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The air that greeted Kareem and his family as they stepped out of Toronto Pearson International Airport was sharp and biting, a world away from the gentle warmth of the Marrakech sun they had left behind. Leila clutched their seven-year-old daughter Salma’s hand tightly, her knuckles white. Kareem, meanwhile, wrestled with the luggage cart, a vessel carrying the entirety of their worldly possessions into this vast, unknown landscape. Their dreams were as large as the sky, but the immediate reality felt crushingly small and cold.

“Is that snow, Baba?” Salma asked, her voice a small, curious whisper as she pointed to the grey, hardened mounds lining the curb. A faint, tired smile touched Kareem’s lips. He crouched down, forcing a warmth into his voice that he did not feel himself. “Yes, habibti. That is snow.” It was the first of countless new things she would have to learn, the first of many unfamiliar words that would shape her new world.

The cold was more than a temperature; it was a presence that seeped through their coats and settled deep within their bones. The city’s hum was a foreign language, a cacophony of screeching tires and distant sirens that felt impersonal and aggressive. Faces in the crowd moved with a purpose that bordered on frantic, their gazes fixed forward, never meeting theirs. In Morocco, the streets were a living tapestry of noise, color, and familiar scents; here, everything felt orderly, muted, and eerily desolate.

Inside the taxi, the silence was thick, broken only by the driver’s curt questions and the rhythmic thump of the windshield wipers. Salma pressed her face against the cold glass, her breath fogging the window as she watched the blur of concrete and steel fly past. The buildings were impossibly tall, anonymous giants that scraped the grey sky. Leila stared out her own window, her heart aching with a sudden, sharp pang of homesickness for the winding, story-filled alleys of the medina.

Their temporary apartment was in a towering residential building that looked identical to the ones beside it. The unit was clean, furnished with minimalist, impersonal pieces that offered function but no comfort. It was a sterile box, a space for existing rather than living. The air inside was still and silent, a stark contrast to the life that constantly spilled out of their home in Marrakech, where the sounds of family and neighbors were a constant, reassuring presence. This silence felt like a void.

As Kareem dropped their bags to the floor, the sound echoed with a hollow finality. This was it. This was their new beginning. Leila walked through the small space, her hand trailing over the cold countertop in the kitchenette, her reflection staring back from the dark, blank screen of the television. She felt like a ghost haunting someone else’s life, a visitor who had overstayed a welcome that was never extended in the first place.

That first night, they barely spoke. They unpacked only the essentials: a small, ornate teapot, a framed picture of their smiling family back home, and Kareem’s prayer mat. These were their anchors in a turbulent sea of strangeness. For dinner, they ate crackers and cheese purchased from a small, bewilderingly bright convenience store downstairs. The food was tasteless, but they were too exhausted to care, their appetites lost somewhere over the Atlantic.

Later, as Salma slept fitfully on the pull-out sofa, clutching a doll from home, Leila finally broke. The tears came silently at first, then her shoulders began to shake with quiet, wracking sobs. “What have we done, Kareem?” she whispered, her voice choked with a mix of fear and regret. “Everything is gone. My mother, our home... everything.” He pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly against the crushing weight of their shared dislocation.

Kareem stroked her hair, murmuring reassurances he wasn’t sure he believed himself. “We did this for Salma,” he said, his voice raw with emotion. “For her future. It will be hard, but we will make it. We have each other.” He spoke the words like a prayer, a desperate incantation against the encroaching darkness of doubt. His own fear was a cold knot in his stomach, but for Leila and Salma, he had to be a fortress.

After Leila’s tears subsided into a weary calm, Kareem stood by the large window, looking out at the city’s glittering, indifferent lights. They spread out before him like a galaxy of fallen stars, beautiful yet impossibly distant. He had dreamt of this moment for years, picturing a triumphant arrival filled with promise. The reality was a punch to the gut—a chilling, profound sense of being utterly and completely alone. The cold arrival was not just in the weather; it was in his heart.
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The words were walls, solid and insurmountable. Leila sat in her beginner’s English class, a small room filled with a mosaic of displaced faces from every corner of the globe. Each person carried a silent story of a life left behind, their shared bewilderment the only common tongue. The teacher, a bright, cheerful young woman named Sarah, spoke with an energetic speed that felt like a physical force, pointing animatedly at pictures on a whiteboard. “This is a... library,” she would say, her smile wide and encouraging. But to Leila, the sounds blurred into a meaningless hum, an ocean of syllables she couldn’t grasp. She felt a profound sense of foolishness, a chasm widening between the articulate, confident woman she had been in Morocco and this muted, frightened version of herself.

Kareem, meanwhile, fought his own battle within the four walls of their sterile apartment. He sat at the small dining table, surrounded by carefully crafted résumés that felt more like fiction with each passing day. His degree in civil engineering, once a source of immense pride and professional standing, now seemed like a useless relic from another life. He dialed the number for a recruitment agency, his heart pounding a nervous rhythm against his ribs. When the agent answered, Kareem spoke slowly, deliberately, trying to sand the edges off his accent. “Hello, I am calling about the project manager position.”

The voice on the other end was crisp and impatient. “Could you repeat that, sir? I can’t quite make out what you’re saying.” The polite question landed like a slap. A hot wave of shame washed over Kareem. He repeated himself, but the damage was done. The conversation ended with a familiar, gentle dismissal: “We’ll keep your résumé on file.” He hung up the phone, the silence that followed amplifying his defeat. He was a builder of bridges who couldn’t even build a bridge of words to a potential employer.

For Salma, the walls were highest in the schoolyard. During recess, she was an island in a sea of running, shouting children. Their laughter was a code she couldn’t decipher, their games a set of rules she didn’t understand. She would stand by the fence, tracing patterns in the dirt with the toe of her shoe, watching the other girls play hopscotch and jump rope. A girl with bright red hair had approached her once, speaking a torrent of friendly, incomprehensible words. Salma had only stared, her throat tight, until the girl shrugged and ran back to her friends. After that, no one else tried. She was the “quiet girl,” a label that was both a description and a sentence.

The family’s weekly plan to practice conversations felt more like a recurring test they were destined to fail. A trip to the grocery store became a source of intense anxiety for Leila. She would rehearse a simple phrase in her mind—“Where can I find the flour?”—over and over again. But when the moment came to ask a busy employee, her courage would vanish, or the words would come out jumbled. More often than not, she would wander the aisles for half an hour, her frustration mounting, until she found it herself, feeling defeated by a task that should have been trivial.

Their evenings grew heavy with unspoken tensions. The apartment, which was supposed to be their sanctuary, became a container for their collective frustration. Dinner was often a quiet affair. The comforting clatter of Moroccan family meals was replaced by the solitary sounds of forks scraping against plates.

“How was your day?” Kareem would ask, the question a tired ritual.

“It was fine. I learned new words,” Leila would reply, the lie tasting like ash in her mouth. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him she felt more lost than the day before.

“And you, Salma? Did you make any friends?” he’d ask his daughter. Salma would just shrug, pushing vegetables around her plate. The truth was too heavy for her to carry.

One evening, the silence finally broke. Kareem had spent the entire day applying for jobs online—even positions far below his qualifications—only to be met with automated rejections or complete silence. He stared at his laptop screen, at the reflection of a man he no longer recognized. He shut it with a sharp clap that made Leila jump.

“It’s the way I speak,” he said, his voice low
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