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The key didn't fit.

Yasmine tried it twice, turning it hard enough to hurt her wrist, before she noticed the lock had been changed. Not the old brass cylinder her father used to jam with olive oil. Something newer. Something someone had installed on purpose.

She stepped back from the door and looked up at the house — her house, technically, since the notary had finished the paperwork three weeks ago — and saw that the shutters on the second floor, the ones that had been nailed shut since she was twelve, were open.

A light was on behind them.

Nobody should have been inside. The house had sat empty since her grandmother's funeral, sealed and fought over by two branches of the family who agreed on nothing except that neither would let the other one have it. Yasmine had flown in from Lyon that morning specifically because the lawyers said the dispute was finally settled. Hers, free and clear.

Apparently no one had told the second floor.

She circled around to the side gate, the one that stuck if you didn't lift it just right, and found it already open — not broken, not forced. Open, like someone had walked through it recently and hadn't bothered to close it behind them. The garden had gone wild in six years, fig branches heavy across the path, but there was a line through the weeds. A person-shaped line, freshly trampled.

Yasmine followed it to the kitchen door, which was also unlocked, and stood there for a full minute deciding whether to call the police or just walk in and see whose bag was sitting on her grandmother's table.

Because there was a bag. Canvas, worn at the strap, sitting on the table like it belonged there. Next to it, a roll of architectural drawings, held closed with a rubber band that had gone brittle and split along one side.

She knew the drawings before she unrolled them. She'd seen the shape of that roofline in family arguments for a decade — the extension her uncle wanted to build over the boundary wall, the one her grandmother had refused, the one that had started the whole ugly business over who owned the strip of land between the two houses.

Someone had updated the plans. Recently. The date in the corner was from eleven days ago.

"You're not supposed to be here yet."

The voice came from the stairwell, and Yasmine didn't jump, which surprised her later more than the voice itself did. She turned slowly, the way you turn when you already suspect who it's going to be and you're giving yourself one extra second before you have to deal with it.

Karim looked older than the photograph she'd been shown in a lawyer's email eight months ago — the one attached to a letter that used words like encroachment and right of way and had made her genuinely furious for the first time in years. He looked like he hadn't slept in the house so much as camped in it. There was a folding chair set up by the window upstairs; she'd seen it through the shutters without registering what it was.

"It's my house," she said.

"I know." He didn't move from the stairs. "The lock's new because someone tried to get in through the kitchen window in July. I didn't want it to be me who had to explain that to your lawyer."

"You have a key to my house."

"I have a key to the gate my father built forty years ago, which the surveyor says is eleven centimeters onto your side of the property line, which means, according to the last ruling, I currently have a legal right of access I am apparently too stubborn to give up." He said it fast, like he'd rehearsed the sentence and hated every word of it. "I was going to be gone before you landed."

"You weren't."

"No," he admitted. "I wasn't."

Yasmine looked at the drawings again, at the date, at the neat penciled corrections in the margins that weren't in her uncle's handwriting and weren't in Karim's father's handwriting either, because she recognized both of those from a decade of furious family letters.

"Whose changes are these?"

Something shifted in his face — not guilt, exactly. Closer to the look of a man deciding how much of the truth was going to cost him.

"That's a longer conversation," he said, "than the one where I'm standing in your kitchen uninvited."

"Then start talking. I've got nowhere to be until they cut the water back on."

He glanced at the bag on the table, and for just a second, before he caught himself, Yasmine saw him consider whether he could still get to it before she did.

She got there first.
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The bag held a laptop, a stack of surveyor's photographs, and a folder with her grandmother's name on it in handwriting that wasn't her uncle's, wasn't Karim's father's, and wasn't Karim's either.

Yasmine held the folder up. "Whose is this?"

Karim crossed the kitchen in three strides and didn't try to take it from her, which she noticed, because everyone else in this fight had spent eight months trying to take things from her without asking.

"My grandmother's notary," he said. "Before she died. Before your grandmother died. They were friends, in case nobody mentioned that part."

"Nobody mentioned that part."

"No. I imagine they wouldn't." He rubbed the back of his neck, and for a second he looked less like a man defending an eleven-centimeter gate and more like someone standing in a room full of other people's old arguments, tired of all of them. "There's a letter in there. From your grandmother. About the boundary."

"The boundary my uncle's lawyer says has never been in dispute until you decided it was."

"Read the letter."

Yasmine opened the folder instead of answering him, because she'd learned a long time ago that the fastest way to win an argument with a stubborn man was to stop having it. The photographs were old, black-and-white, curling at the corners — two houses, one wall, a fig tree half the size of the one currently strangling her garden path. On the back of one, in pencil, in her grandmother's unmistakable slant: before Fathia's wall.

"Who's Fathia?"

"My grandmother." Karim said it like the name cost him something. "You want to know why I've been sleeping in a folding chair for four nights instead of going home and sending your lawyer a very reasonable email? Because there's a letter in that folder where your grandmother admits the wall's in the wrong place. And I don't have any proof it's real except the story my grandmother told me twice before she stopped remembering my name."

The kitchen went quiet in a way Yasmine didn't like. Outside, the fig branches scraped once against the shutters, though there was no wind she could feel.

"If that's true," she said slowly, "why didn't you just say so eight months ago? Why the letters, the lawyer, the encroachment?"

"Because I tried. I sent your uncle a copy in March." Karim's jaw tightened. "He said it was fabricated. Filed a complaint that I was harassing an elderly woman's estate. Which is a hell of a thing to be accused of by a man who hadn't visited his own mother in six years."

Yasmine's hand had gone still on the folder. She thought about her uncle's face at the funeral, dry-eyed and already talking about square meters before the ground was filled back in. She thought about the six years she herself hadn't visited, and felt the old, familiar guilt shift under her ribs like something waking up.

"Show me the letter," she said.

He didn't move. "You'll think I planted it."

"I'll think that either way, Karim. Show me the letter."

He held her gaze a second longer than the question required — long enough that Yasmine became aware of the kitchen again, the dust, the single working bulb, the two of them standing closer than either had noticed while arguing. Then he reached past her, careful not to touch her arm, and pulled a single page from the back of the folder.

The paper was thin, the ink gone brown. Yasmine read it twice before she let herself believe it said what it said.

The wall was my mistake, not Fathia's. I built it where it was easiest, not where it was right, and I never had the courage to say so while she was alive to forgive me for it. If either of our children ever fight over that strip of ground, tell them their grandmothers already settled it, forty years ago, over coffee, laughing about how little dirt was worth losing a friend over.

It was signed. It was dated. It was, unmistakably, her grandmother's hand.

Yasmine sat down at the table because her legs had decided the conversation needed a chair.

"You've had this for six months," she said, "and you slept in a chair for four nights instead of just sending it to me."

"I sent it to your lawyer in March. It went nowhere." Karim finally sat too, across from her, the folder between them like something neither of them wanted to claim ownership of. "I
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