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To those who loved in silence

and paid for it loudly.

To the women who were told to endure,

yet chose to awaken.

To the innocent lives caught between pride and revenge,

and to the mothers who buried hope

before they buried their children.

This story is for every heart that learned too late

that survival is not forgiveness,

and freedom is not the absence of pain.

And above all,

this is for those who discovered that sometimes

the bravest act of love

is knowing when to walk away,

and never look back.
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EPIGRAPH
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“Love does not always die when it is betrayed.

Sometimes it mutates.

It becomes leverage.

It becomes silence sharpened into strategy,

memory turned into evidence,

and devotion rewritten as endurance.

Truth arrived too late,

justice arrived without mercy,

and innocence paid the price for games played by the wounded.

Some people are punished by prison walls.

Others are punished by survival.

And the most dangerous loss of all

is not love itself,

but discovering what you became

in order to live without it.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This novel was born from a single question: 

What happens when love turns into control, and truth becomes more dangerous than lies? 

At its core, this story explores power, how it hides within marriage, pride, fear, and desire, and how easily it transforms ordinary people into agents of harm. The characters are not written as symbols, but as humans whose small choices grow into irreversible consequences.

Suhaila’s journey is one of survival, not triumph. Her strength carries scars, not glory. Mahmud is not written as a spectacle of evil, but as a warning, of how entitlement and wounded ego can decay into violence. Mo represents the innocent lives lost in battles they never chose, reminding us that the greatest cost of conflict is often paid by the blameless.

This story does not soften pain or rush toward comfort. Some endings are not meant to heal, only to end. If this novel unsettles you, then it has spoken honestly.

May it leave you more aware of the fragile line between love and possession,

and the price of crossing it.
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PREFACE
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This story refuses simplicity.

It is not a tale of perfect victims or convenient villains. It lives in the gray spaces, where betrayal dresses itself as justice, where revenge borrows the language of love, and where silence becomes more violent than any scream.

At its heart, this novel is about consequences: 

slow, relentless, and unforgiving. What begins as a marriage unraveling under infidelity becomes something far more dangerous, a collision between pride and power, obsession and control, hope and irreversible loss.

This is not a story that asks you to choose sides easily. It asks you to sit with discomfort. To witness how good intentions rot when fed by anger. To see how manipulation masquerades as love, and how justice, when delayed, can arrive wearing a cruel face.

As you turn these pages, do not rush. Listen to what is spoken, and what is withheld. Pay attention to the moments where silence speaks louder than dialogue, where a single decision quietly seals a fate.

Because by the end, you may find that the most haunting truth is not who was punished...

...but who was left to live with it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE



Before the Turning
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There are moments when a life divides itself quietly, without warning. No thunder. No announcement. Just a single decision made in the dark, and everything that follows is no longer innocent. Suhaila once believed that love could be recognized by its warmth. By safety. By the way it settled gently into your chest and stayed there. She believed marriage was a promise strong enough to protect her from becoming someone she would not recognize in the mirror.

She was wrong.

Because love does not always arrive to save you. Sometimes it arrives to test how far you can fall. Sometimes it arrives only to show you what you are capable of losing.

And silence.

Silence is never empty. It listens. It remembers. It waits.  Long before the screams, before police files and interrogation rooms, before blood, graves, and lies that learned how to sound like truth, there was a woman standing inside a marriage that had already begun to rot from the inside. There was a man who believed ownership was the same thing as love. Another who believed love was worth dying for.

And a system that believed justice would always arrive on time.

It did not.

This is not a story about a perfect woman.

It is not a story about a good man.

It is not a story about forgiveness.

It is about a turn,  the moment a wife stops enduring, the moment pretending ends, the moment love becomes leverage and survival demands a price. Because once a woman realizes her pain has been mistaken for weakness, she does not ask again.

She chooses.

And when she does,

There is no turning back.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Love in the Shadows
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“Some peace exists 

only because the storm has not yet arrived.”

––––––––
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The sea was restless that evening, though from a distance it appeared calm, its waves rolling in slow, deliberate breaths, as if the ocean itself were contemplating something it dared not confess. The sun hovered at the edge of the horizon, bleeding amber and fire into the water, reluctant to disappear.

When you are free of illness, Suhaila thought,

when your heart is unburdened by fear or worry,

the world convinces you that life is beautiful.

She stood barefoot at the shoreline, the cool foam kissing her ankles before retreating again. Her eyes were closed. A faint smile rested on her lips, not the kind born of joy, but the kind people wear when they are trying to believe their own happiness.

The wind rose gently, brushing against her face, lifting strands of her hair as though it recognized her turmoil and wished to soothe it.

But there is another truth, she knew.

When you are drowning in love,

when the one you desire stands beside you,

the world shrinks until it belongs only to the two of you.

She opened her eyes.

Mohammad stood there, Mo. Early thirties. Confident. Effortlessly handsome in the way men become when they believe they are wanted. He was watching her, not as one looks at the sea or the sunset, but as one watches something fragile, something that might disappear if stared at too long.

Her smile deepened.

Mo said nothing aloud, yet his thoughts echoed between them, heavy with certainty.

I am the luckiest man alive, he felt.

Luckier than I deserve.

Suhaila did not answer. She only turned back toward the horizon, letting the wind speak for her. Mo continued to watch her, memorizing the curve of her profile, the quiet strength in her stillness, unaware, or perhaps unwilling to acknowledge, that such moments are often borrowed, never owned.

That night, the world narrowed again, this time to a small, dimly lit room.

They lay on the bed, facing one another, their legs dangling off the edge, bodies close enough to share warmth but not yet touching. The silence between them was thick, charged with words that had waited too long to be spoken.

“Before you,” Mo said quietly, “there were many.”

He paused, searching her eyes, as though gauging how much truth she could bear.

“But you,” he continued, “you are different. You are the best. And I know, deep in my heart, you will be the last.”

The last.

Suhaila studied him, her expression unreadable.

“You don’t believe me?” he asked, almost defensively. “It isn’t my mouth speaking. It’s my heart.”

She sat up then, turning fully toward him, her gaze sharp and curious.

“I didn’t know your heart had such a beautiful voice,” she said.

He smiled.

Her voice softened, darkened with memory. “I never thought I could love another man the way I loved Mahmud.”

Mo’s expression changed instantly.

“When you’re with me,” he said firmly, “don’t speak of your husband.”

She nodded. “Okay. But here I am.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Head over heels in love with you.”

“So am I,” he replied. “I don’t hate you, Suhaila.”

“I don’t hate you either.”

They stared at each other, suspended in a moment that felt like peace, but was, in truth, the calm before something inevitable.

That was when her truth finally spoke.

My name is Suhaila Mubarak, she confessed silently.

I am married.

I have been a wife for over two years.

And yet, I am living a second life in the shadows.

The counselor’s office was quiet, almost sterile in its neutrality. Suhaila sat alone on a single couch, her hands folded tightly in her lap.

“A second life?” the marriage counselor asked from somewhere beyond her line of sight. “You mean you are involved with another man?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation.

“Why?”

She inhaled deeply. “At first, it was revenge. I wanted him to feel what I felt. But somewhere along the way, I fell in love.”

There was a pause.

“My husband was the first to betray our marriage,” she continued. “I caught him, more than ten times, with different women. Staying out all night became normal. I endured. I cried. I broke, again and again, until one day, I decided I was done being the only one in pain.”

Silence answered her.

“This office,” the counselor finally said, “exists to mend marriages, or, when necessary, to end them. What do you want, Suhaila?”

She didn’t answer immediately. The question echoed in her chest, heavier than she had expected.

––––––––
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Her parents’ living room felt smaller than she remembered.

Her father, Sheikh Mubarak, sat upright, his presence commanding, his disappointment unspoken but overwhelming. Her mother remained quiet. Najma, Suhailha’s younger sister watched, uncertain, torn between loyalty and fear.

Suhaila spoke rapidly, years of suppressed pain spilling out.

“It’s my marriage,” she said. “I lived in it. I suffered in it. Every time I came to you, you told me the same thing, patience, endurance, sacrifice. Well, I am exhausted. I have endured enough. I want a divorce.”

She slowed, steadying herself.

“Support me or don’t. But I cannot continue living in a marriage that wounds me every single day.”

Her voice trembled. “Even if he refuses to release me, religion allows,”

“Do not dare speak of religious law,” her father cut in sharply.

“I am allowed to leave a marriage if I meet the conditions,” she insisted. “I can return his dowry. I will give compensation, anything,”

“I SAID ENOUGH!”

The room fell silent.

When he spoke again, his voice was calmer, but colder.

“If you truly understood religion,” he said, “you would know it forbids a married woman from closeness with another man. From exposing herself. From the public affection you displayed, all in the name of revenge.”

Suhaila lowered her head, shrinking under the weight of his words.

“Divorce,” he continued, “is among the things God dislikes most, even though He permits it. No person of faith rushes to support it.”

He paused.

“Yes, your husband sinned. But you must understand, men were created with stronger desires. That is why they were permitted more than one wife.”

The words settled heavily in the room.

Suhaila said nothing.

And in that silence, something inside her began to fracture, not loudly, not dramatically, but in a way that could never be repaired.

––––––––
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Mo was standing outside Jose’s small roadside shop when his phone began to ring.

The afternoon sun was unforgiving, pressing down on the tin roof and bleaching the street of color. Jose leaned casually against the counter, counting coins with the ease of a man who had seen too many debts come and go.

“You’re lucky, my friend,” Jose said, chuckling. “That lady paid your debt. Otherwise, I would have confiscated this money again, just like last time.”

Mo barely heard him.

The number on his screen was unfamiliar.

For a moment, he considered ignoring it. Something in his chest tightened, a warning he could not name. Then he answered.

“Hello?”

Mahmud sat on Malick’s veranda, phone pressed to his ear, his posture relaxed, too relaxed for a man about to shatter another’s life. Malick and George stood nearby, watching him closely.

“Hello,” Mahmud said calmly. “How are you?”

Mo frowned. “I’m fine. Who is this?”

“My name is Mahmud,” the voice replied evenly. “I am Suhaila’s husband.”

The world tilted.

Mo felt the words land inside him like a blunt object, no sound, no explosion, just sudden disorientation. His throat went dry.

Back in Najma’s bedroom, Suhaila sat beside her mother, the air heavy with unfinished sentences. Her mother spoke carefully now, no longer angry, only tired.

“Your father is not wrong,” she said. “Your decision is dangerous. No parent enjoys watching their child walk willingly into pain.”

She paused, then softened.

“Following your heart is not stupidity,” she continued. “But you must understand, you are still wrong.”

Suhaila stared at the floor. “Not every mistake is foolish, Mama. Sometimes you must be wrong in order to confront someone else’s wrongdoing.”

Her mother sighed. “It depends on the mistake.”

Silence stretched between them until Najma entered the room, lingering near the door, watching.

“So,” her mother asked gently, “do you have the money?”

“What money?”

“The dowry. And the compensation.”

Suhaila nodded slowly. “I have savings in my account. I believe it’s enough.”

Her mother placed a hand on her shoulder, rubbing gently.

“You should know this,” she whispered. “I stand behind you. Even if I cannot show it in front of your father. You are grown. And grown people do not make such decisions without reason.”

Suhaila smiled faintly, sadness etched into her face. They embraced. Najma joined them, wrapping her arms around both.

That night, Suhaila placed two neat bundles of cash on the table in Mahmud’s living room, one million each.

Mahmud watched her without blinking.

“This is your dowry,” she said. “And this is compensation for ending the marriage.”

Mahmud laughed coldly. “What makes you think you can bribe me?”

“It’s not a bribe,” she replied steadily. “It is the final legal path when a husband refuses to grant divorce.”

Mahmud’s expression shifted, surprise, then suspicion.

“All this,” he said slowly, “because of that man? What did he give you that I never did?”

“This is not about him,” she said. “It’s about me. I want freedom. Not him.”

Mahmud leaned back, considering.

“I spoke to him today,” he said casually.

Suhaila froze.

“Oh, he didn’t tell you?” Mahmud smirked. “I warned him to stay away from my wife. He told me to speak to you first. If you stayed away from him, he would stay away from you.”

“And if I don’t?” Suhaila asked, her voice shaking.

Mahmud shrugged. “Then if religion allows you to buy your freedom, I won’t stop it. You’ll get what you want.”

He leaned closer.

“But you will regret it for the rest of your life.”

Then he stood and walk outside, Suhaila bolted after him.

“what do you mean”

Mahmud stepped into the courtyard, Suhaila ran after him, panic rising.

“What do you mean Mahmud?” she demanded. “Why would I regret leaving you?”

His phone buzzed.

A message appeared on the screen:

From Malick: the bird has entered the trap.

Mahmud smiled, slow, cruel.

Then he turned back to Suhaila

“You already know the answer,” he said. “If you continue demanding divorce, an innocent young man will meet hell before his time.”

“This is between you and me,” Suhaila shouted. “ME AND YOU. He has nothing to do with this!”

“This is no longer an argument,” Mahmud replied calmly. “It is war.”

“If you want to fight, fight me!” she cried. “Not someone else!”

Mahmud’s voice dropped. “To win a war, you strike the enemy’s weakness. And that boy, he is yours.”

He turned away.

“If you can’t have me,” he said coldly, “you won’t have him either.”

“You just killed the poor boy,” he added over his shoulder. “But don’t worry, I’ll make sure he says goodbye before he dies”

Suhaila drove through the night, hands trembling, phone ringing endlessly.

“Answer, Mo,” she whispered. “Please.”

No answer.

She reached his house, pounding on the door until Aisha opened it, startled.

“Where is Mo?” Suhaila demanded.

“He stepped out,” Aisha replied. “Probably the shop.”

Suhaila turned and ran.

At Jose’s shop, she found only bad news.

“He was here,” Jose said. “Bought airtime. Left about five minutes ago.”

Five minutes.

Aisha joined them, worry etched on her face. “I’m calling him too. His phone says busy.”

“Maybe you’re both calling at the same time,” Jose suggested.

But Suhaila already knew.

She turned away, dread hollowing her chest.

Five minutes was enough.

And somewhere in the dark, a war she never asked for had begun.

The car tore through the night like a wounded animal.

Streetlights blurred into pale streaks as Suhaila pressed harder on the accelerator, her knuckles whitening against the steering wheel. The city no longer felt familiar, it felt hostile, like a maze designed to swallow her whole. Her phone was pressed to her ear, vibrating with unanswered calls, each ring slicing deeper into her chest.

“Mahmud... pick up,” she whispered, then shouted, her voice cracking under the weight of terror.

“Mahmuuuud!”

Her voice echoed inside the car, distorted by panic and speed, as though the night itself were mocking her desperation. The road ahead seemed endless, indifferent. Somewhere in the darkness, something irreversible had already been set in motion.

She knew it.

And that knowledge was the most terrifying thing of all.

Suhaila was unraveling.

Not in a way that announced itself with tears or hysteria, but in the quiet, terrifying way where the mind fractures under too much certainty and too little hope. She did not know what to do anymore. Every possible choice seemed to lead to the same ending.

Death.

The truth had already rooted itself inside her chest: Mahmud had made up his mind. This was no longer anger. No longer threats. This was intention. He wanted Mo dead, and the thought that he might have already reached him clawed at her from the inside.

She had tried everything.

She had searched for Mo relentlessly, chasing shadows through streets that refused to give her answers. She wanted to save him. Or at the very least, warn him, to tell him to run, to disappear, to choose life over love. But every attempt had ended the same way.

Failure.

Now, trapped inside her car with nowhere left to go, panic finally overtook her. Her hands trembled as she swerved to the side of the road and slammed the brakes. The car came to a stop. She jumped out, barely aware of where she was, her body moving faster than her thoughts.

Her phone was already in her hand.

Mahmud.

She called again.

It rang.

And rang.

And rang.

No answer.

Her chest tightened, breath coming in short, shallow bursts. The silence on the other end of the line felt louder than any scream. It told her everything she feared, and nothing she needed.

“Mahmud!” she cried out, her voice breaking apart in the open air.

“Answer the phone! ANSWEEEER!”

Her words dissolved into the night.

She bent forward, hands braced against her knees, gasping, struggling to pull air into lungs that suddenly felt too small. Her heart hammered violently, as though trying to escape her body.

Then, without warning,

Memory struck.

Not gently.

Violently.

A flood of recollection dragged her backward, past the fear, past the chase, past the threats, back to the very beginning. Before the lies hardened. Before love became a weapon. Before everything spiraled into darkness.

The moment where it all began.

The source.

And as that memory opened its jaws around her, Suhaila realized with crushing clarity that the past was no longer behind her.

It was about to demand its price.

Seven Months Earlier,

In Manila, Philippines, Manila woke each morning with noise and heat and promise.

From her apartment window, Suhaila watched the city breathe, jeepneys honking below, vendors calling out to invisible customers, the sky already heavy with humidity before noon. It wasn’t home, but it had been a refuge. Distance had given her space to breathe, to pretend that pain could be folded neatly away like unused clothes in a suitcase.

She sat cross-legged on the couch, laptop balanced on her knees, smiling into the screen as her mother and younger sister stared back at her from thousands of miles away.

“I thank God,” Suhaila said softly, “things are moving forward. Not exactly how I imagined, but I am grateful.”

Her mother nodded, eyes filled with a familiar mix of worry and faith. “Every step matters, my daughter. Never forget to pray.”

“I won’t, Mama.”

Najma leaned closer to the screen, smiling. “When are you coming back? I already miss you.”

Suhaila laughed, but there was hesitation behind it. “Soon... Insha’Allah.”

Then the truth arrived, heavy and unavoidable.

The company was collapsing under debt, taxes, loans, government penalties. Layoffs followed like falling dominoes. And Suhaila’s name had been one of the many crossed out.

“I lost my job,” she said calmly, though her hands trembled out of frame. “But I’m okay. Everything is written.”

There was silence, then comfort. Words wrapped in prayer. Love stretched across oceans.

“I’ll be home tomorrow,” Suhaila finally said.

“Insha’Allah,” they replied together.

Dar Es Salaam, The Return

The airplane descended through clouds like a confession finally spoken aloud.

From the back seat of the Uber, Suhaila watched the city unfold, buildings rising and falling, memories resurfacing without permission. This city had shaped her love, broken it, and now welcomed her back without apology.

When the car stopped outside Mahmud’s house, reality struck harder than any goodbye ever had.

The driver helped unload her bags. The gate stood closed, silent, innocent.

She pulled her suitcase forward and stepped inside.

Inside The House

Mahmud sat on the couch, relaxed, laughing softly. Sarah leaned against him, their bodies close, popcorn between them, a movie playing unnoticed on the television.

Then the gate clicked.

Mahmud stood abruptly and glanced through the window.

His blood froze.

No. Not now.

“She’s here,” he whispered. “She wasn’t supposed to be back yet.”

Sarah stared at him, confusion spreading across her face. “What do you mean, she?”

“My wife.”

The word landed like a slap.

“You’re married?” Sarah whispered, standing up.

“There’s no time,” Mahmud hissed. “Hide. Kitchen. Bathroom. Anywhere.”

Before Sarah could respond, a voice rang out from outside, steady, familiar, devastating.

“Mahmud... my husband. Are you inside?”

Panic erupted.

Sarah moved instinctively, but instead of hiding, she walked straight to the door.

Mahmud spun around too late.

“What are you doing?” he whispered harshly.

The door opened.

And the past walked in carrying two suitcases and a lifetime of trust.

Suhaila’s fingers trembled as she searched for the key inside her handbag.

She was still smiling faintly, still carrying the fragile excitement of a woman who believed she was about to be welcomed home. The metal clinked softly as she finally found it.

Before she could insert it into the lock, the door opened.

A stranger stood there.

The woman’s posture was confident, almost territorial, her eyes sharp with a gaze that carried neither surprise nor apology. Behind her, half-hidden in the shadows of the corridor, stood Mahmud.

For a moment, time fractured.

Suhaila’s breath caught in her throat.

“Mahmud,” she whispered. “Please... explain.”

The woman laughed, a short, mocking sound.

“I’m your co-wife,” she said with deliberate cruelty. “So deal with it.”

Mahmud stepped forward. “Sarah, keep quiet. Listen, this is my wife, and”

“my co-wife,” Sarah cut in coldly. “Don’t look so shocked. Even I didn’t know I had one.”

Her voice sharpened. “This idiot played both of us. I don’t sleep with married men, normally. If there’s someone to blame, it’s the fraud you call a husband.”

Suhaila didn’t look at Sarah again.

Her eyes settled on Mahmud.

Only disappointment lived there now, deep, final, irreversible.

“I was gone for only three months,” she said quietly. “And you already moved another woman into our home. If I had stayed away for a year... what then?”

Sarah smirked. “You would’ve found me with his child.”

The slap came without warning.

Mahmud struck Sarah across the face in blind fury.

She screamed, lunging back at him, fists flying. The room erupted into chaos, shouts, curses, bodies colliding in rage. They fought like people who had never loved, only possessed.

Suhaila watched for a moment.

Then she bent down, lifted her bags, and walked out.

Behind her, Mahmud managed to restrain Sarah, pinning her arms as she struggled and spat insults. He looked up just in time to see Suhaila disappear through the doorway.

Something inside him collapsed.

“What have you done?” he snapped weakly. “I told you to hide.”

Sarah shoved him off. “Hide for what? So you can keep lying?”

She hit him again.

That night, Suhaila sat in her childhood home, clutching a tissue as tears poured freely.

“I wanted to surprise him,” she sobbed. “That’s why I didn’t call. And this is what I found... another woman living in my house.”

Her mother and Najma sat beside her, listening helplessly.

“That’s why I hate surprises,” Najma muttered. “If you had called, maybe none of this would’ve happened.”

Her mother shook her head. “How could she have known her husband was betraying her?”

Suhaila wiped her eyes. “That woman told me herself, mocking me. Mahmud never even told her he was married.”

Her mother fell silent, thinking, then pulled Suhaila into her arms.

Najma hesitated, then spoke again. “You remember the last time you caught him cheating? Two weeks later, I saw him at a night club, with a very beautiful woman. Dark-skinned. Stunning.”

Suhaila lifted her head slowly. “A dark-skinned woman?”

“Yes. Like a model. He was with George and Malick. When he saw me, he rushed over, pretending she belonged to one of his friends. But I knew he was lying.”

Suhaila swallowed. “The woman I found today isn’t dark. She’s light-skinned.”

Najma froze.

“Oh my God... are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

The room went silent.

“What if he’s been cheating with more than one woman?” Najma whispered. “What if he brings you diseases? Or what if he already has?”

Fear settled heavily over them.

Suhaila’s grief deepened, pressing her further into despair.

Her mother suddenly snapped, trying to reclaim control. “And what were you doing at a night club at night? Don’t tell me you’re still jumping fences like you used to.”

Najma rolled her eyes. “You’re changing the subject. We’re talking about your son-in-law betraying your daughter.”

Their voices continued, overlapping, fading, until they became noise. Suhaila no longer heard them.

She was drowning in thought.

Later that night, on the veranda, Suhaila’s father held a cup of coffee while her mother poured more into it. The air was heavy with seriousness.

“If she truly found him with another woman in her home,” he said slowly, “that is not a small matter. We must call a family meeting. He must come with his elders.”

Her mother sat down. “I don’t think Suhaila wants to continue that marriage. She has suffered long enough. We should help her seek divorce.”

Her father turned toward her. “And after divorce, what then?”

“She’s still young,” her mother replied. “She can marry again.”

“And if the next man has flaws too?” he asked calmly. “If he is a drunkard? A thief? A violent man? Will we ask her to divorce again?”

Her mother exhaled sharply. “Those are matters of fate. What matters now is that our daughter has suffered.”

“That is marriage,” he said firmly. “That is why patience was taught before she married. She must endure.”

“Until when?” her mother snapped. “Until she returns home in a coffin?”

He went quiet.

“You asked for my opinion,” he said at last. “I do not support divorce. We will summon both families and warn Mahmud sternly.”

Her mother stared at him, speechless.

“A meeting?” she said incredulously.

“Yes,” he replied. “Unless you have a better idea than demanding divorce.”

She said nothing.

And in that silence, the future of a broken marriage hung, fragile, unresolved, and trembling.
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CHAPTER TWO: 

When Faith Refuses to Listen
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“The most dangerous love is the one that feels like refuge.”

––––––––
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Najma’s room was quiet, lit only by the soft glow of a bedside lamp. The silence felt heavy, the kind that presses against the chest and makes breathing deliberate.

Suhaila sat on the edge of the bed, her shoulders slumped, her hands folded uselessly in her lap. Her mother sat beside her, struggling to find the right words.

“The idea of divorce has been rejected,” her mother said at last.

Suhaila lowered her head, as though the weight of those words had finally crushed whatever strength she had left.

“You know your father,” her mother continued gently. “Once he has spoken, he believes the matter is settled. He thinks the right way forward is a family meeting, both families present.”

Suhaila let out a bitter breath.

“We both know how that meeting will end, Mama. He will come pretending to be a saint. He will beg. He will cry. And in the end, I will be expected to forgive him, even if my heart refuses.”

Her mother studied her daughter’s face, worn thin by years of disappointment.

“I won’t push you into any decision,” she said quietly. “But in two and a half years of marriage, you have caught him more than ten times. That is not a small thing.”

Suhaila said nothing. She only stared at the wall, lost in thought.

The car moved steadily through the city the following day.

Suhaila leaned her head against the passenger-side window, her reflection staring back at her, distant, hollow, unfamiliar. Mahmud drove beside her, glancing at her from time to time, wanting to speak, yet afraid of what words might open.
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