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For the ones who speak softly,

and for the ones who listen.

For the quiet hearts who find each other

in unexpected places,

and discover that even silence

can sound like love.

— Afrin M

Table of  Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Epilogue I

Epilogue II

Also by Afrin M

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Whispers Between Strangers

(A Collection of Moments)

“It’s possible to miss people you barely know—if what you miss is the feeling of being seen.”

“Ordinary can be surprising. Tangerines are better in company. Some people type like they’re smiling.”

“Then it feels like I’ve been carrying it forever without realizing. Until it’s finally on the page.”

“Maybe the wall was never a wall. Maybe it was waiting for you to notice the hinge.”

“Maybe that’s why we write. Or draw. To make the invisible less heavy.”

“It feels real enough that I check my phone when I shouldn’t. Real enough that silence feels strange. So yes—it feels real.”

“Maybe closeness isn’t always about being there. Sometimes it’s about how you acknowledge the moment and choose who to share it with.”

“Done. Fine print: silence may include the sound of breathing and the occasional smile.”

“Maybe. Or maybe they remind you of who you were before you stopped listening to yourself.”

“Then I remind myself that threads, when woven together, can hold more than they look.”

“Then maybe it’s not about the words. Maybe it’s about the person you say them to.”

“Still, I don’t think it’s just about faces. Some people you just... know. Like the way a silence feels right, or the way words land and stay. I’d always recognize that.”

***
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The park was quiet in the late afternoon, sunlight dripping gold through the trees and scattering across the benches. Adrian Clarke adjusted the strap of his satchel as he strolled along the winding path. 

He often came here when work felt heavy, when the streets of this foreign city grew too loud with a language he barely understood. For a moment, he just stood there, letting the quiet press against him like a pause he didn’t know he needed.

That was when he noticed it.

A journal lay abandoned on the bench—its leather cover worn, its edges softened by use. The word ‘Whispers’, faintly written in English, caught his eye. Adrian hesitated only a moment before curiosity got to him. He picked it up, brushed his thumb across the cover, and opened it carefully.

Inside, the handwriting was looping and graceful, words spilling in a rhythm that felt almost like poetry. Personal. Honest. Raw. He read a few pages, and something in them resonated—tugging at the part of him that had felt adrift since arriving here. Quiet thoughts about belonging, about watching the world from the outside.

He almost didn’t hear the hurried footsteps until they stopped just a few feet away.

Adrian looked up.

A young woman stood before him, breathless, chestnut waves tumbling over her shoulder, green eyes wide with alarm. Her gaze flicked to the journal in his hands, then back to him.

“That’s...mine,” she said in a soft, hesitant voice.

Heat rushed to Adrian’s face. Embarrassment burned through him as he snapped the book shut and stood quickly. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.” He held it out, awkward and guilty.

She stepped closer, movements graceful but cautious, and took it back. For a moment she only looked at the journal, brushing her thumb across its cover. “I thought I lost it,” she whispered, almost to herself. “Thank you for not...throwing it away.”

Adrian blinked, confused. “Why would I throw it away?”

Her eyes lifted, surprised. “Because it’s in English. Not many people here speak it.”

The realization struck them both at once. They weren’t struggling with words. They weren’t stumbling through a foreign tongue. They were speaking in their own language—effortlessly, as if the city around them had fallen silent.

Adrian’s lips curved into a faint smile. “Guess we’re lucky, then.”

She nodded, hugging the journal close to her chest. “Thank you,” she said again, softer this time, and turned to leave.

Before he could stop himself, the words slipped out. “Wait—could I...maybe have your number?”

The request hung there, bold and clumsy. Adrian’s heart thudded hard. He ran a hand through his hair, realizing how it sounded. “Sorry, I don’t mean—It’s just... I thought maybe we could talk sometimes...” His voice trailed off. 

It wasn’t that he knew no one who spoke his language in this city. But in the few pages he had read, he’d felt a connection he couldn’t let slip away—not with her.

She blinked at him. For a heartbeat too long, silence pressed between them. Then her lips curved, almost imperceptibly. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, pulled out her phone, and recited a number.

Relief washed over him as he typed it in quickly. “Thank you.”

With a small nod, she turned and walked away, her figure vanishing down the winding path.

Adrian stood a moment longer, watching her disappear as the late afternoon light caught her hair. With the faint imprint of her voice lingering in his mind, he too began to walk. 

He hadn’t asked her name. He only had her number. Yet somehow, that was enough to feel like 

A beginning.

***
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Adrian’s desk was a scatter of tracing paper, pens, and half-finished sketches. He leaned back in his chair, rolling a pencil between his fingers as he stared at the unfinished façade of a building. The design was meant to echo local architecture, but his thoughts kept drifting—slipping away from blueprints and angles to a park bench, a leather journal, and the startled green eyes that had met his.

He exhaled slowly, shaking his head as though he could clear her away. Work was why he was here. Architecture had always given him a sense of order, of belonging. Yet for the first time in years, he found himself sketching something other than columns and arches.

“Another long stare at nothing?” A voice drawled.

Adrian glanced up. Marco leaned against his desk, coffee in hand and his usual grin in place.

“Staring is part of the craft,” Adrian said.

“And that’s why your ‘craft’ looks suspiciously like a bench?” Marco gestured toward a corner sketch: a rectangle, a path, and a small block beside it—more suggestion than drawing.

Adrian half-smiled. “Just thinking about circulation.”

“Mm. Circulation.” Marco sipped his coffee, unconvinced. “We’re getting lunch later. Fresh air. Pretend you’re not married to this desk.”

“I’m not married to anything,” Adrian replied lightly.

“Noted.” Marco winked. “Twelve-thirty.”

When Marco left, Adrian glanced back at the sketch. The rectangle wasn’t just a bench anymore. It was that bench. He shook his head, erased the small block beside it, and returned to his façade, letting the rhythm of the city pull him forward.

—
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At lunch, Marco steered him toward a street stall selling grilled flatbreads and sharp lemon soda. They ate by the river, watching boats nudge lazily past.

On the walk back, they took a different route and their path bent toward the park. The bench appeared in the sunlight, ordinary as ever. Adrian’s step faltered—barely—before he matched Marco’s stride again.

“Don’t tell me you’re work-walking,” Marco teased.

“Just thinking about the courtyard,” Adrian said.

“Of course you are.” Marco shook his head with a laugh.

—
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Thursday’s review meeting ran long. The conference room was warm with overlapping accents and diagrams. When someone attempted an English phrase to sum up the proposal, the words landed crooked, and the table laughed. Adrian’s grin came easily. The effort of translation—everyone’s, including his—felt almost companionable.

On his notepad, he boxed a line item, then noticed a thin rectangle appearing in the margin again.

A path. 

A bench.

He set the pen down firmly and forced his focus back to costs.

After meeting, the intern, Sophia, caught up with him. “I liked your idea about keeping the courtyard open,” she said. “It sounded like a place people might actually use.”

“That’s the hope,” Adrian said.

She hesitated. “I’ve been sketching entrances for practice. Could I show you sometime?”

“Of course. Bring them by.”

When the elevator doors closed, Adrian caught his reflection in the glass. His phone was already in his hand. A number—saved without a name—hovered beneath his thumb for the second time that week. He locked the screen and slipped the phone away before the doors opened again. 

Not yet.
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Elara Bennett slid the last worksheet to the bottom of the pile and closed the folder with a soft snap. The classroom still carried the day’s warmth—chalk dust in the sunlight, the faint echo of laughter. She gathered stray pencils into their box and paused when she found an exercise book left behind.

“Again,” she murmured. 

The weight of it tugged at a memory—her own journal on a park bench, her breath catching when she saw it in a stranger’s hands. She set the book aside for her student to collect tomorrow.

In the staff room, Claire perched on a table, swinging her feet and sipping tea.

“You look like someone who needs biscuits,” Claire said, sliding a packet toward her.

Elara smiled, accepting one. “I looked over their writing. Some surprises today.”

“Good ones?”

“One wrote about the market by the river. Smells like oranges and a little bit of rain. It was oddly... vivid.”

“Look at you—teacher glow,” Claire teased. But her smile softened as she tilted her head. “How are you holding up? Settling in okay?”

“I am.” It wasn’t quite a deflection. The city was slowly becoming navigable—corner shops that recognized her, bus routes that made sense. 

“It’s getting easier,” she said, smiling. 

“Good. Come to Sunday book night. We’re reading something scandalous.”

“I’ll try,” Elara said, and meant it.

—
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Grocery shopping was a familiar ritual—basket, list, the predictable path from fruit to tea to the aisle with imported biscuits she pretended not to favor. Near the spices, a couple debated in English about cumin versus coriander.

The sound made her glance up automatically. Not because she expected a familiar face, but because the language was familiar to catch her ear. The couple moved on. Elara reached for a jar of honey, smiling at herself for the useless impulse, and tucked the list back into her pocket.

Later, she took the long way home by the park’s edge. At the corner, the benches came into view. That bench sat empty. She slowed—just a moment—before moving on, the breeze tugging at a strand of hair she tucked behind her ear.

—
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The evening softened into gold. Claire texted a reminder about Sunday’s book night; Elara promised she’d come, then fell into the rhythm of pasta on the stove and a podcast humming low.

She ate by the window and graded homework until one line stopped her: Home is where someone understands your jokes. She laughed, wrote a cheerful note in the margin, then rinsed her cup.

On impulse, she opened her journal and wrote: “It’s possible to miss people you barely know—if what you miss is the feeling of being seen.” 

She tapped her pen uncertainly, then left the sentence as it was and went to bed.

—
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The city kept its patient tempo. Projects advanced, lessons stacked neatly, and the week ended under a thin crescent moon.

Neither Adrian nor Elara lived their days orbiting a single memory. Yet now and then—crossing a park path, hearing a familiar language, sketching idly, or picking up a forgotten notebook—their thoughts brushed the edge of that afternoon. 

And for now, that was enough to keep possibility alive.

***
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