hair in a bun so tight it looked like a statement. I did not know what the statement was. I respected it.

The cafeteria smelled of something that had once been a vegetable and had since reconsidered. The tables were arranged in a system I could not fully decode but which clearly had rules, because when I sat at the wrong one — the third from the window, which seemed neutral — a boy whose name I would later learn was Connor gave me a look that suggested I had committed a social crime. I moved. I found a table near the back wall, under a motivational poster that said EVERY DAY IS A FRESH START, which, in my experience, was only true if the previous day had not happened to you specifically.

I opened my notebook. I wrote at the top of a clean page:

Things That Are Worse Than Dhaka


1.  The traffic light. There is one. It is not enough.

2.  The water, which tastes of good intentions.

3.  The way people say my name. Aysha. Ay-EE-sha. Once, memorably: Aretha.

4.  The covered bridge on the welcome sign. Covered from what? Rain? Shame?

5.  Lunch.

6.  The motivational posters. There are seven in this building. I have counted.

7.  The way they smile like they are doing you a favour.

8.  The way they mean it.

9.  That Rafi will probably be fine. He is nine. He is resilient.

I am not nine. I am not resilient. I am twelve and I am making a list.

10. Baba is not here to tell me this is an adventure.

11. Baba is not here.



I closed the notebook before anyone could see it.

This is a skill I have developed. Closing things before anyone can see them. I am becoming very good at it.

* * *
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The school counsellor was named Ms Burnett. She had the energy of someone who had read extensively about children and found the actual children somewhat different from the books. She called me in during fifth period, which was PE, so in some respects she did me a kindness.

'Aysha,' she said, gesturing at the chair across from her desk. It had a cushion on it shaped like a sun. I sat on the sun.

'Ayesha,' I said.

She wrote something down. I choose to believe it was a correction. 'How are you settling in?'

'Very well, thank you,' I said, in the voice I use for adults who do not actually want an answer.

She smiled. She had a print on the wall behind her: a beach, a horizon, the words YOU ARE EXACTLY WHERE YOU NEED TO BE. I looked at the beach. I thought about Dhaka. I thought about the particular quality of Dhaka in October — the way the heat finally softens, the way the air smells of marigolds and diesel and the rice cooking in every building simultaneously, the way Baba used to come home on those evenings smelling of the outside world and say, 'Ayesha-moni, what did you learn today?' — and I thought: I am not exactly where I need to be. I am categorically, precisely, geographically elsewhere.

But I smiled at Ms Burnett and said the thing people say.

'It's an adjustment,' I said. 'But I'm sure it'll get easier.'

She looked relieved. People always look relieved when you say the thing. I am a twelve-year-old girl and I already know this. I'm not sure what to do with that knowledge. I wrote it down when I got home. Just: people are relieved when you say the thing. I put a question mark after it. Then I crossed out the question mark. It wasn't a question.

* * *
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That evening, Amma made khichuri.

She didn't have the right lentils so she used something from a packet that was probably not dal but was the closest the one grocery store in Millhaven offered, and she didn't have the right mustard oil so she used something called 'cooking oil' which is what they call oil here when they want to describe oil without committing to a personality, and she didn't have the right everything else, but she made khichuri anyway.

Rafi ate two bowls. He ate with his head down, which is how he eats now — like he is trying to be smaller than he is. He is already small. He is nine and slight and his school uniform back in Dhaka always had the sleeves rolled up because it was slightly too large and he never grew into it, and some nights I think about that uniform, still in a box somewhere, still waiting.

Amma put the TV on after dinner. An American show with a laugh track that laughed at things I didn't understand yet. She watched it with an expression I have started to recognise: the expression of someone who is trying very hard to be present in the room they are actually in.

I washed the dishes. I am twelve. I wash the dishes now. This is also new.

'Kemon laglo?' she asked from the sofa. How did it feel?

The Bangla landed like a hand on my shoulder. Warm, sudden, slightly too much.

'Thik ache,' I said. Fine.

She nodded. She turned back to the TV. The laugh track laughed.

I dried my hands and went upstairs and sat on my bed — still without a proper sheet, still with the sleeping bag from the drive — and opened my notebook to a new page. I didn't write anything for a long time. I just sat with the pen.

Then I wrote: Day one. Still here. Unclear if this is an achievement or simply what happens when you have nowhere else to go.

I looked at that for a while.

Then I wrote, smaller, underneath: Baba would have found something funny about the covered bridge. He would have made a whole thing of it. He would have said, 'Ayesha-moni, what are they hiding under there?' and we would have invented answers all the way down the road.

I closed the notebook.

Outside, the single traffic light of Millhaven, Oregon changed from green to yellow to red.

Nobody was coming. Nobody was going. It changed anyway, because that is what it does. Because the mechanism doesn't care about the audience. Because some things just keep going, even when there's no particular reason to.

I thought that was probably a lesson of some kind.

I turned off the light.

* * *
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CHAPTER 2

A French Fry, a Stranger, and the Geometry of Lunch
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By Wednesday I had developed what I considered a reasonable system.

The system worked as follows: arrive at the cafeteria slightly after the first rush, when the worst of the table-claiming was over. Collect food — something identifiable, ideally — from the line without making eye contact with the lunch server, who had the well-meaning habit of asking where I was from. Take the table by the back wall, under the motivational poster. Open notebook. Write. Exist quietly. Leave.

It was not a glamorous system. But it was mine, and it worked, and I had stopped expecting anything in Millhaven to be glamorous, so we were all in agreement.

I had my notebook open to a fresh page. I was about to write the date. And then a french fry hit my tray.

Not aggressively. Not with any particular force or intention. It simply arrived — from the general direction of the next table — and came to rest beside my apple, as if it had always planned to be there, as if this were its destination and the rest of its journey had merely been prelude.

I looked at it.

I looked up.

A girl was watching me from two tables over. She had red hair — not the polite auburn kind but the actual red kind, the kind that announces itself when it enters a room. She was grinning with the complete confidence of someone who has never once regretted anything and doesn't intend to start.

She raised her eyebrows as if to say: well?

I looked back at my notebook.

I wrote the date. September sixteenth. Two days into my system. I drew a small box around it, which I do when I want to feel that something is contained.

I heard the scrape of a chair.

* * *
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'So you're not going to eat it?'

She had moved. She was now sitting across from me. I had not heard her cross the distance between us. She was simply, suddenly, there, with her tray and her red hair and approximately fourteen french fries remaining.

'It isn't mine,' I said.

'I threw it to you.'

'That doesn't make it mine.'

She thought about this with what appeared to be genuine interest, which I had not expected. Most people, when you say something slightly unusual, wait for you to stop so they can say the thing they were already planning to say. This girl actually paused.

'That's technically true,' she said. 'Like how if I sneeze on someone that doesn't mean the sneeze belongs to them.'

'That is a significantly worse analogy,' I said.

She grinned wider. 'I'm Lily.'

'I know.' I had heard her name in three separate classes. Lily Beaumont was, in the social ecosystem of Millhaven Middle School, what naturalists would call a keystone species: loud, apparently beloved, impossible to overlook. She sat at the table by the windows. That was the good table. I had catalogued this on day one.

'You're Ayesha,' she said. 'I've been practicing.'

I looked up. She said it again: 'Ayesha.' Precisely correct. The emphasis on the second syllable, the 'sh' sound clean and not mangled into a 'zh' or swallowed into nothing.

Nobody had got it right yet. Not Mr Fielding. Not Ms Burnett. Not the lunch server who had given up and just smiled.

I didn't say anything. I wasn't sure what to do with it — with someone having taken the trouble. It felt like being handed something fragile and not knowing where to put it safely.

'My mum taught me,' Lily said, as if she had noticed my confusion and wanted to make it less strange. 'She said if you're going to use someone's name you should say it right. It's theirs, not yours.'

I thought about this. Then I wrote it in my notebook. Not Lily's name. Just the sentence. It's theirs, not yours.

'You write a lot,' Lily observed.

'Yes.'

'What are you writing?'

'Things.'

'What kind of things?'

'Observations,' I said. 'About the field site.'

She looked around the cafeteria. She looked back at me. 'Are we the field site?'

'Millhaven generally,' I said. 'But yes, also this.'

She laughed. It was a full laugh — the kind that doesn't care who hears it — and several people at nearby tables glanced over. I resisted the urge to look at my notebook.

'That's the best thing anyone's said about this place,' she said. 'Field site.' She tried it out. 'Field site. Yeah. Okay. Can I be in your notes?'

'You already are,' I said.

This was true. I had written: Red-haired girl. Threw food. Possibly unwell. Awaiting further data.

She looked delighted. She picked up a french fry and ate it. I picked up the one she'd thrown to my tray, considered it, and ate it too. It had gone slightly cold. It was still, honestly, a better lunch than I'd expected.

* * *
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She talked. This, I would come to understand, was Lily's primary mode of being in the world. She talked the way some people breathe — not because they have decided to but because the alternative is not surviving.

She told me about Millhaven in approximately nine minutes. Population: four thousand and something, depending on how you counted the Harmon farm at the edge of the county line, which was a whole situation she would explain later. One middle school, one high school, one elementary school, all within four blocks of each other, which meant that growing up here was a continuous experience of running into the same faces in rotating configurations. The diner, Patty's, was called that because it had been Patty's, once, owned by a woman named Patricia Noel who sold it in 1987 and moved to Tucson. The current owner was named Dave. Dave had not changed the sign because it would have cost money and Millhaven, Lily said, philosophically, did not believe in changing things that worked.

'Does it work?' I asked.

'The sign or the town?'

'Either.'

She thought. 'The pie is very good,' she said finally.

'That isn't an answer.'

'No,' she said. 'I know.'

Something shifted slightly in her face — just for a moment, the brightness dimmed, like a cloud crossing the sun at speed — and then it was gone, and she was grinning again, telling me about the PE teacher who couldn't say the word 'gymnasium' correctly and said 'gym-naz-ium' with the emphasis in a wrong and mysterious place.

I noticed the cloud. I didn't say anything about it.

I wrote it down later, when I got home: she went somewhere briefly. When she came back, she was louder than before. File under: things to understand.

* * *
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'So where are you from?' she asked, at some point in the middle of a story about the covered bridge.

I had been waiting for this. Everyone asked it. It was not a bad question, exactly — it was an honest question, an attempt to locate me in a map they understood — but it always arrived with a small weight attached to it. Where are you really from. As if where I was standing was provisional.

'Dhaka,' I said. 'Bangladesh.'

'Oh,' said Lily. She turned this over. 'Is that near India?'

'It is surrounded by India,' I said. 'On three sides. The fourth side is the Bay of Bengal.'

'That sounds dramatic.'

'It is a delta,' I said. 'Rivers everywhere. Floods in the monsoon. Very green. Very loud. Very — ' I stopped. I had not meant to say very anything. I had not meant to start describing it. The description had arrived without permission, the way Bangla words sometimes arrived — warm and sudden, like a hand on the shoulder — and I wasn't sure I had the right to them yet, not here, not in this cafeteria that smelled of reconsidered vegetables.

'Very what?' Lily asked.

The honest answer was: alive. Dhaka was alive in a way that Millhaven was not yet alive to me — maybe would never be, maybe would eventually be, I didn't know. Dhaka was the sound of rickshaw bells at seven in the morning, and the smell of my grandmother's kitchen, and Baba coming home with mishti doi in a clay pot because it was no one's birthday but he felt like it, and the particular chaos of a city of twenty million people who had all individually decided that today was the day they needed to be somewhere else. It was enormous and maddening and mine, and I was standing in a cafeteria in Oregon talking to a girl who had correctly pronounced my name, which was more than I had a right to expect, and I was not going to cry about a delta.

'Just very,' I said.

Lily looked at me steadily. She had grey eyes, I noticed. The kind that look like they're thinking even when they might not be.

'Do you miss it?' she asked.

Nobody had asked me that yet. Not once. Not Ms Burnett with her sun-cushion, not Mr Fielding with his training, not my mother with her khichuri made from the wrong lentils. They had all asked how I was settling in. Nobody had asked if I missed it, which is a different question entirely — which is, in fact, the only question.

'Yes,' I said. It came out before I could look at it first.

'Yeah,' said Lily. And she didn't follow it with anything. She didn't say I know how you feel or it'll get better or at least the pie is good. She just said yeah, and ate a french fry, and let the answer sit there between us taking up its rightful space.

It was, I would think later, the most useful thing anyone had done for me since we arrived.

* * *
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The bell rang. The cafeteria became noise and movement.

Lily stood, collected her tray, and said: 'You should sit with us tomorrow. By the window.'

'I have a system,' I said.

'I know. I've been watching you do your system.' She said it without judgement, which was somehow more unsettling than judgement would have been. 'The back wall isn't comfortable. The chair by the window has a cushion.'

'I wasn't aware there were cushioned chairs.'

'There is one. It's first come, first served. I usually get there early.' A pause. 'I could save it for you.'

I should say no. No was the correct answer. No was the answer that protected the system, that kept everything at the distance I had decided upon, that maintained the comfortable arrangement whereby I observed Millhaven from a safe remove and it observed me not at all.

'Maybe,' I said.

Lily smiled — not the full grin from before, but something smaller and more private, as if she'd found something she hadn't expected to find and didn't want to startle it.

She left. I sat for another moment.

I wrote in my notebook: Someone threw food at me and I may have accidentally made a friend. Unclear how this happened. Methodology to be reviewed.

I looked at it.

Then, smaller, underneath — the way I always write the true things, smaller, as if size reduces the risk of them being real:

She asked if I missed it. She meant it.

Nobody has meant a question in a while.

––––––––
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Ayesha's Journal — Wednesday


Things I Know About Lily Beaumont After Twenty-Three Minutes:

1.  She practiced my name. No one does that.

2.  She talks like breathing. Maybe it serves the same purpose.

3.  There is a cloud that crosses her face sometimes. Fast. Then she is louder.

4.  She has grey eyes that look like thinking.

5.  She did not try to make me feel better about missing home.

She just let me miss it.

That is either very wise or very lucky.

I think people are sometimes wise and lucky in the same moment.

I think Baba would have liked her.

I think I will not think about that.



That evening, I did not tell Amma about Lily. I'm not sure why. Maybe because telling her would make it real, and I wasn't sure yet if I was ready for it to be real. Maybe because hope, when it is new, is a small and easily-frightened thing, and I have learned to keep small things quiet until they are strong enough to survive the air.

Maybe because Amma had enough to carry.

I set the table. I helped Rafi with his spelling words — cat, flat, hat, the entire logic of rhyme, which he found tedious and I found, for reasons I couldn't explain, briefly and unexpectedly comforting. I turned off the lights.

Outside, the traffic light changed for no one.

Tomorrow, I thought, I would go to the cafeteria.

I would not commit to the window table.

But I would see about the cushioned chair.
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CHAPTER 3

The Library at the End of the Hall
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I did not go to the window table the next day.

I want to be clear about this. I had considered it — had, in fact, stood at the cafeteria entrance for approximately forty-five seconds weighing the merits of the window table against the merits of my system — and then I had walked past the cafeteria entirely and continued down the hall to a door I had noticed on the first day but not yet opened, because opening doors in new places is a form of hope, and I was rationing my hope carefully.

The door said: LIBRARY. Below that, on a piece of card taped at a slight angle: Open Mon–Fri, 8am–4pm. Mr Okafor, Librarian.

I opened it.

Libraries, I have a theory about. My theory is this: a library is the only room that belongs to everyone equally, which means it belongs to no one in particular, which means it is the safest room in any building for a person who is not sure yet where she belongs. You don't have to be from here to use the library. You just have to want the books.

The Millhaven Middle School library was not large. It had six rows of shelves, a reading area with chairs that looked comfortable and were not, a computer station with two machines that hummed with elderly concentration, and, behind the front desk, Mr Okafor.

Mr Okafor was perhaps sixty, perhaps seventy — the kind of age that settles into a face so thoroughly that pinning it down seems beside the point. He had reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and a cardigan the colour of a forest in November. He was reading. He looked up when I came in, looked at me with calm, unhurried interest, and said:

'New student.'

'Yes,' I said.

'Ayesha,' he said. Correctly, on the first attempt. The 'sh' clean and precise.

I stared at him. 'How did you know?'

'I read the new student list,' he said, as if this were obvious, which I suppose it was. 'I make a point of learning names before I need to use them. It seems courteous.' He returned to his book. 'The corner behind the trolley is quiet. Nobody goes there. The fiction is shelved alphabetically but someone has been putting the P's before the O's for three years and I have given up fighting it.'

I went to the corner behind the trolley.

I sat down on the floor — there was no chair, but the carpet was thin and the wall was solid and sometimes solid is enough — and I opened my notebook, and for the first time since September fourteenth I felt the particular sensation of a room fitting around me like it had been waiting.

I didn't write anything. I just sat in the fit of it.

* * *
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I went back the next day. And the day after that.

Mr Okafor never asked what I was doing there. He never suggested I sit somewhere more appropriate or eat my lunch in the cafeteria with the other students. He simply existed at his desk with his cardigan and his book, occasionally rising to reshelve something or answer a question from a student who wandered in looking for a printer, and he left me entirely, completely, magnificently alone.

This is rarer than it sounds. Being left alone, in my experience, requires either invisibility or the specific permission of someone with authority. I had neither, usually. Mr Okafor simply extended the permission without being asked, which is the best kind.

I began to explore the corner properly. It was a small geography: two shelves of fiction that the system had apparently forgotten, a cracked atlas from 1987 whose maps showed countries that no longer existed in the shapes they were given, and a trolley of unsorted returns that Mr Okafor was working through at what appeared to be a geological pace — one or two books a week, replaced by fresh returns from the slot by the door.

I sorted through the trolley sometimes, when I had finished writing. I like the logic of libraries — the idea that everything has a place it belongs to, and the work is simply finding it. I put three novels back in their right positions. I corrected two of the P's that had invaded the O's. I found a book about migratory birds that I read for twenty minutes and then reshelved under the wrong letter deliberately, because I wanted it to be there when I came back.

On the fourth day, I found the journal.

* * *
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It was wedged between the cracked atlas and a copy of My Ántonia whose cover had water damage that had dried into the shape of a map of somewhere I couldn't identify. The journal was slim — perhaps sixty pages — with a cover of faded blue cloth, the kind of blue that had once been definite and had since become a question. There was no title on the cover. On the inside of the front page, in the top right corner, in handwriting that was careful and small and slightly old-fashioned in the way of someone who had been taught to write by someone who cared about it:

H. Vogel. 1954.

That was all.

I should put it back. This was someone's private notebook — whoever H. Vogel was — and I had no business opening it, and I was a person who believed in the correct treatment of private things, who kept her own notebook close and angled away from curious eyes, who understood that some thoughts were written down precisely because they were not for sharing.

I opened it.

I am not proud of this. But I opened it.

From Hilde's Journal  —  September 4, 1954


First day of school. Mrs Halverson mispronounced our name three times. The first time I corrected her. The second time I tried to correct her and she talked over me. The third time I let her say it wrong because I was tired and also I wanted to see if it bothered her. It did not bother her. She moved on to the attendance register. Our name sat in the air of the classroom, said wrong, and nobody did anything about it, and I thought: this is what it will be, then.

Father says we must be patient. He says Americans are not cruel, only frightened of things they do not know. He says this in German because at home we still speak German, still, even though he has told us that soon we must stop, even at home. He said it the way he says things he has decided but not finished deciding.

I think perhaps Father has not met seventh grade.

The boy who sits next to me is called Peter Callahan. He has red hair and freckles and he is the best speller in the class — Mrs Halverson said so, which she said the way adults say things they expect will cause either admiration or resentment, and in Peter Callahan's case it caused neither because he just nodded and looked at his desk as if he already knew and found the information more embarrassing than useful.

I have decided I will learn English so well that no one will know. I will become very good at it. Father says to keep your head down. Mother says to smile. I will keep my head down and smile and learn English so well that the wrong name becomes the right one and no one remembers the difference.

I am not sure this is a good plan. But it is the only one I have.



I read it twice.

Then I sat with it in my lap for a while, the way you sit with something after it has done something to you that you haven't finished understanding yet.

Mrs Halverson mispronounced our name three times.

Mr Fielding had said Aysha. Ms Burnett had said Aysha. The lunch server had abandoned the attempt entirely and replaced it with a smile. And here was a girl — H. Vogel, 1954, sixty years ago in this same town, in a school that might have been this school or might have been the one before it — who had sat in a classroom and heard her name said wrong and let it go because she was tired, and nobody did anything about it, and she wrote it down that night because writing it down was the only place it could be true.

I know this. I know this exactly.

I thought: Father says Americans are not cruel, only frightened of things they do not know.

My mother had said something similar. Not in those words. She had said — standing in our kitchen in Dhaka, the week before the flight, folding a dupatta she wouldn't need in Oregon — 'People everywhere are mostly good, Ayesha. They just need time to understand what they don't know yet.' She had said it looking at the dupatta, not at me, which is how she says the things she is saying to herself as much as to me.

H. Vogel's father said it in German.

My mother said it while folding fabric she would leave behind.

I thought: we are doing the same calculation. Sixty years apart, in the same town, in the same rain — and I looked up and realized it was raining outside the library window, a thin grey Oregon rain that fell without drama or apology — and we are doing the same calculation. Is patience enough. Is keeping your head down enough. Is learning the language of the place so well that you dissolve into it — is that survival, or is that something else.

I turned to the next entry.

From Hilde's Journal  —  September 11, 1954


A boy asked today if my father killed Americans.

I told him my father was a baker. His name is Heinrich Vogel and he makes bread and Brötchen and a cardamom cake that nobody in Millhaven has bought yet but that I believe they would like if they tried it. He was in the war — most fathers were in the war, the German boys' fathers, the American boys' fathers, everybody's fathers — but he was not a soldier. He was a baker who baked for soldiers. This is different. Or I think it is different. I am twelve and I am not entirely sure how different it is and thinking about it makes me feel as if the ground is tilting slightly, the way it tilts in
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