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    DEDICATION

For everyone who has ever rebuilt themselves after heartbreak,

For the artists who turned pain into beauty,

For those who chose to trust again when fear seemed safer,

And for Sialkot—the city that taught me resilience.

This book is dedicated to the brave souls who understand that healing is not linear, that growth takes time, and that after every storm, the sun returns.

May you find pieces of your own journey reflected in these pages.

May you know that you are stronger than you think.

And may you always believe in second chances—not necessarily with those who left, but with yourself.

K.A.Z.

Sialkot, 2025

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Healing is not linear. It is not a straight path from broken to whole. It is a spiral—returning to the same pain points at different altitudes, each time with more wisdom, more perspective, more compassion for who you were and who you are becoming."

 

— Author's reflection
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"Some hearts return, not in the same form — but with the same soul."

This haunting epigraph sets the tone for what promises to be a deeply emotional exploration of love, loss, and the transformative power of time. After the Rain emerges from the literary landscape of Sialkot, Pakistan, carrying with it the weight of human experience and the hope that follows life's storms.

The title itself evokes a sense of renewal and cleansing. Rain, in literature, often symbolizes both destruction and rebirth—washing away the old to make way for the new. The "after" suggests we are entering a world that has already been tested, where characters have weathered their tempests and now stand in the quiet aftermath, examining what remains and what has changed.

Khawaja Aleem Zakria's choice of epigraph speaks to the central truth that threads through human existence: that love and connection transcend the boundaries of time and circumstance. Hearts may be broken, relationships may evolve or end, people may leave and return, but the essence—the soul of what once was—persists. This philosophical foundation suggests we are about to embark on a journey that explores reunion, perhaps second chances, and the ways in which people carry each other through life, even in absence.

Writing from Sialkot, a city known for its rich cultural heritage and resilience, Zakria brings a unique perspective that likely blends traditional Pakistani values with contemporary storytelling. The 2025 publication date marks this as a fresh voice speaking to our current moment, yet addressing timeless themes that have captivated readers across generations and cultures.

As we turn the page from this elegant title page, we prepare ourselves for a story about what survives the rain—about the hearts that return, changed but recognizable, carrying the same souls that once loved, lost, and learned to hope again.
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Chapter One:  Monsoon Season
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Where Old Wounds Resurface and The Sky Beings to Darke

The Arrival

THE ENVELOPE ARRIVED on a Tuesday morning, cream-colored and weathered at the edges, as if it had traveled through time itself. Ayana held it between her fingers, studying the familiar handwriting that still made her heart stumble after all these years. The postmark read Lahore, dated three weeks prior, and she wondered why it had taken so long to reach her small apartment in Sialkot.

She placed it on the kitchen counter, unopened, and made herself tea. The ritual was deliberate—boiling water, selecting the right cup, measuring the sugar—anything to delay the inevitable. Outside, the sky had turned the peculiar shade of grey that preceded the monsoon rains. The air hung heavy with anticipation, thick enough to taste.

The tea grew cold as Ayana stared at the envelope. She thought of the last time she had seen that handwriting, scrawled across a note left on her pillow six years ago. I'm sorry. I have to go. Please don't wait for me. Those words had carved themselves into her memory, sharp and permanent.

She had waited anyway. Not actively, not desperately, but in the quiet spaces between living her life. In the way she still turned when she heard a certain laugh in a crowded market. In the way she kept the left side of her bed untouched, even in sleep. In the way she had never quite learned to say his name without feeling it catch somewhere in her chest.

Rafay.

The name still carried weight. It still meant something, even after six years of silence. Six years of building a life without him, of learning to be whole again, of convincing herself that she had moved on. But envelopes like this one proved that some wounds never fully healed—they just learned to stop bleeding.

Her cat, Momo, rubbed against her legs, purring softly. She had adopted him four years ago from a street corner where he'd been abandoned in a cardboard box. She remembered thinking at the time that they had something in common, both of them left behind by people who were supposed to love them.

"What do you think, Momo?" she asked, reaching down to scratch behind his ears. "Should I open it?"

The cat blinked slowly, offering no opinion, and padded away toward his food bowl. Practical creature. He cared only about immediate needs—food, warmth, affection. No complicated history, no unresolved feelings, no letters from the past disrupting his present.

Ayana envied him that simplicity.

She picked up the envelope again, holding it up to the weak morning light filtering through her kitchen window. She couldn't see through it, couldn't divine its contents without breaking the seal. Part of her wanted to throw it away unopened, to deny Rafay even the satisfaction of knowing his words had reached her.

But she had never been good at leaving questions unanswered. It was both her greatest strength and her most persistent weakness. Her mother used to say she had too much curiosity for her own good, that she always needed to know the 'why' of everything, even when the knowing brought nothing but pain.

The clock on the wall ticked steadily, marking the passage of seconds, then minutes. Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance—a warning, a promise, a beginning. The monsoon season was here, whether she was ready for it or not.

Just like this letter.

Just like whatever it contained.

Ayana took a deep breath and slid her finger under the envelope's flap, tearing it open slowly, deliberately. There was no going back now. Whatever words Rafay had written, whatever explanations or excuses or apologies he offered, they were about to become part of her story again.

The paper inside was thick, expensive. He always had good taste in stationery, she remembered. It was one of the small details she had loved about him—the way he cared about the texture of paper, the weight of a pen in his hand, the act of writing something by hand rather than typing it on a phone.

She unfolded the letter carefully, as if it might shatter in her hands.

Words from the Past

AYANA,

I know I have no right to write to you after all this time. I know I don't deserve your attention, much less your forgiveness. But I'm coming back to Sialkot next month. There are things I need to say—things I should have said years ago.

I understand if you don't want to see me. I would understand if you've moved on, if you've built a life that doesn't include space for ghosts from your past. But if there's even the smallest part of you that still wonders why I left, I'd like the chance to explain.

I'll be at the old clock tower on the first Friday of next month at sunset. I'll wait there, whether you come or not.

With regret and hope,

Rafay

Ayana read the letter three times, each reading bringing a different emotion to the surface. Anger first—hot and righteous, the kind she thought she'd let go of years ago. Then confusion, layered and complex. Finally, something she didn't want to name, something that felt dangerously close to hope.

She walked to the window and looked out at the darkening sky. The first drops of rain had begun to fall, tentative and scattered, like questions with no answers. The monsoon season was beginning early this year. Everyone in the neighborhood had been talking about it—how the weather patterns were shifting, how nothing was quite as predictable as it used to be.

Ayana understood that feeling intimately.

The old clock tower. Of course he would choose that place. It was where they had first met, seven years ago at a literary festival. She had been selling her paintings at a small booth, and he had stopped to admire a piece she'd done of the Sialkot fort at sunrise. They had talked for hours, losing track of time until the festival organizers began packing up around them.

"Your work captures something true," he had said, studying the painting with an intensity that made her nervous. "Not just what things look like, but what they feel like."

She had fallen in love with him that day, though she hadn't known it yet. It would take three more meetings, two shared dinners, and one late-night phone call that lasted until dawn before she would admit it to herself. And another month before she would admit it to him.

But she had loved him. Completely, recklessly, with the kind of certainty that felt like destiny.

Until the morning she woke up alone, with nothing but a note and the ghost of his cologne on the pillow beside her.

Ayana pressed her hand against the cool glass of the window. The rain was falling harder now, streaking down the pane in rivulets that blurred her view of the street below. A woman hurried past with a newspaper held over her head. A shopkeeper rushed to pull his wares inside. Everyone seeking shelter from the storm.

But some storms, Ayana knew, couldn't be escaped by simply going indoors.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She picked it up, grateful for the distraction, and saw Sana's name on the screen.

"Are you coming to the gallery opening tonight?" Sana asked without preamble. "Naseem's new exhibition? You said you would."

Ayana had completely forgotten. Naseem was a fellow artist, someone she'd known for years through the local art community. His openings were always well-attended, full of Sialkot's creative class mingling over cheap wine and expensive opinions.

"I don't think I can make it," Ayana said quietly.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Sana knew her too well. "What happened?"

"He wrote to me." The words came out flat, emotionless.

Another pause, longer this time. "Rafay?"

"Yes."

"What did he say?"

"That he's coming back. That he wants to explain why he left."

Sana's response was immediate and sharp. "After six years? He thinks he can just waltz back into your life with a letter and an explanation?"

"I don't know what he thinks," Ayana replied. She felt suddenly tired, as if the weight of the letter had settled onto her shoulders like a physical thing. "He wants to meet. At the clock tower."

"Are you going to go?"

"I don't know."

"Ayana—"

"I know what you're going to say, Sana. I know I shouldn't. I know it's a bad idea. I know he hurt me and I should just ignore the letter and move on with my life."

"But?"

"But part of me needs to know why. Part of me has been waiting six years for an answer."

Echoes of Yesterday

SANA SIGHED ON THE other end of the line. It was a sound Ayana had heard many times before—exasperation mixed with love, frustration tempered by understanding. "You know I'll support whatever you decide. But promise me you'll think about it carefully. Don't let him hurt you again."

"I promise," Ayana said, though she wasn't sure it was a promise she could keep.

After they hung up, Ayana stood in her kitchen, the letter still in her hand, and let herself remember. Not the ending—she had relived that enough times to last a lifetime—but the middle. The good parts. The parts that made the ending hurt so much.

She remembered Sunday mornings at the small café near the university, where they would sit for hours over coffee that had long gone cold, talking about everything and nothing. She remembered the way Rafay would absentmindedly play with her fingers while they talked, tracing patterns on her palm that felt like secret messages written in a language only they understood.

She remembered the night he had shown up at her apartment at midnight with a bouquet of jasmine flowers he'd stolen from his neighbor's garden. "I couldn't sleep," he had explained, looking sheepish and beautiful in the dim hallway light. "I was thinking about you and I just had to see you."

She remembered how he would read poetry to her in Urdu, his voice low and melodic, even though she would tease him for being hopelessly romantic. "Someone has to be," he would reply with a grin. "You're far too practical for both of us."

But she hadn't been practical when it came to him. She had been reckless and open and vulnerable in ways that terrified her. She had given him parts of herself she hadn't known existed, had trusted him with pieces of her heart that she had carefully guarded from everyone else.

And he had left anyway.

The rain was falling steadily now, a constant percussion against the window. Ayana set the letter down on the counter and walked to her bedroom. She opened her closet and reached up to the top shelf, pulling down a shoebox she hadn't opened in three years.

Inside were the remnants of their relationship. Movie tickets from films they'd seen together. A pressed flower from their first date. Photographs she had been unable to throw away despite Sana's gentle suggestions that she should. A small silver bracelet he had given her for her birthday, with a tiny paintbrush charm dangling from it. "For the artist who colors my world," he had said when he gave it to her.

She had worn it every day until the morning he left. Then she had taken it off and locked it away, unable to wear it but equally unable to discard it.

Ayana picked up one of the photographs now, studying the faces smiling back at her. They looked so young, so happy, so certain that what they had would last forever. Rafay's arm was around her shoulders, pulling her close. Her head was tilted toward him, caught mid-laugh at something he had just said.

Who were these people? She barely recognized herself in that photo—the openness in her expression, the complete lack of guardedness. She had built so many walls since then, had learned to protect herself in ways that younger version of her never imagined she'd need to.

Would meeting with Rafay tear those walls down? Or would it finally give her the closure she needed to stop wondering, stop waiting, stop hoping for an explanation that made sense of the senseless?

Outside, thunder rolled across the sky, closer now. The storm was intensifying. Ayana returned the photograph to the box and slid it back onto the shelf. Some things were better left in the past, preserved but not revisited too often. Memory had a way of softening edges, of making pain beautiful in retrospect.

But some pain was just pain, no matter how much time passed.

The Studio

THE NEXT MORNING, AYANA arrived at her art studio earlier than usual. The converted warehouse space sat on the edge of the old industrial district, a neighborhood that was slowly being reclaimed by artists and entrepreneurs who couldn't afford rent in the newer parts of the city.

She had signed the lease four years ago, when her art classes had grown beyond her ability to teach them from her apartment. It had been a risk—the monthly rent was barely manageable—but it had proven to be the right decision. The space had become more than just a workplace; it was a sanctuary, a place where she could lose herself in color and canvas and forget, for a while, about everything else.

The studio smelled of paint and turpentine, familiar scents that usually brought her comfort. Early morning light streamed through the tall windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air like tiny spirits. Ayana set down her bag and stood for a moment, just breathing, letting the space work its usual magic.

But this morning, the magic felt elusive.

Her current project sat on the main easel—a commissioned piece for a local restaurant, a landscape of the Sialkot countryside during spring. It was pleasant work, technically proficient, exactly what the client wanted. But it felt hollow to her, like she was painting with only half her heart engaged.

Before Rafay left, her art had been different. Raw, emotional, unafraid to reveal vulnerability. She had painted what she felt, not what she thought others wanted to see. But after he left, she had found herself unable to access those deeper emotions. It was as if that part of her had shut down for self-preservation, and she hadn't been able to open it back up again.

Her art had become safer, more controlled, more commercially viable. But also less true.

Ayana pulled out a fresh canvas and set it on an empty easel. Her hands moved without conscious thought, mixing colors she hadn't used in years: storm grey, deep indigo, the particular shade of brown that matched Rafay's eyes exactly. She had memorized that color, had mixed it so many times during their relationship that her hands remembered the formula even now.

She began to paint, not planning, not thinking, just letting the brush move across the canvas. The familiar trance state took over, the rest of the world fading until there was nothing but color and movement and the whisper of bristles against canvas.

The image that emerged was abstract but emotionally clear—a figure standing in rain, face obscured, body language caught between seeking shelter and surrendering to the storm. Dark colors dominated, but there were hints of lighter shades breaking through, suggesting dawn or hope or simply the complex nature of emotion itself.

She painted the way she used to before he left, when art was about feeling rather than technique, when every brushstroke was a prayer or a confession.

"You're here early."

Ayana startled, nearly dropping her brush. She turned to find Zara standing in the doorway, her assistant and most promising student. The young woman was only twenty-two, fresh out of art school, with a talent that reminded Ayana of her younger self.

"I couldn't sleep," Ayana admitted, setting down her brush and stepping back from the canvas.

Zara moved closer, studying the painting with the careful eye of someone who understood that art revealed what words could not. Her expression shifted as she took in the work—surprise, recognition, concern.

"This is different from your usual style," Zara said carefully. "It's more... emotional."

"Is that a polite way of saying it's a mess?"

"No." Zara shook her head firmly. "It's a polite way of saying it's honest. And honesty is messy sometimes."

Ayana looked at the painting again, seeing it fresh through Zara's eyes. The younger woman was right—it was honest in a way her recent work hadn't been. But honesty came with a cost. It required opening doors she had carefully kept locked.

"Someone from my past is coming back," Ayana heard herself say. She hadn't planned to tell anyone else, but something about the quiet studio and Zara's non-judgmental presence loosened her tongue. "Someone I thought I'd never see again."

Zara didn't press for details. Instead, she asked, "Is that what you're painting?"

"I think so. I think I'm trying to figure out how I feel about it."

"And? What's the painting telling you?"

Ayana studied the canvas for a long moment. The figure in the rain, caught between shelter and surrender. What did that say about her own confusion? About her inability to decide whether to meet Rafay or ignore his letter?

"That I'm not as over it as I thought I was," she admitted quietly.

Afternoon Classes

BY AFTERNOON, THE STUDIO had filled with students for the beginner's painting class. Ayana had moved her personal canvas to a corner, covering it with a cloth, and focused on teaching. It was easier to pour her energy into helping others discover their creativity than to confront her own complicated feelings.

Today's class was working on basic color theory, learning how to mix primary colors to create the full spectrum. It was foundational work, the kind of lesson that seemed simple on the surface but contained depths of complexity for those who looked closely enough.

"Remember," Ayana told the class, walking between easels to observe their progress, "color isn't just about what you see. It's about what you feel. The same shade of blue can be peaceful or melancholy, depending on context and intention."

An older woman named Fareeda raised her hand. She had joined the class three months ago after retiring from a career in teaching, determined to finally pursue the artistic dreams she'd set aside for decades. "But how do we know which feeling we're trying to create?" she asked.

It was a good question, one that got to the heart of artistic intention. Ayana paused, considering her answer. "You have to be honest with yourself about what you're feeling first. You can't create authentic emotion in your art if you're not willing to acknowledge authentic emotion in yourself."

The words hung in the air, and Ayana realized she was giving advice she hadn't been following herself. How could she create honest art when she'd been avoiding honest feelings for six years?

After class, as students packed up their supplies and chatted among themselves, Zara approached with two cups of chai from the shop downstairs. She handed one to Ayana without a word, a gesture of quiet support that made Ayana's throat tighten with unexpected emotion.

"Thank you," Ayana said, accepting the cup gratefully.

They stood together in companionable silence, watching through the tall windows as storm clouds continued to gather over the city. The rain that had started yesterday hadn't really stopped, just ebbed and flowed in typical monsoon fashion—sometimes a drizzle, sometimes a downpour, never quite going away.

"Can I ask you something?" Zara said after a while. "And you can tell me if I'm overstepping."

"Go ahead."

"This person who's coming back—do they deserve a second chance?"

Ayana had been asking herself the same question since she read Rafay's letter. "I don't know. Maybe the question isn't whether he deserves it. Maybe it's whether I need to give it, for my own sake."

"Closure," Zara said, nodding.

"Something like that." Ayana sipped her chai, savoring the warmth and spice. "Or maybe just answers. I've spent six years wondering why, making up stories to fill the gaps. Maybe knowing the truth, even if it's painful, would be better than living with questions."

"Or maybe," Zara suggested gently, "the truth won't change anything. Maybe it won't make the hurt go away or make sense of what happened. Maybe it'll just be... an explanation."

"And that might be enough," Ayana said. "Or it might not be. I won't know unless I go."

She heard herself saying the words and realized she'd already made her decision. Somewhere between reading the letter yesterday morning and standing here now, watching rain streak down the windows, she had decided to meet him. Not because she wanted to give him a second chance, and not even because she was sure she needed closure.

She would go because she owed it to herself to stop wondering. To finally know the truth, whatever it was, and then decide how to move forward with that knowledge.

"When are you meeting him?" Zara asked.

"First Friday of next month. At sunset. The old clock tower."

"That's two weeks away."

"I know."

"Two weeks to prepare yourself."

"Or two weeks to talk myself out of it," Ayana replied with a slight smile.

Evening Reflections

THAT EVENING, AYANA sat on her apartment balcony with a journal in her lap and a cooling cup of tea at her elbow. The rain had eased to a gentle drizzle, and the air smelled of wet earth and jasmine from her neighbor's garden. It was the kind of evening that would have been peaceful under other circumstances.

But peace felt elusive tonight.

She opened the journal—a habit she'd maintained since college, though her entries had become sporadic in recent years. Sometimes weeks would pass between entries. Sometimes she would write multiple times in a single day. There was no pattern to it, just the occasional need to process thoughts that felt too large to keep contained in her mind.

He's coming back, she wrote. After six years of silence, Rafay is coming back to Sialkot and he wants to meet. He wants to explain why he left.

She paused, pen hovering over the page. What else was there to say? The facts were simple, even if the emotions were complex.

I've decided to go. I'm not sure why—or maybe I'm sure of too many reasons and they're all tangled together like threads in a knot. I need to know why. I need to hear him say it, whatever 'it' is. I need to look him in the eyes and see if there's anything left of the person I loved, or if he's become a stranger wearing a familiar face.

Sana thinks I'm making a mistake. She hasn't said it directly, but I can hear it in her voice. She's worried he'll hurt me again. Maybe he will. Maybe I'll walk away from that meeting with my heart broken all over again.

But I think I'll break myself worse if I don't go. If I spend the rest of my life wondering what he would have said, what explanation he would have offered. Not knowing has its own kind of pain, and I'm tired of carrying it.

Ayana set down her pen and looked out at the city. Lights were beginning to come on in windows across the street, small squares of warmth against the grey evening. Lives being lived, dinners being cooked, conversations being had. The ordinary, beautiful minutiae of existence that continued regardless of individual heartbreak or confusion.
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