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DEDICATION

To those who never give up on love,

who wait through storms, and who believe that hearts meant for each other will always find their way back.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Far Away is a story of love, resilience, and destiny. It is a tale that explores the depths of human emotions, the pain of separation, the courage to forgive, and the power of true love to overcome even the greatest obstacles.

This novel was inspired by real human experiences, imagined through the lens of hope and redemption. While the events and characters are fictional, the emotions and conflicts portrayed are universal: the yearning for connection, the struggle to reconcile the past, and the courage it takes to choose love against all odds.

May this story remind every reader that love is not measured by time or distance, but by the strength and sincerity of the heart.

PREFACE

Some stories are born from imagination.

Others are born from truth, quiet truths we live with, carry within us, and sometimes fear to face.

Far Away is a story about distance, but not only the distance measured in kilometers or years. It is about emotional distances: the silence between lovers, the misunderstandings that grow louder than words, the space created by pride, pain, and unspoken regret. It is about how two hearts can drift far apart while still belonging to each other.

This novel explores love in its most fragile and resilient form, the kind that bends, breaks, and yet refuses to disappear. It asks difficult 

questions:

What happens when love is tested by time?

When forgiveness feels heavier than anger?

When returning feels harder than leaving?

The characters in this story are not perfect. They make mistakes. They hurt one another. They choose wrongly before choosing right. And in doing so, they reflect a truth many of us recognize: that love is not a straight road, but a long journey filled with detours, pauses, and unexpected returns.

Far Away is written for anyone who has ever lost something they loved, believed it was gone forever, and later discovered that true love does not vanish, it waits.

This book is an invitation:

to feel deeply,

to remember bravely,

and to believe that sometimes, the longest journey is the one that leads us back home.

PROLOGUE

Love does not end when people walk away from each other.

It ends only when the heart decides to forget, and some hearts never do.

Long before Johari took the driver’s seat on that quiet highway, before Jamal’s laughter filled the back of the car, and before Mwanza appeared again on the horizon like a long-lost promise, there was a moment where everything first fell apart.

It began quietly.

Not with shouting.

Not with slammed doors.

But with silence.

Silence has a way of growing, slowly, patiently, until it becomes louder than arguments and heavier than tears. It slips between conversations, settles into shared rooms, and turns familiar faces into strangers. That was how it happened between them.

Johari once believed love was enough.

Jamal once believed time would fix everything.

They were both wrong.

Life intervened the way it often does, uninvited and unmerciful. Dreams clashed with reality. Expectations turned into disappointments. Small wounds were ignored until they became deep scars. And before either of them realized what was happening, the distance between them was no longer emotional, it was physical, measurable, undeniable.

They went far away from each other.

Far away from who they used to be.

Far away from the love that once felt unbreakable.

Yet even in separation, love remained, quiet, stubborn, and unresolved.

This story is not about perfection.

It is about endurance.

It is about two people who had to lose each other to understand what they truly meant to one another. About the pain of walking alone, the weight of regret, and the courage it takes to return, not as the same people who left, but as wiser, humbled souls.

Before this story finds its ending, it must first take you through its fractures.

Before healing, there must be breaking.

Before reunion, there must be distance.

This is the story of how love went far away, 

and how, against all odds, it found its way back.

"Some decisions are made in minutes,

and spend a lifetime demanding repayment"
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Runaways
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“Two young hearts, one bad plan,

and a confidence they hadn’t earned”

Love. What is it, really? I don’t know. Some say it is the only force that can show a person life in entirely new colors. Your existence might feel like a black-and-white film, each moment muted, each scene predictable... and then love enters, spilling vivid, irresistible hues across the screen, transforming everything you thought you knew.

Yet, sometimes life could already be a full-color spectacle, vibrant and complete, and then love comes... and strips it all away, leaving only shades of black and white behind.

Love is a word people use as though it were simple. As though it carries a single meaning that fits every heart, every life. Some describe it as a miracle, the one force capable of repainting existence itself. A life once dull and monochrome suddenly bursts into color, every moment brighter, every breath infused with purpose. Others speak of love in hushed warnings, as something that enters quietly and leaves devastation behind, stripping color from even the most vibrant soul, reducing it all to stark black and white.

Perhaps both are true.

Perhaps love gives, and love takes, never asking permission, never offering explanations.

This is where our story begins.

In the heart of Mwanza, where the city hums with ambition and unspoken secrets, stood a house that announced wealth without shouting it. Its gates were tall, its walls clean and commanding, its silence heavier than noise. Inside, the air carried the faint scent of perfume and polished wood, the kind of scent that clings to privilege and expectation.

In one of its finest rooms, Johari stood before a mirror.

Seventeen years old, slim and striking, she possessed a beauty that felt unfinished, like a sentence interrupted mid-thought. Her eyes were large and thoughtful, reflecting more than her age should allow. Carefully, almost reverently, she applied lipstick, watching her reflection as though searching for answers hidden behind her own gaze.

Her phone vibrated.

She reached for it instantly.

Have you left yet?

A smile escaped her before she could stop it, small, secret, alive.

Almost done getting ready, she replied.

She placed the phone back on the dressing table, beside a neatly folded letter. Her eyes lingered on it for a moment longer than necessary. A thought crept into her mind, sharp and final:

After today, my parents will never hear my voice again.

She inhaled deeply, then grabbed her school bag and turned to the bed. One by one, she emptied its contents, 

exercise books, pens, spreading them across the mattress like evidence of a life she was quietly abandoning. After a pause, she folded a few clothes and tucked them into the bag instead. Her movements were steady, but her heart raced, pounding against her ribs as though it knew what was coming.

When she stepped out of the room, the house seemed to hold its breath.

As she crossed the veranda, voices reached her, familiar, authoritative, unavoidable.

Her parents.

She stopped mid-step.

Her mother spoke first, her voice measured but hopeful.

“The school is good. It has strong Islamic values. They teach discipline. If Johari goes there and stays away from that Jamal, even for just one year, I am certain she will succeed.”

Her father’s response came slower, heavier, edged with exhaustion.

“You refuse to accept reality. Your daughter has failed repeatedly. This is her fourth time repeating the same level. Every year I waste money on fees, and every year she fails again. I am tired. Truly tired. This year, I will not throw money away. Let her stay home. When the time comes, she can marry and leave this house.”

Johari’s breath caught.

Her mother answered quickly, as though afraid of silence.

“Do not speak like that. The problem is not her intelligence. She was brilliant once. You remember that. But since she became involved in relationships, since Jamal entered her life, her mind has drifted. That is where the problem began.”

Johari stood frozen, the words sinking into her chest like stones. The cruel irony tightened her throat: the only path forward led directly past them. For a fleeting, reckless moment, she considered the window, escape, freedom, flight. But every window was sealed with iron bars, silent reminders that some lives are designed without exits.

There was no way around them.

Only through.

Her palms grew damp. Her heart thundered. In that moment, standing between love and obedience, between fear and desire, Johari understood something she had never fully faced before:

Some distances are not measured in steps or kilometers.

Some distances are measured in courage.

And some choices, once made, can never be undone.

This was only the beginning.

On the other side of the city, far from polished floors and guarded silence, stood a house that had long surrendered to hardship. Its walls were tired, its paint peeling like skin that had known too much sun and too many seasons of neglect. Inside, the air carried the scent of dampness, medicine, and quiet endurance, the kind of place where survival itself was a daily negotiation.

From within emerged Jamal.

Eighteen years old, lean, with shoulders already burdened by responsibilities far heavier than his age deserved, he stepped into the doorway with a school bag slung across his back. The bag was swollen, not with books alone, but with a few carefully folded clothes, hope stitched together with desperation.

His eyes drifted instinctively to the corner of the room.

There lay his father.

Once a man of strength and dignity, now reduced to stillness. Two years earlier, a workplace accident had shattered more than bone, it had fractured the entire rhythm of their lives. Paralyzed on one side, his father could no longer rise, no longer work, no longer speak with clarity. His body remained, but his independence had been cruelly taken from him.

Now, Jamal’s mother carried the weight of the entire household. She was both father and mother, provider and nurse. By day she chased small incomes, by night she returned exhausted, only to tend to her husband’s needs. Somewhere between all of that, she fought to keep Jamal and his younger sister, Nana, in school, and to keep medicine within reach.

Jamal, the only son, had become the family’s silent pillar. He lifted his father, bathed him, carried him outside when sunlight was needed, and guided him back when the body could no longer obey the mind. Strength had become his language, sacrifice his daily routine.

And yet, today, he was leaving.

He lowered himself slowly beside his father, his knees touching the cold floor.

“Baba,” he began softly, his voice trembling despite his effort to steady it. “Every day, life here grows harder. Mama works until her body begs her to stop, just to make sure we eat, go to school, and that you get your medicine.”

His father’s eyes followed him, filled with awareness but imprisoned in silence.

“As the only son,” Jamal continued, “my heart punishes me when I see her suffering for us. I have thought of leaving school to find work, to help her, but there is no work. None that would change anything.”

He swallowed hard.

“So I’ve decided to leave,” he said quietly. “If I go, Mama will only need to worry about Nana’s school fees. She can focus on you. One burden less.”

His father shook his head weakly, forcing a refusal his body could barely express. His lips trembled as he tried to speak, but only broken sounds escaped, meaning trapped behind failing muscles.

Jamal looked away, tears stinging his eyes.

“I’m leaving with Johari,” he said at last. “We don’t know exactly where we’re going. Only that it’s far, far from this region, far from this pain.”

His father strained again, desperate to stop him, but the body refused. The effort left him trembling, helpless.

Jamal sat there for a long moment, staring at the floor, letting the weight of that final image burn itself into his memory.

Back in Johari’s home, persuasion had turned into negotiation.

“Please,” her mother pleaded, her voice soft but relentless. “Give her one last chance. Boarding school will separate her from Jamal. I believe, truly believe, she will succeed.”

Her father exhaled sharply.

“I have said it before. I do not have money to gamble with. But if you use your business savings and she passes, I will repay you. If she fails again, then the loss is yours.”

Johari, hidden in plain sight, listened with a calm that masked calculation. Her mind raced, not with fear, but timing.

Then she stepped forward.

“Shikamoo, Baba.”

“Marahaba,” he replied, surprised.

“Shikamoo, Mama.”

“Marahaba,” her mother answered warmly.

“Where are you going?” her father asked, noticing the bag on her back.

“To tuition,” Johari replied smoothly.

Her mother’s eyes lit up instantly.

“You see?” she said, turning to her husband. “She is already showing commitment. This is why she deserves that final chance.”

As her parents continued debating, voices rising, softening, circling the same argument, Johari watched them closely. She waited for the smallest opening, the briefest moment of distraction.

And when it came, she vanished.

Silence followed.

They turned to look for her.

She was gone.

Outside, Johari ran.

Her feet struck the ground with urgency, her breath sharp in her chest as she sprinted through the streets toward the place she and Jamal had agreed upon. The bag bounced against her back, but she did not slow.

When she reached the meeting point, she stopped abruptly, bending forward, hands on her knees, gasping for air.

Jamal wasn’t there.

Her heart tightened.

She pulled out her phone and typed quickly:

I’m here. Where are you?

At that very moment, Jamal’s mother and Nana returned home, buckets of water balanced expertly on their heads. As they stepped inside, they noticed something was wrong.

His father was restless, making broken sounds, his eyes darting desperately toward the doorway.

“Baba?” his mother asked, alarmed. “What is it?”

They tried adjusting his position, assuming discomfort. But his gaze refused to settle.

Neither of them noticed the direction he was pointing to.

That was where Jamal had been standing.

Watching them.

Watching the life he was abandoning.

Goodbye, Baba, he whispered silently. If I find work where I’m going, I will send money. I promise.

A vibration broke the moment.

Jamal reached into his pocket and pulled out a small torch-phone, held together with a rubber band. He read the message.

I’m here. Where are you?

He lifted his eyes one last time, imprinting his family into his memory, the sacrifice, the love, the pain.

Then he turned away.

Some departures are loud, filled with tears and embraces.

Others happen in silence.

And those are the ones that echo the longest.

At the junction where two dusty roads crossed, an unremarkable place that had witnessed countless passersby without remembering a single face, Johari waited.

She sat on the low concrete edge near a shuttered kiosk, her school bag resting at her feet like a quiet accomplice. Her eyes kept returning to her wristwatch, each glance tightening the knot in her chest. Time, which once moved lazily in her life, now advanced with cruel urgency. Every passing minute felt like a verdict waiting to be delivered.

Then Jamal appeared.

He emerged from the far end of the road, walking slowly, his shoulders slumped beneath a weight no bag could explain. His face was drawn, his eyes clouded with turmoil. When he reached her, he did not speak immediately. He simply stood there, breathing heavily, as though he had run not just through streets, but through impossible decisions.

Johari rose and forced a smile she hoped sounded convincing.

“Don’t worry,” she said gently. “Everything will be fine. With time, you’ll even forget about your family.”

The words left her mouth easily, but Jamal flinched.

“I don’t think this is the right decision,” he replied quietly. “Our families will search for us everywhere. They’ll suffer.”

Johari shook her head, stepping closer, her voice growing persuasive.

“They’ll forget too. People always do. And by then, we’ll be living our own lives, happy, peaceful, free. No one will be there to fight our love. No one will wake us up and force us to go to school. We’ll sleep when we want, wake when we want. We’ll be like birds in the sky, flying wherever we choose.”

Jamal listened, absorbing her words slowly, painfully.

“These are our dreams,” he said at last. “But what about our parents’ dreams for us? My father,” His voice cracked. “My father wished he could speak just one word. Just one. So he could tell me, my son, don’t go. I looked him in the eyes and couldn’t even say goodbye. I’m leaving him knowing I may not see him for a long time.”

He bent forward, defeated, his hands clasped together as if holding himself in place.

Johari reached for him, taking his hand, stroking it softly.

“Our parents have their dreams,” she said. “And we have ours. They will never allow us to be together if we stay here. My parents want to send me to a boarding school in another region. You know I cannot live without you.”

Jamal said nothing. He remained still, suspended between loyalty and longing, unable to see which pain would hurt less.

Meanwhile, in Johari’s home, the truth was quietly unfolding.

In the parents’ bedroom, her father prepared for work. He opened his briefcase, arranging documents with habitual precision, then turned to the cupboard and retrieved several tightly wrapped bundles of cash, each bundle neatly bound, each representing a million shillings meant for employee salaries.

He counted.

Once.

Twice.

His expression darkened.

One bundle was missing.

“Mama Johari,” he called sharply. “Mama Johari!”

His wife, unaware of the storm gathering, was in Johari’s room making the bed, restoring order to a space that already felt abandoned. As she responded to his call, her eyes caught sight of a folded piece of paper on the dressing table. Something about it made her pause. She picked it up and carried it with her.

She entered the bedroom just as her husband’s frustration erupted.

“I told you I will not waste my money on her school fees again,” he snapped. “These funds are salaries for my workers. You know that. How do I find money missing?”

“Missing?” she asked, startled. “I didn’t touch your money. Do you think I would take it without your permission?”

“It’s short by a million,” he said coldly.

Her heart skipped.

Slowly, she unfolded the paper in her hand and read.

Her face drained of color.

“My God,” she whispered.

“What?” her husband demanded.

“I found this in Johari’s room.”

He snatched the letter from her hands and scanned it. His breath caught.

“My God,” he echoed. “She’s run away.”

“She didn’t run away,” his wife said bitterly. “She was taken. And the one who took her,”

They spoke his name together, voices sharp with fury.

“Jamal.”

“We must stop them before they get far,” she said.

They rushed out of the house without another word.

Back at Jamal’s home, his mother gently tried to feed her husband porridge. He was restless, murmuring broken sounds, straining to communicate something only he understood.

Suddenly, the door burst open.

Johari’s parents stormed in, anger preceding them like a force of nature. Johari’s mother was shaking, her voice trembling with rage.

“I warned your son more times than I can count to stay away from my daughter,” she shouted. “If my daughter does not return home today, I swear before God, I will burn this shack you dare to call a house.”

Jamal’s mother recoiled, stunned.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked. “You come here every time shouting, without caring that there is a sick man here.”

“If you truly hated my shouting,” Johari’s mother fired back, “you would have warned your son to stay away from my daughter. He ruined her life, destroyed her education, and now he has kidnapped her.”

Jamal’s mother froze.

“What are you saying?” she asked slowly. “My Jamal... has taken your daughter?”

The room fell into a heavy, unbearable silence.

Johari’s father spoke with a voice stripped of restraint, each word heavy with betrayal.

“Johari stole my money and disappeared,” he said coldly. “She left a short note telling us not to waste time looking for her, that she is going to live inside her dreams. And we all know who the central character of those dreams is. Your son, Jamal.”

The words landed like blows.

Mama Jamal stared at him, disbelief widening her eyes, her lips parting without sound. Before she could respond, Nana emerged from the inner room, clutching a folded piece of paper with trembling hands.

“Mama,” she said softly, “what they are saying is true. Brother Jamal also left this letter. He says he’s going to the city to search for a better life, so that one day he can help you with the responsibilities here.”

Mama Jamal felt the room tilt.

“No... no,” she whispered, shaking her head. “My Jamal cannot do this. He has only one year left to finish Form Six. He cannot abandon his parents’ dreams, not for anything. He must be wandering with his friends, or perhaps he’s at his usual hangout.”

Nana swallowed hard.

“He goes out every day, yes, but he has never left a letter before. This time, Mama... it’s clear. He has run away.”

The strength drained from Mama Jamal’s body. She lowered herself slowly to the floor, as if gravity itself had suddenly increased.

“No, my son,” she murmured. “Your brother cannot leave. Who will help me carry your father? That responsibility is his, he knows it. He would never go anywhere without telling me.”

Johari’s mother stepped forward, her face tight with fury.

“He has already gone,” she said sharply. “And he has gone with my daughter. By God, this time he will marry inside a prison cell. Let’s go to the police station, my husband. I am certain they haven’t gone far yet. If the police inspect all buses, they will catch them. I swear, Jamal will know who I am.”

Without another word, Johari’s parents turned and stormed out.

Mama Jamal remained seated on the floor, stunned, unable to process the speed at which her world had unraveled.

On the highway, a bus tore through the road at relentless speed, dust rising behind it like a fading trail of certainty.

At the very back seat sat Johari and Jamal, pressed among strangers whose lives briefly overlapped with theirs. Johari leaned against Jamal’s shoulder, calm, almost serene, as though the world behind them had already ceased to exist.

Jamal, however, was drowning in thought.

His face was tense, his eyes fixed on nothing in particular as his mind filled with questions he could not silence.

What did I do to deserve a love like this? he wondered. A love so intense it frightens me.

She loved him recklessly, so deeply that it had cost her peace, her education, her family. Every day she argued with her parents because of him. And this had not started yesterday, or last year.

It had been more than five years.

They had begun when they were still in primary school, back in Standard Seven. Back then, Johari had been brilliant, focused, disciplined, admired by teachers. But once their relationship took root, her world narrowed. Her thoughts revolved around Jamal alone.

Has Jamal eaten? Is Jamal safe? Is Jamal asleep?

Her studies faded into the background. She no longer revised. No longer worried about grades. In exams, where others struggled for marks, she often scored zero. Gone were the A’s, the B’s, even the C’s. What remained were E’s, F’s, and D’s.

She became famous across the school, not for excellence, but for something far crueler. She was the student who ranked first... from the bottom.

Her parents were not angry because Jamal existed in her life. What truly wounded them was watching Jamal continue forward with his studies while their daughter repeated the same class four consecutive times.

Four times.

Jamal had never heard of such a thing. One repeat was understandable. Two, perhaps forgivable. But four? When Johari entered Form Two, students who had once been in Standard Five passed her and left her behind. Still, her parents refused to give up. They wanted her to repeat again, a fifth time, this time in a boarding school, far from him.

Johari refused.

And so she chose escape.

And now, Jamal thought bitterly, if someone asked us where we’re going, none of us could answer.

They had boarded the bus without a destination. No plan. No future mapped out. Only a reckless understanding: when the bus reached its final stop, they would board another. Then another. And when the third journey ended, that would be the end of their road.

God, he prayed silently, please let it not be outside the country.

All of this thundered inside Jamal’s mind.

Johari knew none of it.

Her thoughts were simpler, brighter. She was with the man of her dreams, heading toward a life she had imagined for years. Jamal was her first, her first love, her first man, the first to awaken something irreversible inside her heart.

Her first love.

The bus surged forward, swallowing distance, swallowing doubt.

And with that movement, Chapter One came to an end.

What awaited them where they were going?

Would they even reach it?

Johari’s parents had alerted the police. Orders had been given. Buses were being inspected.

And if Jamal were caught, prison was no longer a metaphor, it was a certainty.

The road stretched ahead, indifferent, silent.

And somewhere along it, innocence was about to collide with consequence.
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CHAPTER TWO: 

A Point Of No Return
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“If stupidity had a soundtrack,

they would have danced to it all the way out.”

It was five o’clock in the deep of the night.

Dar es Salaam lay awake in its own peculiar way, streetlights glowing like tired stars, engines humming softly, the city breathing through concrete and dust. At the regional bus terminal, doors hissed open and shut as passengers disembarked, their bodies heavy with travel, their minds already drifting toward morning.

Inside the bus, however, two souls remained untouched by the movement around them.

Johari and Jamal slept.

Sleep had claimed them fully, mercilessly, as if determined to grant them a final moment of innocence. Johari leaned against Jamal’s chest, her breathing slow and trusting. Jamal, slumped against the seat, bore the expression of someone who had been exhausted long before the journey began. They looked peaceful, almost unreal, like children who did not yet know the price of the dream they were chasing.

When the last passenger stepped off, the conductor climbed back into the bus and froze.

“Hey... hey,” he called out loudly. “End of the line!”

The words cut through their sleep.

Johari stirred first, blinking slowly, confused. Jamal followed, lifting his head and scanning the unfamiliar surroundings through the window.

“Where are we?” Jamal asked, his voice hoarse with sleep.

The conductor smirked.

“Welcome to Dar es Salaam.”

They looked at each other, startled.

“Dar es Salaam?” Jamal repeated. “That’s very far from Mwanza. Is this distance... enough?”

Johari exhaled softly, as if fate itself had answered a question she had never spoken aloud.

“We agreed,” she said calmly, “that we would board three buses without asking where they were going. Wherever the third bus ended, that would be where we begin our lives.”

Jamal absorbed the words in silence. Then, turning to the conductor, he asked quietly,

“Is there a cheap hotel nearby?”

“There are many,” the conductor replied. “But be careful. This city has thieves, tricksters, and shadows that don’t forgive mistakes. Take a taxi. Tell him to take you to Ubungo Maji, there’s a decent lodge there. Sleep. Tomorrow, you can continue your journey.”

The taxi dropped them at the lodge just before dawn loosened its grip on the night. They paid the driver, exchanged no unnecessary words, and booked a room without questions.

Inside, the room was modest, plain walls, a tired bed, silence thick enough to hear one’s own thoughts.

In the bathroom, Jamal stood beneath the shower, water pouring over his head, streaming down his face like rain that could not wash anything away. His hands pressed against the tiled wall, his head bowed.

His father’s face rose uninvited in his mind.

The way his eyes had pleaded.

The way his mouth had tried, and failed, to form words.

The memory burned.

Johari stepped in quietly and placed her hand against Jamal’s back. He turned briefly, met her gaze, then looked away again.

She wrapped her arms around him from behind, resting her cheek against his shoulder. Silence stretched between them, heavy and fragile.

“Everything will be okay, my love,” she whispered, her voice soft with conviction. “This is our destiny. This is our fate.”

Jamal finally turned to face her.

“That one million you stole from your parents,” he said slowly, carefully, “if it had been used to treat my father... maybe my mother wouldn’t still be suffering the way she is.”

Johari did not flinch.

“Let’s not talk about that anymore,” she replied gently. “I took that money for our journey. It will help us start our lives. I’ll start a small business. You’ll do something too. Whatever we earn will sustain us. Besides, your leaving reduces the burden on your mother.”

Jamal closed his eyes, letting the water strike his face as he thought.

Johari searched his expression, love flooding her eyes. She hugged him tightly.

“What’s done is done,” she said firmly. “If we’ve run away, then we’ve run away. We must not look back. We’ve reached a point of no return.”

Jamal said nothing.

After a moment, Johari released him. Jamal reached for a towel, wrapped it around himself, and walked out of the bathroom without a word.

Johari remained behind, staring at the falling water, her confidence slowly giving way to uncertainty.

Back in Johari’s parents’ home, the night refused to bring rest. They sat on the bed, side by side, each imprisoned in their own thoughts.

“Don’t torture yourself,” Johari’s father said softly. “Let the police handle this. I am sure they will find our daughter and bring her home.”

“They said they inspected all buses from three in the morning,” her mother replied weakly. “How could they miss them when we even gave them pictures?”

“Maybe they left earlier,” he reasoned. “Or maybe they’re still nearby. Give it time.”

He paused, then added gently,

“I promise you, if she returns, I’ll pay for that boarding school. Even if she fails again, I’ll keep paying until she finally passes and reaches Form Three.”

He tried to joke, forcing a faint smile.

“If she’s repeated Form Two four times already, I can’t imagine how many times she’ll repeat Form Three.”

His wife let out a weak laugh, brief, fragile, before silence swallowed them again.

“She is our only daughter,” she said quietly. “A cow never complains about the weight of its horns, no matter how heavy they are. They are part of its body. Johari is part of our lives. No matter her shortcomings, she will always be our daughter.”

“You’re right,” he replied. “All the success we’ve achieved, who else should enjoy it if not her? Even if she grows old in school, it’s still her. And if studies defeat her completely, we’ll open a shop for her. Only God help us if she doesn’t bankrupt it within a week.”

In the lodge room, sleep eventually reclaimed them both.

Later, Johari woke up suddenly. She checked the time on her phone, switched it off, and gently shook Jamal awake.

“Jamal... Jamal.”

He groaned, still half-asleep.

“It’s 5 in the morning,” she said. “The first bus leaves at Six.”

Jamal sat up slowly and walked into the bathroom without a word. His silence felt distant, guarded, like a wall Johari did not yet know how to climb.

She watched him go, confusion tightening in her chest.

Outside, the city waited.

And the road, once again, was calling.

At the very back seat of the bus, where the engine’s vibration was strongest and the noise swallowed private thoughts, Johari and Jamal sat side by side among strangers who did not know they were witnessing the quiet collapse of two young lives.

Jamal stared through the window, not really looking at anything. The landscape slid past, villages, roadside trees, the occasional pedestrian, but none of it reached him. His body was present; his mind was miles behind, tethered to a home he had abandoned too abruptly to say goodbye properly.

Johari studied his face in silence. She searched for reassurance in his eyes and found only distance. Something heavy pressed against her chest.

What have I done to him? she asked herself.

I didn’t force him to come with me. I asked. He agreed. So why does it feel like I stole something from him?

She reached out, gently lifting his chin so that he would face her.

“If you want to go back,” she said softly, her voice steady despite the storm inside her, “you can tell the driver to stop. Even here. I won’t stop you.”

Jamal exhaled sharply, a bitter sound that carried more pain than anger.

“Don’t test me, Johari,” he replied. “You know very well that I didn’t leave home willingly. I have disappointed my mother more times than I can count, but this... this is something I don’t think she will ever forgive. And what hurts me the most is the condition I left my father in.”

Johari’s fingers trembled, but her voice did not.

“You can’t live your life chained to past regrets, Jamal.”

He turned toward her then, eyes burning with a quiet intensity.

“These are not past mistakes. They are happening now. Right now. And we are still making them. The difference is, we can fix them before it’s too late.”

Her expression hardened instantly.

“If you’re trying to convince me to go back home, forget it. Even if you put a gun to my head, I’m not going back.”

“Then why did you tell me I could stop the bus?” he asked.

“I said you could go back,” she answered without hesitation. “Not me.”

The words landed between them like a wall. Jamal turned away again, shrinking into himself, his shoulders sagging under the weight of indecision. Johari watched him, and despite her resolve, she too began to feel smaller, less certain, less victorious.

Miles away, in Jamal’s family home, panic had taken a physical form.

Mama Jamal and Nana struggled to support Baba Jamal, each holding one of his arms as they carefully laid him down on a woven mat outside. His breathing was shallow, his face pale. When they finally sat beside him, exhaustion and fear clung to the air.

Mama Jamal wiped her tears with the edge of her scarf.
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