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For those who understood that waiting is not emptiness.

It is the shape of everything we cannot say.
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Chapter One The Letter That Might Come
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The mailbox had rusted in a particular way. Not evenly, the way things rust when left alone with dignity, but

in patches, as though the metal itself had grown tired at different speeds. Yusuf noticed this. He noticed

it every morning. And every morning, he wondered if today would be different.

It would not be different. He knew this. Knowing did not stop the wondering.

The street was quiet at this hour. Early light touched the walls of the buildings in that uncertain way light

has before it commits to being day. Someone, somewhere, was frying eggs. The smell drifted. Yusuf stood at

his window, looking at the mailbox, and thought about eggs. He was not hungry. He thought about them anyway.

Forty-three days. That was how long it had been. He had stopped counting at forty-three, which was a kind of

counting in itself. The stopping had required more attention than the numbering. Now he simply knew. The way

you know how to breathe. The way you know where your hands are without looking.

His sister had called last week. She talked about their mother, about the garden, about a new bakery that had

opened near the old church. She did not mention the letter. She never mentioned it. This was kindness, he

supposed. Or maybe it was something else. The line between kindness and avoidance had grown thin in his

life, worn down like the threshold of a door too many people had crossed.

He made coffee. The ritual of it soothed him, not because he enjoyed coffee particularly, but because the

steps required attention. Water. Heat. Grounds. Pour. Wait. The waiting was contained, bounded, with a clear

end. The water boiled. The coffee brewed. Something happened. Something finished.

The letter, if it came, would be from the ministry. He should clarify. The letter might be from the ministry.

The letter might also be nothing. A bill. An advertisement. Someone else's mistake. Yusuf had received three

letters for a man named Farouk who apparently once lived in this apartment. Farouk owed money to a furniture

store. Farouk had won a small lottery. Farouk was invited to a reunion of some kind. Yusuf knew more about

Farouk's life than Farouk probably remembered of it.

He did not know what would be in his own letter. This was part of the problem. If he knew, the waiting would

have shape. You can wait for a train because trains have schedules, destinations, a logic to their arrivals.

You can wait for a person because people move through space and time in ways that can be roughly estimated.

But waiting for an answer that might say anything, from any direction of possibility, this was waiting

stripped of structure. This was waiting as pure condition.

The coffee was ready. He drank it by the window. The light had made its decision. It was morning now and

nothing could be done about it.

***
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Yusuf worked at an archive. This was either deeply ironic or perfectly appropriate. He had not decided which.

The archive held municipal records going back decades. Birth certificates. Property deeds. Permits for

buildings that no longer existed. Complaints about neighbors who had long since died or moved away or

forgotten why they were angry. He spent his days among other people's documentation, their official traces,

the bureaucratic residue of having existed.

His colleagues were few and quiet. There was Dina, who managed the older files and spoke to them sometimes,

softly, as though they might respond. There was Imad, who ate the same lunch every day and seemed content in

a way Yusuf found both enviable and suspicious. There was the supervisor, a man whose name Yusuf had

forgotten immediately upon learning it and now, after four years, could not possibly ask again.

The work suited him. Or rather, it did not unsuited him. It asked nothing of his opinions, his hopes, his

interior life. It asked only that files be found when needed and returned when finished. This was a

transaction he could manage.

Today there was a request for records from 1987. Someone was trying to prove something about a boundary wall.

The dispute had apparently been going on for thirty years, passed down through generations of the same two

families, neither of whom would remember, probably, why it had started. Yusuf pulled the files. He handled

them carefully. They were old but not fragile, stored properly, protected from the small violences of time.

Paper survives if you let it. If you give it the darkness it needs and keep the moisture away and don't ask

it to do more than it was made to do.

He thought, not for the first time, that he would like to be paper. To have his purpose so clear. To know

that what mattered was survival through stillness.

But this was foolish. Paper did not wait. Paper simply was until it wasn't.

***
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The ministry had sent a form, originally. This was two months ago. The form asked questions and provided

boxes and assumed that life could be fitted into categories. Yusuf had filled it in carefully. He had used

black ink, as instructed. He had written within the lines. He had answered truthfully, which was perhaps his

first mistake, or perhaps his only honest choice.

The questions were straightforward. Name. Date of birth. Current address. Previous addresses going back ten

years. Employment history. Family members. The usual inventory of a life made legible to bureaucracy.

Then there were other questions. These were less straightforward. They asked about associations. About

travels. About intentions. They used words that seemed simple but carried weight. Have you ever. Do you

currently. Will you in the future. As though intention could be reported like height or eye color. As though

the self was a fixed thing that could be measured and recorded.

Yusuf had answered these too. He had nothing to hide. This was not the same as having nothing to explain. The

difference was significant but the form did not accommodate significances. The form wanted yes or no, date

or number, check here if applicable.

He mailed it. The ministry said to expect a response within thirty working days. This was one of those

statements that sounds like information but contains none. Thirty working days. Not counting weekends or

holidays or whatever other exceptions might apply. Not counting delays or errors or the simple fact that

someone, somewhere in the ministry, might have more important things to do than decide whether Yusuf's life

fit whatever criteria they were applying.

The thirty days passed. Then another ten. Then the counting stopped.

He had not called. He had thought about calling. He had picked up the phone three times and set it down each

time. What would he say. Hello, I am waiting. I am still waiting. Has anything happened. Has anything

changed. Is there anything I can do to make the waiting end.

There was nothing he could do. This was the condition of waiting. You cannot hurry it. You cannot skip it.

You can only inhabit it, let it settle around you, become familiar with its particular weight.

***
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His apartment was small but sufficient. A bedroom, a living area, a kitchen that was more of a corner than a

room. The bathroom had a window that did not open properly, and in summer the humidity gathered there and

made the mirror fog even when no one had showered. Yusuf had learned to live with this. He had learned to

live with many things.

The furniture was old. Not his, originally. The apartment had come partly furnished, and he had added to it

slowly, piece by piece, as though he was not quite sure he would stay. A chair from a market. A lamp his

mother had given him when he moved out. A small table he had found on the street one morning, perfectly

sound, abandoned for reasons he did not understand but accepted gratefully.

He did not have many books. This surprised people sometimes. They assumed, perhaps because of the archive,

that he would be surrounded by paper. But no. He had a few novels he had read years ago and kept for reasons

more sentimental than practical. He had a dictionary in a language he no longer studied. He had a small

collection of poetry that a friend had left behind once and never asked for back.

The friend was gone now. Not dead, just gone. This was how people left Yusuf's life. Gradually, and then

completely. They moved. They married. They found other interests. They sent messages that grew shorter and

less frequent until they stopped entirely. He did not blame them. He was not easy to stay close to. He knew

this about himself the way he knew his own handwriting.

The apartment was quiet except when the neighbors were not. Above him lived a family with two children who

ran in the evenings, their footsteps muffled but present. Below him was an elderly woman who played radio

programs at a volume that suggested her hearing was leaving her. Next door was silence. He did not know who

lived there. Someone who kept the same hours he did, apparently, always arriving when he was gone and

leaving when he was sleeping.

He had thought, once, about getting a cat. The building allowed pets up to a certain weight. A cat would be

within the limit. A cat would be company. A cat would look at him with that particular feline attention that

was not quite judgment but not quite acceptance either.

He had not gotten the cat. He was not sure he could care for another living thing right now. Not properly.

Not with the attention it would deserve. The waiting took too much of him. There was not enough left over.

***
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His mother asked about marriage. This was her right, perhaps. She was old, and she wanted grandchildren, and

she did not understand why Yusuf could not simply find someone and settle down, as though romance was a

transaction like any other, a matter of showing up at the right market with the right currency.

There had been someone, once. A woman named Hala, who worked at a school and laughed easily and made him

feel, for a while, like he might be the kind of person who could be loved without complication. They had

been together for almost a year. Then they were not together. The ending was quiet, almost courteous, which

made it worse somehow. A dramatic ending would have provided a story, a reason, something to push against.

This was just a fading. A gradual reduction until there was nothing left.

He had not looked for anyone since. Not seriously. There was the occasional glance, the theoretical

possibility, but he did not pursue it. How could he bring someone into this life of waiting. How could he

say, I do not know what will happen, I do not know who I will be when this is over, I do not know if it will

ever be over. These were not things you said on a first date. These were not things you could explain in the

time it took to decide whether you wanted a second one.

His mother did not know about the letter. She knew there was paperwork, vaguely, something to do with his

status, his permissions, the bureaucratic tangle that defined his ability to remain where he was. She did

not know the details. He had not told her. She worried too much already. She was old, and she lived alone

now, and she had that particular fragility of parents who have watched their children become strangers in

small incremental ways.

He called her on Fridays. This was their arrangement. They talked about weather and food and family, the safe

topics, the ones that did not require anything to be true. He lied to her in small ways, by omission mainly,

telling her the parts of his life that made sense and leaving out the rest. He was not proud of this. He was

not ashamed either. It was simply what was necessary.

***

[image: ]


The evening came slowly, as evenings do in this season. Yusuf left work and walked home, taking the longer

route, the one that passed the park where old men played chess and young couples sat on benches looking at

their phones instead of each other. He liked this route. It reminded him that the world continued, that life

happened outside his waiting, that he was not the center of anything.

The air smelled of jasmine. Someone's garden. Someone's insistence that beauty mattered, that fragrance was

worth the effort, that flowers should bloom even in the cracks between what was and what would be. He

breathed it in. He allowed himself, for a moment, to be simply someone walking through an evening, smelling

jasmine, going home.

The mailbox was empty. He checked it anyway. He always checked it. The checking had become part of him,

embedded in the sequence of his days, as automatic as blinking. The box opened. The box was empty. The box

closed. Tomorrow, again.

He climbed the stairs. Third floor. Fifty-two steps. He had counted them once, during the first week of

waiting, when the counting was still a way to occupy the mind. Now he simply climbed.

The apartment was as he had left it. Of course it was. Who else would change it. But there was always that

moment, that small breath of uncertainty when he opened the door, as though perhaps something might have

shifted in his absence, as though the universe might have made a decision without asking him. It never had.

It never would. The universe, he suspected, did not know he was waiting. The universe was busy with other

things.

He made dinner. Rice and vegetables, the easiest thing, the thing that required enough attention to occupy

him but not so much that it mattered if he drifted. He ate standing by the stove, looking out the window at

the courtyard below. A cat crossed the open space, purposeful, going somewhere. The cat had places to be.

The cat was not waiting.

After dinner, he sat. This was the hard part. The evening hours when there was nothing to do and no one to do

it with and the mind wandered into territories best left unexplored. He tried reading. The words slid past

his eyes without landing. He tried television. The noise was wrong, somehow, too bright, too insistent. He

tried simply sitting with the quiet, accepting it, letting it be what it was.

He thought about the letter. About what it might say. About the ways it could change everything or change

nothing. About the particular quality of hope that was also fear, the way they wrapped around each other

until you could not tell which was which.

He went to bed early. Sleep was an escape, even when it didn't come easily. At least in bed, in the dark, the

waiting felt natural. Everyone waited for sleep. This was a waiting the world understood.

***
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In his dreams, letters arrived. This was cruel but expected. The mind has its jokes. In the dreams, the

letters said things, clear things, decisive things, but when he woke he could not remember what. Only the

feeling remained. The feeling of knowing. The feeling of no longer waiting.

He woke to light and the sound of the children above him, already running. He woke to another day. He woke to

the mailbox, patient, rusted, empty again or perhaps not. He would check. He would always check. This was

what waiting was.

The morning repeated itself. Coffee. Window. Light making up its mind. The smell of eggs from somewhere

else's life. Yusuf stood in his kitchen and existed, which was not the same as living but not entirely

different either. He was here. He was still here. Tomorrow, he would be here again.

Unless the letter came. Unless everything changed.

But today, like yesterday, like the day before, the waiting continued. It had become a room he lived in. It

had become the shape of his hours. He no longer fought it. He had learned, slowly, that fighting only made

it heavier. You could not wrestle time into submission. You could only let it pass through you, carrying

what it would, leaving what it chose.

He got dressed. He went to work. He entered the archive, where other people's documents waited for other

people's attention, and he made himself useful in small ways that did not require him to be whole. This was

enough. For now, this was enough.

The day passed. They all did. That was the strange mercy of time. It moved even when you couldn't. It carried

you forward whether you were ready or not. And somewhere, in some office he had never seen, in some system

he did not understand, his file sat in a pile with other files, waiting to be opened, waiting to be read,

waiting to become the answer to a question he had been asking for forty-three days and more.

He walked home. The jasmine was still there. The old men still played chess. The world continued its gentle,

indifferent turning, and Yusuf was part of it, a small part, a waiting part, but part nonetheless.

The mailbox was there. The mailbox was always there. He approached it the way you approach something that

might hurt you, slowly, with care, with a hope you couldn't quite suppress no matter how many times it had

been disappointed.

He opened it.

Inside, there was something. White. Rectangular. Official-looking.

His heart did something he had forgotten it could do. It moved. It cared. It believed, for one terrible

moment, that something might finally be different.

He reached in. He pulled it out. He looked at it.

It was addressed to Farouk.

Yusuf stood in the fading light, holding another man's mail, and something in him that had been tightly wound

released just a little. A laugh, almost. Not quite. Close enough.

Tomorrow. Maybe tomorrow.

He climbed the stairs. Fifty-two. Always fifty-two. And the waiting, patient as rust, welcomed him home.
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Chapter Two The Platform
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The train station had a clock that was three minutes fast. Layla knew this. Everyone who waited there

regularly knew this. It was one of those facts that became part of you, absorbed without learning,

understood without being taught. The clock was three minutes fast, and if you believed it, you would always

arrive too early for things that would happen anyway.

She was waiting now. Not for a train. She had not been waiting for a train in seven years.

The platform was cold in the way platforms always are. That particular chill that comes from concrete and

metal and the memory of all the departures that have happened in a place. Layla pulled her coat tighter. It

was an old coat. She had bought it when she was younger, when she still believed that buying good things

meant they would last, and she had been right, technically. The coat had lasted. She was not sure she had.

There was a bench near the middle of the platform. Her bench, though of course it was not hers, could not be

hers, belonged to the station and to anyone who sat on it. But she sat there every Tuesday and Thursday

afternoon, and in this way, it had become something like hers. The wood was worn smooth in certain places.

She liked to think some of that smoothness was her doing.

Tuesday and Thursday. These were the days she came. Not every week, but most weeks. Often enough that the man

who sold coffee from the small cart near the entrance recognized her. He never asked why she came. He only

nodded and made her coffee the way she liked it without being told. This was a kindness. Or perhaps it was

simply efficiency. With regular customers, you learned.

She watched the platform. People came and went. They carried bags. They checked phones. They looked at the

clock that was three minutes fast and believed it, rushing for trains that would not leave for another three

minutes. She watched them with something that was not quite judgment but not quite sympathy either. They

were in motion. They had somewhere to go. They were not waiting. They were merely in transit.

Waiting was different. Waiting meant you had stopped moving and did not know when you would start again.

Waiting meant the destination was not a place you could buy a ticket to.

***
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His name was Kareem. She could say it now without flinching. This had taken years.

They had met here, on this platform, though not on this bench. A different bench, on the other side, the one

that faced the wrong direction so you couldn't see the trains coming. She had been reading a book. She no

longer remembered what book. He had asked her for the time. This was a lie, of course. His phone was in his

hand. He could have checked. But he had asked, and she had answered, and something had started that would

take seven years to finish and longer than that to understand.

They were together for four years. She counted this different ways sometimes. Four years if you counted from

the first date. Three years and seven months if you counted from when it became serious. Less if you counted

only the good parts. More if you counted the time spent thinking about it afterwards.

He left on a Tuesday. This was why she came on Tuesdays. She was not sure if this was punishment or ritual or

something else entirely. Probably all three. The heart was not organized. The heart did not sort its motives

into separate folders.

He was going to work abroad. Just for a year, he said. Maybe two. He would write. He would call. He would

come back. They would figure it out. Distance was not forever. Distance was just a different shape of

closeness.

He had believed this. She had believed it too, or forced herself to, which was almost the same thing.

He wrote for three months. Then the letters became shorter. Then they stopped. She kept writing for another

two months after that, sending words into a silence that swallowed them without reply. Then she stopped too.

It was not a decision. It was an absence that became permanent through repetition.

She never heard from him again. Not directly. There were rumours, passed through mutual friends who grew

uncomfortable being mutual. He had met someone else. He had married, maybe. He was happy, apparently. That

word. Happy. As though it explained anything.

***
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The platform filled and emptied with the rhythm of the schedule. Trains arrived, stayed briefly, left. People

got on. People got off. The process was efficient, impersonal, designed to minimize the time between wanting

to go and going. No one was meant to stay on a platform. Platforms were for transition. Platforms were the

space between.

Layla stayed. She had been staying for years.

Her sister thought she was crazy. Her sister had said this once, then apologized, then said it again later in

different words that meant the same thing. Why do you go there. What are you waiting for. He is not coming

back. You know he is not coming back. Everyone knows he is not coming back.
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