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            "Some stories are not told because they are forgotten,but because they are still living."
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


To the women who learned to speak softly so the walls would listen—
and to those who learned to listen so the silence could finally speak.
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“Some stories are not told because they are forgotten,
but because they are still living.”
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface
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These stories were written with the belief that places remember more than people do. Streets, dresses, balconies, and ordinary objects quietly collect the weight of lives lived beside them. In Gulf societies—where history moves quickly and memory is often private—such witnesses become essential storytellers.

This collection does not attempt to document a single city or nation. Instead, it listens. It listens to women standing between inheritance and possibility, to homes that shelter both love and restraint, and to objects that hold what could not be said aloud.

These stories are offered as reflections—sometimes clear, sometimes fractured—of lives shaped by memory, gender, place, and time.
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These stories in this collection are interconnected not by plot, but by emotional geography. Each piece stands alone, yet echoes another—like lanterns lit across different neighborhoods, visible to those who know how to look.

Women move through these pages as daughters, workers, observers, translators, widows, and travelers. Men appear often at the edges—present, absent, remembered. The city expands, the desert endures, and the sea continues to offer both escape and return.

Rather than offering conclusions, these stories linger in moments of becoming: before a decision, after a loss, during a realization too quiet to name. They ask what it means to belong when the world changes faster than the heart can follow.

This is not a book of answers. It is a book of thresholds.
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This collection owes its existence to many unseen influences.

To the writers who came before whose work proved that social insight and emotional restraint can coexist with deep lyricism.

To the women whose conversations, silences, and resilience informed these pages, knowingly or not.

To the cities of the Gulf, where memory hides in plain sight.

And to the readers who believe that small stories can carry large truths.
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1. Saffron Sunset
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The roof had not changed, not really. The same low parapet wall, its concrete chipped into pale scars by decades of sun and salt wind. The same uneven tiles, warm even after sunset, as if the day refused to leave them. Yet Aisha stood there and felt like a visitor, someone trespassing on a memory that no longer belonged to her.

Below her, the city inhaled and exhaled light.

At dusk, Doha—or a city like it, a city that did not insist on its name—always paused. The muezzin’s call braided itself with the hum of traffic, the soft click of doors closing, the laughter of children released briefly from the gravity of adults. From the roof of her childhood home, Aisha could see the old neighborhood folding into the new: squat houses with tired balconies leaning toward glass towers that rose without apology. The contrast had once felt violent. Now it felt inevitable.

The sky was saffron, that precise shade her mother used when steeping threads for special dresses. Not the orange of celebration, not the red of warning, but something in between—restrained, intimate, almost domestic. A color that belonged to evenings, to women who waited.

Aisha leaned her elbows on the parapet and let the memories come without invitation.

She had been small when she first climbed these stairs alone, her feet slipping against the smooth stone, her palms trailing the wall for balance. The roof had been forbidden then—not explicitly, but through tone, through the way her mother’s eyes tightened when she lingered too long near the stairwell. Roofs were places of observation. Observation led to comparison. Comparison led to dissatisfaction. Dissatisfaction, everyone knew, was dangerous in a girl.

Yet the roof had called to her even then. It had offered space in a house where space was rationed carefully between genders, ages, and expectations. Here, above the rooms where her aunts whispered and her uncles argued and her mother measured her words as carefully as she measured rice, Aisha had felt briefly uncontained.

She had learned the city from this height.

Back then, the skyline was modest. A few cranes, like skeletal birds, moved slowly against the horizon. Most nights, the darkness arrived gently, without resistance. The air smelled of dust and cardamom, of fried onions and distant seawater. Now, the night came late, postponed by neon and glass, by buildings that refused to sleep.

Aisha straightened and pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The evening breeze carried the faint echo of construction—a reminder that the city was still becoming, still unfinished. So, she thought, am I.

She was thirty-eight years old. Too old for some beginnings, too young for the permission to rest. Her life had unfolded according to a logic that made sense to everyone except her. University, employment, family duty, resignation disguised as contentment. She had not married, a fact that hovered over her like a polite accusation. Not loud enough to confront directly, but persistent enough to shape every conversation.

On the roof, no one asked her questions.

Behind her, the door creaked softly. She did not turn. She knew the sound of that door, the way it complained before yielding. Her mother had oiled every hinge in the house except this one. Some things, she used to say, should retain their voice.

“You’ll catch cold,” her mother said, though the air was still warm.

Aisha smiled without looking back. “You’ve been saying that since I was ten.”

“And you never listen,” her mother replied, stepping closer. She wore her usual house dress, faded but clean, the fabric thinning at the elbows. Age had bent her spine slightly, but her presence still filled space. Some women shrank as they aged. Her mother had condensed.

They stood together, the silence between them familiar, practiced. Below, a car horn flared briefly, then faded. Somewhere nearby, a television laughed.

“Do you remember,” her mother said, “when there was nothing beyond that roundabout? Just sand and one tea shop?”

Aisha nodded. “I remember thinking the world ended there.”

Her mother chuckled. “We all did. And we were happy enough.”

Were we? Aisha wondered, but did not ask. Happiness, she had learned, was a word best handled gently around her mother. It could bruise easily.

Her mother rested her hands on the parapet, fingers marked by years of work that had gone unnamed. Cooking, cleaning, tending to relatives whose gratitude was assumed rather than expressed. Her mother had been a young woman once, too. Aisha tried to imagine her here at twenty, watching a different skyline, dreaming different dreams. The image refused to settle.

“You stay up here a lot since you came back,” her mother said. Not an accusation. An observation.

“It helps me think.”

“Thinking too much is what made your aunt ill,” her mother replied automatically, repeating a line that had traveled through generations. Then, softer: “But I know. This place... it remembers you.”

Aisha turned then, meeting her mother’s eyes. In them, she saw both worry and a reluctant pride. Her return home—after years working in a cultural foundation, after living alone in an apartment that had been hers and only hers—had unsettled everyone. It disrupted the narrative they had settled on, the one where Aisha was safely distant, her choices contained by geography.

“Do you regret it?” her mother asked suddenly.

Aisha hesitated. The question hovered, undefined. Regret what? Coming back? Leaving? Not marrying? Becoming someone her younger self had not yet imagined?

“I regret,” she said slowly, “that I learned too late how heavy belonging can be.”

Her mother studied her, then nodded once. “Belonging keeps you from floating away.”

“It also keeps you from moving,” Aisha said.

They stood in that quiet disagreement, neither willing to press further. The sky deepened, saffron giving way to indigo. Lights blinked on, one by one, as if the city were counting itself.

When her mother went downstairs, Aisha remained.

She thought of the years she had spent away. The apartment with white walls and a view of nothing in particular. The freedom of silence, the loneliness of it. The way she had learned to eat alone without ceremony, to speak her thoughts aloud just to hear them take shape. She had believed distance would clarify things. Instead, it had sharpened the contradictions.

At work, she had curated stories—exhibitions about heritage, panels about women’s voices, carefully worded programs that celebrated progress without offending memory. She had spoken confidently in rooms filled with men who nodded politely and women who watched her with complicated eyes. She had felt powerful, and yet strangely hollow, like a vessel admired more for its shape than its contents.

At night, she had dreamed of this roof.

In those dreams, she was younger. Her hair was loose, her feet bare. The city below was quiet, waiting. She would wake with the taste of dust in her mouth and the certainty that something essential was being postponed.

Aisha sat on the low ledge now, tucking her feet beneath her. The tiles pressed their warmth into her bones. She closed her eyes.

She remembered her grandmother’s voice, thin but unwavering, telling her stories of a time before air-conditioning, before convenience, before the city learned how to dazzle. Stories of women who waited for men to return from the sea, who read the horizon like scripture. Women whose lives were measured in absences.

“You must learn to wait without disappearing,” her grandmother had told her once, as they shelled beans together in the courtyard. Aisha had not understood then. She thought waiting was passive, something done to you. Only later did she realize how active it could be—how it could shape you if you weren’t careful.

Below, a group of young women passed by, their laughter bright and unguarded. They wore abayas tailored to their bodies, sneakers peeking out beneath the hem. One of them held her phone up, angling for the light. Aisha watched them with an ache that surprised her. Not envy. Recognition.

They carried the city differently. It did not weigh on them yet.

She wondered what they saw when they looked up. Did they notice the old house, the woman on the roof? Or was she already part of the background, a relic softened by distance?

The thought unsettled her.

Aisha had returned home because her father had died. The sentence still felt abrupt, insufficient. Death was never just one thing. It rearranged everything around it.

Her father had been a quiet man, respected more for his steadiness than his ambition. He had believed in incremental change, in adapting without announcing it. When Aisha had left for university, he had said only, “Learn what you can. Remember who you are.” When she had chosen not to marry the man everyone approved of, he had sighed, rubbed his forehead, and said nothing more. His silence had been a kind of permission.

Now, his chair sat empty in the majlis, his absence filled by well-meaning relatives and endless cups of coffee. Aisha had stepped into the role of dutiful daughter seamlessly, as if she had been rehearsing all along. Cooking, hosting, managing paperwork. The city applauded efficiency. Grief was expected to be quiet.

Only on the roof did it loosen its grip.

She had found one of her father’s notebooks in the back of a drawer, thin pages filled with careful handwriting. Lists of expenses. Names of neighbors. A few lines of poetry copied out, the ink faded. He had loved poetry, though he rarely spoke of it. Reading those lines, Aisha had felt closer to him than she had in years. The intimacy of a private mind.

It frightened her how much of herself she recognized there.

Aisha opened her eyes. The sky was fully dark now, the saffron long gone. But its memory lingered, like a scent trapped in fabric.

She thought of the future, a word that felt both heavy and vague. Everyone expected her to decide something. To move back out. To remarry the idea of independence. Or to stay, settle into usefulness, become indispensable in a house that had learned to rely on her.

Both options felt like betrayals.

What she wanted—though she rarely admitted it even to herself—was a way to live without performing coherence. To allow contradiction its space. To belong without being consumed. To move without erasing what came before.

She laughed softly at the ambition of it. The city below did not pause for such thoughts. It surged forward, confident in its direction.

Aisha stood and walked the length of the roof, counting her steps as she had done as a child. Twenty-two from one end to the other. The same as always. Some measurements, at least, remained reliable.

She stopped at the corner where she used to sit with her cousin Mariam, whispering secrets they did not yet understand. Mariam had married young, moved to a larger house, produced children with enviable efficiency. At family gatherings, she looked at Aisha with a mix of affection and unease, as if trying to reconcile her presence with the narrative they had all agreed on.

“Are you happy?” Mariam had asked her once, lowering her voice.

Aisha had smiled, the practiced curve of her lips answering on her behalf. Mariam had nodded, relieved.

Up here, there was no one to reassure.

Aisha looked out at the city, at the buildings that gleamed with borrowed light. She thought of the women inside them, working late, dreaming quietly, negotiating identities that shifted depending on context. She thought of the women in older houses, their lives unfolding in rooms without windows, their contributions absorbed into family history without attribution.

The city was not one story. It was a chorus, uneven and unfinished.

She inhaled deeply. The air carried the scent of jasmine from a neighbor’s garden, the metallic tang of machinery, the faint sweetness of something
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