
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The 24-Hour Bride 


DEDICATION

For every heart that has ever broken and found the courage to love again.

For those who carry wounds unseen.

For the ones who survive, even when they do not feel alive.
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Stories do not grow in isolation.

This one was nurtured by countless whispered conversations, long nights of reflection, and the quiet strength of those who choose love despite pain.

To every survivor of heartbreak, mental struggle, or family conflict, your truth matters.

To the readers who walk into this world with open hearts, thank you for trusting this story, and thank you for allowing Najma, Amal, and Suleyman to sit beside you for a while.

To the dreamers, the wounded, the ones who hope, this book is yours too.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Every novel begins with a single spark, a feeling, a question, a wound that refuses to stay silent.

This story began with one thought:

How far can love bend before it breaks?

Najma’s journey is one of many women whose hearts have been bruised by the people they trust most.

Amal’s life is a reflection of the hidden battles young men wage behind their smiles.

Suleyman stands as the embodiment of human imperfection, the truth that even the ones we love deeply can fail us terribly, yet still seek redemption.

I wanted to write a story that is raw, honest, and unapologetically human.

A story that confronts guilt, forgiveness, family, and the quiet wars fought inside the mind.

This novel is not just about love, it is about survival, healing, and the painful beauty of beginning again.

If you find a piece of yourself between these pages, may it bring you comfort.

If you lose yourself in the story, may you emerge softer and stronger.

FOREWORD

There are stories we read, and there are stories we experience.

This is the latter.

Within these pages lives a world that mirrors our own, where families are messy, love is complicated, and mental health is a silent storm.

The novel you are about to read is not merely a narrative; it is an emotional landscape, a reflection of the fragile threads that bind us together.

The writer holds a rare gift:

the ability to capture the trembling edges of the human spirit, the guilt that suffocates, the forgiveness that liberates, and the love that rebuilds even what seems irreparably broken.

As you turn these pages, allow yourself to feel.

Allow yourself to sit with Najma’s grief, Suleyman’s hope, Amal’s shadows, and the unpredictable paths of destiny that weave them together.

This is a story that lingers long after the final line.

PREFACE

Real life seldom gives us neat tales with clean edges.

People hurt each other, sometimes without meaning to.

Mistakes become storms.

Healing becomes a journey with no map.

This story was written to honor those complexities.

Najma’s heartbreak, Suleyman’s regret, Amal’s despair, these are not fictional inventions, but reflections of truths lived every day around us.

Families love imperfectly.

Lovers fail each other.

Friends carry burdens they never speak of.

But there is beauty too.

Beauty in trying again.

Beauty in forgiveness.

Beauty in the fragile, trembling act of continuing.

These pages explore the difficult truth that we are all shaped by the moments we avoid, the conversations we fear, and the secrets we never gather the courage to confess.

As you enter the first chapter, take a breath.

You are stepping into a world tenderly built from wounds and stitched together with hope.

PROLOGUE

Night had already fallen over the city, but the sky refused to settle.

A wind moved restlessly through the narrow streets, carrying with it something unspoken, the scent of endings, or perhaps beginnings disguised as pain.

Far from the noise of the world, a young woman sat beside a hospital bed, her hands trembling, her heart tearing open in ways she did not yet understand.

Najma.

Her eyes were swollen from sleepless nights, her spirit frayed by a grief still blooming into its full shape.

She stared at the stillness on the bed, Amal’s stillness, and felt her own breath falter.

Life, it seemed, had decided to take from her something she was not prepared to lose.

She whispered his name.

Not loud.

Barely a breath.

But the room heard it, the walls, the ceiling, the shadows.

It carried the weight of everything left unsaid between them.

Beyond that window, the world kept moving.

Cars passed.

People laughed.

A baby cried somewhere in the night.

But inside this small, pale room time stood as still as Amal’s chest.

Najma did not yet know that this moment, this exact heartbeat in time, would unravel her life, rebuild her destiny, and lead her toward choices she never imagined making.

She did not know that love, guilt, forgiveness, and fate were already gathering quietly outside that room, preparing to shape everything that followed.

This is where the story truly begins.

With a breath held.

A heart breaking.

And a future quietly rearranging itself in the dark.
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CHAPTER ONE 


The Girl Who Turned Heads
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Fumba was the kind of coastal town where time moved with the rhythm of the tides never in a hurry, never standing still. Nestled in Mjini Magharibi of Unguja, it was small yet full of pulse, a place where fishermen greeted dawn before the rest of the island awoke, and where the scent of sea salt drifted effortlessly through narrow lanes and coral-stone homes. Children chased one another through sunlit patches of sandy ground, women traded stories at water taps, and every evening the horizon burned gold as though the sky itself was blessing the town.

Life in Fumba was simple, but far from quiet. It breathed, it laughed, it whispered. It carried the warmth of a place where everyone knew everyone sometimes too well and where every secret, no matter how deeply buried, eventually learned to float.

And in this small but ever-growing town lived a girl who, without realizing it, had become its unspoken center. The quiet heartbeat of its gossip, its admiration, its envy, and its endless conversations.

Her name was Najma.

She was the kind of beauty that didn’t announce itself loudly. It simply existed soft, graceful, unforced. Her eyes held the gentleness of early morning light; her smile, warm enough to calm even the most troubled soul. There was a purity to her presence, something rare and untouched. But 

what truly made people stop and stare wasn’t just her face it was her character.

Respectful.

Kind.

Patient.

A girl who greeted elders with humility, who helped neighbors without ever being asked, who moved through the world with a quiet dignity that made even strangers feel protective of her.

By the time she reached her final year of high school, nearly everyone in Fumba knew her name. And more than a few young men along with several older ones had already whispered dreams of marrying her.

Najma didn’t notice any of it.

She was busy being the responsible firstborn helping her mother raise her younger siblings, keeping their home in order, and preparing anxiously for her final exam results. College was the next step. A new life. That was all she was thinking about.

But life had a way of arriving uninvited.

One quiet afternoon, as sunlight filtered softly through the living room curtains, Najma sat beside her mother peeling potatoes. Her two younger siblings Lutfiya and Abdul played noisily on the floor, turning bottle caps into toy cars.

Then came a knock.

Sharp.

Firm.

Formal.

Her mother wiped her hands on her Kanga and went to open the door. Najma didn’t think much of it. Visitors were normal. But when she heard the low voice of a man greeting her mother with unusual respect, her attention pricked.

Moments later, her mother returned to the living room with a guest an older man, dressed neatly, holding a white-colored envelope in his hand.

Najma recognized the role immediately.

A Mshenga.

The traditional messenger of marriage proposals.

Her heart startled in her chest.

Her mother hurried into the bedroom to call her father, Mzee Shabani, a man known throughout Fumba not merely as a parent, but as one of the neighborhood’s pillars. In this quiet coastal town of Unguja, he was respected by all: young, old, rich, and poor alike. His wisdom was sought in disputes, his modest success in business was admired, and his calm presence carried the quiet authority of a man who understood life more deeply than he ever claimed.

Moments later, Mzee Shabani stepped into the sitting room beside his wife. The couple exchanged a brief, knowing glance before turning their attention to the Mshenga who had come with the proposal.

The man spoke softly, his tone respectful, weaving his words with care as he explained the intentions of the family he represented. For a few minutes, the room filled with a gentle, formal conversation, measured pauses, thoughtful nods, the kind of dialogue that carried the 

weight of decisions capable of reshaping a young woman’s life.

And all the while, Najma stood just beyond the doorway, listening to the murmurs that held her future in their hands.

She didn’t hear what was being said only saw the serious expressions, the nods, the respectful silence.

When the mshenga finally stood and left, Najma’s mother closed the door, leaned against it for a moment, then turned toward her husband and Najma with a delicate sigh.

“My daughter...” she began, “someone from the neighborhood has sent a proposal.”

Najma froze completely, potato still in her hand.

“Me?” she whispered.

Her father nodded gently. “But don’t worry... we will tell him no. You’re still in school. This is not your time.”

Relief washed over Najma so quickly that her hands trembled. She had never imagined marriage not now, not before her dreams even had a chance to take shape.

Her mother sat beside her, took her hand, and said quietly:

“That man the Mshenga was representing, is in his fifties. He says he saw you once and wants you as a wife.”

Najma shook her head in shock.

“A man that old?”

Her mother clicked her tongue, half amused, half annoyed.

“It seems your beauty has caused trouble, my daughter.”

They all laughed together, the sound light and joyous, while Mzee Shabani remained seated, his eyes fixed thoughtfully on the letter. After a brief pause, he carefully unfolded it, letting the moment linger before reading its contents.

Inside lay a short, formal letter and 150,000 Tanzanian shillings, folded neatly as custom required. Money not meant as bride price, only a sign of respect, a cultural gesture acknowledging the seriousness of the request.

The proposal came from an older man in the neighborhood, a widower with grown children who had seen Najma once and felt compelled to pursue her hand.

The following day, Mzee Shabani responded to the letter with a few carefully chosen, courteous words. He wrote that his daughter was still a student, that she harbored dreams of completing her schooling, and perhaps even attending university one day. As a parent, he felt it was his responsibility to ensure that those dreams were nurtured and fulfilled.

The letter was brief, yet it carried clarity and purpose, a message that was simple, yet entirely understandable.

Typically, the custom of delivering a marriage proposal letter was straightforward and unceremonious. The suitor would arrive with greetings, present the letter, and hand it over to the girl’s father, or, if he were absent, to a male guardian. Occasionally, he might be offered a small 

refreshment, a token of hospitality, but no more than that. Once the letter was delivered, the visitor would leave, 

The response could come the next day, or the following week, even months later, or, in some cases, never at all. If 

the answer was negative, it was customary for the family to refrain from sending a reply altogether. In polite circles, however, most families would eventually send a clear “no,” ensuring the suitor understood that the proposal had been declined.

Now that the mshenga had come and collected the reply letter, the family returned to their daily routines as if nothing had changed. Weeks slipped by, and the whispers of the first proposal continued to drift through the neighborhood, soft and persistent, like the hum of distant waves against Fumba’s shores.

Then again came the second knock.

Again, the mother received the visitor. Again, the father was called. Again.

This Mshenga tall, polite, and articulate introduced himself:

“I bring a message from Yahya Bakari, the young businessman who owns the small hardware store near the junction.”

Her father nodded slowly. He knew the young man, respectful, hardworking, modest.

As was customary, the letter was received with courtesy. The Mshenga was offered a drink, shown polite hospitality, The discussion took longer this time.

Najma watched from the doorway of her room, breath held. Even the younger siblings went unusually silent.  and after a short while, he stood, thanked his hosts, and departed quietly, leaving the household to return to its normal rhythm.

Mzee Shabani picked up the envelope and opened it carefully. He removed the letter but placed it aside without bothering to read it. His focus went straight to the money inside.

He began counting.

Behind him, Najma and her mother stepped closer, each with her own urgency.

The mother wanted to know how much.

Najma wanted to know what the letter said.

“Fifty thousand... really?” Mzee Shabani sighed. “At least the first man tried.”

Najma’s mother let out a short, amused laugh. 

But Najma’s eyes were fixed on the letter.

While her parents dismissed it entirely, she reached for it gently, unfolded it, and began to read.

Inside the letter, written in neat handwriting, was a simple declaration:

“Najma is unlike any girl I have ever seen. Her humility touched me from afar.

If her parents agree, I ask for permission to begin the honorable path of marriage.”

Najma felt a strange blend of a timid flutter of happiness a small confirmation that she was seen, admired. Yet she

also sensed how this might continue... and continue... and continue.

Her father looked her straight in the eyes and answered softly, “Don’t worry. We will give them the same answer we gave the first Mshenga.”

As Najma predicted... Proposals continued to ripple beneath the surface of the town. Some men sent whispers before sending messengers. Some sent elders as ambassadors. Some waited for a sign that her parents might change their minds.

Najma never encouraged any of them.

She never even looked their way.

But it didn’t matter.

Her beauty, her calm spirit, her respectful nature...

They spread through Fumba like a quiet legend.

People said she walked like someone raised by angels.

Said she spoke with softness that healed.

Said God had placed something special in her heart.

And without intending to, without trying, without even knowing...

Najma had become the girl everyone wanted

and the girl who wasn’t ready to belong to anyone.

The third proposal arrived at sunset.

The Mshenga this time was younger, confident, carrying the envelope with both hands as though afraid to crease it. Wrapped in its white cloth, held together with a bright brass pin, the letter looked heavier than it was.

The mshenga, just like the two before him, delivered the letter, shared a drink or two out of courtesy, and then slipped away quietly.

When her father opened the envelope, he did what he always did, set the letter aside without a glance. A faint smile touched his lips as 300,000 shillings slid neatly into his hand. As usual, Najma and her mother moved closer; the mother’s eyes locked on the money, Najma’s locked on the letter.

The letter inside was elegantly written...

“I am a teacher. My profession is discipline. My life is respect. But it was your daughter Najma’s intelligence that captured me. Her gentleness is a rare gift. I ask humbly to be considered.”

Yet again, the next day her father wrote the same reply.

––––––––
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And Najma felt the pressure tightening around her with every passing day as proposals continued to pour in. This time, two matchmakers arrived on the very same afternoon, each carrying a neatly wrapped white envelope pinned with a silver clasp, each bearing the hopes of yet another man who wished to claim her hand.

By the time the fourth and fifth mshenga stepped through their doorway, the rhythm of it all had begun to feel like a strange new normal, an unsettling routine of greetings, whispered formalities, white cloth–covered envelopes, and the quiet tension that settled in the house long after the visitors were gone.

Both envelopes carried money one 70,000 Shillings, the other 200,000 Shillings.

The fourth letter was from a respectful bodaboda driver, known for his discipline and his unwavering work ethic. His letter was short, sincere, almost poetic in its simplicity.

“Respect is the foundation of my life. I see it in your daughter. That is why I come.”

The fifth letter came from a small businessman with a good reputation.

His words were confident, praising her kindness, her behavior, her modesty.

Najma listened to her parents summarize each message.

Her heart fluttered yet tightened all at once.

She felt admired... adored... desired...

But also observed.

Expected.

Watched.

The town now whispered her name with growing intensity.

The sixth knock was different.

Even the air outside felt expectant.

A tall, well-dressed Mshenga arrived carrying the most carefully wrapped envelope yet white cloth ironed perfectly, pinned with a golden clip. Inside was a generous sum of 300,000 Tanzanian Shillings, folded with ceremonial care.

“This letter,” the Mshenga said respectfully, “comes from Harith, the young man from the affluent family near the coastal side. He is known for his discipline, his caution, and his deep respect for family.”

Her father inhaled slowly, recognizing the family name.

The letter was written boldly:

“Najma is a rare jewel. Not because of beauty alone, but because of honor. Respect surrounds her, follows her, defines her. Allow me the privilege of seeking her hand.”

Najma heard these words later and felt a tremor inside her chest.

A mixture of pride.

Pressure.

And a faint, growing fear of expectations far bigger than herself.

The Pressure Of Admiration

Every letter arrived with its own emotional weight, hope, fear, admiration, responsibility.

Najma began to understand something important:

Admiration is beautiful...

But admiration from many?

That becomes a burden.

In the evenings she sat by her window, listening to the quiet hum of Fumba. People walked by, living their calm lives but she could feel their glances, even when she wasn’t outside.

Her beauty, her character, her humility they had become the talk of the neighborhood.

And though she was grateful, she felt the pressure of representing not just herself, but her parents, her upbringing, her reputation.

Najma’s Inner World

She felt small sparks of joy 

small flutters of innocence 

––––––––
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but also, a mounting storm of anxiety.

Her allure was not simply her face,

but her elegance,

her intelligence,

her quiet dignity.

And people adored that.

But it placed a weight on her too.

Six letters.

Six admirers.

Six families watching her life.

This was only the beginning of a story the neighborhood would talk about for months 

a story of admiration, pressure, love, secrets, and consequences.

The foundation had been laid.

The whispers had begun.

The future waited in silence.

Fumba hummed like a hive in early evening: children’s footsteps, the slap of laundry on lines, the distant clink of tea cups. The town’s neat streets held a thousand small stories, but one of them grew louder by the day

The story of Najma.

Where once her name drifted in polite compliments, now it threaded through every gossip, every hush and every

sideways glance until it became the neighborhood’s common currency.

Weeks of whispers sharpened into something more active. The neighborhood girls those who had once played hopscotch with Najma, who had traced patterns on the same sidewalks and exchanged the same borrowed pens, found the air around her changing their habits. A glance became a calculation. A greeting, once casual, was measured now for tone. Pride thinned to envy, and envy to a small, secret resentment that simmered beneath their polite faces.

“It’s not fair,” one of them said one afternoon, fingers worrying a tea towel as if untying knots in thought. 

“Why does everyone see her first? 

Why can’t the boys look at us the way they look at Najma?”

“She’s not different,” a second voice insisted, sharper. 

“We behave, we respect our parents, we study. Why her letters, and not ours?”

Their questions were not all spoken aloud. Much of it lived in the tiny, corrosive intimacy of shared looks across kitchens and markets. They compared outfits, laughter, small trades of affection and found, with a slow dismay, that Najma’s qualities were the same ones they possessed: 

courtesy, patience, steadiness.

But it seemed her steadiness had become a magnet. Their frustration, unarticulated, folded itself into jokes that lingered too long and invitations that were never extended.

Najma felt it in the silence that followed her name. 

She felt it when a friend’s fingers hesitated over the rim of a cup, then dropped away. 

She felt it when laughter at the market tilted and stopped. 

She had not sought this attention; 

she had not asked to become the axis of a town’s conversation. Still, she carried the weight of being looked at, and being looked at in a way that re-shaped the lives around her.

At home, the small rituals of protection tightened. Her parents noticed the new frost in the voices of neighbors. Her mother, who had always preferred open windows and the smell of fresh dough, now lingered near the gate for longer, eyes tracking the lane for faces that might probe too closely. 

Her father folded his hands on his lap when the Mshenga came and answered questions with the same refrain like a litany: “She is a student. Let her finish.”

“What will you do when the letters keep coming?” her mother asked once, late, when the house was in the small hours and only the rooftop stars listened.

“We wait,” her father said. “We wait and keep her safe. Education first always. Then we can decide together, as a family.”

Najma watched them cue each other with the care of a dance learned from survival. She did what they asked; she stayed small and steady in the way her parents had taught. Yet inside, curiosity flickered through the shell of duty. She watched faces that once belonged to friends change; she felt the ache of being both adored and cordoned off. There were private moments that clipped her breath: a boy who had once teased her in class now lingered at the end of the lane and cleared his throat before walking away; a woman 

who used to call her “sunflower” now called and hung up without waiting for a reply.

Yet for Najma those six envelopes began to feel like the slow tightening of a corset. Every signature, every careful phrase addressed to her father, was a reminder 

that private life had become public property. to see the shape of your future debated across porches and market stalls. There was pressure in how men now lowered their voices when they spoke to her parents, in the way elders gave an approving nod that carried the weight of decisions she had not yet learned to make.

For weeks, Fumba had breathed in nothing but rumors.

The dusty streets carried whispers the way the ocean breeze carried salt soft at first, then unmistakable, lingering in every doorway and curling around every corner. Neighbors spoke in lowered voices, pretending disinterest while their eyes sparkled with curiosity. The name on every tongue, every veranda, every evening gathering was the same.

Najma.

She walked through the neighborhood with quiet steps and lowered lashes, yet every gaze followed her as if she were a rare moon rising over a silent ocean. The girls her age watched her with a mix of admiration and bitterness expressions they tried to hide but failed miserably. To them, Najma wasn’t just beautiful; she was fortunate in a way that felt unfair.

She was the girl whose presence shifted conversations.

The girl who made mothers whisper and teenage girls grit their teeth.

The girl who received one marriage proposal after another, letters wrapped in elegance, sealed with promises, sent with trembling hope.

By the fifth letter, the neighborhood buzzed like disturbed bees.

By the sixth, envy grew into something darker.

Najma Felt It All

She felt it in the silence that followed whenever she walked past the water taps.

She felt it in the cold, thin smiles the girls gave her smiles that held no warmth.

She felt it in the way some women shook their heads dramatically whenever a new letter arrived.

Yet she remained gentle, humble, the girl who never raised her voice and never boasted. But admiration, she learned, came with a shadow one cast by jealousy.

Sometimes, late at night, she would sit near the window of her room, hugging her knees to her chest as the world outside murmured about her about her beauty, about the proposals, about her “luck.”

Luck she had never asked for.

One afternoon, as Najma quietly folded her clothes, she overheard two girls whispering outside her family’s fence.

“Six proposals... six! Who does she think she is?”

“It can’t be natural. No girl gets that kind of attention unless she’s pretending to be perfect.”

“Maybe she’s arrogant. She walks like she’s floating.”

Najma closed her eyes.

She never floated. She simply didn’t know how to make herself smaller.

That evening, when her mother knocked softly on her door, Najma tried to smile.

“You’re quiet today,” her mother observed, stepping inside.

Najma glanced down. “People talk... a lot.”

Her mother sighed, sitting beside her. “Let them talk, my dear. They talked before you were born, they will talk even after you are gone. You cannot dim their voices but you can choose not to let them dim your soul.”

Najma felt her mother’s words settle deep inside her chest, warm yet heavy.

Because what truly frightened her was not the envy or the rumor it was the thought that every proposal letter pulled

her farther from the life she knew, the simple life she had once imagined for herself.

As dusk folded itself into the quiet corners of Fumba, a soft knock echoed through the Shabani household. Najma’s mother opened the door to find a well-dressed elderly man holding a sealed envelope thick, white-colored. It was unmistakable. Yes, another proposal.

But this one... felt different.

When the family gathered in the sitting room, the air felt charged, as though the walls themselves understood the weight of what was about to be discussed. The letter lay at the center of the table like a sleeping secret.

After a few customary drinks of hospitality, the mshenga rose to his feet, offered a respectful nod, and took his leave, once again leaving the family to decide for 

themselves whether this proposal would be dismissed like the six before it... or whether it would be allowed to linger a little longer in their thoughts.

Najma’s father ran his thumb across the seal before opening it carefully. His brows rose slightly as he read the words were polished, honorable, written with a humility many wealthy families rarely mastered.

“This man comes from a respected lineage,” he murmured, placing the letter down slowly. “They speak of him with sincerity. They say he is disciplined, educated, and... patient.”

His wife Rehema reached for the letter, her eyes scanning it with a soft sigh. “Seven proposals,” she whispered. “And this one feels like a turning point.”

Her husband leaned back, folding his arms. “Najma hasn’t received her Form Four results yet,” he said, voice calm 

but firm. “But the neighborhood chatter has become too loud. Every refusal... adds fire to people’s tongues.”

His wife nodded thoughtfully. “This seventh proposal is different. Even I can feel it. And the boy has expressed clear intentions to honor our daughter, to cherish her.” Her tone softened. “We could refuse again... but hiding Najma from gossip will no longer silence the neighborhood.”

And yet, beneath all the polite refusals and careful smiles, an old belief lingered, one whispered from house to house, mother to daughter, elder to newlywed. They said that rejecting too many marriage proposals could bring misfortune into a home... or onto the girl herself. Combined with the growing rumors spreading across the 

neighborhood, this only worsened the stain slowly clinging to their daughter’s name, and to the family’s reputation.

Mzee Shabani exhaled heavily, the weight of these thoughts pressing on his shoulders. “If we remain silent,” he murmured, “the proposals will continue pouring in day after day.” He turned to his wife, his eyes searching her face for guidance. “What do you think? Should we accept this one... or refuse it like the rest?”

His wife paused, her gaze drifting to the window as she allowed herself a moment to truly consider the question, her silence heavy, thoughtful, and full of unspoken fears.

“It may be time,” his wife finally said.

And so, not for Najma’s wishes but for the family’s honor and peace they agreed... this proposal deserved a door, not a wall.

Najma learned of the decision while sitting by her bedroom window, the moonlight painting her face silver. She hugged her knees, heart thumping a confused, uneven rhythm.

Marriage.

So soon?

So suddenly?

She had dreamed of it in a distant way like something that would come after life had fully unfolded. 

After school. 

After dreams had taken shape. 

After she had discovered who she was meant to be.

But now her future was being placed gently yet firmly in her hands.

“My daughter...” Her mother whispered seating herself next to her.. “I know this is not what you expected tonight.”

Najma swallowed, eyes still on the moon. “I just... I did not think my life would begin moving so this fast.”

Her mother brushed a thumb over her cheek. “You are not being forced. Your voice matters.”

Najma hesitated before speaking. “If marriage is to be discussed... then I want to meet him. 

At least once before I say Yes or No., I cannot step into a life I have never seen.”

Her mother smiled. “That is wise. I’m proud of you.”

It was settled. Najma would see the man behind the elegant letter.
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CHAPTER TWO


When Blessings Become a Burden
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A private meeting was arranged at a small, tranquil garden on the edge of Fumba a place where petals fell like whispered blessings and the evening breeze carried the scent of frangipani.

Najma arrived with her parents, hands trembling slightly as she smoothed her dress. Her heart beat against her ribcage like a secret trying to escape.

And then she saw him.

Suleyman

A very Handsome man stood near a blossom-covered archway, his posture straight, his presence composed yet warm. He wore a simple white shirt, sleeves folded neatly, revealing arms that hinted at both strength and gentleness.

For a brief moment, Najma’s breath caught.

He was handsome yes. But that wasn’t what held her attention. It was the aura of steady calm around him, as if life had taught him how to move with purpose and speak with sincerity.

He stepped forward and greeted her parents first, offering a small respectful bow of his head. Then he turned to Najma.

“Assalaamu alaikum,” he said softly.

Her voice nearly betrayed her, but she steadied it. “Waalaikum salaam.”

His smile was small, polite, but unmistakably genuine.

They were guided to sit beneath a flowering tree, their parents stepping aside just far enough for privacy but close enough for propriety.

Suleyman glanced at her gently. “I hope this meeting eases your worries. I know a letter cannot reveal a man’s heart.”

Najma looked at her fingers. “I only wished to see who you are... beyond paper.”

“That is fair.” He leaned slightly forward, sincerity radiating off him. “I grew up watching my father honor my mother. If I am blessed with a wife, I want to offer her the same peace. I want a marriage built on dignity. On respect.” He paused. “On partnership.”

Something inside her eased like a knot gently loosening.

“And...” he added, his voice warmer now, “if you choose me, I promise I will honor you. I will value you. I will treat you not as a responsibility, but as a queen of my heart. These are not empty words, Najma. They are my truth.”

Najma felt her cheeks warm. She looked at him really looked and found no arrogance, no hidden shadow, no disguised intention. Just a man offering his heart with quiet honesty.

Her voice softened. “Thank you... Suleyman.”

And in that moment, something unspoken passed between them a fragile beginning, delicate but real.

Najma walked back into her house with a heart that beat too loudly for the quiet evening. Her palms were still warm from the garden breeze, and her mind replayed every second she had spent sitting in front of Suleyman. His calm voice, the sincerity in his eyes, the way he seemed to 

weigh every word before speaking as though she deserved that level of care.

Yet still... fear lived in the background like a shadow waiting to stretch.

That night, she sat with her parents in the living room. The lantern lit only half her face, leaving her expression half-hidden, half-understood, like a secret she wasn’t ready to speak.

Her father leaned forward.

“Najma... talk to us. What do you feel?”

Najma swallowed. What do I feel?

Even she didn’t know how to put it into words.

“He seems respectful,” she finally said, staring at her hands. “Calm. Sincere. And he... he speaks like a man who knows what he wants.”

Her mother exchanged a quick look with her father, a silent conversation passing between them.

“Najma, what your father meant is that... Do you feel at peace with the decision?” her mother asked gently.

Najma hesitated, then nodded slowly.

“I don’t want to rush... but I don’t feel afraid. Not like I thought I would.”

Her father leaned back, relief loosening his shoulders.

“Sometimes, my daughter, peace is God whispering that the road ahead is safe.”

Najma’s breath trembled, but she managed a small smile.

“Then... I think I can walk on that road.”

In other words, she had said yes. She had agreed, without realizing that this single decision was about to redraw the entire path she imagined for herself. She had no way of knowing how swiftly that path would darken, how fast the calm road before her would twist into storms, storms powerful enough to alter her life forever.

And this...

was only the beginning.

Whispers in Fumba the Neighborhood Trembles.

A group of young women standing near the communal water tap exchanged dark glances.

“Seven proposals...” one muttered. “Who even gets that kind of life?”

Another, adjusting her headscarf, scoffed.

“If she leaves this neighborhood, who will the good men admire? We’ll be dust completely forgotten.” Their laughter was sharp, brittle... masking a jealousy that had begun to rot.

Across the street, elderly men played bao la kete under a tree, shaking their heads with a mix of admiration and confusion.

“Her parents refused six good men,” one said. “But they accepted this one. Why?”

“Maybe this Suleyman boy is extraordinary,” another replied.

“Or maybe the pressure got too heavy. You know how neighbors talk...” They all nodded knowingly.

Fumba neighborhood was small. Words traveled like birds, light, silent, everywhere at once.

As the sun climbed higher, the younger women began forming little clusters by the shop corners, outside houses, near fences. Their voices were hushed, but their emotions were anything but.

“She thinks she’s better than us,” one snapped.

“Walking around with that calm face as if the world is at her feet.”

“And now she’s marrying a rich man,” another added.

“Just perfect. As if she hadn’t already stolen enough attention.”

Someone leaned closer, whispering venomously:

“Let her go. Once she’s gone, maybe we will finally be seen.”

But deep down, none of them meant it.

Najma’s presence though irritating to them had become the scale on which they weighed their worth.

Her beauty.

Her grace.

Her endless proposals.

Her undesired fame.

Without Najma, they feared they would be... ordinary.

Nothing provoked jealousy more than being overshadowed by someone who did not even try to shine.

By noon, the entire neighborhood seemed to vibrate with gossip.

Doors opened. Heads turned.

And suddenly, Fumba felt like a marketplace of opinions.

“Unbelievable...”

“This will shake the whole place...”

“Who will be next now that Najma is off the list?”

Some were happy for her.

Others hid their bitterness behind forced smiles.

Many simply couldn’t believe it.

But one thing was clear:

Najma’s life was about to change.

And Fumba wasn’t ready.

Not for the shift in attention.

Not for the silent rivalries.

Not for the transformation of a girl they had grown up watching...

into a woman chosen by a man of wealth and honor.
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