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Chapter One: The Departure
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The veranda of Bashir’s house was alive with fragrance and color, yet Najma’s eyes blurred as she gazed at it for the last time. Roses, marigolds, and jasmines hung in garlands across the carved wooden pillars, their petals trembling in the soft spring breeze. For fifteen days the house had been a palace of celebration—songs, laughter, the rhythm of dhol echoing into the night—but now silence pressed against her heart. Today was the barat, the day she would leave her father’s home forever.

Najma sat high upon the camel, its saddle draped in embroidered cloth, her red bridal dress glowing like a flame against the pale desert sky. The dress was heavy, stitched by the finest zari and gotta workers of the village, mirrors catching the light with every movement. Gold jewelry shimmered at her wrists and neck, bangles clinking softly as she clutched the reins. Her mehendi, deep crimson against her skin, curled in intricate vines across her hands. Bushra’s words from the dholki night echoed in her mind: “Your husband will adore you so much, Najma. Look at how red your mehendi is—it is a sign of love.” Najma had smiled then, but now her lips trembled.

Her father, Bashir, stood below, his turban immaculate, his eyes proud yet moist. He was one of the richest spice traders in the region, a man whose caravans carried saffron, cinnamon, and cardamom across distant lands. Yet today, wealth seemed powerless against the ache of parting. Beside him, Najma’s brothers held their heads high, trying to mask their sorrow with smiles. They had teased her endlessly during the wedding festivities, but now their voices faltered as they wished her well. Najma’s tears fell silently, staining the veil that covered her face. She looked once more at the veranda—the place where she had played as a child, where her mother had taught her embroidery, where she had sung ghazals in the evenings—and her heart clenched.

The caravan was magnificent. Fifteen camels stood ready, their backs laden with dowry: gold ornaments, spices, embroidered clothes, and household treasures. One camel carried Najma herself, seated like a queen, while the others bore the wealth of her father’s generosity. Servants followed, their faces solemn, guiding the animals with practiced ease. The air was thick with the scent of jasmine and marigold, mingling with the earthy aroma of spices packed in chests.

Najma’s groom, Salim, stood a few paces away. She had seen him only briefly before, yet now she studied him with cautious curiosity. He was young, his beard light, his smile warm. His eyes were deep, reflecting both kindness and strength, and his skin bore the tan of a man accustomed to the sun. He looked at her with quiet assurance, as though he understood her fear and wished to ease it. Najma’s heart fluttered—was this stranger truly the man with whom she would share her life? She lowered her gaze to her mehendi once more, tracing the patterns with her eyes, as if they might reveal her fate.

Salim’s family surrounded him—his father Gohar, dignified and commanding; his brother, tall and cheerful; his sister and sister-in-law, their faces glowing with anticipation. They shook hands with Bashir, exchanged blessings, and embraced Najma’s brothers. The bond between the two families was strong, forged through years of trade and friendship. Bashir had chosen Salim for his daughter not only because of business ties but because he believed in the boy’s character. Najma, however, could not silence the tremor of uncertainty within her.

The sun climbed higher, casting golden light across the courtyard. The servants called out that the caravan was ready. In ten minutes, Najma would depart. Her father stepped closer, his voice low but steady. “Najma, my daughter, you are the jewel of this house. Today you leave us, but you carry our honor, our love, and our prayers. Be strong, and may your new home bring you joy.” His words pierced her heart, and she bowed her head, tears slipping down her cheeks.

Memories surged—her mother teaching her to cook fragrant biryanis, her evenings spent stitching delicate patterns into cloth, the ghazals she had sung under the moonlight. She had prepared herself for this day, learning every skill a bride should possess: cooking, embroidery, stitching, music. Yet no preparation could soften the ache of leaving. She was twenty, still young, yet expected to step into the role of wife, daughter-in-law, and mistress of a new household.

The camel shifted beneath her, its bells jingling. Najma clutched the reins tighter, her bangles clinking like tiny chimes. She looked once more at Salim. His smile was gentle, his gaze unwavering. Perhaps Bushra had been right—perhaps her mehendi’s crimson glow was indeed a sign of love. She felt a flicker of hope, fragile yet luminous, amidst the sorrow.

The courtyard buzzed with final farewells. Women embraced Najma, pressing their cheeks against hers, whispering blessings. Children clung to her dress, reluctant to let go. Her brothers lifted their hands in prayer, their voices trembling. Bashir placed his hand on her head, a gesture of blessing and protection. Najma closed her eyes, inhaling the scent of roses and spices, imprinting the moment into her memory.
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