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​Chapter 1: Thermos and Jasmine

[image: ]


The kettle whistled softly at 5:42 a.m., just like it did every morning.

Ansa Rehman reached for it with hands that remembered the motion better than her eyes did in those first few sleepy moments. The mug was already lined up. The thermos too—polished green metal with a slight dent on the side from when it fell in ‘08. No one remembered that but her. She poured the tea slowly, the steam curling like a whisper in the stillness.

Outside, the city hadn’t woken yet. Lahore’s June heat had not begun to press itself into the skin. The sky was still bruised with night, but the first veins of orange were already bleeding upward. She always took this moment like a sacrament—the hush before the noise, before the horns, before the neighbors’ loud children spilled into the day.

She unlocked the front gate with a quiet click and stepped outside with the thermos, a paper napkin folded in her pocket like always. The jasmine plant that curled around the gate had bloomed early this year, overreaching like it always did, flinging its scent like a child desperate for praise.

Across the street, the house that had been empty for months had lights on. Ansa paused, not out of curiosity, but from the surprise of seeing life where there had only been dust. A white Prado was parked crookedly in the driveway. Boxes stacked by the porch. She saw shadows moving behind gauzy curtains—children, maybe. She sighed, not displeased, not thrilled. Just adjusting her inner compass. Change, even small, had to be acknowledged.

She turned left, the direction she always did. Down the broken pavement past the empty plot with the guava tree, then by the corner shop that wouldn’t open for another two hours. She sipped her tea and listened to the birds gossiping in the branches.

The walk was her ritual, her rhythm. Not exercise, not escape—just proof that she was still moving. That the clock inside her still ticked, however gently.

It was only once she’d returned, opened the gate, and re-entered the quiet of her house that she noticed something unusual.

A child’s drawing lay by her doorstep.

Crayon on white paper: a sun with too many rays, a house with crooked windows, and two stick figures—one tall, one small. The smaller one had hair like a halo. Beneath it, in uneven handwriting:
“To Auntie with the white scarf. From Zoya.”
Ansa looked toward the house across the street. One of the curtains fluttered. Someone had been watching.

She picked up the drawing carefully and took it inside.

That night, she wrote a letter she didn’t intend to send. It began:


Dear Kaleem,
Today, a girl left a drawing at my door. I haven’t spoken to a child in years, not properly. She doesn’t know me, but she drew me like she’s always known me. Is it possible for strangers to see us more clearly than our own?

She didn’t sign it. She never did.

She folded the letter and placed it in the old wooden drawer by her bed, behind all the others.

Then, she turned off the light.

And listened to the jasmine tapping gently against the windowpane.
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​Chapter 2: The New Neighbors
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By the time Ansa returned from college that afternoon, the street was louder than usual.

A moving truck blocked half the road, its engine idling while two sweaty men heaved furniture onto the pavement. Children ran between boxes as if this were a festival. A woman in a printed lawn kurta, phone pressed to one ear, barked instructions no one seemed to follow. Curtains still hung halfway from windows. A mattress leaned on a wall like a tired old man.

Ansa stood just outside her gate for a moment, groceries clutched in one arm. No one noticed her—another still object in the blur of motion.

She caught sight of a girl—maybe sixteen, seventeen—sitting on the hood of the Prado with her knees pulled to her chest, earphones plugged in, eyes scanning the world with practiced boredom.

That must be Zoya.

There was something about her posture that reminded Ansa of her younger students—perpetually unimpressed, always on guard. She wore a hoodie despite the heat, her sneakers scuffed with defiance. She glanced in Ansa’s direction briefly. Their eyes met, but the girl looked away before the moment could settle.

Ansa walked inside, locked the gate, and set her groceries on the kitchen counter.

She didn’t open them right away. Instead, she stood by the window, slightly behind the curtain, just enough to observe without intruding. She watched the girl until her mother called her over to help with something, which she ignored until it was repeated loudly enough to make her flinch.

Later that evening, as Ansa poured herself a glass of water, there was a knock on the gate.

She hesitated. It was too early for Daniyal—not that he visited anymore—and far too late for street vendors. She stepped outside cautiously.

It was the woman from across the street, smiling like someone who had smiled at too many strangers today.

“Assalamu Alaikum,” she said, brushing sweat from her forehead. “I’m Sabahat Mughal, we just moved in across. I thought we’d introduce ourselves. Brought some biryani. I hope you’re not allergic to spice.”

She held out a covered glass dish, steam still seeping out the edges.

Ansa returned the smile with one of her own—gentle, filtered, measured.

“Walaikum Assalam. Welcome to the neighborhood. That’s very kind of you. I’m Ansa.”

Sabahat’s eyes darted around. “We’ve heard it’s a peaceful street. Quiet. My husband works in IT, mostly remote, and the kids are... well, you’ll hear them sometimes. Apologies in advance.”

Ansa smiled again. “Noise is a sign of life.”

Sabahat exhaled in relief. “That’s what I keep telling my mother-in-law.”

A girl appeared behind her—Zoya, still in the hoodie. This time she looked straight at Ansa, but with the cool detachment of someone expecting little in return.

Sabahat turned. “Zoya, say salam.”

“Salam,” she mumbled, then stared back at her phone.

“She’s still adjusting,” Sabahat said with a soft chuckle. “Teenagers. Lahore is a downgrade from Karachi, she says.”

“She’ll find her rhythm,” Ansa said simply.

They exchanged a few more polite pleasantries. Then Sabahat pulled Zoya away, waving one final time before heading back.

That night, Ansa ate the biryani alone at her dining table—slowly, carefully, appreciating the balance of cardamom and heat. It was spicier than she usually made it.

She didn’t light the television. The house preferred silence.

Later, when the dishes were washed and the garden had been watered, she sat at her writing table and opened a new page.


Dear Daniyal,
The new neighbors have a daughter your age when you left. She’s taller, thinner, harder in the eyes. But the way she stood beside her mother—half-present, half-absent—it reminded me of you. Do you remember the time you spilled biryani all over the kitchen and tried to clean it up with your shirt? You were six. And you said, “Ammi, don’t tell Abbu. He’ll say I ruined the rice.” I didn't tell him, love. I never did.

She folded the letter, added it to the others.

The jasmine outside had closed its blooms for the night.
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​Chapter 3: Distance and Detail
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The rain came unannounced that night.

Not a storm—just a thin, persistent drizzle that coated the leaves in silver and made the jasmine smell heavier than usual. Ansa sat by the window, not doing much. A cup of tea had gone cold on the table beside her. She wasn’t in the mood to reheat it. The ceiling fan turned slowly overhead, slicing the humidity in lazy, rhythmic laps.

She thought of the girl again.

Zoya.

There was something about her quiet that didn’t feel like peace. It reminded Ansa of how silence can sometimes harden into a wall. And she knew that wall intimately.

She turned toward her bookshelf, ran her fingers across spines she hadn’t touched in months. She picked up a copy of Forough Farrokhzad's poetry, the pages loose from years of reading. A line she had once underlined stared back at her:


“I speak from the depths of my night,
from the depths of my darkness,
and from the depths of my silence.”

She closed the book slowly.

There had been a time she might have shared that with someone. Her son, perhaps, when he was in college and still cared for words. Or with a student, if any had stayed after class long enough to ask questions. Or once, long ago, with someone else.

But no one asked these days. And she had stopped offering.

The drawer beside her bed creaked softly as she opened it. She reached for a letter buried near the back—not the ones she had written recently, but older ones. From the time after Kaleem died. That first year, she wrote every night. Sometimes twice. Most of those were sealed and folded with precise, military corners. But some, the raw ones, were just crumpled pages, never meant to be read again.

She found one and unfolded it.


Dear Kaleem,
You once asked me why I never cried when we fought. I told you I didn’t believe in drama. But the truth is—I had already mourned something long before our arguments began. I don’t think I ever cried over you because I never really had you.

She ran her fingers over the faded ink. Her handwriting back then was tighter, more defensive.

The front gate clicked.

She stiffened, listening.

Footsteps on the driveway. Two of them—one lighter, hesitant.

She walked to the door and peered through the peephole.

Zoya stood outside with a plastic container in her hands.

Ansa hesitated only for a moment before unlatching the door.

Zoya didn’t offer a smile. Just held out the container. “My mom sent kheer. She makes it when she’s nervous. It’s too sweet.”

“Tell her thank you,” Ansa said, taking it gently.

Zoya didn’t leave right away. She shifted from foot to foot. Her hoodie was damp from the rain.

“You like books?” Zoya asked finally.

Ansa tilted her head. “Yes.”

“I saw the shelves through the window.” She pointed vaguely. “That’s a lot of books for one person.”

Ansa gave a quiet smile. “Sometimes books are better company than people.”

Zoya didn’t smile back. “Depends on the people, I guess.”

A pause.

“Anyway. My mom made me come over. But I didn’t mind. You don’t look like the aunties who complain about everything.”

“That’s a compliment, I think?”

Zoya shrugged. “You don’t have WhatsApp?”

“I do.”

“But no display picture.”

Ansa looked amused. “Some faces aren’t meant for tiny squares.”

That got the faintest chuckle from Zoya. She backed away, hands in pockets.

“Okay. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

Ansa closed the door softly, the latch clicking into place with a gentleness that surprised her.

Later, she returned to her writing table.


Dear Meher,
A girl came to my door today. She’s the first person in years who didn’t ask me if I was managing alright. She just stood there, awkward and honest. It reminded me of how we used to be—when we didn’t yet know that honesty could cost you everything.
I wonder if you remember the day we promised to leave together. You had a suitcase packed. I had doubts. In the end, you boarded the train. I stayed behind and married a man who knew how to make tea just the way I hated it.

She didn’t fold this one. Not yet.

She left it on the desk, open and unfinished, letting it breathe.

Outside, the rain kept falling
d2d_images/cover.jpg
When
Silence *
Bloomed

A Novel of Forgotten Letters,
Quiet Love, and Finding Your Voice

=






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





