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Dedication

To every father who showed kindness to those
far from him,
yet stumbled over words with those closest to
him;
and to every son who learned to read his father
anew,
preserving what deserved to endure,

and leaving behind what must not be repeated.



Chapter One

Those Who Wept for My Father

At my father’s funeral, six strangers wept harder
than I did, and every one of them carried a key.

I noticed the keys before I knew their owners’
names. They lay in open hands or showed
through small envelopes, glinting whenever
fingers moved, then disappearing again. A tall
man held his envelope in both hands, as though
afraid that something heavier than iron might
fall out. A woman at the end of the row pressed a
brass key into her palm. Every time a young man
in a gray thobe bent to greet a mourner, the end
of a blue cord slipped from his pocket.

I, meanwhile, counted the things that required
no grief: the cars that arrived late, the cups of
water left in the carton, the men who asked the
way to the cemetery although the sign stood
directly before them. Ever since my father’s heart
had stopped in the ambulance before dawn,
numbers had been kinder than words. A number
ends when you reach it. A word opens onto
another word, and then another.



The last conversation my father and I had, two
days before he died, was about the office
electricity bill. He sent me a crooked photograph
of it and asked whether the increase looked
normal. Three hours later, I replied, “Check the
meter.” He reacted to the message with a
thumbs-up and did not call. I had typed, “How is
your chest?” then deleted the question before
sending it. For years, we had approached great
matters through small doors, only to remain
standing on the threshold. At the cemetery, I
opened our chat and stared at the empty space
where one more sentence might have rested.

Beyond the cemetery wall, the coastal city was
unusually still. We could not see the sea, but its
smell reached us, mingled with the scent of damp
earth. Faris stood to my right, directing anyone
who asked to the house where condolences
would be received, and sending one of his
employees to bring extra chairs there. When he
and my father first became partners, he had been
only a little older than I was now, and just two
years younger than my father. I had known him
since childhood by his immaculate suits and the
voice he never raised, not even on the days he
stormed out of my father’s office.



After the burial, he laid a hand on my
shoulder.

—Go with your mother. I'll take care of what
remains here.

I did not thank him. Nor did I apologize for the
coldness he heard in my silence.

When I turned, I found the tall man gazing at
the grave. He wiped a palm over his face, then
lowered his eyes to the earth again, as though
some conversation between them had not yet
ended. Beside him stood a slender woman in her
fifties, carrying a black cloth bag and a white
envelope. Neither approached me. I did not
approach them.

Our house in the Old Harbor district was full
before we reached it. The door my father always
insisted on repairing himself stood wide open, its
handle trembling each time someone entered. My
mother, Khadijah, sat with the women in the
inner room, my sister Hala beside her. I stayed in
the front reception room, repeating the same
phrases until they lost all meaning.

May God grant you solace.
May God reward you.



May He forgive him.
Amen.

People knew things about my father that I did
not. The baker said my father had never bought
bread on credit, then corrected himself: Salem
used to leave money for the bread of families
whose names he did not even know. A man from
the municipality recalled an objection my father
had filed years earlier. A retired sailor said Salem
had returned a document he lost back when the
office stood near the harbor. Each person placed
before me a fragment of the man whose name I
carried, yet who seemed nothing like the man I
argued with at the dinner table.

Shortly before sunset, Huda arrived. I had seen
her only once, at the company office. A lawyer in
her forties, she carried her files as though they
were part of her arm and let other people fill the
silence before she spoke.

After offering her condolences, she said:

—I need ten minutes with you once the room
has thinned out.

When most of the visitors had gone, she led
me into the dining room between the men’s
reception room and the women’s quarters. The
six strangers entered through both doors and



remained standing around the table, none
speaking to another. The woman with the black
cloth bag. The young man in the gray thobe. A
younger woman with her glasses pushed onto
her head. A man who walked with a cane. A
woman clutching a brown notebook to her chest.
And the tall man who had lingered by the grave.

I asked Huda:
—Who are these people?

—People your father asked to be brought
together if he became unable to finish something
he was working on.

—What was he working on?

She looked toward Faris, who stood in the
doorway taking a call.

—Not here.

I hated the answer at once. My father used to
do the same thing: postpone a conversation until
he could choose its proper place and time, then
let the time pass until no one returned to the
question.

—My father is dead, Ms. Huda. I don’t want
another sentence that begins with “when the
time is right.”

She did not take offense.



—Tomorrow, at the office. Tonight, these
people have come to confirm that what was
entrusted to them remains where it should be.

She called them forward one by one. She
spoke each name and asked each person to show
her the key in their keeping without handing it
over. She held a small checklist, made a mark
beside every name, then let the key return to its
owner.

Sumayyah opened her palm to reveal a brass
key, then placed it back in her bag.

Hamza drew out a long-toothed key tied to a
blue cord and kept it between his fingers.

Layan showed Huda a small silver key without
lifting her eyes from the floor.

Bashir raised a heavy black key, then leaned
on his cane until he was upright again.

Nawal produced a short key with a square
head and said the storeroom door was still locked
with it.

None of them spoke a word of praise. Some
offered only a prayer; some began to weep when
they said my father’s name. Sumayyah could not
finish the sentence she had begun. She covered
her mouth with one hand and sat down. Hamza

6



wiped his eyes with the end of his sleeve, then
looked as though he regretted letting me see.

Layan kept her back straight, but her hand
trembled as she returned the key to her coat
pocket. Bashir did not weep in front of me. He
sat apart, one palm pressed over the handle of his
cane, until later I saw him wipe beneath one eye
when he thought everyone was occupied. Nawal
opened her brown notebook, glimpsed something
between its pages, then shut it quickly. Their
grief did not resemble one another’s, and so I
could not accuse them of pretending, though
some part of me would have preferred to.

The tall man was last.

Huda said:

—Qasim.

He opened his hand a little. I saw the head of

an old key, broad and circular, before his fingers
closed over it again.

I held out my hand. He did not move his.
—Ms. Huda said my father left it to me.

He raised his eyes. They held the exhaustion
of a man who had not slept in years, not merely
the weariness of a single funeral day.

—Your father never said it was yours.



I turned to Huda. Calmly, she said:

—He said Qasim would know when to give it
to you.

I gave a short laugh and disliked the sound of
it.
—He left me tests even after his death?

Qasim slipped the key back into his pocket
and stood.

Before he left, he said:
—This is not part of the estate.



Chapter Two

What Salem Left Behind

At nine the next morning, I sat in my father’s
chair in his office, feeling that I had taken a place
that did not belong to me.

The office stood at the edge of the Old Harbor
district, on a floor overlooking the salt
warehouses and the roof of the fish market.
Beyond the glass, the harbor cranes looked like
arms suspended in midair. My father had not
changed the furniture since the company moved
into the building twelve years earlier: a wooden
bookcase, a gray filing cabinet, and a small
conference table with a deep scratch at one end,
made when I was a child with a car key.

I ran a finger along the scratch. My father had
never repaired it. He would fix loose door
handles, flickering lights, and the locks on his
employees’ cabinets, yet leave that mark before
his eyes every day.

Huda sat across from me. She set two files on
the table along with the register of entrusted
items that the key holders had signed on the
night of the funeral. Faris entered minutes later



in a white shirt and a dark jacket and sat without
asking where.

—I won’t burden you with numbers today.

—Numbers are lighter than words.

Despite what he had said, he opened his
briefcase and took out a single sheet of paper.

—The Marina Building project has been stalled
for four months. We have obligations to the
lender, contracts with suppliers, and an order to
remove the dangerous section of the structure.
Salem stopped everything after the worker’s
accident.

Huda said:

—After discrepancies appeared in the
materials and the records.

Without turning toward her, he replied:

—Discrepancies still under review. There has
been no final finding.

Then he pushed the paper toward me.

It bore a figure larger than I had expected.
Beneath it was a description of my father’s share
in the company and an old guarantee tied to our
house. I read the line twice.

—The house?
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Faris said:

—It was part of a financing arrangement made
years ago. This is not something Salem did last
month. But if the work remains suspended, a
claim against it may become possible.

I looked at Huda. She did not deny it.

—Your mother knew about the original
guarantee. She has the details.

The sentence troubled me more than it should
have. Everyone knew something about my

father’s life, while I always seemed to arrive after
the door had closed.

Faris said:

—I can bring this to an end. I can buy Salem’s
share from the heirs at a fair price, settle what is
attached to it, and petition to have the house
released from the guarantee. Your mother can
breathe again. So can you and Hala. The
company keeps working, and people keep their
livelihoods.

He opened another page, this one filled with
names and monthly salaries.

—Thirty-seven direct employees, in addition to
the suppliers’ laborers. Salem knew every name
on this page. If the project stops for good, you
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won’t merely lose a share on paper. Wages will
stop. Contracts will be terminated. Years of work
will disappear.

I let my gaze travel down the names. Some
belonged to people I had seen at the funeral;
perhaps one of them had stood behind me in the
cemetery. Faris knew where to place that sheet of
paper. He had made his offer not simply a rescue
for our house, but a doorway into many homes.

—And in return?

—In return, the heirs agree to sell the share.
Nothing more.

Huda said:

—This is a preliminary offer, and Nader cannot
accept it alone. The share is part of the estate, the
house involves his mother’s rights, and any sale
requires the heirs’ portions to be established and
every relevant signature obtained.

Huda did not look at me. She opened her file
and drew out a sheet bearing a reference number,
a date, and a receipt stamp.

—There is also a claim connected to the death
of Mahmoud Najib, a worker on the project. Your
father filed an initial report concerning a change
in specifications and requested that everything
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remaining at the site be preserved until it could
be reviewed.

Faris said:

—And the report proves nothing. Salem was
affected by the man’s death, and I understand
that. But at times he confused his human
responsibility with his responsibility as a partner.

—Did he pay anything to Mahmoud’s family?

He and Huda exchanged a quick glance.

—He paid many people.

The statement was simple, yet it found an old
place in my chest. I remembered months when
my mother cut the household budget. I
remembered my father refusing to explain why
repairs to her car had been delayed, then going
out at night to help some man who had called
him.

—I want an accounting of everything he paid.

Huda said:

—You will see it. But don’t confuse his
personal accounts with the company’s until we
have reviewed them both.

Faris stood and fastened his jacket.

—Take a few days, Nader. But the city has
granted preliminary approval to deal with the
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dangerous part of the building, and work may
begin within ten days. After that, the value of the
site will change. My offer may not remain the
same.

He extended his hand. I shook it.

His hand was cool and steady, as though we
had concluded a bargain rather than begun one.

After he left, Huda slid the register of entrusted
items toward me.

—Do you expect me to follow these people
from door to door because they have keys?

—You won'’t carry their keys, and you won’t
open anything in their place. They have access.
Once you have heard them, you decide whether
you want to continue what your father began.

—Why did my father gather them at his own
funeral?

—Because he was afraid that everything he
had collected might disappear from a single
place. He asked them to keep the keys and asked
me to record each location and whatever copies
were available. Some are papers their owners
have a right to possess. Others are records that
cannot leave their institutions without
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permission. Don’t expect a single box that will
solve everything.

Huda opened a slim file and showed me a
table describing each location in general terms:
Sumayyah’s claim and a draft settlement, a
delivery ticket held by Hamza, two versions of a
laboratory report, a site log, and accounting
ledgers in Nawal’s keeping. She did not present
them as complete evidence. Every original
required either its owner or a formal request.

—Two months ago, your father found his
office cabinet open. There was no sign of forced
entry. He could not prove who had entered, so he
accused no one. He copied what he could, left the
originals with their owners or at the relevant
institutions, and gave me a record of where
everything was kept. I was his personal attorney
for the purpose of preserving this index; I was
not the company’s lawyer. Now that he is gone, I
do not represent the estate in a sale or a dispute
unless the heirs authorize me. Today, I am
explaining what he placed in my hands. I am not
deciding on your behalf.

I looked at the gray filing cabinet. Its lock was
new, lighter than the metal around it. I did not
ask who had replaced it. I knew the answer.
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—We begin with Sumayyah. She has a sewing
room near the Rope Market.

—The worker’s widow?
—Yes.

—Why would a worker’s widow have
company documents?

—She doesn’t. She has what concerns her
husband, and what was offered to her after his
death.

I was silent for a moment, then asked:

—And Qasim?

—He was Mahmoud’s closest friend at the site.
He is also the angriest of them all with your
father.

—I saw him crying at the grave.

—Anger does not prevent grief.

She opened her appointment book.

—Sumayyah is expecting us this afternoon. If
you choose to sell, then sell knowing what you
are selling. That is all your father asked.

I looked through the window toward the
harbor. A truck carrying long pipes moved
slowly past, while a worker behind it shouted for
the cars to clear the way. Ten days seemed long
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enough to finish a document, and far too short to
understand a man I had lived with for
thirty-three years.

When I stood, Huda returned the register to
her file. There was no key in my pocket, but I
feared arriving at Sumayyah’s with a judgment
already formed in my mind, and answering her
story in advance with whatever I wanted to hear.
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Chapter Three

Umm Mahmoud

The sewing room stood in an alley too narrow
for a car. We left ours by the Rope Market and
walked between little shops whose ceilings were
hung with fishing nets and life rings. The air was
salty and damp, and the vendors’ cries mingled
with the beat of a hammer in a nearby workshop.

Huda stopped before a blue door. Above it, in
small lettering, was written: Sumayyah’s Sewing
and Repairs. She pushed the door, and a bell
hanging inside trembled.

Sumayyah sat behind a sewing machine,
hemming a school uniform. When she saw us,
she rose and wiped her hands on her apron.
Here, she did not look like the frail woman I had
seen at the funeral. She pointed to two chairs,
then moved the bags of fabric off them herself.

She said to me:

—Your father insisted on that name.

I looked back at the sign.
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—I wanted to call it “Umm Mahmoud’s
Sewing.” He said, “You have a name of your own.
People will learn it.”

I did not know what to say, so I said:
—We came for the key.

She took it from her bag and placed it before
me, then pointed to a low metal cabinet beneath
the shelf of thread.

—You open it.
Huda said:

—The cabinet belongs to you, Sumayyah. You
open it, and we will look at whatever you permit
us to see.

Sumayyah studied her for a moment, then
picked up the key. It seemed a small thing, but I
understood why Huda had insisted. My father’s
death did not pass on to me the right to open
every door through which he had once walked.

Sumayyah turned the key twice. She took out
a shoebox containing a transparent folder and a
brown envelope. She placed the folder on the
cutting table and kept the envelope beside her.

—This is what Mr. Salem asked me to keep.

The first sheet was a draft agreement. It
offered a lump sum to Mahmoud’s family in
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exchange for a declaration that he had entered
the closed section of the site without being
assigned to do so, and that the family would
make no further claim against the company. At
the bottom were spaces for Sumayyah’s
signature and that of a company representative.
Neither had been signed.

I asked:

—Was your husband somewhere he was
forbidden to enter?

—He worked where his supervisor told him to
work.

—Who was the supervisor?
—Bashir. He is the one with the black key.

I turned the sheet over. On the back, my father
had written:

I cannot sign on their behalf, nor do I have the
right to surrender their claim. The cause of the
accident must be reviewed first.

I recognized his handwriting by the slant of
one particular letter and by the dot he pressed
into the paper as though his pen had paused
there. It was not a long statement, and he had left
no explanation beneath it.

Huda asked:
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—And this?

Sumayyah opened the brown envelope. It held
receipts for four monthly transfers, all made from
my father’s personal account. I looked at the
amounts, then at the date of the first payment.

—He began paying you a week after the
accident.

Sumayyah tightened the edge of her apron
between her fingers.

—We still had the rent, our daughter’s school
fees, and a debt at the pharmacy. I told him I
would not take money in return for my silence.
He said, “T have not offered to buy it.” He said the
money was his own, to tide us over until we
learned what was ours by right, and that neither
he nor Faris owned Mahmoud’s rights.

She spoke without embellishment. She did not
say my father had rescued her or become like a
father to her. She took a small notebook from the
box and showed me what she had spent and
what remained.

—He asked me to write down everything. I
was angry. I said, “Do you think I'm a thief?” He
said, “No. But when money is not recorded, it
corrupts the words between people.”
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For a moment, I heard his voice in the
sentence. Then I pushed the thought away. I had
not come to collect elegant sayings.

—Did this room come from him too?

—He paid the first month’s rent, then lent me
the price of the machine. I make a payment every
month.

She produced another sheet bearing a
payment schedule, half its entries crossed out. A
fixed number of installments and the date of the
final payment remained at the bottom.

—Why didn’t you file the claim from the
beginning?
She met my eyes steadily.

—I did. But paper moves slowly, and a
household does not wait. Your father did not
simply tell me to be patient. He asked me, “What
has to be paid this week?”

She paused, then pushed the draft agreement
toward me.

—Faris came here once. He did not raise his
voice. He did not threaten me. He said the
company supported a hundred homes, and that if
the mistake became a lawsuit, all those
livelihoods would be lost. I asked him, “And what
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is Mahmoud’s home?” He said compensation
would protect it.

—And my father?

—He took the paper, then returned it to me
with those words on the back. Faris did not come
again.

Huda’s phone rang. She stepped outside to
answer it. Sumayyah and I remained with the
sound of a sewing machine in the neighboring
shop.

Sumayyah said:

—Your father knew you were angry with him.

I looked up sharply.

—What did he say?

—He did not say why. He only said, “Nader
sees half the matter, and I was wrong to let him
see that half alone.”

It troubled me that he had told her what he
had never told me.

—He could have called.
—Perhaps.

She did not defend him. She returned the
receipts to the envelope, then handed me a copy
of the draft agreement.

23



Huda came back and asked permission to
photograph the papers. Sumayyah agreed, on the
condition that the originals remain with her until
requested by the authority reviewing the matter.

As Huda arranged the pages, my eyes fell on
the date at the top of the draft.

—When did Mahmoud die?

—On the seventeenth of May. They took him
to the hospital before dawn. He died that
afternoon.

In the photograph hanging above the sewing
machine, Mahmoud wore an orange work vest
and held a girl no more than five years old. I saw
the same vest in a tiny logo at the bottom of the
draft agreement.

I asked Sumayyabh:

—Did you see the accident site?

—No. I saw the hospital, and then I saw the
bag that held his clothes. At first they told me he
had tripped in a place he was not authorized to
enter. The next day, two workers came and said
he had been -carrying what his supervisor
ordered him to carry. I no longer knew which
story to believe.

—Which story did my father believe?
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—He did not say. He asked for the names of
the people who had been there and wrote them
down. When I asked him to tell me whether
Mahmoud had made a mistake, he said, “I cannot
comfort you with a word before I know.”

The sentence offered no comfort at all
Perhaps that was why it sounded more like my
father than anything I had heard about him since
his death.

I looked at the paper again. The draft was
dated the day after the accident—before the site
report had been completed, before anyone had
asked Sumayyah for her account.

I folded the copy and placed it in the file.

The company did not yet know how
Mahmoud had died, but it had already written
the story it wanted his family to sign.

Huda said nothing on the drive back. The draft
settlement remained on my knees, and each time
the car stopped at a light, I saw the date at the
top of the page again.
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Chapter Four

The Empty Drawer

Hamza’s workshop stood where Harbor Street
ended among the boat sheds. There was no large
sign, only a blue bicycle suspended above the
door and, beneath it, faded words: Repairs and
Spare Parts. We arrived in the late morning and
found him kneeling beside a child’s bicycle, its
chain in one grease-stained hand.

He told the boy:

—Try it in the yard. Don’t take it into the
street.

The boy pushed off, then came back laughing
after one short circuit. His father tried to pay, but
Hamza waved him away.

—I still owe your father from last time. This
one is on me.

After they left, Hamza turned and caught my
expression.

—The chain only needed tightening.

He wiped his hands on a rag and produced the
long key tied to the blue cord.

His hands stopped moving.
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Huda said:

—We need you to open the drawer while we
are here.

He pointed to a small room behind a plastic
curtain. It held a metal desk, a tool cabinet, and a
folding bed. He went to the desk and knelt before
the bottom drawer. The key turned without
resistance.

He pulled the drawer open.
It was empty.

Hamza said nothing. He reached inside and
felt along the sides and bottom, as though the
paper might have shrunk if only he searched its
place carefully enough.

—What was here?
—An envelope.
—What did it contain?

—A delivery receipt for the project. The
original paper that traveled with the truck. It had
the batch number and the supplier’s name.

—Why did you have it?
He straightened slowly.

—I worked in procurement at the time. I saw a
name that was not the name on the purchase
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order, and I photographed the paper before
handing it over. After the accident, Mr. Salem
asked me to look for the original. I found it
among papers that had never been transferred to
the main office.

Huda asked:
—When did you last see it?

—Three days before Mr. Salem died. He came
to make sure the original was still here. We
placed it in an envelope, and then I locked the
drawer with this key.

—Is there another copy?

—I know of no copy except the one I have.
Huda said:

—Don’t touch the lock again.

She took out her phone and photographed the
drawer, its edges, and the outside of the desk. She
did not behave as though she had discovered a
crime. She said only that we had to preserve the
place as we had found it, then asked Hamza to
name everyone who had entered the room since
the drawer was last opened in my father’s
presence.

He named two workers, a boy who helped him
after school, and the building’s owner, who had
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come to repair a water leak. He did not name
Faris.

A heavyset man carrying an invoice book
knocked on the door. He stopped when he saw
us, then told Hamza that the rent was late for the
second time. Hamza rose quickly and led him
outside. We could not hear the whole exchange,
but the man’s voice rose over the words “you
promised me Thursday,” then dropped after
Hamza paid him something from the cash
drawer.

He returned minutes later and slipped the
receipt into his pocket without looking at us.

Huda asked:
—Does the landlord have a key to this room?

—Only to the outer shop. Mr. Salem installed
the lock on this office after I rented the place.

Late rent proved nothing, but it gave Hamza’s
need a shape and a number. I saw his eyes move
toward the pocket that held the receipt, then
toward the empty drawer.

—Was the drawer locked every day?
—Yes.

—And you are certain the paper was in it?
He lifted his head to me.
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—I put it there with my own hands.

—You once said a shipment in your custody
was complete, and a shortage was discovered
later.

He understood what I meant before Huda did.
His face folded in on itself for a moment, then
went rigid again.

Huda said:

—Nader.

But I went on.

—Huda’s table mentioned an earlier incident
involving stock in your custody. Would you like
to tell me about it, or should I read it in my
father’s records?

Hamza sat on the edge of the folding bed. He
worked the rag between his fingers until it
twisted into a rope.

—Four years ago, I signed a form saying a
shipment of tools had arrived complete. It had
not.

—Did you know?

—I learned after they were counted. The
supplier said the rest would arrive the next day,

and I kept quiet so no one would discover that I
had signed before checking. At the time, I was
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abusing pills. I was afraid everything would come
out.

—And my father kept you on?
He laughed without mirth.
—No. He suspended me that same day.

He opened an upper desk drawer and took out
a thin notebook. Its first pages held a copy of the
shortage report and his statement, followed by a
repayment schedule for the workshop loan my
father made him some time later. Two uncrossed
lines remained.

—He said to me, “Your signature does not
make the tools exist. You will write what
happened and accept whatever the company
decides. If you want treatment, I will show you
someone who can help. Treatment does not erase
your responsibility.”

He closed the notebook and returned it to its
place.

—He suspended me. The company recorded
the shortage, and I bore my share of it. A year
later, he helped me rent this workshop. The loan
is written down. The rent is written down.
Everything you see here, I know whom it
belongs to.
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—Except the paper he left in your keeping.

He lowered his eyes and did not defend
himself.

Huda was examining an enlarged photograph
of the drawer’s edge. She pointed to the lock.

—There is no visible damage. Either it was
opened with a key, or it was not locked as you
remember. A photograph cannot tell us which.

I went to the door. The boy was still riding
circles around the yard, his father calling him
back. In the reflection on the glass, I saw Hamza
standing motionless before the empty drawer.

I did not know whether Hamza’s memory had
failed him or whether he was concealing
someone’s entry. But the drawer bore no sign of
being forced.

The drawer was no longer Hamza’s concern
alone. Another hand had reached the paper
before us—or the keeper of the key had not told
us everything he knew.

As we left, Huda said we would confront no
one before she had reviewed the list of people
who had entered. She asked me not to call Faris
about the missing document. I agreed. Then I
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looked back and saw Hamza lock the workshop
door twice and test the handle three times.
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Chapter Five

Our Home Comes First

I returned home after dinner and found my
mother gathering the mourners’ cups from the
reception room. Hala was removing the covers
from the seats and folding them. Only two days
had passed, but the house looked exhausted by
the endless arrival and departure of people.

I told my mother:

—Leave it. The housekeeper will come
tomorrow.

She nested one cup inside another.

—If I leave the house in disorder for one night,
it takes me two nights to put it right again.

Her words could have applied to more than
cups, but I did not say so. I took the photographs
of the transfers we had seen at Sumayyah’s from
my bag and laid them on the table.

Hala sat down before my mother asked her to.
She read the first sheet, then the second.

—These came from Father’s account.

—I know.
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My mother said:
—Sodo L.
I looked up at her.

—You knew he was supporting a worker’s
family, and you knew the house was part of a
guarantee, and no one thought to tell me?

She pulled out a chair and sat. She did not
assume the posture of the accused, and that made
me angrier.

—The guarantee is old, Nader. The house was
included when your father and Faris expanded
the company. I signed with him. He did not use
my share behind my back.

—And then they renewed it?

—The financing was renewed more than once.
The last time, he asked me to read the papers on
my own before signing. I read them, asked my
questions, and agreed.

—Why?

—Because the company was operating then,
and because our stake was not the gamble it
appears to be now.

I pointed to the transfers.

—And these?
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—They came from his personal account. The
household allowance never stopped, and he
delayed no debt we owed because of them.

Hala said:

—He paid my training fees on time. When I
told him I could defer, he refused.

—That does not prove he managed things well.

It proves he tried to hold everything at once until
it all fell.

My mother said:

—The household money never stopped, and he
recorded what he spent and came back to me if
anything significant changed. But he left you and
Hala to guess how tight things were. I objected to
that.

She opened a nearby drawer and took out an
old household ledger. It listed the household
expenses, company installments, and small sums
beside names I did not recognize. Each amount
bore a mark identifying it as a gift, a loan, or a
temporary payment pending settlement. The
pages offered me no relief, but they took from
my hand the easy accusation of carelessness.

—He knew the project had stopped and that
the guarantee might be called in. Our home
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comes before a sewing room and Hamza’s
workshop.

My mother laid both palms on the table.

—Qur home has the first claim to what is
rightfully ours, yes. Sumayyah’s right does not
become false because we have a home.

I said sharply:

—I am not asking him to throw her into the
street. I am asking him to think of us before
loading every injustice in the city onto his back.

Hala asked:

—Was that what he did?

—You saw the people at the funeral.
—I saw six people, not an entire city.

I wanted her to be angry with me. In my mind,
anger was the simplest thing we could share after
his death. Instead, she put the papers back in
order and asked:

—Did he pay Sumayyah with money that was
not his?

—I don’t know yet.
—Did those transfers cause the project to stop?
—I don’t know.

—Then you are angry about something else.
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I stood and went to the reception-room
window. In the alley, our neighbor was closing
his shop. He threaded a chain through two rings,
then tested the lock three times.

—When I graduated, the university offered me
a program in the capital. I declined because our
situation at home would not allow it. I asked him
then, “Are we in trouble?” He said, “Don’t carry a
worry before its time.” A month later, he sold his
car.

My mother said:

—He paid Hala’s medical tuition that year and
settled part of a company debt from his own
share.

I turned toward her.

—That proves my point. Why didn’t he say so?
I could have made my decision with the full
picture.

She lowered her eyes to the cups.

—I told him that. He said another program
would come, and that he did not want you tying
your future to a mistake in the company. He
thought he was protecting you from feeling that
you had to save us.
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—So he let me choose on the strength of a
comforting lie.

—He was not lying when he said we could
live. But he concealed how narrow our margin
was. Yes, he was wrong.

She said it without hesitation. Part of the
anger I had prepared for her defense of him fell
away. She was not defending him.

My mother continued:

—Your father did not take what was ours in
secret. But he left us afraid of something he
would not allow us to understand. I do not want
to make him right about everything simply
because he is dead.

Hala sat beside her.
—What does Faris want?
I did not answer at once.
—Nader?

—He offered to buy Father’s share from us, the
heirs. He would settle the company’s obligations
and petition to release the house from the
guarantee.

—How long have you known?

—Since yesterday.
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She looked at me for a long moment.

—So you decided to protect us in exactly the
same way.

I opened my mouth, then closed it. The
situations were not the same. I had needed a day
to understand the offer before alarming them.
But I could hear my father’s argument leaving
my head in my own voice.

My mother pushed the papers back toward
me.

—I am not asking you to lose the house to
prove your father was a good man. Nor am I
asking you to sell someone else’s right in order
to rescue his reputation. Understand first. Then
tell us the whole cost.

I took out my phone. A message from Faris
asked whether I had begun reviewing the offer. I
wrote that I would sign nothing for three days
and that I wanted a complete copy of the project
accounts.

In my father’s office, I had said numbers were
lighter than words and that I could settle the sale
quickly. Now I was delaying my decision for
three days because words had changed what the
numbers meant. I did not call it wisdom. It was a
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postponement, and I would have to bear
whatever risk the delay added.

The read receipt appeared moments later. No
reply came.

Hala said:

—Send us the offer and the debts. I don’t want
to learn the decision after you make it.

I sent both files to her phone and my mother’s.
The act was too small to be called a repair, but it
was the first time since the crisis began that I had
placed the whole truth before them before
knowing how I would solve it.

Huda sent us a limited power of attorney
authorizing her to preserve the documents,
request copies, and review the offer. It did not
permit her to sell the share or settle anyone’s
claim. The three of us read and signed it.
Accepting a sale would still require the estate
procedures to be completed and every heir to
sign for their portion.

My mother said:

—If you find that selling is the right thing, we
will not blame you for failing to make heroes of
us. If you find a right that must not be sold, do
not hide from us the price of preserving it.
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I called Huda.

—We review the next report tomorrow.

—The laboratory is on the eastern edge of the
city. Layan is expecting us at ten.

I ended the call. Layan still held the silver key,
and the decision remained with all of us.

I gave myself three days for the first review.
After that, we would either answer the offer or
ask for more time, rather than let my silence
become a decision made on everyone else’s

behalf.
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Chapter Six

The Other Report

The laboratory stood in the coastal city’s eastern
industrial zone, far from the sea and from the
neighborhoods with beautiful names. The road
leading to it was a row of identical warehouses
separated by trucks waiting their turn. At its end
stood a white building without a single
ground-floor window.

Layan was waiting for us at reception. She
looked younger than she had at the funeral—or
perhaps grief had added years to her face that
day that were not truly hers. She wore a
laboratory coat over her clothes, her hair tied
tightly back, and after greeting me she did not
offer her hand.

She told Huda:

—The director has agreed to let us review the
archive copy in my presence. No original paper
leaves the building today.

—That is enough. We need to know what
exists. Then we will request what we need
through the usual channels.
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We followed Layan down a corridor that
smelled of cleaning chemicals. The doors bore
numbers, and every interior window revealed
equipment, screens, and employees working in
silence. I did not try to understand the machines.
I trust a number when I know who entered it,
when it changed, and who benefited from the
change.

She stopped before a small door at the end of
the corridor. The silver key she had shown us on
the night of the funeral did not open the door,
but a cabinet inside the archive room. The
cabinet held rows of files arranged by month.

She drew out a gray folder and set it on the
table.

—This is the copy that remained here. The
copy I received from the company’s file was
different.

She opened the folder to a page bearing a
sample number, a date, and the name of the
Marina Building project. Huda took a photograph
of the report found among my father’s papers
from her bag and laid the two pages side by side.

The numbers at the top were identical: sample
number, time received, and the section associated
with it. One field in the table below was different.
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I did not understand the unit, but the red type in
the original and the sentence printed beneath it
required no specialist: “The value does not meet
the approved threshold. Review is required
before work continues in the associated section.”

In the company’s copy, the value was higher,
and the last word read: “Accepted.”

I asked:

—Which one came from the machine?
Layan placed a finger on the copy in red.
—This one.

—Who wrote the other?

She drew her hand back.

—A request came in to review the sample
identification. They said the number had been
attached to another material by mistake. I
reissued the report after changing the
identification in the system.

—Had there been a mistake?

—I had nothing proving there had.
—And you changed it anyway.
—Yes.

She said it without evasion. Then she half
closed the folder, as though her admission were
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something she wished to keep between its
covers.

Huda asked:
—Who requested the change?

—The request came from the project through
my supervisor. It was not in any one person’s
name.

—Was the request preserved?

—There is a log recording its arrival, and
management may have a copy. But I will not say
a particular person ordered the change until I see
the document.

Her precision irritated me. Then I realized it
was the only thing that made her words useful.
She was not here to finish our story. She was
trying not to add a sentence beyond what she
could prove.

—What did my father do?
She looked down at the report.

—He came a few days after the accident with
both versions. He asked me, “Which one is your
result?” I told him the first result had come from
the machine as it was, and that I had issued the
second after the request for review.

—And then?
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—He said I had to write that down, under my
name and with the date. He did not tell me it was
a small matter. He did not say he would remove
my name.

After a brief silence, she added:

—The company wanted to write to the
laboratory saying the mistake was mine alone
and that I had changed the sample on my own
initiative. Mr. Salem refused to sign the letter. He
said my mistake did not erase the request sent to
me, and that the request did not erase my
responsibility for agreeing.

—So he protected you.

—No. If he had wanted to protect me, he
would have asked for my name to be erased. He
stopped them from putting me alone on the front
line, and he asked me to record what I had done.

An employee entered carrying a large register
and placed it before Layan after she signed for it.
She opened it to the same date. It showed the
number of the first report, the time it was sent,
and the party that received it. With the
employee’s permission, Huda photographed the
page, then recorded his name and the register’s
location.
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—Is this enough to prove that the material that
failed was the same material?

Huda said:

—No. It proves there were two results for the
same sample and that the original did not meet
the required standard. Connecting that sample to
the location in the building requires the site log
and an expert examination.

Layan said:

—Bashir’s black key opens the service room.
The concrete-pour logs were kept there before
being transferred to the office.

We returned the papers to the cabinet, and
Layan locked it. Before we left, Huda asked her
to request an official copy through the procedure
the laboratory allowed. She said she would begin
the request but could not promise when it would
be completed.

At the outer door, Layan stopped.

—The statement I wrote after the accident
remained with the laboratory director. I was not
ready then to speak before management, so I
recorded what happened and signed it. If a
formal request arrives, I will not rely on my
memory alone.
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Huda asked:
—Did you sign it?
—Yes. In my own name, not Mr. Salem’s.

She went back inside. I remained staring at the
two photographed versions on Huda’s screen.

The report did not say who had changed the
material or who had kept the work going. But it
did say the warning had reached the project four
days before the accident.

The warning had arrived, and work had
continued in a place the records claimed was
separate from the hazardous section.

In the car, I wrote the two dates on a single
sheet: the warning’s arrival, then Mahmoud’s
fall. I left four blank lines between them. Our
next task was to learn what had happened in that
space, and who had the authority to stop the
work but failed to do so.
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Chapter Seven

The Old Phone

On the morning of the fourth day, Huda called
before I left the house.

—Hamza found an old phone he used when he
worked in procurement. He says it contains the
conversation in which he sent your father a
photograph of the delivery ticket.

—He says that now?
—Yes.
—After we found the drawer empty?

—Suspicion is understandable, but it is not a
finding. We are going to see him.

This was how she stopped me from leaping:
she did not tell me I was wrong. She simply
pulled away the chair I wanted to jump from.

We reached the workshop before noon.
Hamza was alone, and the door was half closed.
On the desk he had placed an old phone with a
crack running from one corner of the screen.
Beside it lay a charger whose cord had been
repaired with tape.

He spoke quickly.
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—I haven’t opened it since I sent the picture
three months ago. I remembered it was in an old
box. I charged it without opening the
conversation.

Huda sat and told him not to touch the screen.
She photographed the condition of the phone
and the time displayed on it, then recorded his
statement that the conversation remained on the
device without verifying it herself. He did as she
asked, but he watched me, not her.

—Why didn’t you remember it yesterday?

—Because when I saw the drawer empty, I
couldn’t even remember where I had left the keys
to my house. I went back last night and searched
through the boxes.

—Alone?
—Alone.

His answer came too quickly. The other phone
in his pocket rang. He glanced at the name and
silenced it without answering.

Hamza placed the old phone in a numbered
evidence bag and signed a description of its
condition. We took it to a digital-forensics
specialist Huda worked with. He created and
logged a forensic copy for examination, then
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returned the device to its sealed bag. Only then
did we open the recovered conversation. My
father’s contact name read “Mr. Salem.” A
photograph appeared of a folded sheet on a
workbench, sent by Hamza three months earlier,
followed by a message from my father: “Keep the
photograph. Look for the original, but do not
move the paper from its place until we are
certain.” There was no further explanation.

The specialist enlarged the recovered image.
The supplier’s name appeared: Coastal Strength
Materials. Beneath it were a truck number, a
batch number, and a date corresponding to the
week before the accident.

Huda drew a copy of the original purchase
order from the company file.

—The approved supplier here is Al-Bunyan
Materials.

Hamza said:

—That is why I photographed it. The supplier
changed, but the change notice never came
through the usual procurement channel.

I asked:
—Who let the truck in?
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—The gate log and the batch records will show
that. I saw the paper after the truck was
unloaded, not when it entered.

—Do you know who owns Coastal Strength?

—No. It was a small company that appeared
that month. We were told the first supplier was
delayed and the project could not wait.

The recovered conversation showed requests
for spare parts and warehouse numbers, followed
by two photographs of the ticket from different
angles. In the second, part of a stamp was visible,
with the sending time above it. Hamza kept the
device sealed until a formal request should
arrive. Huda took the forensic copy and the
specialist’s receipt.

I looked at the photograph again. It was not
the original. Any party could challenge it or
claim it did not relate to the section that had
failed. But it gave us a name, a number, and a
date. For the first time, the matter moved beyond
a result changed inside a laboratory to a
shipment that had entered the site under the
name of a supplier not listed in the contract.

Huda said:

—The photograph leads us to the records. It
does not replace the original.
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I said to Hamza:

—The original that was in your possession.
—Yes.

—And then disappeared.

—Yes.

—And the lock wasn’t broken.

His jaw tightened.

—I told you the key was with me.
—And you said my father trusted you.
—He never said that.

His answer surprised me.

He continued:

—You are the one saying it. He did not give me
the drawer and close his eyes. He photographed
the paper, told Ms. Huda it existed, and recorded
where the original was. He made me responsible
for it. He did not place the whole case in my

hands.

—After you signed for things that never
arrived and stayed silent.

—After I wrote down what happened and
accepted the company’s decision.

54



He stood and took out the thin notebook.
Opening it to the schedule, he placed a finger on
the last two lines.

—These are the two remaining payments on
the workshop loan. The incident stayed on my
record, and the loan remained a debt. A year
later, he gave me work that had nothing to do
with receiving goods, then helped me start this
workshop.

His breathing quickened, then slowed. He
returned the notebook to its place.

Huda said:

—Tell us about that day, insofar as it relates to
the key.

He sat again.

—I was abusing pills and lying to anyone who
asked. An incomplete shipment arrived, and I
signed that it was complete. Then I kept quiet
when the rest did not come. Mr. Salem
discovered the discrepancy during inventory. He
removed me from my position and made me
write down when I learned about the shortage
and why I had stayed silent. I entered a treatment
program, accepted the company’s decision, and
spent months working in a warehouse away
from receiving. A year later, he lent me the cost
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of some tools. He did not register the workshop
in his own name.

—Then he handed you a document that could
destroy his partnership.

—He gave me back work I understood. And he
checked on the paper. The last time was three
days before his death.

—What did he want?

—He made sure the original was here. I told
him it was. He said the review was close and that
Huda would tell me when to hand it over.

He looked at the drawer, then at me.

—If you want to say I betrayed him, say it after
you know. I don’t know myself how the paper
left that drawer.

His phone rang again. This time, worry
showed on his face before he turned it facedown
on the table. I did not ask who was calling. I had
enough suspicion already, and nothing to tell me
where it pointed.

Huda added the receipt for the forensic copy
to her file and wrote the truck number on a
separate sheet.

—Tomorrow we begin by requesting access to
the site log with Bashir. If the truck and batch
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numbers appear there, we will know where the
shipment was used. We can trace the supplier’s
records later.

At the door, I saw the same boy outside on his
blue bicycle. This time he stopped and climbed
off before reaching the street, just as Hamza had
told him.

[ still did not know whether Hamza had
opened the drawer himself or let someone else
enter. But the recovered copy preserved the
truck’s full number, and beneath it stood a name
that had never appeared on the original purchase
order.
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Chapter Eight

The Service Room

The Marina Building stood at the end of the old
waterfront like a skeleton its owners had
forgotten. A high metal fence surrounded it, and
green mesh covered the lower floors, but the
upper part remained exposed: columns without
walls, stairways ending in open air, and an idle
crane whose arm stretched over the street.

We arrived shortly after seven. Bashir was
waiting at the gate, leaning on his cane. Beside
him stood a woman Huda introduced as Najla, an
engineer. She said she would review the records
and locations with us and that our presence on
the site would remain within the procedure
approved by the supervising authority. She
offered no further explanation, and I did not ask
for one. Huda had taught me that an abundance
of legal words granted me no additional right.

A company employee named Mazen stood at
the gate. I had seen him leaving Faris’s office
before. He carried hard hats and reflective vests,
which he handed out as he said:
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—Entry is limited to the service room. The
interior is unsafe. If anyone leaves the designated
route, the visit ends.

Huda said:
—That is what we agreed.
Mazen looked at me.

—MTr. Faris would prefer the files to be
reviewed at the office. Moving the records out of
here would be safer.

—If they haven’t been moved yet, we will see
them where they are.

He did not argue. He opened the gate and
walked ahead of us.

The silence inside the site was different from
the silence in the street. Bundles of steel lay tied
together. Torn bags sagged open. Two hard hats
remained on a shelf by the workers’ entrance,
and a paper cup sat on the sill of a window that
had never been installed. In the middle of the
yard, part of the building was screened off with
wooden boards. I did not have to ask to know
that the accident had occurred behind them.

Bashir stopped for a moment, then continued.
His cane struck the ground in a slow rhythm.

—Were you injured in the accident?
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—Yes.
—Were you with Mahmoud?
—I was three meters away from him.

He said no more. We reached a gray door
beneath the external stairway, and he drew out
the black key. He had to raise it slightly before it
would enter the lock, then he pushed the door
open with his shoulder. The smell of damp paper
and dust escaped.

The room was narrow. It held an electrical
panel, tool shelves, and a tall metal cabinet. The
same key opened the cabinet. Mazen raised a
hand at once.

—No one touches anything wuntil we
photograph it as it stands.

Huda was the first to agree. Najla
photographed the shelves, then put on gloves
and removed three large ledgers and a rolled set
of plans. She sat on an overturned crate and
began comparing numbers.

Huda gave her the truck and batch numbers
from Hamza’s photograph. Najla ran a finger
down the pages of the entry log until she
stopped.
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—The truck entered at six twenty-two in the
morning. The supplier listed here is Coastal
Strength.

Mazen said:

—The gate log proves the truck entered. It
does not prove what was inside it.

Najla said:

—Correct.

His objection did not trouble her. She wrote it
in her notes. Then she opened a second register
containing batch numbers and the locations
where each had been used. The handwriting
changed from page to page, and much of it was
abbreviated beyond my understanding.

Bashir leaned toward her and pointed to a line.

—That is my handwriting. I received the batch.
We distributed it to the eastern section and the
fourth stairway.

Najla asked:
—Is it the same number?
He read it twice, then nodded.

She opened a plan and matched the code in
the register to a marked area near the stairs. She
remained silent longer than I could bear.
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—Is that where the collapse occurred?

—It falls within the area, but the register alone
is not enough. A specialist must examine what
remains of the section, and samples must be
taken in the approved manner. My role today is
to establish that a link exists and deserves
investigation.

Mazen said:

—The batch may have been used in more than
one place, and the accident may have had
another cause.

She answered:
—That is why I said it deserves investigation.

Each person planted a foot on ground from
which the other could not dislodge them. For a
moment, I wished the truth were a single
sentence instead of this road of may have,
requires, and is not enough.

Najla asked Bashir to describe the movement of
work on the day of the accident. He stood before
the plan and placed a finger at a side entrance.

—We received a notice to stop work on the
stairs, but tools were still being removed through
the corridor. At noon, the construction manager
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told me to clear the area in preparation for the
review. I sent Mahmoud and two men to carry
the light supports from here.

Huda asked:
—Was the section prohibited?

—The stairway itself was. We had been told
the corridor was safe.

—By whom?
He looked at Mazen, then at the ground.

—The call came from the office. The name is
written in my first statement.

Mazen said:
—We are not discussing statements here.

Huda nodded.

—We will not discuss them. We need only
ensure that the account does not change because
we are present.

I asked Bashir:

—Why did they say Mahmoud entered
without being assigned?

His hand tightened around the handle of his
cane.

—Because when I came out of the hospital, the
statement had already been written that way.
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They said I was injured and that they would
complete it from the attendance record. I refused
to sign.

—And my father?

—He came to see me in the hospital. I thought
he would ask me to protect the company. Before
he could speak, I told him, “I sent Mahmoud. If
you want a man to carry the blame, begin with

»

me.
—What did he say?

—He asked me, “Did you send him to the
stairway or the corridor?” I said the corridor. He
said, “Write that. Write whose order you
received. Add nothing to clear yourself, and
nothing to save anyone else.”

He raised his head to me.

—He did not say I was innocent. I do not say it
either.

In every person’s account there was a place
Faris could attack: Sumayyah’s need, Layan’s
agreement to alter the report, Hamza's old
disciplinary record and the paper that had
vanished from his keeping, Bashir’s decision to
send Mahmoud into the corridor. Not one of
them possessed all the records.
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My phone rang. It was Faris.

I stepped into the designated passage and
answered.

—I'm told you are at the site.

—With the knowledge of everyone whose
approval is required.

—I did not accuse you of breaking in. I am
saying that you are gathering half-facts and
building a complete accusation from them.

—I haven’t accused you.

—But you treat every paper as though Salem
left a final judgment inside it. Your father was
party to the decisions, Nader. He was not some
observer who descended from heaven after the
accident.

I said nothing.

—Come to my office tomorrow. Before you
place my name on one side, look at your father’s
signature on the other.

He ended the call before I could ask what he
meant.

I returned to the room. Najla was making a
mark beside the line bearing the truck number.
She photographed the page and the plan, then
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returned everything to its place and locked the
cabinet in our presence.

She said to Huda:

—The number connects the batch to the
collapsed section strongly enough to justify an
examination that will confirm or disprove the
link. Anything beyond that requires further
work.

Outside, I stood before the boards screening
off the site of the accident. I did not look behind
them. I did not ask to. I now had a line
connecting a photograph on an old phone, a
conflicting report, and an entry in a service
room.

But Faris had placed another line before me,
and it ended at my father’s signature.
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Chapter Nine

Nawal’s Ledger

I did not go to Faris the next morning. I asked
Huda to take me to Nawal first. She said Faris
would understand the delay as an accusation. I
told her I wanted to walk into his office with a
question in my hand, not fear in my head.

Nawal lived above an old stationery shop on
Post Office Street. We did not go to her
apartment. Instead, she led us to a small
storeroom on the ground floor that she had
rented in her own name after leaving the
company. With her square-headed key, she
opened an inner door, then switched on a yellow
lamp that revealed archive cabinets and stacks of
boxes.

Before we could ask, she said:

—These are not papers I stole. They were
review copies in my custody. I wrote to the
company to say I would retain them until the

matter was resolved. Huda has a copy of the
letter.

Huda said:
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—That is correct.

Nawal crossed to a cabinet at the back of the
room. She turned its combination dial to the
three numbers recorded in her custody letter,
then took out the brown notebook I had seen at
the funeral and placed it beside two files.

She spoke quickly, as though afraid someone
might interrupt before she reached the end.

—I worked in accounts for seven years. I was
told the supplier change was an emergency
measure because Al-Bunyan Materials could not
meet the deadline. I created the Coastal Strength
file and released the first payment after the
approvals appeared in the system. I did not
choose the supplier or inspect its material.

—But you paid them.

—Yes.

She opened the first file. It contained the
original purchase order, then the cancellation
notice, then a replacement order for almost the
same value. Beneath the replacement request

were two signatures. Huda did not let me linger
over them.

—We review the sequence first.
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Nawal turned the pages to the company’s
transfer to Coastal Strength. Then she produced
a settlement statement the supplier had
submitted when requesting an adjustment to the
delivery price, itemizing its claimed expenses as
it had presented them to the company. Among
them were sums it said it had paid to a company
called Madar Services, described as supply
consultancy. The statement was not a bank
record from the supplier’s account; it was a
document the supplier itself had submitted to
justify its request.

I asked:

—What is wrong with a consulting company?

—The settlement file contains no service
report and no contract explaining what it did.
Only a one-line invoice the supplier attached.

—Who owns it?

—I don’t know who owns it on paper. But the
contact number on the invoice belonged to
Adnan al-Bahri.

I knew the name. Adnan was Faris’s
brother-in-law. He appeared at family occasions
and always sat near him at company
celebrations.
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Huda said:

—Recognizing the number gives us a lead to
verify. It is not proof of ownership or benefit. We
will request whatever records can be obtained.

Nawal nodded.
—That is what Mr. Salem said too.

She opened her notebook to a page marked
with a blue slip of paper.

—When he saw the settlement statement, he
told me, “Do not say the money went back to
Faris. Say the supplier submitted an invoice
connected to a number you recognize. Then
establish who owns the company and whether
the invoice was actually paid.” I was angry. I told
him everyone knew Adnan. He said, “What
everyone knows does not enter the accounts
until it is written down.”

Her eyes shone, but she returned to the
figures.

The page contained an entry that had been
added, then reversed: “Supply and consultancy
variances.” Beside it were Nawal’s initials and
the date of the correction.

—Why did you leave the company?
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—Because they asked me to sign a
memorandum saying I had created the supplier
and linked its account incorrectly, and that the
second transfer was an accounting duplicate. I
had entered the transaction myself, and that
allowed them to make the story sound almost
believable.

—Did you sign?
—I signed the first version. That same day, I
submitted a written objection withdrawing my

agreement with what it said. Both versions
remained in the file.

—After my father spoke to you?

—After he asked me to read the sentence
aloud. When I read, “I created the supplier
without instruction,” he asked, “Is that true?” I
said no. He said, “Then do not turn your fear into
a signature that will outlive you.”

—Why did you bring the brown notebook to
the funeral?

—Because it contains the dates I wrote down
day by day. I was afraid I would forget them. I
was more afraid that, after Mr. Salem died, I
would remember them in whatever way suited
me. I wanted to give it to Huda, then
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remembered that it contains accounts belonging
to employees with no connection to the case.

She opened the first page. At the top, my
father had written: “Photograph only what
relates to the incident.”

Huda said:

—And he asked you to record the part you
played as well.

—Yes. I wrote that I released the payment
before the supplier’s file was complete, and that I
accepted a verbal instruction because the project
was urgent.

She looked at me.

—I recorded that I paid before the file was
complete. I objected to the sentence saying I
invented the supplier on my own.

When we finished with Nawal’s ledgers, Huda
opened a separate file my father had given her
while he was alive. It contained statements from
his personal account and the movement of his
share of the profits. The transfers to Sumayyah
were there, as were the fees paid to an
independent expert, the first rent on the sewing
room, and the loan for Hamza’s workshop.
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I said:

—He paid these sums while the project was
stalled.

Huda said:

—They came from his personal account. The
guarantee threatening the house arises from the
company’s old financing and the halted project,
not from these sums alone.

—But they reduced what he had available to
meet the debt.

—Yes.

My father could have kept his money, and
perhaps it would have bought us more time.
Instead, he paid Mahmoud’s family and an
independent expert who wanted to investigate
the cause. What remained in his account was less
than he might have used to face the debt.

I turned the pages until I reached the request
to approve the replacement supplier. This time, I
read both signatures. The first belonged to the
project manager. The second was my father’s.

The room seemed to contract around me.
—That is his signature.

Nawal said:

—Yes.

73



—He approved Coastal Strength?

—He approved a replacement supplier under
the written conditions. I do not have the full
account of what happened afterward.

Beneath the signature was a brief line:
“Subject to compliance with the approved
specification and completion of testing before
use.” I read it twice. It did not absolve him; he
had opened the door to the supplier. Nor did it
convict him of changing the material; he had set
a condition that was not honored.

Huda photographed what Nawal permitted
and recorded the location of the originals. Before
we left, Nawal returned the square-headed key to
her bag.

I asked her:

—Couldn’t you have left all the papers with
Huda?

—She has copies. These are my notebooks and
my entries, and I am the one who can explain
when I wrote them. The company knows I
retained them, and Huda has the custody letter.

We stepped out onto Post Office Street. A
message from Faris waited on my phone: “Ten
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o’clock tomorrow. Do not delay what you are
about to see.”

I was no longer going merely to ask why he
had changed the supplier. I was going with my
father’s signature approving the change in the
file.
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Chapter Ten

My Father’s Signature

Faris’s new office occupied a glass tower on the
far side of the coastal city, away from salt, damp,
and the rumble of trucks. In the elevator, I saw
myself reflected on three sides: a shirt creased by
a short night, bloodshot eyes, and a file I carried
as though paper could keep the ground from
tilting.

Faris was waiting at his office door. He looked
at Huda, then said:

—I invited Nader.

—And I asked her to come.

He opened the door.

—Come in, both of you.

His desk held nothing but a black file and a
cup of coffee. We sat, and before I could open my
bag, he pushed the file toward me.

—I assume you have seen Salem’s signature.

—I saw his conditional approval of a
replacement supplier.
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—The condition appears on every request. The
question is this: who decided the project could
tolerate no further delay? Salem and I. Who
approved the supplier after it submitted its
papers? Salem and I. Who pressed to finish the
section before the city’s high season? Salem and
L

Huda opened the file. It contained meeting
minutes and printed correspondence. She pointed
to one sheet before I touched it.

—We need to establish where these copies
came from and examine the originals in their
proper location.

Faris said:

—You will. I am not asking either of you to
accept them now. I am only asking that, in the
story we tell, Salem not become the man who
discovered everyone else’s wrongdoing after
making the decisions beside them.

We read the minutes of a meeting held two
weeks before the shipment arrived. They stated
that the delay threatened a major contract and
that both partners had agreed to seek a
replacement supplier who would comply with
the specifications. My father, Faris, and the
project manager had all signed the final page.
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Then came a message from my father:

No objection to a replacement, provided the
compliance certificate arrives before use and
the material standard is not changed.

Faris said:

—The certificate arrived.

He produced the copy of the report bearing
the accepted result.

Huda said:

—And we have an earlier copy that differs
from it.

—That is a dispute between the laboratory and
its employees. When the final copy reached us, it
was not my role to assume that an employee had
changed a number under hidden pressure.

I said:

—A warning arrived four days before the
accident.

—And after it came a correction saying the
sample had been misidentified. Were we
supposed to close an entire project every time a
laboratory corrected a report?

He spoke calmly. He did not deny the
document, nor did he need to raise his voice.
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Before every fact, he placed a possible
explanation, and between possibility and crime
lay a space broad enough for him to stand in.

I took out the photograph of the delivery
ticket.

—Why did material from Coastal Strength
enter the site, and why did its settlement
statement later include an invoice from a
company connected to Adnan al-Bahri’s
number?

His expression did not change, but he did not
study the photograph for long.

—Coastal Strength was a supplier. Madar
Services provided sourcing and transport
services. If its invoices are incomplete, they
should be reviewed. Adnan’s relationship to me

does not turn every contract he touches into
theft.

—Did you know the invoice had no service
report?
—I know now. The accounts were Nawal’s

responsibility, and she left the company after
mistakes she admitted making.

Huda said:
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—And she objected to being made solely
responsible for the entry.

—After Salem sat with her. He was skilled at
making every employee see themselves as the
injured party when he needed their testimony.

The sentence struck a place I had not
expected. I saw Sumayyah, Hamza, Layan,
Bashir, and Nawal, each carrying a story, a
document, and a different bond with my father.
Had he listened because he saw what they
needed, or because he needed what they knew? I
hated the question, but I could not stop it from
forming.

—You are saying he gathered them to protect
himself.

—I am saying Salem was neither an angel nor
an impartial investigator. He was a partner who,
after a worker died, feared bearing his share of
the responsibility. Perhaps his desire to learn the
truth was sincere. But he also knew that a truth
placing all the blame elsewhere would save his
name.

—And the settlement you prepared for
Sumayyah the following day? Was that meant to
protect my father’s name too?

He laced his fingers together on the desk.
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—It was an attempt to get money quickly to a
family that had lost its provider. A consultant
drafted the language, and it could have been
amended. Salem took a preliminary paper and
turned it into evidence that we were buying
silence.

—Because it blamed Mahmoud before the
examination was complete.

—Because it described what the first site
report said: that he had entered a closed section.
Then a discrepancy emerged in Bashir’s
statement. Companies cannot wait a year before
paying a family.

—You could have paid them without
extinguishing their claim.

—That is what people say when they have
never managed a single claim. Money without
finality leaves the company exposed to unlimited
liability.

For the first time, I saw him as my father
might have seen him: not a man who enjoyed
depriving Sumayyah, but a man who saw every
human being as an entry that required a closing
line. The difference between them lay in what
each was willing to place inside the account.

Faris said:
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—When the storm struck the harbor eight
years ago, Salem wanted to pay the idle workers
their full wages. I told him that if we did, we
would not be able to reopen the site a month
later. We paid half and saved the jobs. He stayed
angry with me, then admitted the company had
survived.

—Did he truly admit that?

—He said I was right about the number and
wrong about the way. He always liked to keep
half of the last word for himself.

A brief smile touched his mouth, then
disappeared. He was not speaking of some
distant adversary, but of a man with whom he
had shared a lifetime. Perhaps his grief was as
sincere as his interest in closing my father’s file.

He pushed one last paper toward me. It
approved an accelerated work schedule, allowing
operations to continue in adjacent sections while
the disputed section was reviewed. My father had
signed it two days before the accident.

Huda said:

—This document does not authorize work on
the stairway itself.
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—But it authorizes work to continue. Bashir
sent Mahmoud into the corridor. Who opened
the door to haste?

I did not answer.

After the meeting, I remained silent in the
elevator. When we reached the parking area,
Huda said:

—The signature appears genuine, but we will
review the original and its context. His approval
of a replacement supplier does not prove he
knew the material was noncompliant. His
approval for other work to continue does not, by
itself, establish the cause of the accident.

—But he signed.

—Yes.

—And my father told us none of this.
—No.

I hated that she would not rescue him for me.
Then I remembered that I had brought her so no
one would.

I returned alone to his old office. I opened the
desk drawer and turned his appointment book to
the date of the meeting. I found the names of
those present and a single line: “A replacement
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does not mean changing the condition.” On the
following day: “Awaiting laboratory
confirmation.”

I found no line saying he had stopped the
work. I found no line saying he knew of the
substitution. I left the two pages open and placed
beside them a copy of the document Faris had
shown us.

I asked Huda to extend the review period for
the offer until we had finished verifying the
originals. She sent the request in all our names.
Faris granted us four additional days and wrote
that the arrangements at the site would wait no
longer than that.

Until that morning, I had been asking what
other people had done to my father. Now his
signature had become part of the question itself.
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Chapter Eleven

The Key That Was Sold

Hamza called before eight in the morning and
asked us to come to the workshop before he
opened it. He did not say why. When we arrived,
the metal shutter was lowered halfway, forcing
us to duck beneath it. He had switched on only
the desk lamp, and the place looked smaller than
it had the last time.

On the workbench he set an envelope of cash,
his phone—which kept ringing in front of
us—and the key tied with blue string.

He said:

—I let them in.

Huda did not sit down.

—Who?

—A man named Saad. He used to work as a
procurement broker on several projects. He
called me a few hours after the funeral. He said
there was a company document in the workshop,

and that if I kept it after Mr. Salem’s death, I
could be accused of stealing it.

I said:
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—And you believed him?

He did not look at me.

—Not all of it.

—Which part did you believe?

He pushed the envelope toward us.

—The part where he said he’d pay the overdue
rent if I showed him which drawer it was in.

This time Huda sat down and took out her
notebook.

—Start with the first call. The time, the
number, what you said and what he said—as
much as you can remember. Don’t shorten it to
make it sound better.

He told us that the call had come after he
returned from the funeral. He knew Saad from
his days in procurement. The man knew about
his debt and named a sum close to what the
workshop’s owner was demanding. He said the
document belonged to the company and that
Faris only wanted it back before it was lost
among the heirs’ papers.

I asked him:

—Did he mention Faris by name?
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—He said, “Mr. Faris wants to close the files.” I
don’t know whether he was really speaking for
him or only using his name.

—Then he came here?

—At night. I opened the door and showed him
the drawer. I told him to photograph the paper
and leave it there. I went out to buy dinner.
When I came back, the drawer was locked and he
was waiting by the door. He gave me the money
and said everything was just as he’d found it.

—And you didn’t open the drawer?

—No.

—Not until we came?

—No.

—And you pretended to be surprised.

At last he raised his head.

—Yes.

I did not feel anger rising in me. It had been
there since I walked in, waiting only to find a
sentence through which it could escape.

—My father stood by you after you signed off
on an incomplete inventory and kept quiet. He
gave you work after everyone around you had

left. And you couldn’t even wait for the earth on
his grave to grow cold.
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Hamza closed his eyes. He did not defend
himself.

—I know.

—No, you don’t. If you did, you wouldn’t have
opened the drawer he checked before he died.

Huda said:

—Nader, we need the facts.

—The facts are right in front of you. My father
was wrong to think this man could change.

Hamza opened his eyes.

—Maybe he was.

His agreement was harder to bear than any
defense would have been. I wanted him to say

that need had forced him, so that I could tear his
excuse apart. Instead, he said:

—Saad didn’t force me. I was afraid of the debt,
and I wanted it gone from my life in a single
night. I told myself they were taking a paper that
belonged to them, and that Ms. Huda had copies.
I made up enough words to get myself to open
the door. I was the one who opened it.

Huda pointed to the envelope.

—How much did you take, and how much is
left?
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He named the amount. He had used part of it
to pay two months’ rent, and less than half
remained. She asked for his receipts and
photographed the envelope without taking it.

I said:

—Take the money.

—It isn’t for us to decide where it goes. He'll
keep it safe and document what he spent.

Then she turned to Hamza.

—You’'ll write a statement. You'll preserve the
messages and call records. You may be asked to
repeat all this to someone else. Telling us now
does not erase what you did.

—I know.

—And I can’t promise you what the
consequences will be.

—I know.

He repeated the words, and each time they

seemed less able to carry whatever came after
them.

Huda asked him about the restrictions my
father had put in place after his old mistake. He
said my father had never allowed him back into
procurement or left him in charge of cash or an
account. During the workshop’s first vyear,
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another man had handled its orders, and Hamza
had been required to submit payment receipts
and proof of his treatment appointments.

Hamza said:

—He didn’t treat me like a man without a
record. He kept me away from receiving goods,
and someone else reviewed the workshop’s
orders. The load sheet came three years later, not
on my first day.

I said:
—And then you found another way to sell it.
—Yes.

The inventory report remained in the
notebook, and the key lay on the workbench
beside the money Hamza had taken years later.

Hamza pointed to the old phone in its sealed bag,
then opened Saad’s call history and messages on
his current phone. Huda said that losing the
original weakened the case, but did not close it.
The supplier’s records, gate logs, and accounts
could all be requested; whatever remained at the
site could be compared, if it was preserved.

I said:
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—If my father hadn’t left it with him, it
wouldn’t have been lost.

—The original left his custody. The digital
copy survived. We’ll establish both facts exactly
as they are.

Huda asked him about Saad: what he looked
like, his car, the numbers he had used. He
answered as much as he could remember. When
he was done, he read her account himself and
signed it.

I stopped at the door. The boy with the bicycle
was waiting outside, lifting the metal shutter
with his small hands and calling for Hamza.
Hamza looked at him, then told him to come
back that afternoon.

I said:
—If you want another chance, ask for it in

your own name and tell the whole truth about
what you did.

His face trembled, but he nodded.

I left ahead of Huda. She caught up with me by
the car and said:

—You were asking about your father’s dignity
more than you were asking what evidence
remained.
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I opened the car door and did not answer. I
had accused Faris of turning every dispute into a
question of self-interest, and then I had turned
Hamza’s betrayal into a battle for the dignity of a
dead man.

As we drove away, the key remained on
Hamza’s workbench and his confession in
Huda’s notebook.
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Chapter Twelve

Not Blameless

It took two days of calls and document reviews to
verify Faris’s papers. There was no easy forgery
among them to grant me relief. The original
meeting minutes were in the company archive;
my father’s signature matched his others; and he
and Faris had jointly approved the compressed
work schedule.

We met in Huda’s office: Nawal, the engineer
Najla, Huda, and me. Huda arranged copies of
the papers in three rows across the table—what
came before the accident, what was recorded
during those days, and what my father wrote
afterward.

—We aren’t looking today for a man who
made no mistakes. We're looking for what each
person did, and when each one knew.

Najla pointed to the request to wuse the
alternate supplier.

—Salem approved the change on the condition
that the same specifications were met and the
material was inspected before use. That does not
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prove he knew nonconforming material had
arrived. But he was a party to the decision to
hurry, and he should have made sure the
condition was satisfied.

I said:

—And the approved report was in front of
him.

—Yes. There had also been an earlier warning,
followed by a revision. The question is whether
he knew the reason for that revision before the
accident, and whether he should have stopped all
work until he was certain. A signature alone
can’t answer those questions.

Nawal opened the correspondence log. She

found a message from my father to the project
manager, sent the morning before the accident:

Work may continue in areas unrelated to the
sample. The stairs and the eastern section are
not to be used until written confirmation is
received.

She said:

—This is the message on which the work
schedule was based.

I said:
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—Then he didn’t allow them into the area that
collapsed.

Najla said:

—He allowed adjacent work to continue.
Whether it was possible or safe to separate one
area from the other is not something I can
determine from this paper.

Once again, the documents refused to give me
a flawless father.

Huda moved to the third row. It included a
memorandum my father had drafted after leaving
the hospital where he had visited Bashir. It was
not addressed to any official body, only a draft
chronology of events. She read from it:

I agreed to the pressure on the schedule and
approved the alternate supplier on the
condition that the material conformed to
specification. When the revised report reached
me, I allowed separate work to continue before I
had verified why the two versions differed.
That responsibility is mine and cannot be
shifted to accounting or the laboratory.
Determining the cause of the collapse, and why
the worker entered the corridor, requires
hearing from the workers and examining the
material and the records.
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I stopped at the words That responsibility is
mine. There was no but after them. He did not
say Faris had deceived him, or Layan had
changed the report, or Bashir had made the
mistake. He named his own action first, then
separated it from what he did not know.

Huda said:

—This is a draft, not a ruling on liability. Its
value is that it shows us what he knew and how
he described his decision. We don’t yet have the
final document in this line of evidence.

I asked her:

—What’s to stop him from having written it
after the accident just to appear honest?

—Nothing, if all we do is read the paper and
imagine possibilities. That’s why we look at
when it was created, what messages he sent, and
whether his conduct was consistent with it.

Nawal took out a copy of a letter my father
had sent the company’s management the
morning after the accident. In it, he asked them
to freeze any communication assigning blame to
Mahmoud until the injured workers had been
heard and the entry logs reviewed. At the end he
wrote that he would submit a chronology of both
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partners’ decisions, including his own agreement
to compress the schedule.

Nawal said:

—I tried to delete that sentence when I typed
the letter. I thought it hurt him. He put it back
himself.

—Why?
—He said that asking others to put their names

beside what they did begins with keeping his
own name where it belongs.

Huda said:

—The letter doesn’t prove what was in his
heart, and it doesn’t erase the consequences of
his decision. But it does prove that, after the
accident, he did not choose a version of events
that removed him from the sequence.

I returned the paper to its place. Even an
admission could be used by a man to protect the
image of himself. I no longer wanted to search
my father’s inner motives. There was an action
in front of me that could be examined: he had
named his signature when he could have begun
with his employees’ mistakes.

I understood that Huda meant what lay
beyond Qasim’s key, but she said no more.
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I said:

—Why didn’t he show me this?

Nawal said:

—Maybe because he didn’t write it for you.

Her sentence was not cruel. It was true.
Whenever I found one of my father’s papers, I
treated it as though it were a message he had
hidden from me. But he had been a business
partner writing about an accident, a man
preparing for an inquiry—not a father leaving his
son an explanation for everything.

I asked to meet Bashir again. We found him at a
café near the ferry terminal, away from the site. I
set a copy of my father’s message before him and
asked about the separation between the corridor
and the stairs.

—We could have closed the entire section. But
that would have stopped material moving
through half the floor. We kept the corridor open
because the second report said the first sample
had been wrong.

—Did you discuss it with my father?

—He called me. He said, “Keep away from the
stairs.” I said the corridor looked sound. He said,
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“You’re on site; you can judge the movement
there. But don’t send anyone into the eastern
section.”

He pressed his palm against his crutch.

—I sent Mahmoud to the edge of the corridor.
When the section fell, it reached into the area
we’d thought was separate.

—So my father didn’t order him in.

—He didn’t. But he agreed that we could keep
working near a section whose safety wasn’t
clear. And I agreed. Faris didn’t want to lose even
one day. We all stood on different steps of the
decision, and Mahmoud was at the bottom.

I do not know whether that sentence had been
ripening in his mind for months or had only
come to him that day. But it kept me from seizing
the paper and running with it back to my image
of my father.

When we returned to Huda’s office, she asked
me:

—If it turns out your father bore part of the
blame, do you still want us to continue?

—I want to know exactly what his part was.

—FEven if it remains in the file?
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I looked at his signature. I could have said he
was dead, that recording his mistake would not
bring Mahmoud back, that Faris was the one who
mattered now. Those were the arguments in
which a man dressed his fear and called it
wisdom.

I said:

—If we erase him, we’ll be doing what the
people who tried to erase everyone else did.

My phone vibrated with a message from Hala.
A notice had arrived at the house requesting an
urgent update on the status of the guarantee
because the project remained suspended. I called
her. She said my mother had opened the
envelope instead of hiding it and that they were
both waiting for me. For the first time, the price
of the review was no longer a possibility Faris
spoke of. It was a paper on the table in our home.

I wanted to tell Hala that it was a routine
procedure, but I stopped myself. I told her I did
not yet know how great the risk was, and that I
would bring everything I had so we could read it
together.

In my notebook I wrote: My father agreed to
the haste and allowed work to continue near the
disputed section. I left the sentence as it was. It
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did not exonerate him, but it was the first thing I
had learned about him without trying to make it
hurt less.
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Chapter Thirteen

The Right to Understand

That night, I took the files home instead of to my
father’s office. I set them on the dining table
before my mother could ask about my day, and I
messaged Hala to come when her shift allowed.

My mother looked at the bulging case.
—Has the time finally come to say everything?
—It’s come late.

We made tea and waited for Hala. The wind
struck the windows from the sea, and whenever
it strengthened, the glass gave a faint whistle.
When my sister arrived, she stayed in her work
clothes and sat across from me.

I began with my father’s signature, not with
the evidence that lessened his blame. I told them
he had approved the alternate supplier, helped
hurry the schedule, and allowed work to
continue near the section that had been halted.
Then I explained the two versions of the report,
the load record, the supplier’s transfers, and what
Hamza had done.
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My mother did not interrupt until I had
finished.

Hala said:

—Did Dad know Hamza sold the location of
the document?

—He died before Hamza did it.
—And Faris?

—We have no proof that he sent the man.
Hamza only heard his name from the middleman.

My mother said:
—Good. You didn’t turn hearsay into proof.

My father used to say the same thing. The
resemblance irritated me, then passed.

I took out a photograph of the memorandum
and read them the sentence in which he had
acknowledged his responsibility. Hala covered
her mouth with her hand. My mother took the
page and held it closer to the light.

—That was the night he came home after
midnight.

—Did he tell you?

—He told me a decision he had signed might

have kept the workers near the danger. He said
he hadn’t ordered anyone onto the stairs, but he
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couldn’t behave as though the hurry had been
Faris’s decision alone.

Heat rose into my face.
—He told you this, too.

—He told me because he wanted to use some
of our savings to pay an independent expert, and
the money belonged to us both. He couldn’t
spend it without my knowledge.

—Then why didn’t either of you tell us?
She drew a slow breath.

—I told him we should. He said Hala had only
just started her job, and you were far away and
already thought he didn’t know how to run the
company. He wanted to wait until he understood
where his error lay. I agreed for a few days, and
then the waiting stretched on. That was his
mistake, and mine.

Hala said:

—How much did you know when we asked
you after the funeral?

My mother did not smile at her choice of
words, though Hala named days as if they were
the doors of a book.

—I knew he’d been in a hurry, that there were
two reports, and that he’d requested an
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independent examination. I didn’t know the
supplier’s name, or about Nawal’s papers, or
what Hamza had.

I said:

—You told me the guarantee was old. You
didn’t say his savings had gone to the expert.

—Because that day you weren’t asking in
order to understand. You arrived with a verdict
and wanted me to choose between you and him.
Even so, I should have told you.

She went into the kitchen and returned with a
dish left from the afternoon. She heated it, set it
before us, then said that during his final week my
father had eaten with them only once. He would
return from the office and carry his files to the
room. Whenever she asked, he said the matter
would soon be over.

—I argued with him on his last night. I said,
“You make yourself easy to reach for anyone in
need, then leave us standing outside your door,
guessing.” He didn’t raise his voice. He said he
needed only two days to gather the papers, and
then he would sit down with all of us. He died
before those two days passed.

Hala said:
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—You didn’t have to keep his promise after he
died.

—I know. But sometimes a person is late
because she is waiting for a moment promised by
someone who can no longer keep his word.

My mother did not try to turn his death into
an excuse. She served the food onto our plates
and sat down. We ate as we worked through the
figures, and it felt closer to the life we had shared
with him than all the gatherings in his praise: an
ordinary thing set in the middle of a great fear,
unable to take the fear away.

We fell silent. No one in the house could stand
outside our mistakes and apportion them among
us. My father had kept silent. My mother had
accepted part of his silence. I had hidden the
offer. Hala had let her anger grow without asking
questions until after his death.

Hala opened her computer.

—We start now. Every document that arrives,
you put it here. Every offer from Faris, we see it
the day it comes. And any decision that affects
this house—you don’t tell us after you’ve made it.

She created a shared folder and divided it into
four sections: debts, the project, Sumayyah’s
claim, and my father’s papers. My mother
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photographed the household account book, and I
uploaded Faris’s offer. In the morning, Huda sent
us the statement of heirs and the steps required
to inventory the estate. Nothing could be sold
before that process was complete and every
beneficiary had signed. We added to the limited
power of attorney my right to negotiate on their
behalf, while leaving acceptance of the sale and
the signatures to all of us. The organization
solved nothing, but it moved the fear out of our
heads and into a place where we could all see it.

We opened the household accounts and
decided what could be deferred and what could
not. Hala said she would take more shifts. My
mother refused to make her salary our rescue
plan before we even knew what was required. I
suggested selling my father’s second car, and we
agreed to ask about its value in the morning.
They were not great decisions, but they kept me
from returning to my habit of leaving a room
carrying the whole burden, then blaming
everyone else for failing to understand its
weight.

My mother asked:

—What is the worst we could lose if you
continue?
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I explained what I knew, and what I did not.
The sale might be delayed. The financier might
make a claim. We might have to sell another
asset, or leave the house if things went badly
enough. I did not say that justice would save us. I
did not say my father deserved for us to lose
everything on his behalf.

Hala said:
—And the case, if we sell?

—Selling doesn’t make every proceeding
disappear. But Faris wants the shares, the files,
and a settlement of the claims involving the
company. Without our cooperation, Sumayyah’s
path becomes harder.

My phone rang. It was Faris. I looked at them,
then switched on the speaker.

—The extension you requested is over, Nader.

—I'm with my mother and Hala. We can all
hear you.

He was silent for a moment.

—Fine. I've sent a revised offer. It protects the
house, covers the obligations, and includes an
appropriate amount for Mahmoud’s family.

My mother asked:
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—And does it require Sumayyah to say her
husband was at fault?

—I'm not asking her to say anything. It’s a
settlement that ends the dispute and protects
everyone.

—Send the full text, not your summary of it.

He said he would send it in the morning.
Before ending the call, he told me that work to
remove the dangerous section might be moved
forward, and that delay was no longer in
anyone’s interest.

After the call, a one-line message from Bashir
reached me:

I'won’t be able to meet you again, and I won’t
sign anything new. Please forgive me.

I set the phone in front of my mother and
Hala. I did not hide the message until I could
understand it, and I did not say I would solve it.
We read it together, and it remained there on the
table between us.

No one reached out to hide it.
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Chapter Fourteen

A Frightened Witness

Bashir did not answer Huda’s calls that morning.
He answered mine in the afternoon, perhaps
because he thought I would not know how to
corner him with questions. He asked me to meet
him at the ferry terminal, in the café where we
had sat before, and to come alone.

I told Huda. She said she would not stop me,
but I was not to ask him for a written statement
or promise him anything, and I was to tell her
afterward what he had said. I agreed.

He was seated at a table facing the water, his
crutch resting against the chair, the tea before
him untouched. When I sat down, he pushed the
black key toward me.

I said:

—We used it and gave it back to you.
—I don’t want it.

—The key isn’t the issue.

—You have the records and the photographs.
I'm finished.

I set the key between us.
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—What happened?
He watched the ferry pull away from the pier.

—The company my son works for called. They
said his temporary contract won’t be renewed
until the commotion is over. The owner of our
apartment suddenly remembered that the
housing belongs to the old contractor. And Faris
sent a man to say there was still part of my
injury compensation I hadn’t received.

—Did he threaten you?

—No one said, “Change your story.” That’s the
elegant part. Every door closes on its own. Then
a man arrives to open one for you if you’ll only
sit quietly.

—Will you take the compensation?

—It’s my right. I was injured.

—In exchange for what?

He struck his palm against the table, making
the cup tremble.

—I told you, they haven’t asked me to lie. And
I won’t lie. My first statement is there. But I
won’t sign anything new, and I won’t stand in
front of people and say I sent Mahmoud to the
place where he died.

—You said it to me.
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—I said it to your father, too. Look where that
got us.

For the first time, anger showed in his voice.

—You have a house you’re afraid to lose. I
have a house that was never mine to begin with.
You have a lawyer and time to go opening locks.
If my wages stop at the end of the month, I don’t
need a case file to tell me what happens next.

I wanted to tell him that Sumayyah had lost
more, that his silence helped the people who had
written a false account of Mahmoud. But I
remembered sitting in our house only days ago,
calculating what we might lose. My fear was not
nobler than his because it was written into a
larger contract.

[ said:
—Has anything changed in what you told us?
—No.

—May I tell Huda that you haven’t withdrawn
the facts, only that you won’t take part in
anything further?

—Tell her whatever you like. Just don’t make
me a hero or a traitor. I'm afraid. That’s enough.
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He left the key and rose. He took up his
crutch, then turned back and picked the key off
the table.

—This opens a room at a site that isn’t mine
anymore. Give it to Huda.

He left before the next ferry arrived.

At Huda’s office I learned that Layan had been
instructed by the laboratory’s management not
to speak outside any formal request. She had not
withdrawn her statement, but she would not
meet us again for now. Nawal, meanwhile, had
received a message demanding the return of
every copy she possessed of company records.

Huda said:

—This doesn’t mean everything has collapsed.
The originals can be requested, and what we’ve
documented still gives us a path. But the
witnesses are afraid, and the site may change if
remediation begins.

—Can you stop it?
—I can ask that anything needed for
examination be preserved, and we have evidence

to support the request. I can’t promise the
outcome or the timing.
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She placed the black key in an envelope and
recorded that Bashir had returned it.

Faris’s revised offer arrived at that same
moment. Huda opened it and read in silence. It
was longer than the first: purchase of the shares,
payment of the obligations tied to them, release
of the house, sums for employees whose wages
were overdue, and a proposed settlement for
Mahmoud’s family.

She said:

—It needs a complete review. Some of the
language is broad, and I don’t want you to read
more into it now than it actually says.

—But it saves the house.

—On a preliminary reading, it addresses the
immediate risk. In exchange, you transfer your
shares, the claims and archives connected to
them, and you undertake to cooperate in closing
the company’s disputes. The boundaries of that
cooperation need to be made clear.

Faris called and invited me to his office. This
time I went alone, after telling Huda and sending
my location to my mother and Hala.

He put no new papers in front of me.
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—Bashir won’t go on. The laboratory won’t let
an employee play the hero at its expense. Hamza
sold a document and confessed only when he
became afraid. These are the people in whose
hands Salem placed his company and your home.

I said:

—He also kept copies in other places.

—Because he didn’t trust them completely, and
yet he built his case on them. That’s what I want

you to see. People aren’t what he wished they
were.

—Nor are they what you treat them as.
He leaned back.

—I pay their wages. I remedy their mistakes. I
keep the business alive. The difference is that I
don’t call loss mercy.

He pointed to the offer in my hand.

—I'm not asking you to lie. Sell your shares.
Remove the danger from your mother’s house.
Let the authorities review whatever they like.
Sumayyah receives money that years of waiting
won’t give her. The employees return to work.
What’s wrong with that?

—Did you call Bashir?
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—The administration sent him what remained
of his injury settlement.

—On the same day he learned his son’s
contract wouldn’t be renewed.

His eyebrows rose.
—His son’s company isn’t mine.
—But it works with you.

—It works with dozens of organizations.
Nader, painful consequences aren’t threats
merely because they hurt. When an employee
enters a dispute with his company, other
employers hesitate to go near him. I don’t need
to call anyone for that to happen.

—And you profit when it does.

—Just as your case profits from Nawal’s fear,
Layan’s guilt, and Sumayyah’s need. Don’t
imagine your interest is pure merely because you
call it a right.

His words remained between us. There was
something in them I could not deny, and
something in his offer I could not accept before
reading it in full.

Every clause had a face that could be
defended. If Mahmoud’s name were removed
from the papers, the offer would look like a
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responsible decision—one that only a man bent
on proving his courage with his family’s money
would refuse.

I said:
—I need to review the terms with Huda.

—Review them. I need your answer by noon
tomorrow. After that, work begins at the site,
and I can’t guarantee the house will remain
outside the claim.

I stood. He did not offer his hand this time.

I left with the offer under my arm, the black
key in Huda’s case, and the witnesses closing
their doors one after another. For the first time,
my family’s acceptance of the offer seemed closer
than the truth—and better able to save something
I could touch.
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Chapter Fifteen

A House at a Price

We read the offer in Huda’s office the following
morning. My mother and Hala were there, and
Huda sat across from us, restating every clause in
language shorter than the language in which it
had been written.

—If the heirs agree and the beneficiaries sign
after the estate procedures are complete, Salem’s
shares pass to Faris or an entity he designates.
The debts tied to the guarantee are settled, and
the house is to be released once the transfer is
complete. In return, the heirs’ representative
surrenders every company copy in their
possession, the heirs cease objecting in that
capacity, and they cooperate in closing the civil
claims named here.

Hala said:
—And Sumayyah’s claim?

—A separate amount is offered to her, but
accepting it would end her claim against the
company within the terms written here. This
new version does not include a sentence saying
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Mahmoud entered the area without being
assigned to do so, but the settlement closes the
financial question.

I said:

—And the investigation into the changed
material?

—Your sale doesn’t erase anything the
authorities may examine on their own initiative.
But it withdraws the heirs’ objection and
transfers the archive. Following the facts
becomes more difficult if the people involved
don’t come forward, or if the originals can’t be
obtained by another route.

My mother said:

—So he isn’t asking Nader to tell a lie. He’s
asking him to step out of the way.

Huda nodded.
—That’s the closest brief description.

I laid the pen on the table. The offer was not a
crude trap whose teeth could be seen in the first
line. It gave us something real: a house that
remained ours, a debt brought to an end, wages
paid again, money for Sumayyah now instead of
a wait whose length she could not know. In
return, I did not have to tear up a report or alter a

119



figure. I only had to surrender my place, and let
time do the rest.

Hala said:

—Do we know whether the amount is enough
for Sumayyah?

—It isn’t our right to decide for her, Huda said.
We can show her the section that concerns her,
without pressure and without tying your
decision to hers.

I asked that we go to her.

Before we left, Huda sent Faris a shorter
formulation: sale of the shares and release of the
guarantee  without  withdrawal of the
preservation request, without surrendering
documents that belonged to others, and without
tying the transaction to Sumayyah’s release. His
answer came within minutes: “I won’t purchase
shares carrying an open dispute at the same
valuation.” His refusal was not without
commercial logic, but it confirmed that the
money on offer was purchasing more than the
shares.

Sumayyah was working when we entered. Her
daughter sat at the end of the table doing her
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schoolwork, and her mother asked her to take
the notebook into the back room. Huda read the
terms concerning Sumayyah aloud, then left the
paper with her.

Sumayyah asked about the amount twice.
—Paid all at once?

Huda said:

—According to the offer, yes.

Sumayyah entered figures into a small
calculator: the pharmacy debt, what remained to
be paid on the sewing machine, school fees, rent.
I watched temptation take the shape of needs
instead of greed.

She said to me:

—If you sell, your mother’s house is safe?

—That’s what the offer promises.

—And if you don’t?

—We may lose it, or we may have to sell it
ourselves. I don’t know.

She folded the paper, then opened it again.

—Don’t make me the reason for your decision.
If I take the money, some people will say I sold
Mahmoud. If I refuse it, none of them will pay
my daughter’s school fees in my place. I need to
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think about what belongs to me, and you need to
think about what belongs to you.

I said:
—But if we step away, it weakens your claim.

—Yes. Say that truth, but don’t turn it into an
order that I be braver than you.

She did not say what I wanted to hear: Don’t
sign. Nor did she give me permission: Save your
house. She returned the decision to its owner and
kept the weight of her own.

Before we left, she asked Huda whether she
could take a copy to someone she trusted. Huda
said yes and gave her time that was not tied to
our deadline except by the outer limits of the

offer.
In the alley, my mother said:

—Now don’t say you’re doing something for
Sumayyah without also naming what you're
doing for us.

—Do you want me to sign?

—I want to know why you will sign or refuse.
The house is not my argument against you, and
your father is not your argument against us.
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At eleven, a man came to our house to inspect it
as part of the guarantee review. He did not enter
until Huda had verified his credentials, then went
from room to room photographing the walls,
windows, and courtyard. My mother watched
him measure the sitting room where we had
received the mourners.

When he reached the door, he lifted the loose
handle and said:

—This needs repairing.

Hala almost laughed. Instead, she began to
cry. She went to her room and closed the door.

Behind a cupboard in the hallway, my mother
found pen marks recording Hala’s and my
heights as children. My father had written the
date beside each line, then added how much we
had grown. The man asked to photograph the
wall. My mother stepped aside, but laid her palm
over Hala’s final mark before she let it go. After
he left, Hala took a picture of the marks. She said
she did not want a piece of plaster or some grand
keepsake. She only never wanted a day to come
when she might think the house had not been
ours.

My father had repaired that handle dozens of
times, and it always came loose again. I sat in the
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chair beside it and thought that the house I
feared losing was not only walls. It was the place
where my father had left small things unfinished,
and then died.

I reached Faris’s office ten minutes before
noon. The contract had been printed, and a pen
lay beside it.

—You've reviewed it?

—We have.

—And Sumayyah?

—She’ll decide for herself.

—Good. Then there’s no reason to delay.

I opened the contract to the clause about
surrendering the archive. I asked whether he
would allow a complete copy to remain with
Huda and exclude from the closure everything
concerning the examination of the accident’s
cause. He said that would take us back to the
beginning.

—The company isn’t paying this amount to
buy shares still burning with disputes.

—And we aren’t selling shares alone. You
want us to leave the papers behind as well.
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—I want you to leave a dispute whose end you
cannot see before it carries your house away
with it.

He pushed the pen toward me.

I placed my hand on it, then reread the clause
requiring surrender of the archive. It had not
changed.

I moved my hand away.
—We won’t sign it in this form.
Faris said:

—If you walk out now, I'll treat the offer as
rejected.

—Do that.

My phone rang in the elevator. The number
was not saved. I answered.

It was Qasim.
—One key remains.
I said:

—I know.

—No. You don’t know what’s left for you to do
before you can have it. Come to the old window
warehouse this afternoon.

He ended the call.
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I stepped out of the tower having saved
neither the house nor the case. I had refused the
paper before knowing what the key would open.
All that remained was to turn my refusal into a
step that preserved whatever could still be
examined.
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Chapter Sixteen

This Is Not Part of the Estate

The old fishing-net warehouse was older than
my father’s company. It stood by a small pier
long abandoned by the larger fishing boats.
Wooden boats remained, along with benches
where men repaired their nets. I found Qasim
waiting by a side door, the key in his pocket, not
a glimpse of it showing.

We entered a wide room where ropes and
folded nets hung from the ceiling. At the far end,
a stairway led up to a small room my father had
used as an office when he first went into business
with Faris. We did not climb it.

Qasim said:

—Before I give you the key, listen to why it
remained with me.

I sat on a wooden crate. He stayed on his feet.

—Mahmoud had been my friend since we first
came to the coastal city. The day he died, they
said he’d entered the area on his own. I knew he
never moved anywhere on site without asking
Bashir. I went to the hospital and saw your father
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by the door. I shoved him and said in front of
everyone that he’d killed Mahmoud and then
come to dispense charity to us.

He paused. When he continued, he did not
look at me.

—I threatened to stand outside his house and
his company every day. When I raised my hand a
second time, he caught it. He said, “If you raise
your hand against me, I'll stop you. If you go to
my house, you’ll be wronging my family. But as
for what you’re saying about Mahmoud—sit
down and tell me everything you know.”

I pictured my father gripping his hand outside
the hospital, Qasim shouting in his face before
everyone who came and went.

Qasim said:

—I sat down. I gave him the men’s names, told
him what I'd heard about the report, told him
Mahmoud had called me before the accident and
said they were working near a section that had
been stopped. Your father promised me nothing.
He wrote it down, then asked whether I would
agree to let a copy of the file remain with
someone who belonged neither to the company
nor to his household.

128



Qasim said his anger had not abated that day.
He demanded that my father immediately pay
Mahmoud’s family everything they needed and
publicly accept the company’s responsibility
before the examination. My father answered that
whatever belonged to him personally, he would
pay; what touched the rights of partners and
employees, he could not decide alone; and what
touched Sumayyah’s right, he could not settle in
her place.

—I told him he was hiding behind paperwork,
Qasim said. He told me, “Perhaps I am. That’s
why you should take a copy of the papers and
not leave it to me to describe them for you.”

I said:

—And what did you say?

—I said I didn’t trust him. He said, “That’s why
[ want it with you.”

He took out the key and laid it across his
palm.

—The box is wupstairs. It holds papers
connected to your father’s name and papers
connected to Mahmoud’s death. Your father told
me: “If I die or become incapacitated, don’t give
the key to my heirs merely because they are my
heirs. If they choose to sell the shares and close
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the dispute, deliver the box to Huda through
whatever procedure preserves it—not to them. If
they choose to keep the case open, it may be
opened in the presence of all of you.”

Huda knew the location of the cabinet from
my father’s index, but she possessed neither its
key nor the right to enter on her own. The
custody agreement required that it be opened in
Qasim’s presence and in the presence of the
heirs’ representative, with its contents recorded.

I said:
—So you were testing me.

—No. I was preserving what I agreed to
preserve. Your father made the test when he left
you shares and a house, with a debt on the other
side.

—What is in the box that might help me
decide?

His fingers closed around the key.

—If T told you, your decision would become
the price of whatever is inside. Decide from what
you’ve already seen.

I said:
—And if we sell the shares?
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—I give it to Huda, so it can reach the
authority reviewing the complaint. I don’t burn
it. I don’t return it to the company. And it doesn’t
pass through your hands.

I went out to the pier and called Huda. I
explained what he had said, then asked what step
would preserve the site.

—We can submit an urgent request supported
by what we’ve collected, and notify the company
that you object in your capacity as the heirs’
authorized representative for this matter. I can’t
guarantee it will be granted, and the halt in work
may be used to accelerate the financial claim.

—What if we open the box first?

—We may find something that strengthens the
request. We may not. For preservation purposes,
time matters more now.

I asked her to wait a few minutes. I called my
mother and Hala together. I told them the
decision was no longer merely a refusal to sign.
We had to request that no change be made to the
site until the examination was complete, and that
might prompt Faris to let the claim proceed
against the house.

Hala said:
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—Are you doing this to prove Dad made no
mistake?

I looked out at the sea. A small boat was
entering the pier, a man in its bow lifting the
rope in readiness to moor.

—No. We establish his mistake exactly as it
was. And we establish what the others did
exactly as it was. If the box clears him of
something, it doesn’t erase what he did. If it
condemns him in something, we don’t close it.

My mother said:

—Submit the request. The house belongs to all
of us, and so does the cost of the decision. But
don’t promise us the outcome will vindicate us
quickly.

—I don’t promise.

I called Huda and asked her to begin. I sent her
my written consent to the objection and the
preservation of the site, then shared a copy with
my mother and Hala as we had agreed.

I went back inside the warehouse. Qasim was
still standing where I had left him.

—We’ve begun the preservation request. I
didn’t sign the offer.

—Because you want the box?
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—I wanted it on my way here. Now, even if
you don’t open it, the step we’ve taken will
remain.

He held out the key.
—That’s why I'm giving it to you.
I did not take it at once.

—Why did you say at the funeral that it wasn’t
part of the estate?

—Because some of what’s in that box does not
belong to your father. And what belongs to
Mahmoud is not for the heirs to sell with the
shares.

I opened my hand. He placed the key in it and
kept his hand over mine for a moment, until he
was sure my fingers had closed around it.

We climbed the stairs to the old room. At the
far end stood a low iron box, lightly covered with
dust, finger marks along its edge. We did not
insert the key.

I called Huda. She told us not to touch the box
and recorded Qasim’s statement over the phone
that he had kept the key since receiving it and
had never opened it. We went back down to the
large room and waited for her to arrive.
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Chapter Seventeen

The Last Box

Huda arrived before sunset, accompanied by an
employee from her office to inventory the
contents of the box. I disliked having a fourth
witness present for a letter that might be from
my father, but Huda said we could separate the
personal papers after their location had been
recorded. The rest of the contents should not
leave a locked room without a register.

Qasim agreed. He inserted the key, then let me
turn it.

The box made only a single click. There was
no hidden mechanism, no drawer inside a
drawer. We raised the lid and found neatly
arranged files, each bearing a card in my father’s
handwriting: “Laboratory,” “Supplier,” “Site,”
“Accounts,” “Complaint,” “Guarantee.” Then
there was a small envelope with my name on it.

Huda began with the files. She compared them
with her index and asked her employee to record
every addition or omission. We did not find the
original of Hamza’s load ticket. We found two
clear photographs of it, and a message my father
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had sent the supplier asking for confirmation of
the batch and truck numbers. No reply was in the
file.

Huda matched the dates on the two indexes:
the one she had prepared before my father’s
death, and the one that had remained in the box.
The locations of the papers and the names of
their custodians agreed, except for the original
that had left Hamza’s drawer. That proved the
preservation plan predated the heirs’ dispute; it
did not necessarily prove every description my
father had written was true. Ownership, too,
remained divided. The laboratory papers
belonged to the laboratory; Nawal’s ledgers
remained in her custody; my father’s copies were
part of his file. The box had not made their
owners’ rights part of the estate, and this was
clearly recorded.

We found the complete preliminary report
from the independent expert my father had
retained. It did not determine the cause of the
collapse, but it established a discrepancy that
warranted official sampling and warned against
removing the section before it was documented.

The report was dated two weeks before my
father’s death.
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In the complaint file, we found the receipt
number and date, and a copy of what my father
had submitted. He had attached the supplier
request bearing his signature, the compressed
work schedule, the two differing reports, Bashir’s
first statement, and the settlement statement and
invoice from Madar Services that had been with
Nawal.

I said to Huda:
—He put his signature here, too.
—Yes.

I turned to the final page. Beneath the list of
attachments, my father had written:

I request an examination of the difference
between the alternative I approved, subject to
specification, and what arrived at the site and
was used, and a determination of responsibility
for every decision—including my own decisions,
as shown in the attachments.

The sentence was not a declaration of his
innocence. It kept his death from becoming an
eraser.

The guarantee file contained the contracts we
had seen, my mother’s old acknowledgment, and
receipts showing the expert’s fees paid from my
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father’s account. I found no hidden money and
no document that would save the house.

Huda said:

—This strengthens the request to preserve the
site. It establishes that the complaint preceded
his death and that his copy included material
damaging to him, as well as material supporting
his objection. On its own, it does not prove Faris
ordered the substitution or determine the cause
of the accident.

She pointed to the list of attachments. Some
items were photographs only, some were copies
certified by their sources, and some were
references to originals still held by the
laboratory, the company, or their owners. The
loss of Hamza’s ticket remained a real loss. A
photograph could lead to the record; it did not
become an original merely because it had been
kept in my father’s box.

She said the file’s strength did not lie in a
miraculous piece of paper, but in the way every
record pointed to a source that could be reviewed
independently. The laboratory could confirm its
result. The gate could confirm the truck’s entry.
The site could locate the batch. The accounts

137



could show the payment trail to the extent the
company had recorded it.

Qasim said:
—But it stops them from saying Salem

invented the story after Mahmoud died in order
to escape blame.

—It helps with that, yes. The final
determination is not ours to make in this room.

Only the envelope bearing my name remained.

The employee recorded that it was separate
and personal, then left with the files that would
remain in Huda’s custody. Qasim went
downstairs with him. Huda and I stayed behind. I
opened the envelope.

The letter was brief.
Nader,

I wanted to protect all of you from a case you
did not choose, and I kept silent longer than I
should have. I preserved what I could of your
property, but I did not preserve your right to
understand. If you find in these papers a right
that belongs to someone, do not make it the
price of my name, and do not carry my error in
order to absolve me of it.

Forgive me for where I fell short.
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I read the letter once, then turned the page
over. There was nothing on the back. No
explanation of the years before it. No answer
about the course of study I had abandoned. Not a
line saying he had known how any of this would
end.

Huda said:
—Would you like me to leave you?
—No.

I sat in the chair my father had used when he
first started the company. It was low, listed to the
right, and creaked when I moved. I tried to
imagine him here as a young man, before the
glass office and the guarantee and the project,
but I could not. In every image I had of him, he
was a father—as though his life had begun on the
day I was born.

The letter made me angry because it had come
after the chance to speak was gone. He knew that
his silence had been a mistake, yet he had written
his admission to a page I might find or might not.
I wished he had come into my room just once
and said the same words in a voice I could
answer.

I remembered the message I had deleted about
the pain in his chest, and my apology about the
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university program, offered without ever asking
him to open the whole account between us. His
silence was not equally my fault, but neither was
it a wall he had built alone. I was learning to ask
for clarity after the person from whom I had
wanted it first was gone.

The thought gave me no comfort. Having
shared in the distance between us did not give
me back the chance to cross it.

I said:

—An apology doesn’t restore anything.
Huda said:

—No.

—It doesn’t make his decision right.
—No.

—But he wrote it.

—Yes.

Her answers gave me no more than I asked
for. She did not help me turn the letter into quick
forgiveness.

I folded it and returned it to the envelope.
When we went downstairs, Qasim was waiting
by the door. I asked why he had trusted my
father after accusing him.
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—I didn’t trust all of him. I trusted that he had
written down the thing that harmed him, then
given me its key. Sometimes that’s enough for
you to keep walking, so long as you keep your
eyes open.

I handed the key to Huda so it could remain
with the box’s register. I called my mother and
Hala and told them we had found the letter, the
complaint, and the report. I did not read the letter
over the phone. I said I would bring it home, and
that it belonged to all of us as much as it
belonged to me.

Before we left, I said to Huda:

—When you send the file, don’t remove my
father’s signature or the sentence he wrote about
his decision.

She closed her case.

—He didn’t remove them himself.
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Chapter Eighteen

The Morning of Removal

Huda called at five forty-five in the morning.

—A temporary order has been issued
preventing any change to the location of the
samples until they are examined today. It isn’t a
permanent halt, but it gives the team time to
enter and document the site. The contractor was
due to begin at seven.

I was awake. I had slept only an hour, and my
father’s letter still lay on the table beside my bed.
I told my mother and Hala before I left. My
mother said she would wait for news, not a
promise.

I reached the Marina Building as first light
reflected off the cranes. Two trucks stood outside
the gate, with a large machine for removing
damaged sections behind them. The workers
were wearing their vests and waiting for
instructions. They did not look like men who had
come to erase evidence. They looked like
workers who had come for a day’s work, some of
them checking their watches because their pay
began when the machine did.
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I found Huda with Najla and a small technical
team. A representative of the authority
reviewing the request was with them. He
explained to everyone that work within the
defined area would stop until samples were taken
and records documented. He did not say anyone
was guilty. He mentioned neither my father nor
Faris.

A worker whose face I recognized from the
payroll lists Faris had shown me approached. He
asked whether I was Nader Salem, then said
yesterday’s stoppage had been deducted from his
pay and his son could not eat laboratory samples.
I did not explain the case. I told him I knew the
stoppage hurt him and that I could not promise
the company would compensate him. He shook
his head and walked away before I could finish.

Hearing the man was not part of an
evidentiary file, but it kept me from treating the
workers Faris spoke of as a rhetorical screen.
They were here. The stoppage did harm them,
even if allowing work to continue before the
examination was a different kind of harm.

Faris arrived minutes later without his jacket.
It was the first time I had seen him with the top
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button of his shirt open and his hair not carefully
arranged.

He said to me:
—You rejected the offer yesterday. You could

have done that without shutting down the site at
dawn.

—You received the rejection on time.
Preserving the site couldn’t wait for the
machinery to start.

Huda said:

—The request was filed before the equipment
entered because a change to the site would have
preceded any possibility of examining it.

He looked at her, then back at me.

—Do you know what another day of stoppage
means?

—I know part of it.

—You know nothing. These workers aren’t
paid in your principles.

I could find no answer that erased the truth in

his words.

—That’s why the examination must be
completed quickly, not why the place to be
examined should disappear.
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He moved away and began making calls.

The team entered through the same corridor
Bashir had taken us through. They did not allow
me beyond the area designated for observers.
Najla matched the register against the plan while
the technicians marked several different
locations, not only the section Bashir had
indicated. I asked her why.

—We need comparison samples. Otherwise
every difference has no context. And we don’t
stop at the place one party alone leads us to.

A taxi arrived. Hamza stepped out carrying his
current phone in one hand and, in the other, a
small bag containing the old phone in its sealed
pouch and the bag of money. The guard tried to
stop him. Huda went out to meet him beyond the
gate.

He said:

—Saad called last night. He asked me to delete
our conversation and said the paper had been
destroyed, so talking about it couldn’t help me. I
recorded the time of the call. I didn’t answer after
his first sentence.

Huda said:
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—Did you record the call itself?

—No. I wrote down what I heard immediately.
This is my current phone; the call log is on it.

—Good. You haven’t added something that
didn’t happen. We’ll document the handover in
the way we agreed.

Hamza saw me and stopped. He did not come
closer until I motioned him over.

—I'm not asking you for anything. I came
because now they want the photograph deleted,
and that means it wasn’t an ordinary paper.

I said:

—Give Huda what you have. Don’t promise
me a quick way to repair it.

—I won’t.

I pointed to the old phone’s sealed bag.

—Hand it over as it is, and say in your
statement that you opened the drawer for Saad.

—I will.

An hour later, Bashir appeared at the gate. He
had not brought his crutch this time. He walked
slowly, one hand on his injured thigh. Huda

stopped in front of him and asked whether he
had come of his own free will.
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—Yes. I won’t speak in front of all these
people. I want to know where I give my
statement, who will see it, and what can be done
if my son is pressured.

She said she could not guarantee protection
from every consequence, but she could arrange
for him to receive independent advice and to
make whatever statement he chose in the proper
place.

He looked at me.
—I'm still afraid.
—I know.

—And what I said about Mahmoud hasn’t
changed.

—Write what happened. Don’t add anything
for my sake or my father’s.

He nodded and stayed outside the site until
the team called him to show them the corridor
and the register.

Meanwhile, I received another notice from the
financier requesting a response about the status
of the guarantee. I photographed it and
immediately uploaded it to the family folder,
then called my mother. I did not delay the news
until the examination was over, and I did not tell
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her everything was fine. I said we had
temporarily preserved the site and the danger to
the house had increased by one step. She said she
and Hala would read the notice and wait for me
to return.

The sampling was complete near noon. The
samples were placed in numbered containers,
and every person who received them was
recorded. At the same time, Huda received a
statement from the laboratory confirming the
existence and dates of both versions of the
report, without leaving Layan alone to explain
what had happened.

The authority’s representative said the defined
section would remain unchanged until a
preliminary result appeared and the next step
was decided. Faris objected to the breadth of the
area, and his objection was recorded. He did not
shout. He did not try to force the machine into
motion.

As he passed me, he said:

—Your father died before he could see his
company shut down because of him. You'll live
to see it.
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I said:
—I put his signature in the file before yours.
He stopped.

—You think you're just because you've
sacrificed a little of his name in order to take all
of mine.

—I'm not taking your name. I'm asking for
every decision to be traced to the person who
made it.

—And the cost? Who writes down the name of
the person who pays it?

He looked toward the workers standing by the
fence. I had no answer that would send them
home with their wages.

—That gets written down, too.
He walked away.

The workers began dismantling some of the
equipment that would not be used that day. The
large machine was switched off. A stillness
settled over the site like the first morning after
the accident. No one applauded. Huda did not say
we had won. What had happened was narrower
than victory and heavier: the place remained as it
was for one more day, so that it could speak.
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Chapter Nineteen

I Will Not Sell My Silence

The preliminary results appeared twelve days
later. They did not say that one material had
killed Mahmoud, and they did not settle
responsibility. They said that samples from the
collapsed section did not match the properties
specified in the project documents, and that the
conflicting reports and the movement of supplies
required a broader review.

That was enough to keep the site preserved
and to open a review encompassing the supplier,
the laboratory, and the company’s decisions. It
was not enough to condemn Faris by final
judgment.

An initial review of Coastal Strength’s records
showed that it was a real company, not an
invented name, and that it had purchased
materials from more than one source. As for
Madar Services, transactions between it and the
supplier were confirmed. Adnan’s connection to
it, and the nature of the services, remained the
subject of further requests. Every fact that
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emerged closed the door on an exaggeration and
opened another onto a more precise question.

The report did not say Faris had taken money,
and it did not rule out the possibility that the
material substitution had occurred at a lower
level. But it made the explanation—"a worker
entered alone and made a mistake”—too narrow
to carry all the facts.

That same day, messages arrived from
company employees. Some cursed me. Some
pleaded with me to relent so the projects could
resume. I did not answer the accusations one by
one, and I did not block their senders. I sent a
short statement to those who asked: the
examination was ongoing; a sale of the shares
remained possible if separated from the closure
of the claims; I could not promise every job
would be saved. No one liked the answer, but it
was all I could say honestly.

Another notice concerning the guarantee
arrived during those days. The financier refused
to wait without a plan and demanded payment or
a new arrangement within a short period. Faris’s
offer remained on the table, but its old deadline
was gone, replaced by harsher conditions.

Huda said:
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—You don’t have to sell today. But the price of
not selling has become clear. You may need to
sell the house yourselves instead of waiting for a
procedure whose timing you won’t choose.

We met at home. My mother suggested listing
the house at a price we chose and paying what
was required before the decision passed into
someone else’s hands. Hala objected at first, then
asked for a day to look at apartments near the
Old Harbor district.

My mother said:

—There is nothing inherently good about
losing the house. Don’t tell yourselves years from
now that we loved the loss. We are choosing how
to lose it because the alternative is worse.

We did not turn the decision into a beautiful
sacrifice. We cried in the rooms we would leave,
argued about which things would go with us,
then signed the sale agreement when we found a
buyer willing to give us enough time to move.

Faris requested one last meeting in his office,
with Huda and representatives of the other
partners present. On the table were a copy of the
preliminary report, his offer, and minutes
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requesting preservation of the company’s records
until the review was complete.

Faris said:

—We can still separate the two matters. The
heirs sell the shares, we deal with the guarantee,
and the review continues without leaving the
company paralyzed.

Huda said:

—The offer does not separate them. It still
demands surrender of the copies and withdrawal
of the objection to settlements connected with
the accident.

He looked at me.

—We’ve amended enough. What do you want?
For me to write that I killed Mahmoud?

—No.

—For me to step down?

—That isn’t my decision alone.
—Then say what you’ve come to say.

I opened the file in front of me. I did not read
from a speech. I said what I could in short
sentences.

—My father agreed to hurry the work and use
an alternate supplier. He was late in verifying it.
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That’s in the file. Hamza sold the way to a
document. Layan changed a report. Bashir sent
Mahmoud into the corridor. That’s in the file,
too. There was also a shipment that didn’t match
the order, a report that changed, money paid to
an entity linked to your circle, and an attempt to
close Mahmoud’s claim before the examination
was complete. I'm not asking for anyone’s
mistake to be erased, and I won’t accept one
person being made to carry all of it.

Faris said:

—Fine words. They won’t pay your debt.
—I know.

—You’ll sell the house.

—We’ve begun the process.

Something between surprise and anger
appeared on his face.

—You're losing your mother’s house to keep a
file open?

—We’re not losing it for the file alone. The
house is part of a guarantee created by your old
decisions, and we chose not to sell it to you
together with our silence.

I pushed the offer toward him.
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—We can negotiate later over the shares at
their value, without closing the claims or
withdrawing the papers. But we will not sign
this.

One of the partners said the company might
not survive. Huda answered that survival
required managing and disclosing the risk, not
removing the place where it could be found. The
meeting did not become a trial. My refusal was
entered in the record. Faris’s objection was
entered. The required records were ordered
preserved until the review reached a
determination.

When the others finished signing, Faris said:

—Salem would have found a way not to lose
everything.

I said:

—Perhaps. And perhaps he would have made
another mistake.

—You've begun speaking about him as though
he were one of your employees.

—I’ve begun letting him be human.

He remained seated as we stood. At the door,
he called after me.
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—Nader, do you think these people will stay
beside you when it’s over? Sumayyah will take
her money. Bashir will look for work. Hamza
may betray you again. You'll be left alone with
your loss.

I turned to him.
—I didn’t do this to make them stay with me.

I said no more. There was anger at Faris in me,
and a desire to absolve my father, and fear of
looking cowardly before Qasim. The decision had
erased none of it.

Outside, Huda submitted the complete file
through the procedure she had initiated,
including Hamza’s confession, Nawal’s records,
the laboratory report, and my father’s signature.
A journalist who had heard about the stoppage
called her. She refused the interview, saying the
investigation was not a tool for settling scores
over reputations before the results appeared.

Afterward, I went to Sumayyah. She had
rejected the broad settlement, but accepted
temporary assistance delivered through a
separate channel that required no waiver. She
said she did not know whether she would endure
to the end if the matter stretched on for years,

156



and did not want anyone to treat her uncertainty
as a failure of loyalty to Mahmoud.

I told her I was not asking her to make a
decision that served mine. I gave her a copy of
the material relevant to her claim and left her
Huda’s number. I walked out of her room
knowing that keeping the file open gave me no
authority over how each person with a right
chose to protect themselves.

I returned home. A man was fixing a FOR
SALE sign to the outside wall. He asked where it
should go. I pointed beside the loose door handle.

I did not repair it that night.
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Chapter Twenty

The Open Door

Eight months later, no judgment had brought the
story to an end.

The examination confirmed that some of the
material did not conform to the project
documents, and it established that the report had
been amended after its first result. The question
of who issued each instruction—and how much
each decision contributed to the
collapse—remained before reviews that did not
move quickly. By a decision of the partners and
the financier, Faris was temporarily removed
from the project’s day-to-day management, but
he continued to deny ordering any change to the
material or the report. No final judgment had
been entered against him.

The company itself grew smaller. Some of its
contracts passed to another firm. Some
employees lost their jobs, while others stayed.
Whenever I heard one of their names, I
remembered Faris’s question about the cost. It
was no longer an argument that could close the
door on a right, but neither was it a lie.
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We sold the house before control of the sale
passed out of our hands. We paid most of the
guarantee and moved into a smaller apartment at
the edge of the Old Harbor district. My mother
chose a balcony from which she could see a sliver
of sea between two buildings and said it was
enough for her. With the buyer’s permission,
Hala took the old door handle and placed it in
her toolbox. My mother did not tease her.

On our first night in the new apartment, we
put the family files in a single cabinet and gave
each of us a key. It was Hala’s idea. We laughed
because we could no longer bear the thought of
another key, and then we did it anyway.

Sumayyah received an interim payment
through a channel that did not require her to
abandon her claim, and her original application
remained under review. She continued sewing
and paid off the loan on her machine a month
early. She would not let me pay the remainder
for her.

Bashir gave his statement in a place he chose,
after receiving independent advice. He lost a
contract he had hoped for, then found work
supervising a warehouse far from construction
sites. When I saw him, he said the fear had not
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gone away, but he had learned what to do while
it was there.

Layan confirmed the laboratory record, and
her name remained beside the change she had
agreed to make. She was not fired, nor did she
emerge without being held to account. Nawal
found work at a marine supply shop and, as she
told me, never made an urgent entry now
without writing down the name of the person

who had hurried her.

Hamza closed the workshop for two months
when he could no longer afford the rent, then
moved it into a smaller shop. Through the
arrangement Huda established, he returned the
money he had taken from Saad and continued
repaying the workshop loan. We did not become
friends again. When he came to the office once to
ask about a document, I explained it to him, then
asked him to make an appointment next time like
everyone else.

He said:

—That’s like Mr. Salem.

I said:

—No. That’s like what I am able to do.
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He nodded and did not try to finish the
comparison.

My father’s old office remained empty after the
company moved its operations. I rented it from
the owner at a low rate for two evenings a
week—not to run a company, and not to
complete my father’s life. I placed a small sign on
the door: “Help with Claims and Contracts—By
Appointment.” I worked at my job by day. In the
late afternoons I sat here for anyone carrying a
paper and not knowing where to begin.

In my second week, a shopkeeper came in and
asked me to call one of my father’s friends at the
municipality so he could avoid a fee he had let
become overdue. He said my father had made
things easy for people. I refused to make the call.
I explained the objection form and where to
submit it, then helped him arrange his
documents. He left angry because the proper
route was slower than he wanted.

The next day he returned and said his request
had been accepted for review. He did not thank
me. He laid the notice of acceptance on the desk
and asked about the next step.
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During the first month, I kept the door open
all the time. People walked in at every hour and
called me during my workdays. Twice, I was late
to meet my mother. Hala said I had learned
nothing; I had simply exchanged my father’s files
for my own.

I set clear hours and a number for
appointments, and wrote that urgent situations
could be explained in a short message. Beside the
sign, I posted a sheet setting out what I could do
and what required a lawyer or another authority.
Huda took the matters that fell within her field
and declined those she could not carry.

My mother and Hala kept access to the
appointment calendar because we had agreed
that work would never again become an excuse
for silent absence. If I was going to be late, I told
them. If an appointment could be moved, I
moved it.

Qasim visited once. He drank a cup of tea and
asked about my mother, then said he did not
want to become one of the office regulars. He left
before the tea had cooled in his cup.

It was nearly seven, and I was due to meet my
mother in half an hour. I closed the final file and
messaged her that I was leaving on time. She
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answered with a photograph of the teapot
waiting on the table.

A light knock came at the door. I looked at the
appointment book. There were no names after
seven. The knock came again, followed by the
voice of a man saying he carried a notice of
dismissal and did not know whether he should
sign to acknowledge receipt.

I told him I had ten minutes now, and that if it
required more, we would make him an
appointment for the following morning. He
thanked me and waited in the corridor.

I closed the appointment book and picked up
my pen.

Then I rose and opened the door.

The End
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The Hadith of the
Approachable, Gentle, Tender,
and Easygoing

‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud (may Allah be pleased with
him) reported that the Messenger of Allah (peace and
blessings be upon him) said:

“Shall I tell you who is forbidden to the
Fire—or upon whom the Fire is forbidden?
Every person who is approachable, gentle,

tender, and easy to deal with.” !

1. Recorded by al-Tirmidhi (2488), who called it hasan gharib. Al-Albani graded
it sahih li-ghayrihi in Sahih al-Targhib wa’l-Tarhib (2676).
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