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Broken child

Some dates do not fade with time.

They wait.

They return.

Rohail walked alone along the dimly lit road near St. Michael’s Church in Saddar. His hoodie was pulled low over his face, hiding the sharpness in his eyes. The night air was cool, still carrying the faint scent of rain from earlier showers. Streetlights flickered weakly, casting long shadows across the pavement. Each step echoed in the emptiness, as though the city itself held its breath, waiting for something to break.

He kept walking.

Who am I? Where am I headed? Is this destiny... or just another pause in a life that never truly began?

The date lingered in his mind.

26 October.

Eighteen years earlier, he had stood in another room, under another ceiling fan, listening to words that would quietly reshape his entire existence. He just hadn’t understood it then.

The courtroom smelled of old wood, paper files, and fading polish. Ceiling fans rotated lazily above, their slow creaking echoing through the heavy silence. Eight-year-old Rohail sat alone on a narrow wooden chair in the corner. His small fingers gripped its edge as though he might slip away if he let go.

Before him stood his parents — two people who once shared a home, now separated by cold distance.

“Miss Sunaina ... Mr Raheel Ahmed... this court has heard your arguments,” the judge announced, closing the file with deliberate finality. “The decree of divorce will be issued.”

The word divorce floated through the room like something sharp and invisible.

Rohail felt a hollow clench in his stomach. His chest tightened as if his heart had been boxed into a corner. He glanced at his mother, hoping for a flicker of comfort — a hint of recognition, a soft smile.

There was nothing.

Her eyes were distant, cold, as if he were already invisible.

“But the matter of this innocent child remains,” the judge continued, his voice firm yet restrained.

All eyes turned toward Rohail.

He blinked slowly. He did not fully understand the legal language. But he understood silence. He understood tension. He understood that something was breaking — and it involved him.

“By law, custody of a child until the age of eighteen belongs to the mother,” the judge said. “Miss Sunaina, are you prepared to take responsibility for your son?”

Sunaina tightened her grip on her handbag. Her eyes did not move toward the small boy sitting only a few feet away.

“No, Your Honor,” she replied evenly. “I cannot take custody. I have my life ahead of me.”

The air shifted.

Raheel turned sharply toward her.

“Sunaina! Are you listening to yourself? He is your son!”

She did not flinch.

“He is yours as well.”

Frustration trembled in Raheel’s voice.

“A child needs his mother.”

“And a child needs stability,” she answered coolly.

The judge raised a hand, restoring order. Then he looked at Raheel.

“What do you propose?”

Raheel swallowed before speaking.

“My employment abroad is confirmed. I leave in fifteen days. I cannot manage alone there. But my mother is willing to care for him. I will provide financial support — for education, living expenses... everything.”

The judge nodded slowly before turning to the smallest figure in the room.

“Rohail,” he said gently, “who do you wish to go with — your father or your mother?”

For a moment, the room disappeared.

Rohail looked at his mother.

She avoided his gaze.

He looked at his father.

His father lowered his eyes.

The answer formed without words.

Quietly, Rohail stepped back and wrapped his fingers around his grandmother’s hand.

The courtroom understood.

“Custody is awarded to the grandmother,” the judge declared. “Raheel Ahmed will remain financially responsible. Sunaina Bibi may visit.”

He paused briefly.

“But remember — time changes relationships.”

The gavel struck.

And just like that, a family ended.

Sunaina walked out without turning back.

Raheel remained behind to speak with his lawyer.

And Rohail left holding the only hand that had not let go.

Grandmother House

The grandmother’s house felt quieter than the courtroom — if that was possible.

The wooden floors creaked under his small feet. An old clock ticked against the wall, louder than it had ever seemed before. Two plates sat on the dining table, carefully arranged, as if nothing had happened.

Everything looked normal.

Nothing was.

“Rohail, come eat something,” Grandma said softly, her voice a warm anchor. “You haven’t eaten all day.”

He sat down without speaking. His fingers traced the rim of his plate, drawing invisible circles as if trying to make sense of the world that had suddenly turned upside down.

After a long silence, he asked the question that had been burning inside him.

“Am I a bad child?”

Grandma’s hand froze above the table.

“Is that why Mama didn’t want me?”

Her heart cracked quietly, but her voice remained steady.

“No, my dear. You are the light of this home. Some people fear light... that is why they step away.”

He listened carefully, memorizing her words as if they were instructions for survival.

“From today,” she continued, brushing his hair back gently, “I am both your mother and your grandmother.”

That night, sleep refused to come.

Shadows stretched across the walls of his new room. From a nearby mosque, the call to prayer drifted softly through the darkness — steady, unwavering.

He whispered into his pillow,

“Mama... you didn’t even look back.”

Unseen in the doorway, Grandma stood silently, absorbing the sound of a child learning how to bury pain.

School offered no refuge.

Children notice absence quickly.

Whispers followed him through hallways:

His parents left him.

Maybe he did something wrong.

Isn’t that the kid no one wants?

Every word carved something invisible inside him.

His chest ached, but he learned to fold the pain quietly — to tuck it beneath layers of silence. He began observing the world carefully, learning its unspoken rules.

But one person never moved away.

Minahil.

She noticed before anyone else did.

When someone laughed at him, she stood beside him.

When someone shoved him, she shoved back harder.

When he skipped lunch, she silently left a sandwich on the bench.

“I don’t like eating alone,” she would say casually.

But the slight smile she gave him was enough to make the day bearable.

One afternoon beneath the neem tree in the schoolyard, she held out her pinky finger.

“Friends forever?”

He hesitated only a second before linking his finger with hers.

“Forever.”

It was the first promise in his life that felt real.

She became more than a friend — she became armor, shield, and light in one person. Her laughter was defiance against the cruelty of the world. Her words carried courage he had never known.

Years passed.

Raheel left the country. Money arrived regularly, but the phone calls became shorter... more distant.

Grandma remained constant.

Every morning she ironed his clothes, pressing them as if smoothing out the sharp edges of his life.

Every evening she asked about his studies, about his day, about nothing at all — just presence.

“Circumstances test people,” she would say. “They do not define them.”

Rohail learned discipline.

He learned silence.

He learned how to observe before speaking.

And Minahil remained.

She grew stronger, wiser — and far more fearless. She noticed when he didn’t sleep. She pressed for answers when he refused to speak. She challenged the cruelty of other children and the injustice of whispers.

She was more than friendship.

She was proof that
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