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For every woman who was told that wanting more was too much.

It was never too much.

It was always exactly right.
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Chapter One

A Month After

The wardrobe had been open for eleven minutes.

Manar knew this because she had been counting—and counting was what she did when her hands had nothing useful to hold and her mind refused to land anywhere safe. The Fajr call had dissolved into the cool Kaduna morning twenty minutes ago, her prayer mat folded and put away, and now there was only this: a wardrobe full of colour she had not touched in four months and ten days. Plus the month after.

The black abayas occupied the right side in a neat, faithful row. She had worn them without variation since the night the hospital called—since the drive through wet, pre-dawn streets, to the moment a young doctor said words that split her life clean into before and after. She had not chosen black as performance. She had simply not been able to reach past it.

Her hand moved now before her mind gave permission.

It found fabric the colour of a late harmattan afternoon—a deep amber with a faint gold thread running through the weave. Her mother had chosen it for her three years ago in a fabric market in Abuja, pressing it into her hands with that rare, unguarded excitement she almost never showed. Wannan naki ne—This one is yours. Manar had bought it and never worn it.

She pulled the dress from the hanger and held it against herself in the half-dark.

In the mirror, something shifted in her face.

She looked like a woman who had decided to live.

She put it back.

Bahar arrived at eight-fifteen without knocking. She had not knocked in eleven years and saw no compelling reason to start now.

‘Salaam. Salaam! Manar.’

‘I heard the door.’

‘You look exactly the same.’ Bahar set a flask of kunu on the kitchen counter and turned to survey her with the careful attention of a woman cataloguing damage. Her wrapper was yellow, aggressively so, as though she had dressed in deliberate opposition to mourning. ‘Why do you look exactly the same? Takaban ki ya ƙare tun last month fa—your waiting has been over since a month ago. I expected you to look like someone who had slept.’

‘Yes. The waiting,’ Manar said, ‘is over.’

She said it the way you practise believing something.

Bahar pulled out a chair and sat in it with the authority of someone who had always owned it. She had the kind of presence that made rooms feel smaller and warmer at the same time—something Manar had relied on, quietly, for over a decade.

‘He called,’ she said.

The words arrived without preamble.

Bahar did not ask who. There was only one he that could produce that particular restraint from Manar—the careful kind, the kind she only deployed when she was being deliberately measured.

‘Manar!’

‘I’m just telling you what I know.’

‘When were you going to—’

‘I’m telling you now.’ Bahar pushed the flask forward. ‘Drink something. Your body has been through a bereavement, you can’t think on an empty stomach.’ Manar paused. ‘Mo. He sent word. He wants to do the tambaya properly—through the correct channels. His people to our people. He hasn’t come himself. He’s done it the right way.’

Manar sat down slowly across from her.

Outside, Nadia was already awake—she could hear her daughter narrating something elaborate to her dolls, the sustained dramatic monologue of a five-year-old with opinions about everything. Bilal would be reading. The twins would be destroying something with great enthusiasm and no guilt.

Her family. Her life. This house that still held, in its walls and its silences, the shape of a man she had spent twelve years trying to reach.

‘How did he sound?’ Bahar asked.

She looked at her steadily across the table.

‘Like a man who has been waiting for something to end.’

She had not let herself think about Cousin Ruqayya’s wedding in a long time.

That was not true. She had thought about it last month. And the month before. And on the morning of Rafi’s janaza—his funeral prayers—when she had stood in the living room and accepted condolences from a hundred faces she barely remembered, feeling, beneath the grief and the guilt and the numbness, the faint and terrible outline of a different life. A life that had pressed itself against the skin of her real one for twenty years and never quite gone away.

She had been twenty-one—their town was small but their paths had been careful, kept apart by different circles, different calendars, different family obligations that felt like weather. It was at a cousin’s wedding that she first understood what Mo Riyad actually was. Not the boy she had heard about. Not the oil mogul’s son performing normalcy. Just—someone who remembered what she said. Someone who argued with her about something inconsequential and made her feel, for the first time, like her mind was the most interesting thing about her.

He had been three days from saying something—she knew it, had known it then—when the fight happened. She could not remember what it was about. She remembered his face the morning after, the way he was standing across the courtyard with that careful blankness he put on when he was hurt. And Raba, appearing from somewhere to his left, sliding her arm through his with a smile directed not at him but straight at Manar.

Precise. Deliberate. Accurate.

She had never forgiven her. Not at twenty-three. Not at thirty. Not now, at forty-one, a widow with four children and a wardrobe full of colour she didn’t yet know how to reach for.

Wallahi—God knows—she had tried to build a life from what she had. Rafi had not been a bad man in the beginning. He had become one slowly—through bottles hidden in the study, through the particular cruelty of a man who dismantles quietly, who chips at a woman’s sense of herself until she can no longer remember what she used to be. She had stayed.

She had her children, her household, her dignity—or what remained of it.

When the highway took him at two in the morning, she had felt grief. She had felt guilt. And underneath both of them, something else she had refused to name.

She was beginning to name it now. Relief.

Mo was coming.

Not today. But he was coming.

Manar stood, walked back to the wardrobe, and took the amber dress down from its hanger a second time.

She held it in both hands.

From the doorway of the sitting room, Nadia appeared—small and imperious in her pink pyjamas, having apparently concluded her lecture to the dolls.

‘Ammi?’

‘Yes, my love.’

‘Can I wear my peach dress today?’

Manar looked at the amber dress in her hands. Then at her daughter.

‘Eh,’ she said softly—yes. ‘You can wear your peach dress.’

She said it to Nadia. She also said it to herself. Permission, evenly given—to colour, to wanting, to the particular terrifying business of beginning again.

Somewhere across the city, a man named Mo Riyad was already on his way back into her life.




Chapter Two

What the Seventh Day Held

I. MANAR—PRESENT DAY

The amber dress was still on its hanger.

She had decided she would wear it today and then stood in front of the wardrobe for seven minutes and put on black instead. Not the mourning black—she was done with that now, done with the ihdad, free of it—but a deep charcoal that was close enough to feel honest and far enough from those months of waiting to feel like progress. She told herself this was practical. She did not examine the telling too closely.

Bahar had left an hour ago, and the house had settled back into its quiet morning language: the twins fighting over a spoon in the kitchen, Nadia narrating something at volume to an audience of dolls, Bilal reading in a silence so complete it had its own texture. Manar moved through all of it and did not move through any of it. She was present in the way of a woman whose mind has gone somewhere else entirely and left her body behind to manage.

Mo was coming. Not today. But he was coming.

She sat on the edge of her bed and looked at her hands and tried to remember who she had been before the seventh day. Before the gathering. Before the corridor.

She could not. Or she could, but who she had been before the seventh day was a woman who did not yet know what it felt like to hear Mo Riyad’s voice through a wall and lose, briefly but completely, the ability to remember what she was supposed to be feeling.

II. MANAR—BEFORE ALL OF THIS

She had first heard his name at fifteen.

Not met him—heard about him. This was how it worked in a city like Kaduna, where the families of a certain standing existed in permanent proximity without always occupying the same rooms. Moaaz Riyad. The son of Alhaji Jafar Riyad. The oil money. The boy who had gone to that school and was apparently very serious and very quiet and—this detail delivered by a cousin with the specific relish of someone sharing information they consider dangerous—very good looking in the understated way that crept up on you.

Manar had filed this away with the particular efficiency of a fifteen-year-old girl who has heard something interesting and intends to do nothing about it.

She had seen him for the first time at a family friend’s wedding when she was seventeen.

Across a courtyard. The kind of seeing that is not dramatic—no music, no slow motion, simply a girl looking up from a conversation and finding a boy standing twenty feet away who was not looking at her but who, when he looked up a moment later and found her already looking, did not look away immediately. He held it—just a second longer than was casual—and then looked away, and she looked away, and that was all.

But she had thought about it for three days afterward.

She had not known, at seventeen, what to do with the information that a specific person’s eyes had a specific effect on her concentration. She had filed it alongside the name and the understated good looks and the serious reputation and left it there.

They had not spoken.

They orbited—this was the word for it, the years between seventeen and twenty-one when they appeared at the same events through the overlapping geography of their families’ social lives and she would know he was in a room before she saw him, which she told herself was coincidence and which was not. She would catch him looking once or twice and look away before he caught her catching him. She knew, from the reliable intelligence network of cousins and family friends, that he knew who she was. She knew, from the same network, that he had not been in a relationship with anyone serious.

She had told herself this was irrelevant.

Ruqayya was Manar’s mother’s side—a sprawling, warm, chaotic wedding in the way of the family’s gatherings, three days of events and a compound full of people and the exact organised excess of a celebration that the family had been planning for a year. Mo was there because Ruqayya’s husband had connections to the Riyad family through his father’s business—the overlapping webs of Kaduna society producing, as they always produced, proximity.

She had worn gold and green aso-oke that night.

She knew this without vanity—she had looked at herself in the mirror before leaving the house and known, with the simple clarity of a woman who understands herself, that she looked extraordinary. Her sister had said masha Allah at the door. Her mother had adjusted her gele twice and then left it alone, which was her highest form of approval.

She had arrived at the wedding knowing she looked extraordinary, and she had moved through the first two hours of it with the ease of someone who is comfortable in their own skin at a celebration and is simply enjoying the evening.

Mo had been there.

She had known this within approximately seven minutes of arriving, through no mechanism more dramatic than peripheral vision and twenty-one years of knowing what her own attention was doing.

He was across the compound in a dark kaftan with the weight of stillness she had catalogued across the years of being in his approximate vicinity—present, contained, not performing anything. He was with a group of men she half-recognised. He had not yet looked at her.

He looked at her approximately twenty minutes later.

Not briefly—he looked at her the way she had been looking at him across six years of orbiting, which was with full attention and no particular attempt at concealment, and she felt it from across the compound with the specific impact of something that had been building for six years and had finally arrived at critical mass.

She looked back.

For the first time—in a courtyard at seventeen, in a conversation at nineteen, across forty-five minutes of navigational awareness at twenty—she looked back properly, directly, without looking away first.

He held it.

She held it.

Then someone spoke to him and he turned, and she turned, and the evening continued.

He found her three hours later.

She had seen him working his way through the crowd —not obviously, not directly, but with the patient deliberateness of a man who has decided where he is going and is simply managing the journey. She had known he was coming and had decided not to pretend she hadn’t noticed and had found a position near the edge of the gathering where the crowd was thinner.

He appeared beside her with the ease of someone arriving somewhere they have been navigating toward all evening.

‘Ya de?’ he said.

‘Lafiya lau,’ she said.

And then they had talked.

This was the part she returned to, across the years that followed—not the looking, not the navigating, but the talking. Because he had talked to her the way almost no one talked to her, which was as though her thoughts were the most interesting thing in the room. He had asked her questions and listened to the answers and asked the next question based on what she had actually said rather than what he expected her to say. They had argued about something—she could no longer remember exactly what, some opinion she had expressed that he disagreed with and did not conceal his disagreement about, which she had found, to her own surprise, more interesting than agreement would have been.

He was going to say something.

She could feel it building across the conversation— the texture of a person who has something to say and is deciding when to say it. She was twenty-one years old and she recognised this and she was, though she would not have admitted it to anyone, quietly terrified and quietly ready in equal measure.

Then they had a fight.

About what, precisely, she could never entirely reconstruct. Something that started from the argument— one of his points, one of her responses, something that escalated from intellectual disagreement into something with an edge, the specific friction of two people who are too similar in certain ways and too different in others and have not yet learned how to navigate the difference.

She had said something sharp.

He had said something that landed wrong.

She had walked away.

She had walked away and immediately known she had been too quick—had known it in her feet, in the first three steps, that she had let the argument do something she did not want it to do. But she had kept walking because she was twenty-one and she did not yet know how to turn back from a dramatic exit without losing something she didn’t know how to name.

The morning after, she had looked for him across the wedding compound.

And found Raba Musa already there—her arm through his, her smile directed not at him but straight at Manar, with the accuracy of a woman who had been watching and waiting and had chosen her moment correctly.

Manar had looked at this for exactly as long as it took to understand it.

Then she had turned away.

She had never forgiven herself for walking away that night. Not at twenty-three. Not at

thirty. Not now, at forty-one, sitting on the edge of her bed in the house she had shared with a man who had made her smaller, with the amber dress on its hanger and a message that said Mo Riyad’s people were coming to ask for her hand.

Twenty years, she thought.

Twenty years from a wedding compound to this.

She looked at her hands.

The morning light was coming through the window at the angle it always came through at this hour.

She stood up.

She went to the wardrobe.

She looked at the amber dress.

She put on the charcoal instead, because she was not ready yet—but she was getting there, and getting there, she was beginning to understand, was its own form of arriving.

III. MANAR—SEVEN DAYS AFTER THE FUNERAL

The seventh-day gathering had the specific exhaustion of an event that had been running for too long on grief and zobo.

Manar had been receiving condolences for six days. She knew, by now, the exact distance between sincerity and performance in a woman’s embrace. She knew which visitors came because they loved her and which came because it was required and which came because they wanted to see what a widow looked like up close, as if grief were a thing that could be studied and then avoided. She received all of them with the same composed warmth. She gave no one the satisfaction of her face.

The women’s section of her home had been rearranged for the week—furniture pushed back, additional seating brought in, the formal receiving room open in a way it never was during ordinary life. Fina was beside her, close enough that their arms touched whenever either of them shifted, which Manar knew was her sister’s way of providing structure. Fina, who had arrived the night of the funeral with one bag and a face arranged into calm she had clearly assembled on the flight from Accra, had not left her side since.

Shukra had come too, of course—she had driven over from her side of Abuja the morning after the news reached her, with food and prayers and the slightly overwhelming efficiency of someone eight years older who had buried their own heartbreaks and came out the other side knowing exactly what a person needed. She and Fina moved around each other in the kitchen with the practiced choreography of women who loved the same person and had long since made their peace with being very different about it. Shukra managed. Fina felt. Between them, Manar had been fed, prayed over, and held together for an entire week.

‘The woman in green has come three times,’ Fina said quietly, her mouth barely moving.

‘She and Rafi’s mother were friends.’

‘She’s been looking at the furniture since she arrived.’

‘She’s always looked at my furniture. She has opinions about the fabric on those chairs.’

‘Manar.’ Fina said her name the way she always said it when she wanted her to look at something she had been avoiding.

Manar looked.

Through the open doorway of the receiving room— the door to the corridor beyond was ajar, the way it sometimes became in a house full of people moving through it—she could see nothing of the men’s section. But she could hear it: a low current of male voices offering the familiar cadences of masculine condolence, restrained and ritual.

One of those voices she would have known anywhere.

‘He came,’ Fina said.

‘I know.’

‘He came on the third day too.’

‘I know, Fina.’

‘You couldn’t see him then. Too many people.’

‘Fina.’

‘I’m just providing information.’

Manar accepted a cup of zobo from a young woman she did not know and held it without drinking it and did not look at the doorway again. Or she looked at it without quite looking—peripheral, controlled, deniable. She was forty-one years old and a widow of seven days and she was performing the behaviour of a woman who was not listening for a precise voice in the room beyond.

She was not succeeding.

IV. MO—SEVEN DAYS AFTER THE FUNERAL

He had been in the men’s section for forty minutes when one of the older family friends, Alhaji Tukur, gestured toward the women’s receiving room.

‘We should go in briefly,’ Alhaji Tukur said. ‘The family will want to receive us properly.’

This was the custom. The men of close connection— family, old friends of the household, men whose relationship to the deceased made a formal word to the widow appropriate—would enter the women’s section briefly, properly, in a group, to offer condolences directly. It was not unusual. It was, in fact, required.

Mo knew this. He had known it when he decided to come on the third day. He had told himself, in the car on the drive across the city, that this was why he was here: for the custom, for the respect owed to a man he had known through the particular web of society that connected everyone in Kaduna to everyone else eventually. He had told himself this on the third day too.

He was not certain he believed himself.

The women’s receiving room was full. The kind of full that has its own warmth and weight—layers of fabric, the soft collision of conversations, the smell of rose water and food and something underneath it all that was specifically the scent of a house where people had been crying regularly for a week. He moved through it with the others, offering the correct phrases, receiving the correct responses.

And then the room arranged itself, the way rooms do when something is about to happen, and there was a clear line between him and the woman sitting near the far wall.

Manar.

He had not seen her in three years. Or: he had seen photographs on a screen, which was not the same thing, which was in fact nothing at all like the thing itself. She was thinner than the photographs. She was wearing black and her hands were folded in her lap and she was looking at him with the exact expression she had always used when she was deciding how to feel about something— composed on the surface and a long way from composed underneath it.

He offered his condolences. The correct words, the correct tone, the correct brief acknowledgment of her children, who were somewhere in the back of the house. She received them with the grace of a woman who had been receiving things correctly all week. He moved on to the next family member. He did not look back.

Or he looked back without quite looking back—brief, controlled, deniable—and found that she was not looking at him, and this told him nothing except that she was better at this than he was.

V. MANAR—THE CORRIDOR

She had needed air.

This was true and also not the full truth. The full truth was that the room had become, after forty minutes of his presence in it, a place she could not breathe inside properly—though this was imperceptible to anyone watching. She excused herself quietly, with the ease of a woman in her own home, and moved through the door into the corridor that connected the women’s section to the rest of the house.

The corridor was narrow and cool and empty.

For approximately four seconds.

He was coming from the other direction—the men’s section had its own exit, and he had chosen this moment, for whatever reason she would spend five months examining, to use it. They almost did not stop in time. She was close enough to see that he had lines at the corners of his eyes now that had not been there three years ago. He was close enough that she could tell he was wearing oud. He had always worn oud. She had forgotten she knew this about him.

‘Manar.’

Just her name. Nothing in it except her name—and something underneath her name that she refused to identify.

‘Mo.’

They stood in the corridor for a moment that was not long in measurable time and was geological in every other sense.

‘How are you?’ he said. Then: ‘That’s a terrible question. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not terrible. I don’t know how I am. I’ve been telling people I’m managing.’

‘Are you?’

She looked at him. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not even a little.’

It was the truest thing she had said to anyone in seven days. She did not know why she had said it to him specifically, except that he was the only person who had asked as though he genuinely wanted the answer.

He nodded. He did not offer a response that would smooth it over or make it smaller. This was, she remembered, one of the things about him—he had always been able to sit inside a difficult truth without trying to renovate it.

‘I’ll call,’ he said. ‘If that’s all right. To check on you.’

‘It’s all right.’

‘Okay.’

Someone moved at the far end of the corridor. They stepped apart—they had not been close, not quite, nothing that could be reported—and the moment closed like water over a stone.

He left. She stood in the cool of the corridor for another minute and listened to the sounds of her house around her: Fina’s voice somewhere in the distance, the twins, the low male murmur from the direction of the men’s section growing quieter as people began to leave.

She went back inside.

She rearranged three cushions on the sofa and sat down and accepted another cup of zobo she did not drink and told herself it was the exhaustion making everything feel so much larger than it was.

She told herself this for five months and ten days.

VI. MO—LEAVING

The drive home should have taken twenty-two minutes.

He took the long route.

He had a daughter to go home to—Safiya would be back from school, would want to know how the condolence visit had gone, would ask the careful questions of a seventeen-year-old who was too intelligent to ask the real ones. He had calls to return. He had the particular machinery of his life, which had been patient for the better part of a day.

He drove and did not think about the corridor. He was practiced at this—the deliberate routing of thought away from Manar Karim, the management of a frequency he had been receiving since they were young and had never quite found a way to turn off.

Not when he built his first company. Not when he married Raba. Not when Safiya was born and he had thought, briefly, that love for his daughter would fill every available space so completely there would be no room left for anything that wasn’t her.

Not now.

Not even a little, she had said.

He merged onto the highway and turned the music up and did not think about the fact that she had told him the truth when she had not told anyone else.

He thought about it the entire drive home.

VII. MANAR—PRESENT DAY, EVENING

Fina called at half past nine.

Manar was in the kitchen. The house was in the particular silence of a place that has absorbed a full day of four children and is now recovering. She saw her sister’s name on the screen and felt the specific warmth of someone who knows you in the parts of yourself you have not introduced to anyone else.

‘You’re calling late,’ Manar said.

‘Bahar messaged me.’ No preamble. No pretending she was calling for any other reason. ‘She said you told her this morning. About Mo. That he wants to send his delegation to ask for your hand.’

Manar was quiet.

‘Why didn’t you call me yourself?’

’I was still—’ She stopped. ‘I was still sitting with it.’

‘And now?’

‘Still sitting with it.’

Fina made a sound that was not quite a sigh and not quite a laugh. ‘Manar. I was there on the seventh day. I saw what happened in that corridor. I was at the far end, wallahi, trying very hard to look like I was doing something else entirely.’

‘You were supposed to be with the guests.’

‘I followed you. I’m your sister. That’s my job.’ A beat. ‘He looked at you like you were the only solid thing in the room.’

‘Fina—’

‘I have been sitting on this for five months. I have been an extremely patient and respectful woman and I have said nothing—which you will agree is entirely out of character for me.’ ‘Rafina—’

‘I just want to ask you one thing and then I’ll leave it alone. I promise.’ Her voice softened.

‘One thing.’

Manar sat down on the kitchen counter the way she used to when they were girls, before their father would come in and tell her it wasn’t proper. She sat on it now, in the quiet of her own house, forty-one years old, and said: ‘Ask.’

‘When you told Bahar this morning—when you said it out loud for the first time—what was the first thing you felt? Not what you thought. Not what you decided. What did your body do?’

The kitchen was very still.

Outside, something moved in the garden—a night bird, or the wind through the neem tree. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere in the house one of the twins murmured in sleep and then was quiet again.

‘Fina,’ she said. ‘I need to sleep.’

‘Manar.’

‘Go to bed.’

‘I’m not tired.’ A long pause. Then Fina, very simply: ‘Wear the amber dress tomorrow. Don Girman Allah—for the love of God.’

She hung up.

Manar sat on the kitchen counter for a long time. She was not thinking about Mo. She was doing the thing that is not quite thinking about someone—which is sitting inside the shape of a question and refusing to answer it while the answer fills every corner of the room around you.

She got down from the counter. She turned off the kitchen light. She walked to her bedroom and opened the wardrobe and looked at the amber dress in the dark, where its colour was invisible, where it was just fabric hanging in the night.

She left it there.

She would decide in the morning.




Chapter Three

The House Rearranges Itself

I. BILAL—MORNING

His mother had been moving things since before breakfast.

Bilal knew this because he had been awake since Fajr —he always woke for Fajr now, ever since Baba died, because lying in bed in the dark had become a place where thoughts moved too fast and prayer was the only thing that slowed them—and he had heard her in the corridor. Not pacing. Moving. The specific sound of furniture being relocated: the soft drag of something heavy across tile, a pause, the sound of her deciding whether she had chosen correctly.

He got up and watched from the doorway of the sitting room.

She was pushing his father’s chair.

Not out of the room. Just—elsewhere in it. To a different corner, away from the window where it had always been, where the light used to fall across the armrest in the late afternoon in a way Bilal associated so completely with his father that he had stopped going into the sitting room after three o’clock. His mother was moving the chair to a wall where the light did not reach it. She was doing this deliberately, quietly, in a dark black wrapper, her hair covered though they had no guests, because she was the kind of woman who covered her hair even when she was alone.

He watched her step back and look at what she had done.

She didn’t look satisfied exactly. She looked like someone who had made a decision and was waiting to find out if it was the right one.

‘Ammi.’

She turned. Her face did the thing it always did when she saw him—something in it came forward, like a light finding its switch. ‘You’re awake early.’

‘I heard you moving things.’

She looked at the chair and then back at him. ‘I’m reorganising.’

‘I know.’ He came into the room and stood next to her and looked at the chair in its new position. It looked like a chair that didn’t know where it was yet. ‘Are you going to move everything?’

‘Not everything.’

‘Are you going to move Baba’s things from the study?’

She waited a breath longer than usual. ‘Eventually.’

‘Okay,’ he said.

He stood with her for a moment in the early morning quiet of the house. From the back came the sound of the twins beginning to stir—a thump, a small voice, the preliminary negotiations of two three-year-olds waking up to another day of chaos. Nadia was still silent, which meant she was either deeply asleep or had already begun an elaborate imaginary narrative and had not yet required an audience for it.

‘Ammi,’ he said.

‘Mm.’

‘Did Baba love us?’

Nothing moved.

His mother did not answer immediately, which told him something. She always answered immediately when she was certain. When she paused, it meant she was deciding how much of the truth to give him, which he understood at eight was a thing adults did because they thought children needed protecting from reality. He had decided some time ago that he did not need protecting. He simply needed the truth in a size he could carry.

‘He loved you,’ she said. ‘All four of you. In the way he knew how.’

Bilal thought about this. It was an honest answer and also an incomplete one, which meant there was more that she was holding. He didn’t ask for the more. He could wait. He was good at waiting.

‘Okay,’ he said again.

He went to the kitchen to make himself Milo, the way his mother had shown him, measuring everything carefully because he was someone who believed in doing things correctly. He made a cup for her too and brought it back.

She was still standing in front of the chair.

He put her cup on the side table and went to get his book and did not ask any more questions, because he understood—the way children understand things that no one has told them—that his mother was doing something important in this room and needed to do it in the approximate company of someone who loved her and would not require anything from her while she did it.

He could do that. He was very good at that.

II. MANAR—MID-MORNING

She moved four more things before the twins woke up properly.

The side table that had been beside Rafi’s chair— gone to the opposite wall, where it became suddenly useful in a way it had never been in its original position. The prayer rug he kept in the corner, which she folded and placed in the linen cupboard because Bilal could use it when his own was in the wash. The framed calligraphy above the fireplace that Rafi had chosen and she had always found too heavy for the room—down, wrapped in cloth, set aside for his mother’s house, which was where it should have gone in the first place.

She was not erasing him. She had been very deliberate about this in her own mind. She was not performing anger or relief or any of the other things a woman is not supposed to feel about a dead husband. She was simply reclaiming the grammar of her own home, which had been arranged for twelve years around the preferences of a man who had not, in the end, been entirely who he presented himself to be.

She would think about that more carefully later. Or she would not think about it at all. She had not yet decided.

Bahar arrived at ten with more food and the energy of a woman who had spent the morning exercising restraint and was prepared to abandon it entirely.

‘You moved the chair,’ she said, walking in, not taking off her shoes yet, just standing in the doorway of the sitting room and surveying the changes with the expression of someone cataloguing new information. ‘I moved several things.’

‘The calligraphy is gone.’

‘It’s going to his mother.’

‘Good.’ Bahar took off her shoes. ‘It was depressing. It was also crooked and I could never tell you because he was always in the room.’ She set the food down and turned to look at Manar properly. ‘How did you sleep?’

‘Adequately.’

‘That means badly.’

‘It means adequately, Bahar.’

‘Did Fina call?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

Manar moved a vase two inches to the left on the mantelpiece and stood back to assess it. ‘She told me to wear the amber dress.’

‘Smart woman.’ Bahar came to stand beside her. ‘Are you going to?’

‘I’m thinking about it.’

‘You’ve been thinking about it for two days.’

‘I’m a thorough thinker.’

Bahar made a sound that was not quite a laugh and not quite exasperation and was entirely Bahar. Then her phone buzzed. She looked at it and then looked at Manar with the expression she used when she was containing something.

‘What?’ Manar said.

‘Nothing.’ Bahar put the phone face down. ‘How is the study going to happen? Are you doing it alone?’

Manar looked at her.

‘Bahar.’

‘What?’

‘You have the face.’

‘I don’t have a face.’

Manar’s own phone buzzed on the counter.

She looked at the screen.

Mo.

I intend to visit your uncle. Ambassador Rufa’i. I want to speak to him about my intentions toward you. I’m telling you because this has everything to do with you and you should know.

She stood with the phone in her hand and read it twice.

The vase did not move. Her hand was near it and the vase did not move.

She put the phone down.

Bahar, who had been watching her face with the focused attention of a woman who had known her since university, said nothing. She simply waited.

‘He’s going to see Abi,’ Manar said.

‘I know,’ Bahar said. ‘He just told me too. He said he wanted to make sure the people who matter to you heard it from him directly.’

Manar looked at the vase. Then at the window. Then at her hands.

‘He told us both,’ she said quietly. ‘So it wouldn’t feel like something happening around me.’

‘Yes,’ Bahar said.

The sitting room was very still.

‘Bahar.’

‘Mm.’

‘I need to go through the study.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘No.’ She said it simply, without edge. ‘I need to do that part alone.’

Bahar looked at her for a moment and then nodded, because she was Bahar and she understood the difference between support and intrusion, which was one of the reasons Manar had loved her since university.

‘I’ll feed the children,’ she said. ‘Take your time.’

III. MANAR—THE STUDY

The study smelled like him.

She had not prepared for this. She had prepared for the objects—the paperwork, the files, the practical architecture of a man’s professional life that would need to be sorted and distributed and addressed. She had not prepared for the smell: leather and a specific cologne he had worn for as long as she had known him, and underneath it, faint and unmistakable to someone who had shared a house with it for twelve years, the ghost of whisky.

She stood in the doorway for a moment. Then she went in.

She started with the desk because the desk was practical—papers to be filed, correspondence to be answered, documents that his estate lawyer had already asked about. She worked through it methodically, the way she worked through everything, making three piles: to keep, to forward, to discard. She was halfway through the second drawer when her hand found something that was not paper.

She pulled it out.

It was a phone. A small one—older, cheap, the kind that cost almost nothing and could be bought from any roadside vendor without a name attached to it. A second phone. The back was slightly scratched and the screen had a thin crack across one corner and it sat in her hand with the certain weight of a thing that has been kept deliberately out of sight.

She looked at it for a long moment.

Then she found the charger—it was in the same drawer, coiled underneath a folder—and she plugged it into the wall and sat in Rafi’s chair, in the chair that still smelled like him, and she waited for it to come to life.

It took four minutes.

The screen unlocked without a password, which was either carelessness or the confidence of a man who had believed his study was private. There were two applications on it. A messaging application she recognised. A call log.

She opened the messages first.

She read for a long time.

She did not cry. She had used up the easy crying in the first week, the kind that comes from shock and exhaustion and the overwhelm of condolences and casseroles and women saying in sha Allah in her sitting room. What she felt now was something colder and more precise—the unmistakable clarity of finding out that what you suspected was not paranoia but perception. That the distance she had felt in her marriage was not a failure of her imagination or her warmth or her effort, but a response to something real that had been happening in another register entirely.

She had known, somewhere below the knowing, for a long time.

She read until she had read everything. Then she looked at the call log. Then she sat very still in the leather chair and looked at the window, where the afternoon light was coming in at an angle that had always reminded her of late afternoons in her father’s house before he died.

She set the phone down on the desk.

Allah Ya waddan naka ya lalace—she said it softly, to no one, to the room, to him—God condemn your disgusting acts.

She said it once. Then she was done.

She thought about what she could do with what she had found. She could call his family. She could call a lawyer. She could call Bahar. She could take a photograph of every message and build a record and use it for something—though for what, she was not entirely sure, since the man who had sent and received these messages was already buried and beyond the reach of confrontation. He was gone. She turned this over methodically, testing it from several angles, looking for the place where it was dishonest or where it was evasion dressed as pragmatism. She found neither. It was simply true. He was gone. The women whose numbers were in this phone did not know she existed, or knew and had decided not to care, and none of them were her problem now. Her problem was four children and a house and a life that needed building into something she could actually inhabit.

Her problem was herself.

She turned the phone off. She wrapped it in the cloth from the calligraphy she had taken down that morning. She put it in the small lockbox in the back of the bottom drawer—the lockbox she had never opened, that she had always assumed held documents, and which had been empty—and she locked it and put the key in her own bag.

Not because it mattered.

Because it was hers now, and she would decide what to do with it on her own time, in her own way, when she was ready. Or she would decide never to open it again. That was also a choice, and it was hers to make.

She stood up. She smoothed her dress. She looked around the study one more time—at the shelves of books he had never read and the framed certificates from courses he had attended for appearances and the desk that was now arranged into three orderly piles—and she turned off the light.

She closed the door behind her.

IV. MANAR—LATE AFTERNOON

Bahar had fed the children and put the twins down for a nap and was sitting with Nadia in the garden when Manar came out of the study. She looked up once, read Manar’s face with the fluency of twenty years, and looked back down at Nadia’s drawing without asking anything.

This was why Bahar was irreplaceable.

Manar sat in the garden chair beside her and tilted her face toward the late sun, which was warm in the specific way of afternoon light in the dry season—generous and slightly indifferent, the way nature is always slightly indifferent to what humans are going through beneath it. Nadia was drawing a house with too many windows. The twins were asleep. Bilal was somewhere inside, still reading, in the way of a child for whom books were both pleasure and shelter.

‘Nadia,’ Manar said. ‘What are you drawing?’

‘Our new house,’ Nadia said, without looking up.

‘We’re not getting a new house.’

‘I know. But if we did.’ She added another window. ‘It would have a room for my dolls that isn’t also my room. And a garden bigger than this one. And a climbing tree.’

‘A climbing tree,’ Manar repeated.

‘Bilal said he would teach me to climb if we had a proper tree. This one—’ she gestured at the neem tree with her pencil, ‘—is too tall to start on. He said you need a starter tree.’

Manar looked at the neem tree, which had been in this garden longer than she had lived in this house and would be here long after, and felt something shift in her chest in a way that was not quite grief and not quite anything else she had a word for.

‘Your brother,’ she said, ‘is very logical.’

‘He’s also very serious,’ Nadia said. ‘But I like him anyway.’

Bahar made a sound into her zobo that was a suppressed laugh. Manar felt the edges of a smile arrive on her face—not performed, not assembled, but actual, the sudden kind that comes from children being entirely themselves in the middle of everything else.

She let it stay for a moment.

Then Bilal appeared in the garden doorway with his book closed under his arm, which meant he had finished it or had reached a point where he needed to think before continuing. He looked at his mother the way he always looked at her when he was assessing whether she was all right—careful, patient, doing the calculation quietly behind his eyes.

‘Ammi,’ he said. ‘Are you going to wear colour tomorrow?’

‘I’m thinking about it.’

‘Fina says you should.’ He said it simply, as a fact, not a pressure. ‘She messaged me.’

Manar looked at her eight-year-old, who was being messaged directly by his aunt in Ghana as part of a coordinated campaign. ‘Did she.’

‘She said the amber one. She said you know which one she means.’

Bahar was looking extremely carefully at a point in the middle distance.

‘I know which one she means,’ Manar said.

Bilal nodded, satisfied that the message had been delivered, and came to sit on the garden step beside his mother’s chair. He opened his book again. Nadia added a climbing tree to the drawing of the new house. The late sun moved across the garden in the slow way of things that have no urgency and no grief and no past—only the present, and the next moment, and the one after that.

Manar sat in the middle of all of it and breathed.

In the small bag on her wrist, the key to the lockbox pressed against the lining.

She left it there.

V. BILAL—AFTER ISHA

He had one more question.

He had been holding it since morning—since the sitting room, since his mother had moved his father’s chair and answered his question about love in the way she answered questions when she was being honest but not completely honest. He had the patience to hold a question for a long time when he needed to. He had held this one all day through breakfast and Bahar’s arrival and the afternoon in the garden and Nadia’s drawing and the twins waking up from their nap at full volume as though they had never heard of silence.

After Isha prayer, when his mother was putting the twins to bed and Nadia had fallen asleep mid-sentence in the middle of her own story, he sat at the kitchen table and waited.

She came in and saw him and didn’t tell him it was past his bedtime, because she was the kind of mother who knew the difference between a child who was awake for no reason and a child who was awake because he needed something.

She sat across from him.

‘You have something to ask me,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘Ask.’

He looked at his hands and then at her. ‘The man who came to the gathering. On the seventh day. The one who came into the women’s side with the others.’

Manar was very still.

‘Uncle Aman pointed him out to me afterward,’ Bilal said. ‘He said his name is Moaaz Riyad.

He said he and Baba knew each other from society.’

‘They did. They weren’t close friends.’

‘I know.’ He paused. ‘He was looking at you.’

The kitchen was quiet. From somewhere in the house came the small sounds of two three-year-olds resisting sleep.

‘He was offering condolences,’ Manar said.

‘Yes.’ Bilal considered this with the seriousness of a child who has decided to be precise. ‘But he was still looking at you when he wasn’t offering condolences anymore.’ He paused again. ‘I just wanted to tell you. Because I think you probably already know. But I wanted you to know that I noticed too.’

His mother looked at him for a long moment. Her face did several things that he was not yet old enough to fully name, though he could feel their weight.

Then she said: ‘Go to bed, Bilal.’

He went. At the door of the kitchen he turned back.

‘Ammi. I think you should wear the amber dress tomorrow.’

He didn’t wait to see her expression. He went to his room and said his duas and got into bed and lay in the dark with the particular satisfaction of an eight-year-old who has said the exact right thing and knows it.

In the kitchen, the light stayed on for a long time.




Chapter Four

He Comes a Third Time

I. MO—MORNING, BEFORE THE VISIT

He had driven past the house twice.

Not today—two days ago, which was different, which was almost acceptable if you didn’t examine it too closely. He had been on his way to a meeting in that part of the city and had taken a route that added eleven minutes to the journey and had told himself this was about traffic. He was forty-two years old and he had taken a longer road to avoid sitting too long with his own intentions, and he was not proud of this.

Safiya had noticed. She noticed everything, his daughter, with the particular attention of a teenager who had grown up in a house where the atmosphere changed without explanation and had learned early to read rooms at a level most adults never reached.

‘You’re going again today,’ she had said this morning. Not a question.

‘To the Karim household. Yes.’

‘Is it still a condolence visit if it’s been almost a month since the iddah ended?’

He had looked at her over the rim of his zobo glass. She had looked back with the expression she had inherited entirely from him—composed on the surface, everything happening underneath.

‘It is a visit,’ he had said, ‘to a family I respect.’

‘Mm.’ She had returned to her phone with the characteristic satisfaction of a seventeen-year-old who has extracted the information she wanted without asking for it directly. Then, without looking up: ‘Her brother will be there. Majid. He flew in from South Africa yesterday.’

He had stared at her. ‘How do you know that?’

‘I follow her sister on Instagram. Fina posted a story.’ She turned her phone to show him: a photograph of a man at an airport, tagged with a location. ‘He works for the tax authority. He looks like someone who misses nothing.’

‘Safiya.’

‘I’m just providing information,’ she said.

He had recognised, with a feeling he could not entirely name, that his daughter was doing for him what he suspected Bahar did for Manar—building intelligence, offering it without pressure, deciding by some private calculation that this was worth supporting.

He had not asked her why. Some gifts you receive without interrogating the giver.

Now he sat in the car outside his own compound and reviewed himself the way he reviewed everything before a thing that mattered: Was his intention clear to himself? Yes. Was it appropriately restrained for what this visit was and was not yet? Yes. Was he prepared to sit in a room with a woman he had carried in some unacknowledged register of himself for twenty years, in the presence of her brother who by all available information missed nothing, and conduct himself with complete and unimpeachable dignity?

Was he prepared if the answer, whenever it came, was no?

He considered the question honestly.

No.

He did not believe anyone ever truly prepared for that.

But dignity was not dependent on outcome. It was dependent on conduct.

He would conduct himself properly regardless.

That was within his control.

Yes.

He started the car.

II. MANAR—THE WARDROBE, AGAIN

She wore the amber dress.

She did not make a ceremony of it. She did not stand in front of the mirror for longer than necessary. She put it on the way she put on everything—practically, with attention to the details that mattered, smoothing the fabric where it needed smoothing—and then she was wearing it and it was done and it felt exactly the way she had known it would feel, which was like herself. Not a new version. Not a performance. Herself, in the colour she had chosen before her father died and never worn and was now wearing on a Tuesday morning because her eight-year-old son and her sister in Ghana and her best friend had collectively decided she should.

She looked in the mirror once.

She looked like a woman who had decided to live. This time she did not put it back.

Her brother Majid was in the kitchen eating with the appetite of a man who had been living on South African takeout for eight months and found the return to his sister’s cooking a matter of some personal urgency. He was thirty-eight, lean and watchful, and he had flown in the previous afternoon with one bag and the calm of someone who does not require much explanation to understand a situation. He was the one of her siblings she had called first when Rafi died. He was the one who had stayed on the phone with her until the morning came.

He had looked at the house when he arrived. He had looked at Manar. He had said: ‘You reorganised.’

‘A little.’

‘Good.’ He had put his bag down and gone to greet the children, and that had been the full extent of the conversation about Rafi’s death and its aftermath—which was precisely the right amount for both of them.

‘Mo Riyad is coming this morning,’ she said now, from the kitchen doorway.

Majid looked up from his food. He was not a man who showed much on his face—he processed things inward, filed them, returned a verdict in his own time— but something shifted in his eyes in the way that meant he was recalibrating.

‘Mo Riyad,’ he said. Not a question. Simply the name, being held up and examined.

‘He told me he intends to come,’ Manar said. ‘He told me himself. He said he wanted to do this properly.’

Majid looked at her for a moment—the amber dress, the gele, the weight of composure she was wearing this morning that he recognised as the composure of a woman who has made a decision and is now living inside it.

He went back to his eggs.

‘Then I suppose I will meet him,’ he said, with the equanimity of a man who has just decided something privately and has no further use for discussing it.

Manar stood in the kitchen doorway and said nothing and felt something move through her chest like weather.

She looked at her brother—this man who had come from South Africa with one bag and no questions, who would now sit across from Mo Riyad and assess him with the quiet thoroughness of a tax professional and the protectiveness of a brother who had stayed on the phone with her until morning—and felt, suddenly and completely, that she was not alone in this.

She had not known how much she needed that until just now.

‘Majid,’ she said.

‘Mm.’

‘Nagode.’

He looked up. The expression on his face was as close to soft as Majid’s face ever got. ‘Baba would have wanted someone who comes and says it to your face,’ he said simply. ‘Not through the back door.’ He looked back at his eggs. ‘Go and wait for him properly.’

III. MO—THE HOUSE

The gate opened as he approached—she had told someone to watch for him, which meant she had been thinking about the exact moment of his arrival.

He filed this away and said nothing about it.

The houseboy led him through a courtyard that was tidy and recently watered, the red earth still dark at the base of the neem tree. Children’s things were visible at the edges of the space—a small bicycle, a bucket, two sandals placed neatly beside the step in sizes that suggested a five-year-old who had been taught to remove her shoes but not yet taught to align them properly. He noted these things the way he noted everything: quietly, completely, without appearing to.

The receiving room was the formal one. He had been in it before, briefly, on the seventh day, moving through with the other men. It looked different now—furniture rearranged, a chair moved to the wall where it sat in the manner of something newly placed, a space above the fireplace where something had recently been removed. The room had been changed by someone reclaiming it. He understood this immediately and did not remark on it.

Majid received him at the door with the measured warmth of a man conducting an assessment and not concealing that fact.

Mo respected this completely.

They sat. Zobo arrived. They spoke about Kaduna— Majid’s work, the north, the particular conversations that men of their background could have with each other about the state of things, substantive without being dangerous. Mo had done this many times in many rooms and he knew how to be genuinely present rather than performing presence while waiting for something else.

He waited.

Ten minutes after he arrived, she came in.

IV. MO—THE ROOM CHANGES

He had prepared for this.

He had prepared for her specifically—the particular way Manar entered a room, which he remembered from the third day and the seventh day and from the corridor, and from twenty years before that, a cousin’s wedding, a woman who walked like she knew where she was going even when she didn’t. He had prepared for the reality of her being in the same room as him without the buffer of a crowd or the formal structure of a condolence line.

He had not prepared for the amber dress.

It was not—he was careful about this even in his own mind—it was not that she looked extraordinary. She looked like herself. But she was wearing colour for the first time since he had known her again, and the colour was warm and deep and it sat against her skin the way things do when they have been chosen by someone who understands themselves, and something in the room shifted on its axis by some number of degrees that he could feel but not measure.

He stood.

He offered the correct greeting. She received it with the correct response. He sat when she sat, across from him with Majid beside her in the manner of a brother who was present without being intrusive—a difficult balance, achieved with minimal effort.

She poured zobo.

He watched her hands while she did it and then he looked at a point slightly to the left of her face and kept his eyes there, because he was forty-two years old and had conducted himself correctly in considerably more difficult circumstances than this.

She asked about his daughter.

He told her about Safiya—carefully, with the warmth he actually felt when he spoke about her, the kind that doesn’t require management because it has no other register. Safiya at school. Safiya’s plans for university. The argument last week that he could no longer remember the cause of, which had ended with both of them laughing, as most of their arguments had since Raba left and the house had become quieter and more honest.

Manar listened the way she listened to everything— fully, without the performance of listening, her eyes on him in the direct way that had always slightly undone him because most people looked near you when they listened and she looked at you.

‘She sounds like someone who knows her own mind,’ she said.

‘She does. It’s inconvenient and I’m very proud of it.’

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile— the approach of one, the shape of one forming and then being held in reserve. He had forgotten this somehow, across the years.

The way her almost-smiles were more interesting than most people’s full ones.

He looked at his zobo.

Majid asked him something about his work—the business, the current projects, the kind of question a man who works in tax might legitimately want answered and which also happened to be a thorough and elegant way of establishing exactly how Mo Riyad conducted himself professionally. Mo answered properly and at length because it was a legitimate question and Majid was someone worth answering properly.

Twenty-three minutes passed.

He was aware of every one of them.

V. MANAR—THE SAME ROOM

He had not looked at the amber dress.

That was not true. He had looked at it in the first three seconds, the way a person’s eyes go to a light when a light comes on—reflexive, immediate, controlled. He had looked and then put his eyes somewhere else with the discipline of a man who had decided where his eyes were going and was keeping them there.

She had seen this. It had done something to her she was not prepared to name in the presence of her brother.

She focused on the conversation. It was not difficult —he was genuinely easy to talk with, which she had remembered from the corridor and from years of following each other at a careful distance, but which was different in a room, in person, where she could hear the actual quality of his voice and observe how he gave full attention to whoever was speaking, including Majid, including the moments when Majid was asking questions that were not quite just questions.

She watched him answer her brother and thought: he knows what this is. He knows Majid is assessing him. He is not performing ease—he is actually at ease, because he has decided he has nothing to hide. Men who have nothing to hide are simply still.

Rafi had never had that quality.

She let the thought arrive and pass without guilt. She was getting better at this—at letting the comparisons come without dwelling in them or punishing herself for making them.

The twins appeared briefly in the doorway, propelled by some navigational error in their interior geography, and she redirected them with the efficiency of a woman who had been redirecting twins for three years. She saw Mo watch this—the twins, then her, the small economy of it— and look away again.

She noted his hands on the arm of the chair. Steady. Not the hands of a man performing calm.

She looked at her zobo.

Twenty-three minutes was both very long and not long enough, which was information she did not know what to do with and therefore set aside.

He rose to leave.

VI. MO—THE DOORWAY

Majid walked him to the outer courtyard.

They parted with the specific warmth of two men who have taken each other’s measure and found the result acceptable—not friendship yet, but the foundation of something that could become it. Majid’s handshake was firm and unhurried, and his eyes said what his words didn’t, which was: I see exactly what this is, and I am not opposed, and you should conduct yourself accordingly.

Mo understood completely.

He crossed the courtyard toward the gate. The neem tree made its small sounds in the dry air. The twins’ sandals were still beside the step, still slightly unaligned.

He had not expected her to be in the doorway.

She had stayed in the receiving room—the correct thing, the expected thing—and yet here she was, standing at the threshold of her own house in the amber dress, with the afternoon light doing what afternoon light does to warm colours.

He stopped.

They were ten feet apart. Majid had gone back inside. There was no one in the courtyard except the two of them and the neem tree and the distant sound of children somewhere in the house.

A moment passed without words.

Then she said: ‘You told me yourself. About Abi.’

‘Yes.’

‘You didn’t have to. You could have just gone.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I could have.’

She looked at him. ‘Why didn’t you?’

He considered this with the seriousness it deserved.

‘Because this has everything to do with you,’ he said. ‘Every step of it. You should know every step as it happens. Not after. Not through someone else. I intend to do this correctly. From the beginning.’

The courtyard was very quiet.

She looked at him for a long moment with the expression she used when she was deciding how much of herself to give—the composed surface, the long way down underneath. He waited. He was good at waiting.

Then she said: ‘Mo.’

Just his name. Nothing in it except his name—and something underneath his name that he did not allow himself to interpret because it was her word to give and not his to take. ‘Manar.’

One beat. Then another.

The children’s noise drifted out from somewhere inside the house—Nadia’s voice, high and certain, narrating something with great conviction.

Manar glanced back once toward the sound. Then she looked at him.

‘Nagode da ziyara,’ she said evenly—thank you for the visit. The words were simple. Her eyes were not.

She turned and went inside.

He stood in the courtyard for a moment that had no measurable length, the afternoon light warm on the back of his neck, the neem tree rustling once as if it had somewhere to be.

Then he walked to his car.

He did not take the long route home.




Chapter Five

Raba Appears

I. MANAR—GETTING READY

The invitation had arrived two weeks ago—a cream card with gold lettering, delivered by hand the way the Daura family did everything, with a quiet deliberateness that made even a wedding invitation feel like a summons. The goro and sweets had come before that, weeks earlier, when Manar was still deep in the middle of her grief and the world outside her house had felt very far away. She had received both with the appropriate warmth and said nothing about whether she would attend.

She was attending.

Her uncle had said, in his specific way of saying things without quite saying them: It would be good to be seen, Manar. Not performing. Simply present. She understood what he meant. She was forty-one years old and a widow in a city where a widow’s stillness could harden into permanent invisibility if she allowed it to. She did not intend to allow it.

The wedding was the Daura family’s youngest son marrying the daughter of a retired senator from Sokoto— the kind of union that required presence not because you were close to either family but because your absence would be noted by the people who noted such things, and noted in the particular way that becomes a conversation, and conversations in Kaduna society had a way of becoming their own weather system.

Bahar arrived at five.

She walked in wearing a burnt orange French lace, her skirt full and structured at the hem, her blouse off-shoulder with a sweetheart neckline that she had clearly negotiated with herself about and decided was within acceptable limits. Her gele was a deep rust that matched the undertones in the lace perfectly, and she moved with the ease of a woman who knows she looks exceptional and considers it simply an accurate assessment of the situation.

‘You look like a sunset,’ Manar said.

‘I look like a woman who spent two hours on this gele and intends to be appreciated for it.’ She set down her bag and turned her full attention to Manar. ‘Let me see what you’ve chosen.’

Manar stepped back from the mirror.

The emerald green HKG guipure lace had been in her wardrobe for eight months, bought on impulse at a fabric market in Lagos before the world rearranged itself. The lace was heavy and architectural, the appliqué flowers scattered across it with the kind of deliberate placement that looked effortless and wasn’t. The blouse was fitted, long-sleeved, with a modest neckline, and the skirt followed her shape exactly the way a well-cut skirt does on a woman who has always had shape to follow, even when the years and the marriage and the slow erosion of herself had made her forget it.

Bahar looked at her for a long moment.

‘Masha Allah,’ she said, quietly and with complete sincerity. ‘Masha Allah, Manar.’

Manar looked at herself in the mirror. The green was doing something to her face—waking it up, pulling something forward that had been retreating for a long time. She looked like a woman with a present tense.

‘The gele,’ Bahar said, already reaching for the fabric. ‘Sit down. I’m doing this myself.’

She sat. Bahar worked with focused efficiency, pinning and folding with the confidence of twenty years of friendship and a genuine talent for this specific art. The children moved around them—Bilal delivering a serious report about something he had read, Nadia orbiting them with the particular energy of a five-year-old who understood that something important was happening and wanted to be adjacent to it, the twins engaged in something in another room that involved periodic thumping and no apparent distress.

‘She’ll be there,’ Bahar said, into the mirror, when the gele was almost done.

Manar met her eyes in the reflection. ‘Who?’

Bahar gave her the look she reserved for sentences that didn’t deserve a response. ‘Raba.

The Daura family and her people have been connected for years. She’ll be there and she’ll be dressed like she’s the one getting married and she’ll say exactly the right thing in exactly the wrong tone and I want you to be prepared.’

‘I’m prepared.’

‘You say that now.’

‘Bahar. I have been dealing with women like Raba since I was twenty-one years old. I am prepared.’

Bahar pressed the last pin into place. She looked at Manar in the mirror—the emerald, the gele, the particular composure that Manar wore the way other women wore perfume—and something in her expression went from sharp to soft for just a moment.

‘You look like yourself,’ she said. ‘The real one.’ Manar looked at herself in the mirror.

‘Toh,’ she said quietly—alright then. ‘Let’s go.’

II. MANAR—THE WEDDING

The Daura compound had been transformed for the occasion in the way that only old Kaduna money could manage—not loud, not excessive, but layered. Cream and gold everywhere, the kind of tasteful that required significant resources to achieve and made it look as though no resources had been required at all. The women’s section was a separate marquee connected to the main hall by a corridor of draped white fabric, and inside it the air was thick with expensive perfume and the particular combination of mutual assessment and genuine celebration that was the texture of a society wedding.

Manar and Bahar moved through it together, and the room felt it.

Not dramatically. Not in the way of an entrance designed to be felt. But the emerald and the burnt orange side by side had a quality of effortlessness that drew the eye without demanding it, and Manar had forgotten, somewhere in the twelve years of a marriage that had made her smaller, that she had always been the kind of woman rooms noticed.

She greeted women she had not seen in months.

Some embraced her.

Some simply moved aside to make room.

Rooms remembered before people admitted they did.

She greeted the women she knew with warmth, accepted the genuine pleasure of those who were glad to see her returned to the world, and received the cooler politeness of those who were filing her presence away for other purposes with equal grace. She found a table she liked—close enough to the centre to be visible, far enough from the entrance not to be conspicuous—and settled into the quiet mode of a woman who is watching a room without appearing to watch it.

Bahar provided a running commentary under her breath that was equal parts intelligence briefing and entertainment.

It was forty minutes before Raba arrived.

Bahar saw her first.

‘Rose gold,’ she murmured.

Manar looked up.

Raba entered exactly as everyone else had entered— through the main entrance, greeting women as she went, pausing where etiquette required, laughing once at something an older auntie said.

She did not look toward Manar.

Not yet.

She moved slowly through the marquee, stopping often enough that the journey appeared accidental.

It wasn’t.

Only after she had been seen by nearly everyone else did she turn toward their table.

She came in through the main entrance—the same entrance everyone used—in a rose gold Ultra Premium Vlisco that had clearly been acquired recently and specifically. The fabric was bold and architectural, its large circular appliqué motifs moving with her as she walked, the kind of statement lace that announced itself before the woman wearing it had crossed the room. Her skirt was full and dramatic. Her gele was immaculate. Her jewellery was significant without being excessive, and she wore all of it with the ease of a woman who had spent her entire life being looked at and had long since made her peace with it.

She was, objectively, magnificent.

Magnificence was not the point. Being seen was.

Manar’s emerald required nothing of her. It simply was. The Vlisco was performing. These were different things, and in a room full of women who understood fabric and intention, the difference was perceptible.

Bahar leaned in. ‘Gata cen—’ she murmured—that’s her. ‘Rose gold. Bold circles. Full production.’

‘I see her.’

‘She’s seen us too. She’s pretending she hasn’t.’

‘I know.’

‘She’s coming over.’

‘I know, Bahar.’

Raba made her way through the room with the precision of someone who knew exactly where she was going and wanted everyone to observe the journey. She stopped at the right tables, said the right things to the right people, and arrived at Manar’s table with a smile that had been assembled several steps back.

III. RABA—THE TABLE

She had known Manar Karim for twenty years in the way that women in the same social world know each other— through proximity, through mutual connections, through the particular geography of events that put the same people in the same rooms across decades.

She had known about Mo and Manar for twenty years in the way that a woman knows about a threat that has never declared itself and is therefore impossible to address directly. You cannot confront a ghost. You cannot argue with someone’s history. You can only be present, and be better, and be the one who stayed.

She had stayed. And then she hadn’t, because staying had become a different kind of disappearing.

The divorce had been Mo’s decision. He had said the words with the particular quietness of a man who has made up his mind some time ago and is only now saying the thing out loud—saki ɗaya—one pronouncement, clean and final and leaving the door open in a way that she held onto because she had to hold onto something.

He had not come back.

He had, from everything she could gather through the careful network of people who told her things because they understood what she needed to know, been visiting the Karim household.

She had known Manar Karim for twenty years.

She had known about Mo and Manar for almost as long.

Not because anyone had told her.

Because some histories announced themselves without ever becoming public.

You could not compete with twenty years of unfinished possibility.

You could only become indispensable.

She had tried.

For years she had mistaken endurance for love.

By the time she understood the difference, the marriage had already become a room with no windows.

The divorce had been Mo’s decision.

Quiet.

Final.

Without spectacle.

He had not returned.

Now people were saying he had been visiting the Karim household.

People always told her things eventually.

She had learned to listen without appearing to.

So she accepted the invitation.

She dressed precisely.

Not for the bride.

For the room.

‘Manar.’ She pulled her into a warm hug—genuine, the kind that lasts a beat longer than necessary. ‘Wallahi, it’s so good to see you out. You look wonderful. The green is beautiful on you, masha Allah.’

‘Masha Allah,’ Manar said. ‘You look stunning, Raba. That Vlisco is exceptional.’

‘Thank you, thank you—it just arrived from Abuja.’ She sat, in the manner of someone for whom sitting without invitation is simply efficiency. ‘How are the children? Four of them, masha Allah. That’s a full house. You must have your hands full.’

‘Alhamdulillah. They keep me busy.’

‘And how are you managing? Truly.’ She leaned forward slightly, and the concern on her face was not entirely manufactured—this was also the complicated thing. ‘We all worried about you, after everything. Rafi was—’ a pause, in the manner of someone choosing a word carefully, ‘—he was a complicated man. But the loss is still a loss. Rahimahullah.’

‘Rahimahullah,’ Manar said.

Bahar, beside her, had gone very still in the way she went still when she was committing something to memory for comprehensive analysis on the drive home.

Raba stayed twelve minutes. She said nothing untrue. She said nothing that could be reported as unkind. She said exactly the kind of thing that lands differently on the person it is aimed at than it appears to land to anyone listening—and she said it all with the composed warmth of a woman who had spent twenty years perfecting the precise calibration of every word she chose.

She left with grace and the scent of something expensive.

Manar watched her go.

IV. MANAR—AFTER

‘He was a complicated man,’ Bahar said, on the drive home.

She said it in the tone of a woman reading aloud from a document she finds deeply offensive. ‘Complicated. She said complicated like she was being generous. Like she was doing you a favour by stopping at complicated.’

‘She was being precise,’ Manar said. ‘That’s what makes her effective. Nothing she said was wrong.’

‘It was all wrong.’

‘Technically it wasn’t. That’s the point.’ Manar looked out of the window at the evening city—the lights coming on, the traffic thinning, Kaduna settling into its night version of itself. ‘She wanted me to know that she knows about Mo’s visits. That’s what the entire twelve minutes was. The rest was decoration.’

Bahar was quiet for a moment. Then: ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Manar—’

‘There is nothing to do. We have done nothing wrong. Mo visited my home correctly, with my brother present. There is nothing in that for anyone to use.’ She paused. ‘She knows this. That’s why she’s working with implication instead of fact. Implication is all she has right now.’

‘Implication in this city is enough.’

‘I know.’ Manar turned from the window. ‘I know, Bahar.’

They drove in silence for a while. Outside, the city went past—bright and indifferent, full of people with their own complications, their own twelve-minute conversations doing work that would take weeks to fully land.

‘She looked at you,’ Bahar said eventually, ‘like she’s been looking at you since you were twenty-one years old.’ ‘I know that too.’

‘She is not going to stop.’

‘No.’ Manar settled back into her seat. ‘She’s not.’ A pause, quiet and certain. ‘But neither am I.’

Bahar looked at her.

The streetlights moved across Manar’s face in intervals—light, shadow, light—and in the light she looked like a woman who had made a decision, or was very close to one, and had stopped being afraid of what the decision would cost.

‘Ki yi hakuri,’ Bahar said softly—be patient. Not as a warning. As an acknowledgment. Of everything that was coming, and everything that would need to be endured before it resolved into something worth having.

Manar nodded once.

She looked back out of the window and let herself want what she wanted without punishing herself for wanting it.

It was a small thing.

It was the biggest thing she had done in years.

V. MANAR—LATER THAT NIGHT

She rearranged two things when she got home.

Just two—the cushions on the sofa in the sitting room, moved for no reason except that her hands needed something to do while her mind worked through what the evening had been. Bilal was asleep. Nadia was asleep mid-sentence as always. The twins were a tangle of limbs in their shared bed, entirely at peace with the world in the way of small children who have not yet been introduced to its complications.

She stood in the sitting room in her emerald skirt and blouse and looked at what the room had become since she started moving things—lighter, more hers, the grammar of it shifted toward a woman living her own life rather than the backdrop of someone else’s.

Before she left the car, Bahar had already posted.

Three clips on Snapchat—the marquee, the food, a close shot of the two of them that she had taken at arm’s length somewhere between the main course and the cutting of the cake, Manar laughing at something off-camera, the emerald catching the light in a way that was almost unreasonable. Then Instagram stories: one of the decorated hall, one of their table, and the same photograph again—Manar in the emerald, Bahar in the burnt orange, the two of them looking like something a person might stop scrolling for.

Manar had seen her posting and said nothing, because Bahar posted everything and there was no world in which she was going to stop.

She changed out of the emerald. She checked on the children. She made herself a small cup of Milo she did not finish and sat on the sofa in the quiet of the house and let the evening settle around her.

Her phone buzzed at ten forty-seven.

She looked at the screen.

VI. MO

Safiya looked up from the sofa.

‘You’ve typed that three times.’

‘I’ve typed nothing three times.’

‘You’ve deleted it three times.’

Mo looked at the screen.

She was right.

‘I don’t want the message to sound—’

He searched for the word.

‘Calculated.’

Safiya smiled.

‘So don’t calculate it.’

He almost laughed.

‘If only life were that simple.’

‘It usually is,’ she said.

‘It’s people who complicate it.’

She returned to her book.

He looked at the blank message again.

He typed:

I hope you enjoyed—

Deleted it.

Typed again.

Deleted it.

Finally:

Safiya wants to know if Nadia would like to visit sometime. She says she has a doll with no name—

He read it once.

Sent it before he could improve it into something worse.

She sat very still.

Then she read it again.

She looked at the message again.

Safiya wants to know if Nadia would like to visit sometime.

She smiled despite herself.

Bahar.

Of course.

She could picture her now, angling the phone toward them with complete innocence and absolutely no innocence at all.

The photograph.

The stories.

The emerald.

She had been in his evening somewhere.

Bahar’s Instagram. Of course.

She should have known. She had known, somewhere below the knowing, the moment Bahar angled the camera.

She typed back slowly, and with great composure.

Nadia would like nothing more. She has very strong opinions about names. Consider Safiya warned.

She put the phone down. She sat on the sofa among the rearranged cushions. Outside, the neem tree moved in some small wind that had arrived from nowhere, rustling once and then going still.

She was smiling.

She didn’t rein it in.




Chapter Six

Safiya’s Decision

I. SAFIYA—BEFORE THEY LEFT

Safiya had grown up believing there was a woman whose name was never spoken.

She didn’t discover the name until after the divorce.

Manar.

Before that—across her entire childhood and adolescence—she had known only that her parents’ marriage was a war conducted mostly in private, with occasional eruptions that she had learned to read the weather signs of early enough to remove herself from the vicinity. Her mother was not a cruel woman in the simple sense. She was a complicated one—capable of great warmth when the warmth served her, capable of precision when it didn’t, and possessed of the specific restlessness of a woman who had wanted something from her marriage that the marriage was not giving her and had decided that this was someone’s fault.

That someone, Safiya had understood from approximately age twelve, was her father.

Not because he had done anything she could name. He had been present, patient, consistent—the kind of father who showed up and stayed and did not make his difficulties his children’s problem. But her mother had a way of finding his edges, of pressing exactly the places that made him go quiet, of constructing arguments that could not be won because they were not really about what they were ostensibly about.

They would begin over something ordinary—a decision, a schedule, a social obligation—and then her mother would say something that changed the temperature of the room entirely. Something about how he had never really chosen her. How she had always been his second choice. How there was someone else he would rather have married and they both knew it and she was tired of pretending otherwise.

Safiya had never heard a name in these moments.

Her father never responded to this familiar provocation with words. He would go very still—the specific stillness she had catalogued across years of watching him manage himself—and then he would leave the room. This was, she understood now, the most self-controlled thing a man could do when someone was trying to make him into something he was not.

He had stayed for years.

He had stayed through the fights and the accusations and the particular cruelty of a woman who knew exactly which thing to say to make a composed man feel small. He had stayed because Safiya was there and because he took his responsibilities seriously and because leaving was not a thing he did easily or quickly.

When he finally left, it was not dramatic.

It was quiet—the way the end of things is quiet when the decision has been made long before the words are said. He had said the words. He had been kind about it, which her mother had found infuriating, which Safiya had found entirely characteristic.

She had watched her mother after the divorce with the complicated attention of a daughter who loves someone and cannot reach them. Raba had not fallen apart—she was not the falling apart kind. She had reorganised. She had recalibrated. She had, as far as Safiya could observe, decided that the divorce was not the end of something but the beginning of a different strategy.

This had worried Safiya more than grief would have.

It was only after he began visiting the Karim household—after she watched him come home

from those visits with a different quality of stillness, the settled kind rather than the managed kind—that she had understood what her mother’s arguments had always been about.

The name she had never heard in those fights.

Manar.

She had not said anything to her mother. She would not say anything to her mother. She had made a private decision instead.

Whatever this was, she was not going to be the thing that stood in its way.

So when her father showed her a text from Manar— Nadia would like nothing more. She has very strong opinions about names. Consider Safiya warned—she laughed. Genuinely and without complication.

‘She’s funny,’ she said.

Her father looked at his phone screen with the expression of a man trying very hard not to look like someone who had just been told something he already knew.

‘The visit,’ Safiya said. ‘When are we going?’

II. MO—DRIVING IN

The gate to the Karim compound opened as he slowed the car—someone had been watching for them, which was the second time this had happened and which told him the same thing it had told him the first time.

He pulled into the driveway and parked in the space beside the main building. The compound was generous in the way of houses in this part of Kaduna—high walls enclosing more than the street suggested, a paved driveway wide enough for two cars, the garden visible beyond the side of the house where the neem tree cleared the roofline. Someone had recently swept the entrance— the tiles were clean, the potted plants by the steps watered, the whole space carrying the quiet order of a household that was finding its footing again. Safiya was out of the car before he had turned off the engine.

‘Ina wuni,’ she said to the houseboy who came to meet them—good afternoon—with the ease of someone for whom courtesy was not a performance.

Mo followed at his own pace.

III. MANAR—THE COMPOUND

She heard the car before she saw it.

She was in the sitting room, having rearranged nothing in the past hour, which was notable. The twins were in the garden under Bahar’s enthusiastic supervision —Bahar had arrived at ten that morning without being asked, which was her way of saying she intended to be present for this regardless of invitation, and Manar had decided not to argue. Bilal was reading in his corner. Nadia was in her room conducting what appeared to be a preparatory ceremony for the doll she had been waiting all week to introduce to someone worthy.

She heard the gate, the engine, the sound of a car moving through a compound with intention.

She did not go to the window.

She sat on the sofa in a deep blue kaftan—not the amber dress, not the emerald, something quieter for a weekday afternoon—and she breathed in the way she breathed when she was telling herself to be calm and was mostly succeeding.

She smoothed her hijab.

Not because it needed smoothing.

Because thresholds deserved respect.

Then she stepped inside.

The houseboy brought them through.

Safiya came in first.

Manar had not fully prepared for Safiya.

She had prepared for the father.

Not the daughter.

Children rearranged plans simply by existing.

She had prepared for Mo—had built, in her mind, a version of the afternoon that was managed and warm and appropriately measured. She had not adequately prepared for a seventeen-year-old who walked into a room with the manner of someone who has already decided she is comfortable here and is simply confirming it. Tall like her father, her mother’s cheekbones, with eyes that did the same thing Mo’s eyes did—looking at you rather than near you, taking in what was actually there rather than what was expected.

‘Ina wuni, Aunty Manar,’ Safiya said. She hugged her with a warmth that was not performed, not careful, not the warmth of a teenager doing what she had been instructed to do. Just—warmth. Uncomplicated and genuine.

Manar received it and felt something loosen in her chest that she hadn’t known was held.

Mo came in behind his daughter and they greeted each other in the way they had been greeting each other across these visits—correctly, warmly, with the particular awareness of two people who are managing something large by treating it as small.

He sat in the chair across from her. She was on the sofa.

Close enough that conversation was easy. Far enough that it was entirely proper.

IV. SAFIYA—THE HOUSE

She catalogued the room from the moment she walked in.

Not with suspicion—with the attention of someone who understood that houses told you things about the people living in them that the people themselves would never say directly. This house was in the middle of something. A room recently rearranged and not yet settled into its new arrangement. A space above the fireplace where something had been removed and not replaced. A chair against the wall that sat like it had been placed there deliberately rather than always having been there.

A woman reclaiming a space. She recognised it because she had watched her father do the same thing to their house in the months after the divorce—methodically, moving things until the rooms felt honest again.

She liked it. She liked what it said about the woman who lived here.

Nadia appeared from the corridor with the timing of a child who had been waiting behind a doorway for the correct dramatic moment.

She was small and imperious in a yellow dress, a doll held against her chest with the care of someone transporting something irreplaceable. She looked at Safiya with the direct assessment of a five-year-old who has not yet learned to pretend she is not assessing you. ‘Are you Safiya?’ she asked.

‘I am.’

‘Do you actually have a doll with no name?’

‘I do. She finds it very undignified.’

Nadia considered this with great seriousness. ‘That’s not good,’ she said. ‘Everyone needs a name.’

‘That’s exactly what I told her. She’s been waiting for the right person.’

Nadia looked at the doll in her own arms. Then at Safiya. The calculation was visible and thorough.

‘Come,’ she said, with the authority of someone who has made a decision and sees no reason to delay it. ‘I’ll show you my room.’

Safiya followed, throwing a look over her shoulder at her father as she went—and in the look was everything she would not say in this room, on this afternoon. The look of a daughter who has watched her father be careful for a very long time and is glad, finally, to see him somewhere he does not have to be.

V. MO & MANAR—THE SITTING ROOM

The house settled around them.

From Nadia’s room came the sound of a negotiation in progress—Safiya’s voice, patient and amused, and Nadia’s, authoritative and thorough. The twins had come in from the garden and been redirected to the kitchen by Bahar with the brisk efficiency of someone who understood exactly what the sitting room needed to be right now. Bilal had looked up from his book when Mo arrived, assessed him with the careful attention he brought to everything, and returned to his page—then, quietly, relocated himself to the garden.

Manar had not orchestrated any of this.

She noted it anyway.

They sat—him in the chair, her on the sofa, the space between them charged as always—and spoke in the way they had been learning to speak across these visits. About real things. Without urgency. Following whatever thread the room offered.

A tray had been set on the side table before they arrived—two tall glasses of zobo, deep burgundy and cold, with a small plate of chin-chin beside it. For the children, Manar had made popsicles from kunun aya—the tiger nut milk frozen into moulds overnight, pale and sweet—and they sat in a small bowl of ice on the kitchen counter waiting to be claimed.

Safiya had noticed them on the way through and said nothing, but the noticing was visible.

She asked about his work.

He told her about the infrastructure project his company was developing in the east—the complications of building in a region where the politics of land never simplified—and he spoke about it with the focused attention of a man who did not bother pretending interest in things he wasn’t interested in and was therefore genuinely worth listening to on the things he chose.

She listened. She asked the kind of questions that told him she had been following rather than waiting for her turn.

‘You know this sector,’ he said.

‘My father had interests in it before he died. I grew up listening to those conversations.’ She paused. ‘I used to think I’d go into it myself. Before—’ she stopped. Not with pain exactly. With the brevity of someone editing a longer sentence into its shortest honest form.

‘Before life rearranged itself,’ he said.

‘Yes. Before that.’

A small silence that was not uncomfortable.

‘You still could,’ he said. Not as encouragement, not as a project. Just—a fact, stated by someone who had looked at her and seen something she had stopped seeing in herself.

She looked at her hands. ‘Maybe,’ she said.

He left it where it landed.

Neither spoke.

Outside, somewhere beyond the sitting room, one of the twins laughed at something only another three-year-old could possibly understand.

The house settled again.

Then—

‘Hadiza Salamatu the Third!’

The entire house heard it.

From Nadia’s room, a shout of triumph. The doll had been named. The name, delivered at volume for the benefit of the entire house, was Hadiza Salamatu the Third—which suggested that Safiya and Nadia together had been having a very good time in there.

The sound of it filled the sitting room and Manar laughed—the sudden, unguarded kind, the one that came from nowhere.

She didn’t rein it back in.

Mo looked at her.

He said nothing. But something in his face went quiet in the way that meant the opposite of quiet.

He reached for his zobo at the same moment she reached to refill it, and their fingers met briefly on the glass—an accident of timing, nothing more, the kind of touch that happens a hundred times a day between people who are not paying attention to each other.

Neither moved immediately.

Then she withdrew her hand.

He lifted the glass.

He looked at his zobo.

VI. SAFIYA—LEAVING

The visit lasted two hours.

On the way out, Bilal materialised from the garden with the timing of a child who had been tracking the situation and decided the departure required his presence. He shook Mo’s hand with the gravity of an eight-year-old who had concluded this was the correct thing to do, then looked at Safiya.

‘Did you name the doll?’ he asked.

‘Hadiza Salamatu the Third,’ Safiya said.

He considered this. ‘Why the Third?’

‘Because Nadia felt there should have been two before her.’

Bilal absorbed this with the seriousness it apparently deserved. ‘That’s logical,’ he said, and went back inside.

Safiya kept her face completely neutral and followed her father to the car.

Mo said his goodbyes correctly—warm, unhurried, without manufacturing a reason to linger. Manar stood at the top of the entrance steps while the houseboy opened the gate, Nadia pressed against her side holding Hadiza Salamatu the Third and looking bereft in the exact way of a five-year-old whose afternoon companion has just left.

Safiya got into the car.

Through the windscreen, at the top of the steps, she watched Manar say something to Nadia that made the small girl laugh and press her face into her mother’s side. She watched the way Manar’s hand went to her daughter’s head—automatic, unhesitating, the gesture of a woman for whom this was the most natural thing in the world.

Her father started the engine.

He said nothing for the first few minutes of the drive. Safiya did not fill the silence. She had learned, growing up in his house, that his silences were not empty—they were where he did his thinking, and interrupting them was like switching off a light while someone was reading.

She waited.

‘Well?’ he said eventually.

‘Well what?’

He gave her the look.

She kept her face very neutral. ‘She seems fine. Very composed. Nice house. Good children.’

‘Hadiza Salamatu the Third is an excellent name.’

Mo said nothing.

Safiya looked out of the window at the city going past —the late afternoon light flattening the colours of the streets, the traffic beginning to thicken, Kaduna doing what it always did at this hour.

‘Baba,’ she said, after a moment. Her voice had shifted—the lightness set aside, something quieter underneath. ‘She laughed. The real kind.’

‘I think you should not waste time.’

The car was quiet.

‘Baba.’

‘Mm?’

‘I’ve never seen you come home lighter.’

He didn’t answer.

After a while he said, ‘In sha Allah.’

Safiya looked out at the city.

She smiled to herself.

Some prayers, she thought, had already begun before anyone realised they were making them.

Safiya looked out of the window and said nothing further.

She had said enough.




Chapter Seven

The Uncle Watches

I. MANAR—THE TEXT

She was in the kitchen when her phone lit up.

It was a Tuesday morning, ordinary in every way— the twins were eating with the focused chaos of two three-year-olds who had opinions about everything on the plate, Nadia was negotiating the terms of what Hadiza Salamatu the Third would be wearing that day, Bilal had already finished breakfast and relocated to his corner with a book. Manar was standing at the counter with a cup of Milo she had made and not yet touched, running through the day in her mind—the errands, the children’s schedules, the quiet administrative work of a life being reassembled from its parts.

Her phone lit up.

She looked at the screen.

You’re almost mine…

She stood very still.

Then she read it again.

Moaaz Riyad—forty-two years old, composed in every room he had ever entered in her presence, a man who chose his words with the care of someone who understood that words were not casual—had sent her a winking emoji at eight-seventeen in the morning on a Tuesday.

She put the phone face down on the counter.

She picked it up again.

She put it back down.

‘Ammi,’ Nadia said, from the table. ‘Hadiza says she wants to wear the pink today.’

‘Then let her wear the pink,’ Manar said, in a voice that was entirely normal and gave nothing away.

She picked up her Milo. She drank it. She looked at the window, where the morning light was coming in at the angle it always came in at this time of day, and she allowed herself, very briefly and entirely privately, to smile in a way that had nothing composed about it at all.

The tambaya had happened two weeks earlier.

The goro had been presented.

The men had spoken.

She had spent the afternoon reorganising the same towels while pretending not to wait.

The gaisuwa had followed three days later—Abi’s formal response, the acceptance communicated, the beginning of the sadaki conversation. She had been told by Majid, who had been present, who had called her afterward and said simply: ‘Abun yayi kyau—it went well,’ and then asked about the children as though the most significant thing that had happened in her life in twenty years was a footnote.

And now this.

You’re almost mine…

She picked up her phone. She typed back slowly, with great dignity.

Almost.

She put the phone in her pocket and went to help Nadia dress Hadiza Salamatu the Third in the pink.

II. AMBASSADOR RUFA’I—THE MEETING WITH MO

He had asked to see the young man alone.

This was not standard. The tambaya had been done— Alhaji Dauda Riyad was a man he had known for thirty years, serious and reliable, and the delegation had been appropriate in every respect. The gaisuwa had proceeded without complication. Rufa’i had communicated his acceptance through the correct channels and with the correct warmth.

But he was Manar’s wali. He was the man who would stand beside her at the nikah and give her hand in the eyes of God and the witnesses assembled, and he did not intend to do that for a man he had only assessed through observation and reputation. He wanted to sit across from Moaaz Riyad in a room with no delegation and no performance and look at him directly.

He had sent word through Alhaji Dauda. A request— not a summons, though the distinction was perhaps finer than it appeared.

Moaaz Riyad arrived on time. Earlier than on time, actually—the aide had mentioned the car was in the driveway seven minutes before the appointed hour, which told Rufa’i something. He had made the young man wait the full seven minutes, which told Moaaz something in return.

He came in the way a man comes into a room when he has decided not to be intimidated—not aggressively, not performing ease, but simply present. He was dressed simply for a man of his means: a well-cut kaftan, no excess. He greeted the ambassador with the correct respect—not obsequious, not casual. The handshake was firm. The eye contact was direct.

Rufa’i gestured to the chair.

They sat.

The aide brought the tamarind drink, poured and withdrew. Rufa’i noted that his guest poured for him first.

He filed this away.

They spoke for an hour.

He adjusted the cuff of his kaftan.

Rufa’i asked about his father—Alhaji Jafar Riyad, a man the ambassador knew well enough to have opinions about. He asked about the business—not the broad strokes available to anyone who read the financial pages, but the specific decisions, the reasoning behind them, the places where Moaaz had disagreed with his father’s methods and what he had done about it. He asked about Safiya—about the divorce, about what had gone wrong, about what Moaaz believed his own failures had been in the marriage. He asked this last question without softening it, and he watched what the young man did with it.

Moaaz did not deflect. He did not blame Raba, though Rufa’i suspected there was significant blame available. He said: ‘I waited too long to leave a situation that was damaging everyone inside it, including my daughter. I told myself it was patience. It was avoidance. I won’t make that mistake again.’ Rufa’i was quiet for a moment.

Then he asked about Manar.

Not about his intentions—those had been stated through the correct channels. He asked about what Moaaz understood of what she had been through. What he knew of Rafi. What he believed she needed and what he was prepared to give.

Moaaz answered this carefully and without romanticising it. He said: ‘She needs someone who will not require her to be smaller than she is. I have never wanted her to be smaller than she is. I have been watching her be made smaller for twelve years and I intend to spend whatever time she gives me making room for her to be exactly what she is—and if she grows beyond what I imagined, then I will make more room.’ The room was quiet.

Outside, the bougainvillea moved against the wall in the afternoon heat.

Rufa’i picked up his tamarind glass. He drank. He set it down.

‘You may proceed,’ he said.

It was not a long sentence. It did not need to be.

III. MANAR—THE DRIVE TO ABI

Three days after the text, Abi called.

His aide called, specifically—the ambassador himself did not make preliminary calls. A message: His Excellency would like to see you at your earliest convenience. He asks if Saturday morning is suitable. It was always suitable. That was also not quite a question. She had told Bahar she was going.

Bahar had said: ‘Allah Ya kiyaye—God protect you. He knows everything, that man. He always has.’

Manar had not disagreed.

The drive was ten minutes without traffic and twenty with it. Today the traffic had opinions. She sat in the back of the car with her hands in her lap and her mind doing what it always did when she was going somewhere that required her to be completely herself—running through what she knew, what she didn’t know, what she suspected, and what she intended to say versus what she would actually say when she got there. These were often different things with Rufa’i Karim. He had a way of rearranging conversations from the inside. She had known this since she was a child doing homework in his study while he received visitors, and knowing it had never made her immune to it.

IV. MANAR—THE HOUSE

Ambassador Rufa’i Karim’s compound was the kind of place that had absorbed decades of significance and wore it without effort.

The house was older than most of the buildings around it—a long, low structure of pale painted brick set back from a wide driveway, with a garden that had been tended by the same gardener for twenty-two years and showed it. Bougainvillea climbed the left wall in a colour between pink and red that Manar had been looking at since childhood without ever finding the exact word for it. The receiving room where he met family was formal without being cold—old leather chairs, a large desk he never sat behind when receiving family, shelves of books and framed photographs and the unmistakable objects that accumulate in the house of a man who has represented his country in six capitals and kept something from each.

Her uncle was already seated.

Ambassador Rufa’i Karim was sixty-eight years old and had the bearing of a man who had spent forty years in rooms where bearing was a form of currency. He was not tall but he occupied space with the authority of someone who had long since stopped needing height to do it. His kaftan today was a deep navy, his cap perfectly set, his hands folded in his lap with the stillness of a man who was never fidgeting toward the next thing because he was always entirely in the present one.

‘Manar,’ he said.

‘Barka da wuni, Abi,’ she said—good afternoon, uncle. She hugged him the way she always did, brief and genuine, and sat in the chair across from him.

A pitcher of tamarind drink sat on the side table, deep amber in colour, sprigs of fresh mint floating at the surface. Beside it, a plate of alkaki and a small dish of nakiya—the ground rice cakes with their warm cardamom notes, dusted lightly with sugar. She leaned forward and poured for him first, then for herself, and set the pitcher back down.

Her uncle looked at her with the expression she had been trying to read accurately since she was seven years old.

‘You look better,’ he said.

‘Alhamdulillah.’

‘The colour helps.’ He said it without elaboration, which was its own elaboration.

She sipped her tamarind drink and said nothing and waited, because with Rufa’i Karim the conversation always went to where he intended it to go and the only variable was how long the approach took.

V. MANAR—THE CONVERSATION

They spoke about several things before they spoke about the thing.

Her uncle asked about the children—by name and detail, the way he always did, because Rufa’i Karim did not ask about children in general. He asked about Bilal’s reading and Nadia’s dolls and the twins’ current phase and expected actual answers. She gave him one. He listened with the attention he gave everything and nodded at certain points with the small, particular nod that meant he was filing something away.

He asked about the house. She told him she had been reorganising.

‘Good,’ he said, in the same tone Majid had used. She noticed this.

He asked about Shukra, who had gone back to Abuja. He asked about Aman, who was in Lagos. He asked about Fina, who was in Ghana being Fina.

‘She calls too much,’ Manar said.

‘She calls the right amount,’ her uncle said. ‘She is worried about you and calling is what she can do from there. Let her do it.’

Manar looked at him. ‘Abi, you speak with Rafina often?’

‘Sometimes.’ He said it with the serenity of a man who considered his communication habits entirely his own business. ‘She is sensible. She sees things clearly.’

Manar made a note to discuss this with Fina at the earliest opportunity and then put it aside, because her uncle was looking at her in the way that meant the conversation was about to become the actual conversation.

‘I met with Moaaz Riyad,’ he said.

‘I know. He said he would come.’

Her uncle absorbed this. ‘What did you think of that?’

‘I thought it was the correct thing to do.’

‘It was. He came alone. A man who comes alone when he does not have to is a man who has nothing to arrange before being seen.’ He was quiet for a moment in the way of someone deciding how much to give. ‘I asked him difficult questions, Manar. He answered them honestly, including the ones about his own failures. That is not a small thing.’ Another pause. ‘I asked him about you specifically.’

She kept her hands still in her lap. ‘What did he say?’

Her uncle looked at her steadily. ‘He said he has never wanted you to be smaller than you are.’

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

Outside, the bougainvillea moved against the wall. From somewhere in the house came the distant sound of the household going about its day—the ordinary sounds of a life being lived at its normal volume, indifferent to the weight of what was sitting in this room.

‘Abi,’ she said. ‘What are you telling me?’

Her uncle looked at her with the expression that had always, since she was small, made her feel he was seeing several versions of her simultaneously—the child she had been, the woman she was, the woman he believed she was capable of becoming.

‘I am telling you,’ he said, ‘that I have given this matter my full attention and I am satisfied with what I have found. I am also telling you that when you are ready —and only when you are ready, Manar, not before—the path is clear.’ He reached forward and set his tamarind glass down with the deliberateness of a man punctuating a sentence. I am also telling you that your history is not the same thing as your judgment. Do not let one stand in for the other. Do you understand me?’

She looked at her hands. The table between them. The nakiya on the plate — neither of them had touched it.

‘I understand you,’ she said.

‘Good.’ He sat back. ‘Now eat something. You’re thinner than you should be.’

VI. MANAR—AFTER

She sat in the car on the drive home and let the city go past without watching it.

Her uncle had said, in the particular language he used for things he considered settled: the path is clear. From Rufa’i Karim, who had spent four decades navigating rooms where the stakes were considerably higher than a remarriage in Kaduna, this was not a small thing.

This was everything, said in four words.

She called Fina.

‘Ya de?’ Fina said, picking up on the first ring.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Manar said. ‘You speak to Abi regularly and didn’t think to tell me.’

‘He called me first.’

‘Fina.’

‘I cannot control who calls me, Manar. I am simply a woman in Ghana trying to live her life.’ Her voice had the tone it got when she was being deliberately innocent about something. Then, softer: ‘How did it go?’

Manar looked out the window at the city—the roadside sellers, the afternoon light she had known her whole life, Kaduna doing what it always did at this hour, indifferent and familiar and entirely home.

‘He said the path is clear,’ she said.

Fina was quiet for a moment that had weight.

Then: ‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said. Simply. Meaning it completely.

‘He also said my history is not the same thing as my judgment.’

‘He’s right.’ A beat. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I don’t know,’ Manar said. ‘I think I might be getting there.’

They stayed on the phone without speaking for a little while, the way sisters do when the important things have been said and what is needed now is simply the company.

The car turned into her street.

The gate opened before the driver reached it.

Someone had been watching for her.

She smiled.

Then she realised she had started recognising home again.




Chapter Eight

Cousin Ruqayya’s Wedding

I. BAHAR—ARRIVING BEFORE HIM

Bahar had been in the house since ten.

This was not unusual. What was unusual was the texture of her presence that morning—the way she had arranged herself in the sitting room with her phone and her zobo and a plate of chin-chin she was not eating, in the manner of a woman who had somewhere else to be and had decided not to be there. She had told Manar she was staying because she wanted to spend time with the children. This was not entirely false. It was also not the reason.

The reason was that Moaaz Riyad was coming at eleven and Bahar had made certain calculations.

She had watched this man across six visits now— watched him arrive composed and leave composed and spend everything in between managing himself with the discipline of someone who had been waiting a long time and intended to wait correctly. She had watched Manar do the same thing from the other side of the room. She had watched them speak about ordinary things in the particular way that people speak about ordinary things when the extraordinary thing is sitting between them taking up all the air.

She had also watched him leave exactly when he should, every single time.

She was staying because someone needed to be in that room who was not performing anything, and that someone was her.

Also because she fully intended to leave at the exact right moment, and leaving at the exact right moment required being present for the buildup.

She arranged her wrapper, ate a piece of chin-chin, and waited.

II. MANAR—BEFORE HE ARRIVED

She had changed twice.

The first outfit was too formal—it said she had tried, which she had, but she did not want the trying to be visible. The second was too casual—it said she had not tried, which was a different kind of dishonesty. The third, which she was now wearing, was a deep burgundy kaftan with embroidery at the collar that she had bought for herself three years ago in a moment of self-indulgence she had immediately felt guilty about and never worn. She wore it now. It fit more patiently than she had.

She came into the sitting room where Bahar was arranged on the sofa.

Bahar looked at her. Then at the kaftan. Then back at her.

‘You changed,’ she said.

‘I was warm.’

‘It’s twenty-three degrees in here.’

‘Bahar.’

‘You look exceptional,’ Bahar said, in the tone of a woman closing an argument. ‘Sit down. You’re going to wear a path in that floor.’

Manar sat. She did not fidget. She was not a woman who fidgeted. She simply sat with the characteristic stillness of someone whose mind was moving very fast in a very small circle.

The gate opened at five minutes to eleven.

III. MANAR—THE ROOM

He came in the way he always came in—ahead of the space he occupied, the room rearranging itself slightly around his arrival. He greeted Bahar with the warmth he always gave her, which was genuine and easy and the warmth of a man who understood that Bahar was not incidental to Manar but essential to her, and treating her as anything less would be a miscalculation.

Bahar received this with the composure of a woman filing it away for later analysis.

He sat. Manar sat across from him. Bahar settled on the sofa to the side—present, comfortable, entirely herself, with the relaxed authority of someone who had decided her position in this room and saw no reason to negotiate it.

The houseboy brought a tray—kunun aya in a tall pitcher, pale and cold, a plate of masa still warm from the kitchen, a small bowl of tamarind balls rolled in sugar. Manar poured for Mo first, then Bahar, then herself, with the unhurried ease of a woman in her own home.

She was aware of him watching her hands.

She set the pitcher down.

He looked away.

They talked—about Safiya, who had an examination coming that she was characteristically unbothered about. About Bilal, who had apparently sent Safiya a list of book recommendations via Nadia, which Safiya had found both charming and alarming. About Nadia, who had decided Hadiza Salamatu the Third needed a husband and was currently interviewing candidates from among Bilal’s old toys with the thoroughness of a woman who had learned from somewhere that these decisions required careful vetting.

‘She gets that from you,’ Bahar said to Manar.

‘She gets it from herself,’ Manar said.

‘Wallahi, she gets it from you,’ Bahar said pleasantly, and ate a piece of masa.

Mo was looking at Manar when she said it—she knew this without looking at him, which was the particular problem of the last several weeks, this knowledge of exactly where his eyes were at any given moment without needing to confirm it. She reached for a tamarind ball and focused on the plate.

The room felt different today from previous visits. Something had shifted since the tambaya, since the text, since the path being declared clear—something that both of them were managing carefully and that Bahar was observing with the focused attention of a field researcher who has finally reached the most interesting part of her data.

IV. BAHAR—WHAT SHE SAW

She saw everything.

She saw the way he looked at Manar when Manar was not looking at him—and it was the kind of looking that a woman of Bahar’s perceptiveness did not have a polite word for. It was not rude. It was not inappropriate. It was simply a man whose eyes had apparently decided that whatever they were supposed to be doing in this room, it was not that. It was this. Her. The burgundy kaftan and the way she poured the kunun aya and the sound of her voice when she said something dry and the way the corner of her mouth moved when she was amused and not ready to admit it.

Bahar had been present for many things in Manar’s life. She had been present for the early days with Rafi, when Manar had been—not happy, exactly, but willing. She had been present for the slow middle years, when willing had become something more effortful. She had been present for the end.

She had never seen anyone look at Manar the way this man was looking at her right now.

Her phone buzzed.

She looked at it. Then she looked at the two of them —Manar reaching for her kunun aya, Mo watching her do it with an expression he clearly believed was neutral and was not, in any register, neutral.

She stood up.

She took her phone.

Then, remembering she was allegedly taking a call, she looked at the screen.

V. MO & MANAR—ALONE

The room settled.

Not uncomfortably. Not with the weight of something forbidden—nothing was forbidden now, the path was clear, the tambaya had been done and accepted and the sadaki conversation had begun. But alone was different from not alone. Alone had a different quality of air.

He looked at her directly, which he had been not-quite-doing for the past hour.

She looked back, which she had been not-quite-doing for the same amount of time.

Neither of them said anything for a moment that was not long and was not short.

Then he said: ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘You can ask me anything,’ she said. She said it carefully, meaning it.

‘The wedding.’ He paused. ‘Ruqayya’s wedding. Cousin Ruqayya.’ He said it the way you say something you have been holding for a long time and have decided to set down—plainly, without ceremony. ‘Do you remember what I said to you? That last night, before—’ He stopped. Made a small sound that was almost a laugh. ‘Before I apparently lost my mind temporarily.’

Manar looked at him.

She remembered. She remembered the texture of that evening—the music from somewhere, the heat, the compound strung with lights, and herself in a gold and green aso-oke that she had known was the right choice from the moment she put it on. She had been twenty-one and she had known she was beautiful that night in the way you sometimes simply know, without vanity, as a plain fact about the evening.

She remembered every man at that wedding. She remembered Mo specifically—the way he had been watching her from across the compound for two hours before he finally navigated through the crowd to reach her, arriving with the energy of a man who had been arguing with himself the entire journey over. She had been glad to see him. She had been, she could admit this now in the privacy of her own chest, waiting for him to come to her.

And then he had opened his mouth.

‘You said,’ she said deliberately, ‘that I seemed to enjoy the attention.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That is the thing I said.’

‘It wasn’t a compliment.’

‘No. It was not.’ He looked at his kunun aya. ‘It was what comes out of a man’s mouth when he has been watching a woman be completely extraordinary for two hours and every other man in the compound has apparently also noticed and he has—’ He stopped again. Made the almost-laugh sound again. ‘Manar. I was twenty-one years old and you were the most beautiful woman I had ever been in a room with and I had been trying to get to you for two hours and when I finally got there I said something idiotic because I lost my ability to form correct sentences in your presence and I have been thinking about it for twenty years.’

He said all of this in the plainest possible voice, as though it were a weather report, as though none of it cost him anything. But she had known him across six visits now and across twenty years of careful distance, and she could hear underneath the plain voice the thing he was not saying which was: I know how much damage those words did. I am not making light of it because it was light. I am making light of it because the alternative is showing you exactly how much I have carried it.

She looked at her hands.

‘I walked away,’ she said.

‘You walked away.’

‘And then Raba was there.’

‘Yes.’ A beat. ‘She was always very good at that. Timing.’

Silence.

‘Mo,’ she said.

He looked at her.

‘You should have said something that morning.’ She paused. ‘But I should have let you explain that night instead of walking away.’ She looked up and met his eyes properly—not the peripheral awareness she had been managing all afternoon, but directly, fully. ‘We were both twenty-one. We were both idiots.’

He laughed.

Not loudly.

Not because it was funny.

Because for twenty years he had imagined a hundred versions of this conversation.

None of them had ended with her sharing the blame.

Something moved across his face that was not quite a smile and not quite anything else she had a name for—a kind of relief, she thought, the specific relief of a man who has been carrying a thing for a very long time and has just been told he does not have to carry it alone anymore.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said quietly. Just that. Just the word.

From somewhere in the back of the house Nadia’s voice rose in a declaration about something, loud and certain. The twins responded. Life resumed its normal volume around them.

Mo looked at his watch. ‘I should go,’ he said. Not moving.

‘You should,’ she said. Not moving either.

A beat.

Then he stood, and she stood, and they were closer than the furniture arrangement strictly required, and neither of them moved back.

He reached for her hand to say goodbye properly—a brief thing, the kind of touch that occasions like this permitted—and his hand didn’t receive the instruction immediately. She felt the warmth of his hand around hers and the deliberate weight of him not letting go immediately, and something in her chest moved at the care of it.

Then he released it.

‘Sai an jima,’ he said—until later.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

He left.

She stood in the sitting room in the burgundy kaftan and listened to the sound of his car on the driveway, the gate opening, the gate closing.

Bahar appeared in the doorway.

She looked at Manar. Then at the room. Then at Manar again.

‘Yaya?’ she said—well?

‘He remembered.’

Bahar waited.

‘Everything.’

Bahar sat down heavily on the sofa.

‘Masha Allah,’ she said, to the ceiling.

Manar sat down too.

Outside, the neem tree moved in its small afternoon way, entirely unimpressed with all of it, which was exactly right.




Chapter Nine

Sa Rana

I. DEEN TG—THAT MORNING

Shamsudeen Tamin Gusau had known Moaaz Riyad since they were seven years old, which meant he had approximately thirty-five years of accumulated evidence about what this man looked like when something significant was happening and he was pretending it wasn’t.

He knew the stillness. The way Mo would become almost preternaturally calm in the hours before something that mattered—not relaxed, but settled, like a frequency that had found its correct wavelength. He knew the way his eyes went inward. He knew the weight of his silences.

He was seeing all of this right now, in Mo’s sitting room, on a Saturday morning that was supposed to be about pre-wedding photographs.

Their fathers had worked together at the same oil company in Port Harcourt when they were children— neighbouring offices, neighbouring houses in the company quarters, two boys growing up side by side in the specific way of children whose parents’ lives are so intertwined that friendship becomes less a choice than a weather condition. They had gone to the same secondary school, the same university, built their separate careers in the same city and called each other about everything and nothing in the way of men who have stopped needing a reason to be in touch because the friendship has long since passed the point of requiring reasons.

Deen TG made Mo laugh harder than anyone on earth. This was not a small thing. The man that Kaduna society knew—composed, measured, the Riyad name worn without effort—was not a fiction, but it was incomplete. Deen TG was in possession of the complete version: the one that laughed until he had to hold the wall, the one that did catastrophically accurate impressions of people they both knew, the one that had called Deen at two in the morning after the divorce was finalised and said almost nothing for twenty minutes and hadn’t needed to.

Deen looked at Mo now, sitting across from him with a glass of zobo he hadn’t touched.

‘You’re nervous,’ Deen said.

‘I’m not nervous.’

‘You’re doing the thing.’

‘I’m not doing a thing.’

‘The stillness thing. The composed thing. The thing you do when you’re absolutely terrified and you’ve made a unilateral decision to be very calm about it.’

Mo looked at him with the expression that had not changed in thirty-five years. ‘We are going to take pre-wedding photographs today. It is a photoshoot.’

‘Mm.’ Deen ate a piece of chin-chin. ‘And the woman you’re taking photographs with is simply a photographic concern.’

Mo looked at his zobo.

Deen TG smiled at the ceiling and said nothing further.

II. MANAR—GETTING READY

Bahar had called three days ago with the energy of a woman who had just been handed a mission.

‘Pre-wedding pictures,’ she had said. ‘Saturday. Mo wants to do them the same day as the Sa Rana—while the families are meeting, we’ll be at the studio. You’ll be dressed already when everything is done.’ She had paused in the manner of someone who has rehearsed a reason and is delivering it with great confidence. ‘I’ve booked Fatima and Nasir’s studio. Be ready by nine.’

Manar had not questioned this. It was reasonable. It was the kind of thing Bahar organised—efficiently, without requiring approval.

She had not known about the lefe. She had not known about anything except: Saturday, nine o’clock, Fatima, studio.

She sat in Fatima’s chair now while the makeup happened around her—the foundation disappearing into her skin, the eyes being built into something that would last six hours and look effortless for all of them. She was thinking about nothing precise and everything at once. The Sa Rana was today. The families were assembling at Abi’s compound at this very moment. The date would be fixed. Six months. And then—

‘Stop frowning,’ Fatima said, without looking up from her brush.

Manar stopped frowning.

Bahar appeared in the doorway with the garment bag. ‘Don’t cry,’ she said immediately. ‘Your eyes are done.’

‘I’m not going to cry.’

‘You have the face.’

‘Bahar—’

‘Look at the dress. Then feel things. In that order.’

The kaftan inside was old ivory—not white, not cream—with gold threadwork at the collar and cuffs so fine it moved in the light like something living. Bahar had kept it three years in a garment bag for an occasion that turned out to be this one.

‘Bahar,’ Manar said.

‘No,’ Bahar said firmly. ‘Put it on. Tafi.’

III. THE STUDIO—BEFORE THE CALL

Nasir had been briefed by Bahar and had arrived early, set his lighting, reviewed his equipment twice, and was ready.

Mo arrived eleven minutes after Manar, with Deen TG beside him, mid-conversation, still carrying the momentum of whatever had made both of them laugh on the drive over. They came through the door and whatever Deen had just said was still in the air when Mo looked up and saw Manar.

Everything stopped.

She was standing by the window in the ivory kaftan with the afternoon light finding the gold threadwork at her collar, and he looked at her the way he had been carefully not-looking at her for months—directly, completely, with nothing managed away. The composure was there but it was different now. Not containment. Simply him, arrived.

He started walking toward her.

Slowly. Without thinking about the room, without thinking about Deen behind him or Bahar to the left or Nasir with his equipment. He forgot all of it. There was only her, standing in ivory and afternoon light, and he walked toward her the way a person walks toward something they have been trying to reach for a very long time.

She had meant to smile politely when he arrived.

She forgot.

She simply watched him come toward her.

She watched him come and felt the people around her recede entirely—Bahar, Nasir, the studio walls, all of it— until there was only him crossing the distance between them, unhurried and certain.

He was a few feet away when Nasir raised his camera.

The first click was quiet. The second less so. By the third, Deen TG said from somewhere behind Mo:

‘Amarya da Ango.’—Bride and groom.

It broke the moment like a stone breaking water. Mo blinked. Manar looked sideways at Bahar, who was pressing both hands to her face. Deen was grinning with the full force of thirty-five years of friendship.

The room came back.

Nasir kept shooting. He had caught everything he needed in those three clicks and he knew it.

IV. THE CALL

They were forty minutes into the photoshoot when Mo’s phone rang.

Alhaji Dauda. His uncle. His wakil.

Mo stepped slightly to the side and answered.

‘Ina wuni, Baba Dauda.’

His uncle’s voice was warm and deliberate—the voice of a man delivering news he is very pleased about. He spoke for less than a minute. He said: it is done. The mallam has completed it. The Ambassador stood as wali. The witnesses confirmed. She is your wife before God and these men.

Mo stood very still.

Then: ‘What? Yanzu?’—Now? A beat. ‘Toh— Alhamdulillah! Nagode, Baba.’—Okay. Alhamdulillah. Thank you, Baba.

He hung up.

He turned and looked at Manar.

She looked back at him and understood—from his face, from the quality of the silence he was bringing across the room toward her, from thirty seconds of watching him receive news he had not expected to arrive today in this form—she understood what had just happened.

The Ambassador had decided. No permission sought, no waiting required—the wali and the wakil had looked at each other in that room, looked at everything already in place, and made the only decision that made sense. The elders had simply acted. It was done.

Manar stood very still.

Then Deen TG, who had understood everything from Mo’s four words, said:

‘Allah Ya baku zaman lafiya!’—May God grant you a peaceful life together.

‘Thirty-five years I’ve known this man. I’ve never seen him walk toward anything that slowly.’

Bahar made the sound—the one between the laugh and the sob—and the studio filled with the particular warmth of a moment that had not been planned and was therefore exactly right.

Mo reached her.

He stood in front of her and said nothing because there was nothing adequate for this room and this company and so he simply looked at her, and she looked back, and between them the weight of it settled—solid, real, not going anywhere.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said finally, softly.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said back.

Mo reached for her hand.

Not for the room. Not as a statement. Simply—his hand finding hers in the way a hand finds something it has been wanting to hold, and holding it. She felt the warmth of it move through her with the fullness of something that has been waited for and has arrived.

She did not look at him. She did not need to.

Nasir, who had never stopped shooting, said nothing. He was doing his job. But the photographs from this moment—the seconds after the phone call, before anyone spoke—those were the ones he already knew would be unrepeatable.

V. RABA—WHAT SHE HAD STARTED

She did not know about the nikah.

She had been making her calculations, the way she always made her calculations—carefully, through the right channels, with the patience of a woman who understood that social architecture required time and precision.

She had heard about the Sa Rana being arranged. She had heard the date proposed: six months away. Six months. She had turned this over and found it useful, and then she had made her move.

She had spoken to someone who spoke to someone adjacent to the Karim household. She had not said anything explicit. She had simply expressed, with great warmth and apparent concern, that six months was—and she had chosen the word carefully—tight. For a family of this standing. For a wedding of this calibre. The top vendors in Kaduna and Abuja—the best decorators, the finest caterers, the photographers worth having—were booked twelve, sometimes eighteen months in advance. To attempt a wedding of the Riyad family’s standard in six months would be to compromise it. Surely, she had said, they deserved better than that. Surely the families would want to do this properly.

She had said it as concern. As someone thinking of the family’s dignity.

She had said it because twelve months was time. Twelve months was room for complications, for doubt, for the kind of careful, sustained pressure that she was very good at applying. Six months was too fast for her purposes. She needed the runway.

She had not accounted for the possibility that her suggestion—delivered as a reason to delay—would be received by the men in that room as a reason to act immediately. That Ambassador Rufa’i Karim, who had been waiting twenty years for these two specific people to arrive at this specific point, would hear her logic and reach the opposite conclusion: if the enemy of this union wants more time, then time is exactly what we will not give them.

The piece she moved had not created the complication she intended.

It had sealed the thing she was trying to prevent.

She did not know this yet. She was sitting in her Abuja apartment, patient and calculating, believing herself to be several moves ahead.

She was not several moves ahead.

She was already too late.

VI. WHILE THEY WERE AT THE STUDIO

The Riyad women had come and gone.

Mo’s aunts, his father’s sisters, two cousins, three family friends—they had arrived at Manar’s compound at two in the afternoon while Manar was in Fatima’s chair, brought the lefe, been received by the women of the Karim household with food and warmth and the full ceremony of the occasion, and then departed. Quietly, completely, leaving no trace of themselves except what they had brought.

This was deliberate. The nikah was a secret. The lefe was not publicised—the Riyad women understood this and had conducted themselves accordingly—arriving without fanfare, leaving without ceremony, taking nothing back with them except the knowledge that what they had delivered had been received as it deserved to be.

Shukra had coordinated everything. She had received the Riyad women at the gate, directed the placement of every kwando and box and suitcase, managed the food and the warmth and the timing, and sent them home before the afternoon was out.

Fina had been there too—landed that morning on the earliest flight from Accra, appearing at the gate with one bag and the expression of a woman who has been waiting for a specific phone call for twenty years and has finally received it.

Maama had arrived in her deep purple kaftan, looked at the lefe being arranged in the receiving room, and said nothing for a full thirty seconds. Then she had sat down and begun cataloguing everything with the focused attention of a woman preparing a very detailed account for Hajiya Ramatu.

By the time Manar and Mo turned into the street, the compound was quiet. The Riyad women were gone. The lefe was arranged. The only car in the driveway that didn’t belong there was Shukra’s—a large white 4x4 parked squarely in front of something that Shukra had positioned it to hide.

VII. COMING HOME

Manar saw Shukra’s car first.

‘Shukra is here,’ she said.

Mo said nothing. He parked and came around to her side and they walked toward the gate together, and it opened before they reached it, and through it came Fina.

Fina, who was supposed to be in Ghana.

Manar stopped walking.

‘Ya de?’ Fina said, grinning from the gate.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Manar said automatically, and then: ‘What are you—when did you—’

‘This morning.’ Fina hugged her with the full force of someone who has been on a plane since dawn and has strong feelings about the occasion. ‘Don’t ask questions. Come inside.’

Manar looked at Mo.

Mo looked at her with the expression she was beginning to learn—the one that meant he had arranged something and was waiting to see it land.

‘Come inside first,’ he said.

She came inside.

The receiving room stopped her at the threshold.

There were fabrics from three countries.

Lace in colours Manar had never imagined wearing.

Shoes.

Perfumes.

Cosmetics.

Suitcases she eventually stopped counting.

Every time she thought it was finished another lid opened.

Maama.

Fatma Karim looked at her daughter in the ivory ensemble and gold threadwork and was, for one full moment, entirely silent.

Then: ‘Masha Allah! Look at you.’

She said it without architecture. Without performance. Just the words, arriving exactly as they were.

Manar stood in the doorway of her own house and looked at her mother and her sister and the transformed room and felt something in her chest that she did not have a single clean word for and did not need one.

Then Nadia appeared from somewhere at full speed, and Bilal behind her at a more dignified pace, and the twins behind him at the chaotic velocity of three-year-olds who had heard a familiar engine.

The house came apart in the best possible way.

VIII. THE LEFE

Shukra took her through it.

perfume bottles in velvet nests, the humra pots in their trunk box, oud oils in glass vials, hair treatments, skincare by purpose, cosmetics in every finish.

Shukra said nothing throughout. She simply opened and presented and stepped back. She had cried once, at home, before anyone arrived, and had arrived composed and intended to stay that way.

Maama, moving through the room behind them, was not crying. She was memorising. Every piece, every label, every detail—filed with the precision of a woman who intended to give a very thorough account of this day to Hajiya Ramatu and would not be found wanting on the specifics.

IX. THE BOUQUET

Mo found her in the middle of the room, surrounded by the evidence of what he had sent, holding a piece of the swiss voile up to the window light.

He was holding something.

One of the cash bouquets—naira notes folded into perfect petals, a red rose at the centre, chocolates arranged at the base. He held it out to her with the quietness of a man who is letting a thing speak for itself.

She took it.

She looked at it. The folded notes, the rose, the careful arrangement. And then—nestled among the cash petals, half-visible, resting against the rose as though it had always been there—

A key.

She looked at it for a long moment.

Then she looked at him.

‘Surprise,’ he said softly. ‘Matar Moaaz.’—Moaaz’s wife.

She turned the bouquet methodically.

Between the folded notes—beneath the rose— something silver caught the light.

A key.

It was the first time he had said it. The word landed in the room and stayed.

Fina, from the doorway, made a sound.

Maama put her hand over her mouth.

Shukra looked at the ceiling. ‘Masha Allah,’ she said. Quietly, meaning all of it.

Manar held the key in both hands and looked at Mo and felt the day arrive in her fully—the studio, the ivory kaftan, the phone call, his face when he turned around after saying Alhamdulillah, Nagode Baba, the house full of people she loved, and now this.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘I want to show you something.’

X. THE CAR

Outside, Shukra’s white 4x4 was still parked in the driveway.

Manar had walked past it twice without thinking about it. It was simply Shukra’s car, parked where Shukra’s car was parked, unremarkable in the ordinary way of familiar things.

Mo nodded to the houseboy.

The houseboy got into Shukra’s car and moved it.

What had been behind it emerged as the car pulled away—slowly, the way reveals happen when they have been planned with patience: a black cover, sleek and smooth, tied with a single pink bow large enough to be seen from the street. It sat in the driveway with the weight of something that has been waiting very quietly for the right moment.

Manar stood and looked at it.

The compound had gathered behind her without her noticing—Fina, Maama, Shukra, Bahar, Deen TG, the children orbiting at the edges. Mo stood slightly behind her and to the left, saying nothing, watching.

She walked toward it.

She found the edge of the black cover and pulled.

It came away in one movement, and what was beneath it was midnight blue and low and precise—the kind of car that sits on a surface like a statement of intent. An Audi R8. On the steering wheel, visible through the glass: a bouquet of folded hundred dollar bills arranged like flowers, waiting.

‘I know you’ve driven everyone else for years,’ he said.

‘Now I wanted you to have something that’s only yours.’

The compound went completely quiet for one full second.

Then Fina said ‘Ya Salam! That’s wonderful!’ at a volume normally reserved for emergencies.

Nadia pressed herself against Manar’s side and said: ‘Ammi. Is that ours?’

Manar looked at the car. Then at the key in her hand. Then at Mo, who was watching her with the open, unhurried certainty of a man who has done exactly what he intended to do and is simply present for the receiving of it.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

He smiled—the real one, the one she was beginning to know, the one that had nothing managed about it.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said.

Deen TG, from somewhere behind them both, said ‘Allah Ya baku zaman lafiya’ for the second time that day, with even more feeling than the first.

The family had already moved toward the car—Nadia climbing onto the running board to peer inside, the twins orbiting it with the certain wonder of small people encountering something enormous and shiny, Fina narrating the whole event to someone on a video call, Bahar circling it with her phone raised from every conceivable angle. For one unguarded moment, no one was looking at Manar and Mo at all.

She turned to him.

Before she could reconsider,

she reached for him.

A brief kiss against his cheek.

Warm.

Grateful.

Gone.

He went very still.

She pulled back and found him looking at her, undefended, none of his usual discipline in it—and something else underneath, something she could not name but could feel.

‘Mo,’ she said.

‘I’ve decided something,’ he said. His voice was quiet, entirely certain. ‘I’m going to wait. Until the honeymoon. Properly.’ He paused. ‘I want to do this right. All of it.’

She looked at him.

Of all the things she had expected him to say, this was not one of them. And yet it was entirely him—the man who had texted both her and Bahar so neither would feel bypassed, who had arrived early to every visit and stayed correct through every one of them, who understood that the way you begin something tells you everything about how you intend to continue it.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

His eyes did the thing they did.

‘In sha Allah,’ he said back.

Behind them, Nadia’s voice rose in triumph: ‘Ammi! It smells like a new car in here!’

The moment closed, gently, the way moments do when life simply continues around them.

XI. MAAMA—LATER

The food had been set up before the Riyad women arrived and remained long after they left—chafing dishes along the side tables, the warmth of peppered chicken and jollof and fried rice still present, the dessert table with its milk cake and frosted cupcakes and glazed puffs with their different toppings, the drinks in their pitchers and ice buckets and boxes.

Maama ate the peppered chicken twice.

She sat with Shukra and Fina and spoke and was warm and present and appropriate, and she stored everything—the lace varieties, the suitcase count, the humras in their trunk, the car beneath the black cover, the pink bow, the hundred dollar bills on the steering wheel, the key in the cash bouquet, the expression on Manar’s face when Shukra’s car moved and the midnight blue emerged.

She was storing it for Hajiya Ramatu.

Hajiya Ramatu would not believe her. This was guaranteed. And Fatma Karim was already looking forward to it.

Fina, watching her mother eat her second portion of peppered chicken with great satisfaction, felt the complicated warmth she always felt watching Maama be her best self—knowing that love can be imperfect and still be present, that a mother who catalogues your wedding details for her friends is also, in her specific way, proud.

It was enough.

Today, it was enough.

XII. MANAR—THAT NIGHT

The children were in bed. The house was quiet.

She sat in the receiving room alone with the lefe arranged around her. The kwando trays.

The stacked boxes. The suitcases along the wall. The midnight blue car sitting outside in the compound, visible through the window, the black cover folded neatly beside it.

She video-called him.

He picked up on the second ring. Still in the same kaftan, something quieter in his face than it had been at the studio—the same openness, but settled now, the way things settle when they are in the right place.

‘The lefe,’ she said. ‘Kamar wata yarinya—’ like a first-time bride—‘Mo. You went the whole nine yards.’

He looked at her through the screen and smiled. ‘Masha Allah. Thank you for receiving it the way you did.’

‘Nagode, Habibi,’ she said softly.

‘Ba komai, Habibti,’ he said—it’s nothing, my love.

She was quiet for a moment.

‘The car,’ she said.

‘De nada,’ he said simply. ‘It’s worth your smile.’

She looked at him—this man on the screen who had sent all of it with the clear intention of making sure she understood, in every language available to him, what she was worth.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said softly.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he answered.

She stayed on the call until the house was completely still and the night had settled around her fully.

Outside the window, the midnight-blue car caught the moonlight.

Around her, the lefe waited in quiet rows.

For the first time in many years, nothing in the room belonged to grief.

She whispered, ‘Alhamdulillah.’




Chapter Ten

The Secret

I. SAFIYA—WHAT SHE NOTICED

It was not one thing. It was never one thing with her father.

It was the accumulation of small things, the way small things accumulate when you have been paying attention to a person your entire life and have developed, out of necessity, a very fine instrument for reading them.

The way he held his phone now. Not differently, exactly—but with a different quality of attention, the way a person holds something they are waiting to hear from rather than something they are simply carrying. The way certain silences had changed texture—lighter, somehow, the way a room feels lighter after a window has been opened. The way he laughed more easily, not at anything specific, but as though something inside him had been unlocked and was finding reasons where before it had found none.

She had noticed all of this over the weeks since the Sa  Rana. She had filed it away and said nothing, the way she filed most things and said nothing, because she had grown up in a house where the atmosphere changed without explanation and had learned early that observation was more useful than interrogation.

She knew what had changed. She was seventeen and she was not naive and she had watched her father look at Manar Karim across a photographer’s studio with the manner of a man arriving somewhere he had always been meant to be. She understood what the Sa Rana was. She understood what six months meant.

She suspected, from the texture of his silences and the way he held his phone, that six months was not the whole truth.

She did not ask. Not because she didn’t want to know —she did—but because she had made a calculation, and the calculation said: whatever has happened, it has made him this. Light in the way that windows make rooms light. And the only person who could undo it, or try to, was her mother.

Raba did not need to know.

Raba would not hear it from her.

Safiya kept her own counsel and watched her father move through the house with the manner of a man who has arrived somewhere, and she felt, evenly and without performance, something she would not fully name for some time.

It felt like relief.

II. MANAR—THE TEXTURE OF IT

Being secretly married was nothing like she had imagined and exactly like she should have known it would be.

The logistics were simple enough. Mo visited— properly, openly, at reasonable hours, in the manner of a man courting a woman with a wedding six months away, which was not entirely false. He came for dinners that she cooked and that he ate with the focused appreciation of a man who understood food and had opinions about it. He sat with the children—with Bilal’s careful questions and Nadia’s elaborate narratives and the twins’ comprehensive chaos—with the ease of someone who was not performing presence but was simply present.

He left at respectable hours.

And in between—in the hours that were neither visits nor calls—she moved through her life as she had always moved through it, with the addition of a fact that the world did not know and that changed the texture of everything it touched.

She was his wife.

She thought this at specific, unremarkable moments— folding laundry, watching the gas flame under the pot, watching the neem tree from the kitchen window at the particular hour when the light came through it at an angle. Not with drama. With the quiet, persistent reality of something that was simply true and was not going anywhere.

The difficulty was not the secret itself. The difficulty was the weight of joy that cannot be shared—the particular isolation of being someone’s wife in private while the world saw only a widow in a courtship.

Bahar was the only one outside the family who knew. This was both a comfort and a liability, because Bahar’s joy was not a small, manageable thing. It was enormous and warm and constantly in danger of escaping through her face.

‘You’re doing it again,’ Manar said one afternoon.

‘I’m not doing anything.’

‘You’re looking at me like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like you know something.’

‘I always know things,’ Bahar said serenely, and ate a piece of chin-chin. ‘That’s simply my personality.’

III. THE DINNERS

They had found three restaurants.

This was the result of Mo’s research—quiet, this, conducted with the thoroughness he brought to everything —three places in Kaduna where the booths at the back had dim lighting and enough separation from the main dining room that two people could exist in relative privacy. Places where the staff were professional enough to see nothing and remember less. Places where a man in a face cap and a woman in a full hijab and face mask could walk in from a waiting car and walk out again without becoming a conversation.

They had a system. He would park two streets away and she would drive the Audi—because she had finally driven it, the week after it arrived, alone first, sitting in the compound with her hands on the wheel for a full minute before she started the engine, and then out into the street with the particular feeling of driving something that had been chosen specifically for her—and she would collect him and they would go in together and come out together and the city, on the rare occasion it looked, saw only two anonymous figures moving through the evening.

Inside the restaurants, the face caps and masks came off.

What happened inside was simply: dinner. Conversation that went where it wanted to go. His hand on the table, close enough that the distance between them held a charge. The specific warmth of two people who are learning each other in the real, unhurried way—not the managed warmth of courtship performances, but the ordinary extraordinary intimacy of a man and a woman who have chosen each other and are now simply living inside that choice.

She told him about the catering business. The one Rafi had systematically dismantled by placing large orders and never paying—the specific, quiet cruelty of a man who knew exactly which thing to take to make a woman smaller. Mo listened the way he listened to everything— fully, without the performance of listening—and when she was done he said nothing for a moment and then said: ‘You’ll build it again. When you’re ready. And it will be entirely yours.’

She had looked at her hands.

‘I know,’ she said. And she had meant it, for the first time, as a fact rather than a wish.

IV. MANAR—THE DRIVE

She had been planning it for a week.

Not elaborately. Not with the anxiety of someone uncertain about what they were doing. With the quiet deliberateness of a woman who knows exactly what she wants to give and is simply deciding when.

It was a Tuesday. He had come for dinner—not at her house this time, but at the second of their three restaurants, the one with the corner booth that sat furthest from the main room, where the lighting was amber and low and the staff had long since learned to see nothing. The children were home with the housekeeper. The evening was ordinary in all the ways evenings are ordinary before they become something else entirely.

At the dessert menu she said: ‘Order something.’

He looked at her over the menu. ‘You’re not having any?’

‘I’m having mine in the car.’

He looked at her with the expression she had been learning—the one that meant he had understood something and was deciding what to do with the understanding.

He ordered the dessert.

She watched him eat it with the patience of a woman who has made a decision and is entirely at peace with it.

When they were done she said: ‘Come in the Audi with me. Just for a minute.’

He came.

She drove—unhurried, away from the main roads, into the quieter streets where the city thinned and the lights became scarce and the evening settled into something darker and more private. She found the spot she had identified on a previous drive: a stretch of road just before her turning, trees on one side, the texture of darkness that comes from a place the city has not yet reached with its brightness.

She parked.

The engine idled for a moment and then she turned it off and the quiet arrived—complete, warm, the quiet silence of a car in the dark with two people inside it who are very aware of each other.

She looked at him.

He was looking at the windscreen, slightly elsewhere —the manner of a man whose mind is on something it hasn’t resolved yet.

‘Either or,’ she said.

He turned. ‘Hmm?’

‘Either you tell me what you’re thinking,’ she said. ‘Or I kiss your worries away.’

The quiet held for exactly one beat.

‘Or,’ he said.

She reached for him with a tenderness that surprised even her.

Twenty years had taught her restraint.

Marriage, she was beginning to discover, also made room for generosity.

He looked at her, questioning.

‘Not tonight,’ she whispered. ‘Tonight, just let me love you.’

He searched her face for a moment, then nodded once.

What followed was private in the way that the best things are private—belonging entirely to the two people inside it, to the darkness of this car on this particular night, to twenty years of wanting arriving all at once in a small, quiet space. She gave it everything. She took her time. She asked him once, softly, whether she was right and he answered not with words but with his hand in her hair and the sound that escaped him—a sound she would think about for days afterward, the sound of a man completely without defence.

When it was over she sat back up slowly. His eyes were closed. One of them opened—just a fraction—and found the small evidence at the corner of her mouth, and he motioned with one finger. She put out her tongue in a slow, deliberate circle and his open eye closed again.

She opened the water bottle she had brought and drank. She took out two pieces of gum and offered him one.

‘That,’ she said, into the quiet, ‘was the most delicious dessert I’ve had in a long time.’ He said nothing for a long moment.

Then, in the particular voice of a man who has just been completely undone and is only beginning to reassemble himself, he said—almost to himself, almost not—‘Mo, you lucky bastard.’

She laughed. The real kind, sudden and unguarded, filling the car.

He turned his head and looked at her in the dark—this woman who had just taken him apart with the patience and intention of someone settling a twenty-year debt—and in his eyes was something that was not quite hunger and not quite wonder and was entirely both.

She started the engine and drove him back to where his car was waiting. When she stopped she looked at him.

He got out. He stood at the window for a moment looking at her, the face cap back on, the city going about its business around them entirely unaware.

‘Sai an jima,’ she said quietly—until later.

He walked to his car.

carrying a woman who no longer felt she had to apologise for her happiness.

V. MO—AFTER

He sat in his car outside his own compound for eleven minutes.

This was different from the long routes he used to take, the deliberate detours that were about managing himself. This was not management. This was simply a man sitting in the quiet aftermath of something and needing a moment before he was fit to be a father and a person with responsibilities and a life that required him to function.

He thought about twenty years. He thought about a cousin’s wedding and a gold and green aso-oke and a sentence he had said that had cost him two decades. He thought about corridors and condolence visits and the amber dress and a photoshoot where he had forgotten the room existed. He thought about Toh—Alhamdulillah. Nagode, Baba said into a phone while standing in a studio in front of the woman it concerned.

He thought about a dark street and a water bottle and the most extraordinary eleven minutes of his adult life.

He picked up his phone.

He called Deen TG.

Deen picked up on the second ring. ‘Ya de?’

‘Lafiya lau,’ Mo said. Then he said nothing else for a moment.

Deen, who had known him since they were seven, waited.

‘I just need you to know,’ Mo said finally, ‘that I am the luckiest man currently alive in this city.’

Then Deen TG laughed—not the controlled laugh of a man in a public space but the full, unrestrained whoop of someone who has been waiting for a specific moment for thirty-five years and has just received confirmation that it has

arrived.

‘Finally!

Alhamdulillah! ALHAMDULILLAH, Mo!’ He whooped again. ‘I have been waiting—wallahi I have been waiting for you to say something like this for YEARS—’

‘Deen—’

‘No. Let me have this. Alhamdulillah. Ango.’ Mo laughed. The real kind. The wall-holding kind.

He sat in the car for two more minutes.

Then he went inside, kissed his daughter on the forehead as he passed her room—she was awake, he could tell by the quality of the silence, but she said nothing and he said nothing and between them the understanding held —and he went to his room and lay on his back in the dark and looked at the ceiling with the expression of a man who has arrived somewhere and is simply, finally, at rest.

VI. SAFIYA—THAT NIGHT

She heard him come in.

She heard him pause outside her door—brief, familiar —and then felt the light pressure of his lips on her forehead, the way he had done since she was small. She said nothing. He said nothing. Between them the understanding held, the way it always held.

He moved on.

She lay in the dark and thought about what she had heard in his footsteps—or not heard, exactly, but felt. A lightness. Something in his footsteps at the end of a night that has been good to them in ways they are still sitting with.

She had not told her mother anything.

She would not tell her mother anything.

Whatever was happening—whatever had shifted in him since the Sa Rana, whatever was in the texture of his silences and the way he laughed now and whatever had made his footsteps sound lighter at the end of a night— Safiya had noticed, and filed it away, the way she filed most things.

She thought about Manar in the ivory kaftan. About Nadia pressing herself against her mother’s side in the compound. About the way Manar’s hand went to her daughter’s head—automatic, unhesitating, the gesture of a woman for whom this was simply the most natural thing in the world.

She thought about her own mother, in the Abuja apartment, charming and brittle and not quite reachable.

She turned over in the dark.

Alhamdulillah, she thought, with the quiet certainty of a seventeen-year-old who has seen enough to know the difference between a life being built and a life being performed.

Alhamdulillah.




Chapter Eleven

Raba Makes a Move

I. DEEN TG—WHAT HE FIGURED OUT

It had come to him three days after the nikah, at two in the afternoon, while he was eating leftover jollof rice and thinking about something else entirely.

He had put his fork down.

He had sat very still for approximately forty-five seconds, running it back through his mind—the sequence of events, the timing, the suggestion that had reached the right ears at the right moment and produced the exact opposite of its intended result. He had thought about who benefited from a longer engagement. He had thought about who had the connections to reach adjacent to the Karim household without touching it directly. He had thought about twenty years of watching a woman operate the way she always had and the particular style of her manoeuvres—never direct, always through implication, always constructed to look like concern.

He had picked up his phone and called Mo.

‘Raba told someone to tell them six months was too short,’ he said, when Mo picked up.

‘Say that again,’ Mo said.

‘She wanted more time. She suggested—through whoever she suggested it through—that the vendors wouldn’t be available, that the timeline was too tight for a wedding of your family’s standing. She wanted the engagement stretched to twelve months minimum.’ He paused. ‘So that she’d have twelve months to work with.’

Another pause, longer this time.

‘And instead,’ Mo said slowly.

‘And instead your uncle heard the logic and decided: if someone wants more time, we give them no time at all.’ Deen paused. ‘She handed you the nikah, Mo. She reached into the room and she handed it to you and she has no idea she did it.’

The silence on the line was the silence of a man sitting with something simultaneously the funniest and most satisfying thing he had ever heard, not yet sure which feeling to lead with.

Then Mo said, very quietly: ‘Alhamdulillah.’

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Deen said. ‘Alhamdulillah, wallahi.’

They sat on the line together for a moment.

‘She doesn’t know,’ Mo said.

‘She doesn’t know,’ Deen confirmed. ‘And we are not going to tell her.’

‘No,’ Mo said. ‘We are not.’

‘She thinks she has time.’ Deen picked up his fork again. ‘She thinks she’s several moves ahead.’

‘She’s not several moves ahead.’

‘She’s not even on the board anymore. But she doesn’t know that yet. And until she does—’

‘We let her think what she thinks,’ Mo said. ‘And we are careful.’

‘And we are careful,’ Deen agreed. ‘Eat something. You sound like a man who has been distracted from basic nutrition by recent events.’

Mo laughed—unguarded, easy.

II. RABA—THE MAN SHE SENT

His name was not important. He was competent, discreet, and available, and he had been doing this kind of work— the careful, patient work of watching people who did not know they were being watched—for long enough that he had no moral feelings about it one way or another.

Raba had given him simple instructions: find out where Moaaz Riyad goes. Who he sees. What his movements look like. She had given him a photograph, which was unnecessary because everyone in Kaduna of a certain social level knew what Moaaz Riyad looked like, but she had given it anyway because she was thorough.

She had not told him why. He had not asked.

He had followed Mo for nine days.

Most of it was unremarkable—the office, the compound, the mosque for Juma’ah, the occasional visit to his father’s house. But on the fourth evening and again on the seventh, Mo had driven to a part of the city that the man noted was residential and quiet, parked two streets from a restaurant called Zaitun, and walked in wearing a face cap pulled low.

On both occasions, a midnight blue Audi had arrived separately, parked nearby, and a woman in a full hijab and face mask had walked in at almost the same time.

They had left separately. But they had arrived within minutes of each other, twice, at the same dimly lit restaurant with its corner booths and its quiet staff.

The man sent Raba his report.

Raba read it twice.

Then she put her phone down and sat with the weight of stillness that belongs to someone who has just received information they already knew somewhere below the knowing and are now acknowledging in full.

She booked a table at Zaitun for the following Thursday.

III. RABA—THE RESTAURANT

She had chosen her outfit carefully.

Not the Vlisco, not anything that announced itself— something quieter, more personal. A deep wine kaftan that she knew worked against her skin. Simple jewellery. The perfume she had worn throughout her marriage, which she chose deliberately, because scent was memory and memory could be a tool.

She arrived at Zaitun at eight-fifteen and was shown to her table—not the corner booth, she had not been able to book the corner, but a position with a clear line of sight to the back of the restaurant, which was sufficient.

She ordered. She waited.

They arrived at eight forty-seven.

She saw them before they saw her—or rather, she saw the moment before they saw anything except each other, which was the moment that mattered. They came in from the entrance the way they always came in, she imagined, face cap and hijab, anonymous and deliberate. And then they were at their booth and the face cap came off and he was sitting across from a woman who had removed her mask and was looking at him the way—

The way.

Raba had spent twenty years cataloguing how Moaaz Riyad looked at people. She knew his professional attention and his polite interest and his genuine engagement and the texture of his stillness when he was managing himself. She had been married to him for nineteen years and she knew every register of his face.

She had never seen this one.

This was not attention. This was not engagement. This was a man looking at a woman the way water looks at the place it has always been trying to reach—not urgently, not hungrily, but with the nature of something that has arrived and knows it. Complete. Settled.

And Manar. Manar was laughing at something—that sudden, unguarded laugh that Raba had observed at the wedding months ago and filed away—and then she was leaning forward across the table to say something and her hand was near his on the surface and the distance between them was the distance of people who are not performing closeness but simply exist inside it.

Raba looked at this for exactly as long as it took to understand it fully.

Then she looked at her food.

She ate. She did not look at their booth again. She was not a woman who performed her pain in public, and the thing moving through her chest right now was too large for performance. It was not quite grief and not quite rage and was entirely both. It was the devastation of seeing something you have told yourself you could get back and understanding, in a single moment and with complete clarity, that you cannot.

He was gone.

She realised, with a clarity that bordered on cruelty, that she wasn’t competing with another woman anymore.

She was competing with peace.

And peace is almost impossible to steal from someone who has finally found it.

Not angry. Not turned away. Simply—gone. Turned toward something else so completely that there was no residue of her left in the direction of his attention.

She paid her bill.

She left before they did.

What she did not know—what she could not have known—was that they had seen her the moment they walked in.

IV. MANAR & MO—THE SAME RESTAURANT

She had spotted Raba before she removed her face mask.

The wine kaftan. The posture of a woman conducting an operation and maintaining composure while doing it. Manar had clocked her in the first three seconds and said nothing and slid into the booth with the ease of a woman who had done nothing wrong and intended to continue doing nothing wrong.

She had waited until the face cap was off and the face mask was down and the zobo was in front of them before she looked at Mo.

‘She’s here,’ she said. Quietly. Conversationally. The way you mention the weather.

Mo did not look toward Raba’s table. He looked at Manar.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I saw her when we came in.’

She held his gaze. ‘What do we do?’

‘We have dinner,’ he said. ‘Exactly as planned.’

And so they had—the food, the conversation, the warmth of two people entirely at ease with each other, now performing that ease for an audience of one who had paid someone to find them and had found them and was watching from across the restaurant and learning something she had perhaps always known but refused to confirm.

They did not look at her once.

When they left, Manar said: ‘She sent someone to follow you.’

‘Yes,’ Mo said.

‘You knew?’

‘I noticed a man the week before. Different cars, same face. When I saw her tonight—’ He paused. ‘It confirmed it.’

She absorbed this. ‘How long?’

‘A week. Maybe more.’

She was quiet for a moment. Then: ‘She found the restaurant.’

‘She found the restaurant,’ he agreed. ‘And she saw us.’ He looked at her. ‘And we gave her nothing she can use. Because there is nothing to use.’

She looked at him in the dark of the car park, the city going about its business around them entirely unaware.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said back.

V. MANAR—TELLING BAHAR

She told Bahar the next morning.

Bahar listened without interrupting, which was unusual enough that Manar noted it. When she finished, Bahar was quiet for exactly four seconds.

Then: ‘Don Allah. She sent a man to follow him. To a restaurant. And then showed up herself.’ She put her chin-chin down. ‘And you just—had dinner.’

‘We had dinner,’ Manar said. ‘The food was very good.’

Bahar stared at her.

‘We gave her nothing,’ Manar said. ‘Because there is nothing to give. We are married. We have done nothing wrong. She can watch as long as she likes.’

‘Close your mouth, Bahar.’

‘I am in awe of you,’ Bahar said. ‘Genuinely. Both of you. Complete awe.’

Manar picked up her zobo.

‘She’s recalibrating,’ she said. ‘Whatever she does next will be different. We should be prepared.’

‘Prepared how?’

‘By continuing to do nothing wrong,’ Manar said simply. ‘That’s always been the answer.’

Bahar looked at her for a long moment—at the woman who had stood in front of a wardrobe not knowing how to reach for colour, now sitting in her kitchen discussing counter-intelligence with complete composure.

‘Masha Allah,’ Bahar said.

‘Masha Allah,’ Manar agreed.

VI. RABA—THE PLAN

She did not cry until she was in the car.

She allowed herself exactly seven minutes—the drive from Zaitun to the main road—and then she was done, because Raba Musa did not arrive places with evidence of crying on her face, and the place she was arriving at next was a decision about what to do.

She thought about the saki ɗaya. One pronouncement. The door not closed.

She thought about Safiya—her daughter, her leverage, the one thread still connecting her to Mo’s household and therefore to Mo’s life. She had not used Safiya, not in the direct way that would damage the relationship beyond repair, but she had kept the connection carefully, visited regularly, maintained the warmth of a mother who was present even if she was not primary.

She thought about the six months still remaining before the public wedding. Six months in which the nikah —if there was one, and she suspected now that there was, from the texture of what she had seen at that table— remained a secret. Six months in which the world still believed this was a courtship in progress.

Six months was time.

She had believed that before and been wrong about what it meant. She was recalibrating now.

Her first move would be the event.

There was a fundraising dinner in three weeks—the kind of Kaduna occasion where everyone of consequence attended and the seating arrangements were a form of social communication in themselves. She had connections on the organising committee. She would use them. She would be at an event where Mo would be present, and she would engineer what needed to be engineered, and she would begin.

Slowly. Precisely. The way she always did things.

She started the car.

VII. THE FUNDRAISER

It was the kind of event that Kaduna society attended in its finest and called charitable.

Raba arrived in a car that was noted, in a dress that was noted, with the composed ease of a woman who understood that arrival was itself a statement. She moved through the room with the social fluency of someone who had been doing this since she was old enough to understand what rooms like this required, stopping at the right tables, saying the right things, being seen by the right people.

Mo was there with Deen TG, which she had known— she had made it her business to know. He was across the room in the deep blue kaftan that she had always considered his best colour and that she noted, with the acuity of a woman cataloguing information, he was wearing tonight without apparent reason for choosing it.

She positioned herself.

Over the course of the evening she moved through the room in a way that brought her gradually, naturally, into his orbit—not rushing, not forcing, simply being present in the way that eventually produced proximity. She spoke to people he knew. She laughed at the right moments. She was, for the duration of the evening, entirely herself at her most magnetic.

When the event ended and the room began to thin, she was near him. This was not an accident.

‘Mo.’ She said his name the way she had always said it—warm, familiar, the warmth of nineteen years of marriage deployed carefully. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘Raba.’ His voice was even. ‘You look well.’

‘Thank you.’ She paused. ‘I came with Hajiya Nana but she’s leaving with the Tanko family—I was going to call a driver but—’ She let the sentence rest where it was, incomplete, which was its own kind of question.

He looked at her.

She saw it in that moment—the thing she had come to the restaurant to understand and had understood and had come here tonight hoping to disprove. It was not coldness. He was not cold toward her. He was civil and appropriate and entirely present in the conversation.

But whatever had been there—whatever warmth of attention, of residual feeling, of the complicated warmth that nineteen years and a daughter leave behind even in a damaged marriage—it was not there anymore. She was looking at a man for whom she had become, in the most complete and final sense, someone from before. Not an enemy. Not a wound. Simply—before.

It was worse than coldness.

Coldness was feeling. This was its absence.

‘I’ll arrange a driver for you,’ he said. ‘Give me a moment.’

Not: I’ll take you. Not: come with me. A driver. The gesture of a man who is correct and kind and has drawn a line so naturally that the line itself is invisible.

He spoke to Deen quietly and Deen made a call and within ten minutes a car had been arranged and the driver was at the door and Mo had said goodnight to her with the warmth of someone who wishes a person well from a significant distance.

She sat in the arranged car and looked at the city going past and felt the calculation in her chest shift.

The approach would have to change.

She was not done. She had never in her life been done before she decided to be done. But the approach would have to change.

VIII. RABA—THE MESSAGE

She sent it four days later.

Not immediately—immediately would have been desperation, and she was not desperate, she was strategic, and strategy required timing.

She had composed it and recomposed it across those four days, each version finding its way toward something that was honest enough to land and careful enough not to expose her fully.

What she sent, finally, was this:

I’ve been thinking about us lately. About what we had. I know things ended the way they ended and I don’t want to reopen old wounds. But I find myself wondering if we gave up too easily. Safiya deserves her parents together. And I think—I think I miss you. I think I’ve missed you for a long time and covered it with other things. I’m not asking for anything. I just needed to say it.

She read it once more.

Then she sent it.

She put the phone face down on the table and waited.

IX. MO—THE MESSAGE

He read it twice.

Then he put the phone down and sat with it for a moment—not with the feeling she intended him to have, not the complicated warmth of old intimacy or the guilt of a man wondering if he made a wrong choice. He sat with the feeling of a man looking at a move on a board and understanding exactly what it is.

He picked up the phone and called Deen.

‘She sent the message,’ he said.

‘Don Allah! What did she say?!’

He read it out.

Deen was quiet for a moment. Then: ‘She mentioned Safiya.’

‘She mentioned Safiya.’

‘That’s the tell,’ Deen said. ‘Everything else is cover. It’s the Safiya line that’s real. She’s going to use that angle.’

‘I know.’

‘What are you going to do?’

Mo looked at the message on his screen. The carefully composed words, the strategic vulnerability, the sentence about missing him that was true enough to be dangerous and controlled enough to be a weapon.

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘I’m going to do nothing.’

‘You’re not going to reply?’

‘I’m going to read it and leave it and let her sit with the silence. She sent it to provoke a response. The absence of a response is its own response.’

Deen considered this. ‘And Safiya?’

‘Safiya is my daughter. That doesn’t change. But I’m not going to let Safiya be used as a door.’ His voice was even and completely certain. ‘Raba has the saki ɗaya. She has held onto that. I understand why. But she needs to understand—without me saying it directly, because I’m not going to give her a conversation she can work with— that the door the saki ɗaya technically leaves open is a door I will not be walking back through.’

Silence.

Then Deen said, quietly: ‘She’s going to escalate.’

‘I know,’ Mo said. ‘Let her.’

He put the phone down.

He picked up the other one—the one Manar had made him laugh on, the one with the photograph Deen had taken at the studio, the one that held the video call from the night of the lefe—and he called his wife.

She picked up on the second ring.

Her face appeared on the screen—no makeup, the evening version of her, comfortable in her own home— and something in his chest settled in the way it settled every time.

‘Ya de?’ she said.

‘Lafiya lau,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to see your face.’

She looked at him for a moment with the expression she used when she was deciding how much of herself to give.

Then she smiled—the real one, sudden and unguarded, the one she had stopped reining back in.

‘Then look,’ she said.




Chapter Twelve

Keeping It

I. MANAR—WHAT THE SECRET FELT LIKE

She had expected it to feel like carrying something heavy.

It did not.

It felt like wearing something close to the skin— something warm and private that only she could feel, that moved with her through the day without anyone knowing it was there. She would be in the middle of an ordinary moment—signing a school form for Bilal, negotiating with Nadia about breakfast, redirecting the twins from whatever they had decided to destroy—and the knowledge would arrive simply, the way warmth arrives when you step into sunlight: you are his wife. Not dramatically. Not with fanfare. Simply present, underneath everything, changing the quality of every ordinary moment it touched.

She loved the secret.

It wasn’t because it was hidden. It was because, for the first time in twenty years, something precious belonged only to her.

This surprised her, a little, in the beginning. She had expected to chafe against it—the concealment, the performance of a courtship that was already a marriage, the discipline of a woman who could not yet say what she was. She had prepared herself for difficulty.

Instead she found: pleasure.

The pleasure of something that belonged entirely to them. The private dinners in their three restaurants, the face caps and the hijabs and the corner booths with their dim amber light—all of it had the weight of stolen time, even though nothing was stolen, even though every moment was legitimate and halal and right. It felt like theirs in a way that a public courtship, with its audience and its commentary and its open invitation for other people’s opinions, would not have felt.

She loved that Raba did not know.

She loved this with a guiltless satisfaction that she would have felt obligated to examine more closely if she were a different kind of woman. She was not a different kind of woman. She had watched Raba move through society for twenty years with the familiar precision of someone who considered Manar’s happiness an obstacle to be managed, and she found no inclination toward generosity on the subject of Raba’s current ignorance.

She loved that they were planning a honeymoon.

Mo had mentioned it three weeks ago, across the table at the second restaurant, in the same tone he used to discuss business—practical, considered, the tone of a man who has decided something and is now working out the details. He had said: after the wedding celebrations, I want to take you somewhere for two weeks. Tell me where you’ve always wanted to go. She had looked at him across the candlelight and felt something large and quiet arrive in her chest. She had said: Istanbul. He had nodded as though this were already booked, which she suspected it nearly was.

She loved that she had him entirely to herself.

This was the thing she had not anticipated and could not fully explain—the sweetness of this period before the world knew, before the extended families fully merged, before Safiya and her children had fully found their footing as a blended thing. Right now it was simply: him and her, in the privacy of a secret that only a handful of people held. No commentary. No one watching how she treated him or how he treated her or what the children thought of the situation. Just them, building something in the quiet, without an audience.

She intended to enjoy every remaining week of it.

II. MAAMA—THE NEAR MISS

Fina had extended her stay.

She had called her Ghana life and rearranged it with the cheerful ruthlessness of a woman who had decided that what was happening in Kaduna was more important than anything happening anywhere else, and she had been in Manar’s house for three weeks now, sleeping in the guest room, eating Manar’s cooking, and conducting herself with the barelycontained energy of someone sitting on the best news of the year and being physically prevented from sharing it.

Maama was also still in Kaduna.

This was the variable that required the most management.

Fatma Karim was not a woman who kept secrets well —not because she was careless, but because secrets, in her understanding, were only useful if they eventually became information that could be shared with the right people at the right moment. She had been sitting on the nikah for three weeks and the pressure was becoming visible.

It became visible on a Wednesday afternoon.

Hajiya Ramatu had come for tea.

Hajiya Ramatu was Maama’s oldest friend, her primary audience, and the person with whom she had a decades-long exchange of competitive information about their respective families’ achievements. She was also, crucially, connected to approximately everyone in Kaduna society, which made her simultaneously the ideal recipient of good news and the most dangerous person in the room.

Manar had not known Hajiya Ramatu was coming. She had come home from an errand to find her mother sitting with a woman she recognised immediately, and she had sat down and accepted tea and maintained the pleasant composure of a woman with nothing particular on her mind.

The conversation had moved through the usual channels—children, health, the upcoming wedding season, a mutual acquaintance’s daughter who had just gotten engaged.

And then Maama had said, with the weight of voice she used when she was about to say something she was very proud of:

‘Speaking of engagements—’

‘Maama,’ Manar said.

Maama looked at her.

‘The tea is getting cold,’ Manar said. ‘Let me get more hot water.’

She stood and went to the kitchen and stayed there for a moment longer than strictly necessary, long enough to hear the conversation shift in the sitting room, Fina’s voice appearing from somewhere with the practised ease of a woman who had been listening for exactly this moment and had an alternative topic ready.

She came back with the hot water.

Maama received it with the expression of a woman who has been redirected and knows it and is deciding whether to make an issue of it.

She decided not to.

Manar made a note to have a conversation with her mother. A clear, non-negotiable conversation, delivered with love and without ambiguity.

She had that conversation the next morning.

Maama listened. She said: ‘In sha Allah. I understand.’ She paused. ‘I just think Hajiya

Ramatu would be very—’

‘Maama.’

‘She would keep it to herself—’

‘Maama.’

A silence.

‘Toh,’ Maama said, with the dignity of a woman standing down from a position she had not formally occupied. ‘Toh. I understand.’

Manar looked at her mother—this woman who was difficult and loving and impossible and present and who had, in her particular way, been proud enough of what her daughter had been given to nearly give it away.

‘Nagode, Maama,’ she said softly.

Maama straightened her wrapper. ‘Don Allah. Just tell me when I can tell her.’

III. FINA—THE GATHERING

The invitation had come through a mutual friend—a naming ceremony for the new baby of a woman Manar had known since university, the kind of event that required attendance not because you were close but because the relationship had enough history that absence would be noticed.

Manar had decided to go.

Fina had decided to come with her.

‘You don’t have to,’ Manar said.

‘I want to,’ Fina said, in the tone that meant: I am coming and this is not a discussion.

They went.

The naming ceremony was at a compound in the older part of the city—a family house, the kind that had absorbed generations, with a courtyard strung with lights and enough chairs for a hundred women and the unmistakable warmth of an occasion that is genuinely joyful rather than strategically so. The food arrived in waves. The baby was passed around with the reverence of new life. The prayers were said.

And then, as always at these things, the women settled into their clusters and the conversation found its natural channels.

Manar was seated between two women she knew moderately well—Hajiya Bilkisu, who taught at the university, and a younger woman called Maimuna whose husband worked in government. On her other side, Fina, who had been maintaining an expression of benign social interest for forty-five minutes.

The conversation arrived at the subject of remarriage the way conversations at women’s gatherings always arrive at subjects—gradually, through adjacency, beginning with the naming ceremony and moving to the mother’s difficult pregnancy and then to the mother’s mother who had done this alone as a widow and then, inevitably:

‘It’s admirable,’ Hajiya Bilkisu said, ‘when a woman takes her time. After a loss. Before thinking about any of that.’

‘Eh,’ someone agreed. ‘Too many rush into these things. For the children, they say. But the children need stability, not speed.’

‘Twelve months minimum,’ another woman said. ‘I always say twelve months. Anything less and people will talk.’

‘People always talk,’ Maimuna said pleasantly. ‘The question is what they’re saying.’

Manar sat in the middle of this conversation—her zobo in one hand, her expression composed, her contribution a series of small neutral sounds that could be interpreted as agreement or simply as presence—and felt the pleasure of a woman who is sitting inside the fire and is not burning.

They were talking about her. They did not know it, but they were. The timeline, the propriety, the appropriate speed of a widow’s return to life—all of it was the conversation that would be had about her, was probably being had about her elsewhere, and she was sitting in the middle of it as a secretly married woman with a honeymoon to Istanbul being planned and a midnight blue Audi in her compound.

She took a sip of her zobo.

Beside her, Fina shifted slightly—a small, controlled movement that Manar recognised as the physical expression of someone suppressing something with great effort.

Manar did not look at her.

She looked at her zobo and breathed in the particular warmth of being the only person in the room who knew the whole story and found it, quietly and without apology, very funny.

IV. FINA—AFTER

In the car on the way home Fina lasted exactly forty-five seconds before she put her face in her hands and laughed until her shoulders shook.

‘Don Allah,’ she managed, between gasps. ‘They were sitting there talking about—and you were just—the tea—’

‘I was having tea,’ Manar said, entirely composed, eyes on the road.

‘You were sitting there secretly married with a car in your compound—’

‘A car I own, yes—’

‘And a honeymoon to Istanbul being planned—’

‘Allegedly—’

‘Manar.’

‘What?’

Fina looked at her sister. At the small, controlled smile that Manar was not quite suppressing. At the weight of her composure, which was not the composure of a woman managing difficulty but the composure of a woman managing delight.

‘You are enjoying this,’ Fina said. ‘You are thoroughly, completely, unrepentantly enjoying this.’

‘I don’t know what you’re referring to,’ Manar said.

‘Twelve months minimum,’ Fina said, in a devastatingly accurate impression of Hajiya Bilkisu. ‘Anything less and people will talk.’

Manar laughed—bright and sudden, filling the car, the one she no longer reined back in.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said, when she recovered.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Fina agreed. She looked out the window at the city going past, Kaduna in its evening self, indifferent and bright. Then, softer: ‘You deserve this, you know. Every bit of it. The secret and the Audi and the Istanbul and all of it.’

Manar was quiet for a moment.

‘I know,’ she said.

She said it the way she said things now—not as practice, not as a wish she was trying to believe. As a fact. Simple and settled.

‘I know.’

V. MO—THAT EVENING

He came for dinner on a Thursday.

Not a restaurant this time—her house, her kitchen, the food she had made with the focused attention of a woman who had once run a catering business and still cooked the way she had before that part of herself was taken from her. He ate the way he always ate her food—with the appreciation of a man who understands what he is tasting and does not take it for granted.

The children were in bed. The house was quiet.

They were in the sitting room—him in the chair, her on the sofa, the space between them holding its familiar quality—and she was telling him about the naming ceremony, about Hajiya Bilkisu and the twelve months minimum, about Fina in the car laughing until she couldn’t breathe.

He was listening with the full attention he gave everything, and at the point in the story where she described herself sitting in the middle of it secretly married with a honeymoon being planned, a smile arrived on his face—slow, genuine, the kind that had nothing managed about it.

‘You enjoyed it,’ he said.

‘Thoroughly,’ she said.

He shook his head slightly, the smile not going anywhere. ‘You are something else, Manar Riyad.’

She looked at him—this man in her sitting room on a Thursday evening, filling the chair the way he had filled every chair in this house since he started visiting, as though the furniture had always been waiting for him to arrive and had simply been patient about it.

‘Tell me about Istanbul,’ she said.

He looked at her for a moment with the expression that meant he had been thinking about this and had opinions.

‘Two weeks,’ he said. ‘We stay on the European side. I want to take you to the Grand Bazaar and the Bosphorus and somewhere that has very good food and no one who knows either of us within a thousand kilometres.’

‘Just us,’ she said.

‘Just us,’ he said. ‘And Bahar, if she insists—’

‘She will insist.’

‘Then Bahar. And Deen, because he will simply appear regardless of whether he’s been invited—’

‘Then Deen.’

‘And then just us.’

She looked at her hands. The room around her. The neem tree visible through the window, moving in its small evening way.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

‘In sha Allah.’ He paused. ‘Four months and some days.’

‘Four months and some days,’ she agreed.

Outside, the city went about its business entirely unaware. Raba was in Abuja, calculating. The women of Kaduna were having their conversations. The world was doing what the world does—arranging itself around the facts it knows, unaware of the ones it doesn’t.

In this sitting room, on this Thursday evening, Manar Riyad sat across from her husband and felt the warm, private weight of the best secret she had ever kept settle around her like something she had been given to carry.

She would carry it four more months.

Then the world would know.

And even now, sitting with this thought, she felt no dread. Only the particular anticipation of a woman who knows that what she has is real and solid and will not be diminished by being seen.

She was ready.

She was just not done being quietly happy first.




Chapter Thirteen

The Book Launch

I. RABA—THE SETUP

She had been on the organising committee for six weeks.

Senator Musa Tafida’s memoir—thirty years in Nigerian politics distilled into four hundred pages, published by a Lagos house with national distribution— was exactly the kind of book that required exactly the kind of launch Raba was good at: the right venue, the right guest list, the right sequence of speeches and photographs and conversations that made an event feel like an occasion. She had been recommended to the committee through her uncle’s office, which was how most things in her life were arranged—through connection, through proximity to power, through the characteristic currency of a name that opened doors before you knocked.

She had said yes immediately.

Not because she cared about Senator Tafida’s memoir, which she had read the relevant sections of and found competent. Because the launch would be held at the Arewa Cultural Centre—a venue that accommodated five hundred people, that every family of consequence in Kaduna would attend, that had acoustics designed for speeches and lighting designed for visibility. A room, in other words, where what happened would be seen by everyone who mattered and remembered by all of them.

She had reviewed the guest list three times.

Moaaz Riyad was on it—he and the Senator had a professional relationship going back years, and his presence was expected. She had confirmed his table. She had also, through the particular choreography of seating arrangements that she had been managing since she was twenty-five years old, ensured that the table was positioned in a way that would bring him past a chosen point in the room at a chosen moment in the evening.

She had also confirmed Manar Karim.

This had required more delicacy. Manar’s connection to the Senator was through Ambassador Rufa’i Karim— her uncle, who had served in the same political generation as the Senator and whose endorsement of the book had been mentioned in the foreword. Manar’s invitation was legitimate. It was also useful.

Raba had planned the evening the way she planned everything—carefully, with attention to contingency, and with the particular patience of a woman who had decided that tonight was the night she would remind this room of certain things.

She was dressed in ivory.

Not accidentally.

II. BAHAR—ARRIVING

Bahar had known something was wrong with the invitation from the moment it arrived.

Not wrong exactly. Constructed. She had looked at the cream card with its gold lettering—Senator Tafida’s memoir, the Arewa Cultural Centre, seven-thirty, smart attire—and she had felt the unease of a woman whose instincts have been accurate for long enough that she has learned to trust them without always being able to explain them.

She had called Manar.

‘Are you going?’ she had asked.

‘Abi Rufa’i is mentioned in the foreword,’ Manar had said. ‘I should be there.’

‘Raba is on the organising committee.’

‘I know,’ Manar had said. ‘I’m going anyway.’

Bahar had arrived at Manar’s house at five-thirty that evening with a garment bag and strong opinions about what Manar would be wearing, which turned out to be a deep burgundy lace—different from the burgundy of the nikah day, this one with a higher neckline and wider sleeves, the kind of dress that read as composed and arrived and entirely untouchable.

She had dressed her and done her gele and looked at her in the mirror and said: ‘Masha Allah. Now listen to me. Whatever happens in that room tonight—’

‘Nothing is going to happen,’ Manar said.

‘Whatever happens,’ Bahar continued, as though she had not spoken, ‘you do not react. You do not give her your face. You give her your composure and nothing else.’

Manar had looked at her in the mirror. ‘You think she’s planning something.’

‘I think she organised this seating arrangement,’ Bahar said. ‘And I think she’s been planning something since the day she sent that man to follow Mo to the restaurant.’ She had picked up her own bag. ‘I’ll be there. Deen will be there. We’ve got you.’

Manar had looked at herself in the mirror one more time.

‘Toh,’ she had said. ‘Let’s go.’

III. THE ROOM

The Arewa Cultural Centre was full.

Five hundred people and the particular warmth of Kaduna society assembled for an occasion it considered important—the women in their finest laces, the men in their best kaftans, the air thick with expensive perfume and the low current of a hundred simultaneous conversations. Senator Tafida moved through it with the ease of a man who had spent thirty years being the centre of rooms and had made his peace with it.

Manar arrived with Bahar.

She moved through the greeting line the way she moved through every room—with the composure that had become, over the past year, less performance and more simply who she was. She had stopped having to assemble it. It was simply there, the way things are simply there when they have finally become genuine rather than practised.

Mo was already inside. She knew this before she saw him—she had developed, over these months, an awareness of his presence in shared spaces, the way you develop awareness of a frequency you have been tuned to long enough. She saw him across the room: dark kaftan, Deen TG beside him, engaged in a conversation with someone she recognised as one of the Senator’s aides.

He saw her at the same moment.

Neither of them acknowledged it visibly. This was the discipline of the secret—the exact skill of two people who are entirely conscious of each other and are practised at performing otherwise. She looked at him for exactly the amount of time that was appropriate for a woman acknowledging someone she was publicly courting, and then she looked away.

Deen TG, she noticed, was not looking away. He was watching the room with the focused attention of a man who had been briefed.

She found her table. Bahar sat beside her. The evening began.

IV. RABA—THE MOMENT

She had timed it for the break between the speeches.

Senator Tafida’s remarks had concluded. The applause had settled. The room was moving—people rising, gravitating toward the drinks tables, forming new clusters, the particular organised social movement of an event at its midpoint. This was the window: visible, public, with enough ambient noise that what was said could not be confirmed by everyone but would be heard by enough.

She had positioned herself near the cluster that included three of Kaduna’s most wellconnected women— women who held information the way reservoirs hold water, releasing it in controlled flows to the people they chose. Their presence was not an accident.

Manar was nearby. This was also not an accident.

She had moved through the evening until proximity was natural, until she was part of the same loose social group, and then she had waited with the patience of a woman who understood that timing was everything.

She said it the way she said all her most precise things —warmly, with apparent care, in the tone of someone raising a concern for the benefit of those she was speaking to.

‘I do worry sometimes,’ she said, to the cluster, to the room, to no one in particular. ‘About how quickly these things move. A woman loses her husband and before the year is out—’ A small pause, the kind that does the work without the words. ‘People talk. And the children—four children, masha Allah—they need time to adjust to things. A mother who rushes into something new before they’re ready doesn’t serve anyone. Least of all herself.’

She said it the way a concerned person says things.

She had directed none of it at Manar specifically.

She had not needed to.

The three well-connected women received it. The room received it in the way that rooms receive things that are not quite accusations—with the quiet attention of people who have understood something is being communicated and are deciding what to do with the understanding.

Manar heard every word.

She did not move. She did not look at Raba. She held her drink and kept her face exactly as it was—composed, present, giving nothing—because Bahar had told her and she had told herself: you do not give her your face.

She gave her nothing.

But something was moving in her chest—not anger exactly, something colder and more precise, the feeling of being discussed as though she were a problem to be managed rather than a person standing four feet away— and she breathed through it with the discipline of a woman who has been performing composure for long enough to know how.

V. BAHAR—WHAT SHE SAW

She saw Mo move before anyone else did.

He had been across the room—she had been tracking both him and Raba the entire evening with the focused attention of someone running a monitoring operation— and she had seen the exact moment he heard it. Not from across the room, but from the stillness that moved through him. A man who has heard something and decided in the same breath.

He excused himself from his conversation.

He crossed the room.

He was not hurrying. He was not making a scene. He was simply moving with the particular directness of a man who has decided where he is going and sees no reason to take the long route.

Bahar put her hand briefly on Manar’s arm—just a touch, just enough to say: I see it. I’m here. Then she stepped back, because what was about to happen did not need her in it.

Deen TG, across the room, had also seen Mo move. He stayed where he was. He folded his hands. He watched.

VI. MO—ACROSS THE ROOM

He had heard it from twelve feet away.

He had been in the middle of a sentence about something that no longer mattered, and the words had arrived through the ambient noise of three hundred people with the clarity of something aimed—a mother who rushes into something new before they’re ready—and he had heard it land in the room and he had felt the room receive it, and he had stopped midsentence and said: ‘Excuse me for a moment.’

He crossed the room.

He was calm. This was not performed. This was the calm of a man who has moved past anger into something more certain—the calm of someone who knows exactly what he is going to do and has no doubt about whether it is the right thing.

He reached the cluster.

Raba saw him coming. He watched her face register his approach—not with fear, not with guilt, but with the particular alertness of a woman recalibrating, adjusting, preparing to receive whatever was coming with composure. She was good at this. She had always been good at this.

He did not look at her.

He looked at Manar.

She was standing exactly as Bahar had prepared her— composed, present, giving nothing away. She looked back at him and in her eyes he saw the thing she would not show the room: the cold, precise feeling of someone who had just been discussed as a problem in her own presence.

He reached her side.

Not opposite her.

Beside her.

He looked at the women.

He smiled politely.

‘Hajiya Bilkisu,’ he said with quiet courtesy, ‘thank you for looking out for the children.’

The older woman inclined her head.

‘They’re doing very well.’

Then he turned to Manar.

‘Ready?’

She nodded.

They left together.

No argument. No defence. No explanation. No performance.

Yet Raba lost. Completely.

But the room did not know this.

The room saw a man walk to a woman’s side, greet an elder with easy courtesy, and leave with her—and the room would talk about it. This was Kaduna. The room always talked.

Raba watched them go.

Her face did what faces do when they have been trained for every contingency except the one that has just arrived—it composed itself immediately, professionally, without visible fracture. But in the second before the composure arrived, in the fraction of a moment that Bahar and Deen and three well-connected women all witnessed, something moved across it that was not composure.

She had understood.

Not the full truth—not the nikah, not the honeymoon, not Istanbul, not the midnight blue Audi. But enough. She had understood, in the way that people understand things they have been trying not to know, that whatever she had thought she was working with, whatever runway she had imagined herself to have—it was not there.

It had never been there.

Not since he was twenty-one.

Mo found Manar a quiet corner near the terrace.

‘Are you all right?’ he said, softly, for her only.

She looked up at him. Something in her face had shifted—the composure still there, but underneath it, visible to him because he had learned to read her, the familiar warmth of a woman who has just watched someone fail to provoke her.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said gently.

He nodded once.

They stayed.

VII. THE ROOM—AFTER

They did not leave.

This was the decision that mattered most, and it was not discussed between them—it was simply understood, the way things between them were increasingly simply understood.

Leaving would have been retreat. Leaving would have conceded the room to Raba and given the evening a narrative that was not theirs to give.

They stayed.

They moved through the second half of the event with the particular ease of two people who no longer needed to perform distance—and the room adjusted around this new information the way rooms always adjust around things that cannot be unseen.

Bahar found her way back to Manar’s side within minutes, wearing the expression of a woman who has witnessed something she will be describing for the rest of her natural life and is already composing the account.

Deen TG appeared at Mo’s shoulder with the quiet loyalty of thirty-five years and said nothing, which was the correct thing.

The three well-connected women spoke to Manar before the evening ended—warmly, specifically, with the particular warmth of women who have just updated their understanding of a situation and wish to communicate which side of it they are on. Manar received this with grace and without triumph, which was the right way to receive it.

Raba did not leave either.

She remained for the duration—composed, social, present in all the right ways. She was too experienced to make the mistake of early exit, which would have been read as defeat. She stayed and she spoke and she was gracious and she gave the evening nothing it could use against her.

But the room had seen.

Had seen him stand beside her. Had heard him thank Hajiya Bilkisu for looking out for the children. Had seen them leave together.

And the room—Kaduna society, with its long memory and its precise social arithmetic—had drawn its conclusions. They did not know about the nikah. They did not know about the lefe or the Audi or Istanbul. They knew only what they had seen: a man who had crossed a room for a woman and stood beside her in front of his former wife and said, without raising his voice, that the narrative being constructed was not the true one. And then taken her hand. Publicly. Without hesitation.

By the time the evening ended, three WhatsApp groups had already begun their analysis.

By morning, it would be simply known.

VIII. RABA—DRIVING HOME

She sat in the car and looked at the city going past.

She did not cry. She was past crying. What she felt was something more difficult and harder to name—the particular feeling of a woman who has played her best move in her best arena and watched it fail, not because of error, but because the thing she was playing against was more real than she had understood.

She had spent twenty years telling herself that Mo and Manar were an idea. A history. A what-if that had been allowed to run too long in his head but was ultimately just that—a thought, not a thing. She had built her entire strategy on this premise.

She had been wrong.

What she had seen in that room—his face when he crossed it, his hand finding hers without hesitation, the word you don’t delivered with the complete certainty of a man defending something he already possesses—was not a man pursuing a woman. It was a man who had already arrived somewhere and was not leaving.

She sat with this for the length of the drive.

Then, as her compound came into view, she sat up straighter.

She was not done. She was recalibrating. These were different things.

But somewhere underneath the recalibration, in a place she would not examine directly, she knew—had known since the restaurant, had known since the book launch, had known since she sent the message and received silence—that the knowing was complete now.

He was gone.

She had loved him in the only way she had known how to love him, and it had not been enough, and he was gone.

The car stopped.

She got out.

She went inside.




Chapter Fourteen

The Announcement

I. MO—THE WEEK BEFORE

He had been thinking about how to tell Safiya for three days.

Not because he was afraid of her reaction—he had a reasonable confidence, built from seventeen years of knowing his daughter, that she would receive the news with the unmistakable composed intelligence she brought to everything. He had been thinking about how to tell her because she deserved to be told correctly. Not as an announcement. Not as a fait accompli presented to a teenager who had no choice but to accept it. As a conversation between two people who trusted each other, in which he told her the truth and gave her room to respond to it honestly.

He found her on a Sunday evening in the sitting room, her legs tucked under her on the sofa, her phone face down on the cushion beside her—which meant she had been thinking about something and had set the phone down to do it properly. He had learned this about her years ago. She put her phone down when something required her full attention.

He sat across from her.

She looked at him.

‘You have something to tell me,’ she said.

‘I do.’

She waited, with the patience she had inherited from him and deployed more naturally than he had at her age.

‘Manar and I,’ he began.

‘Are already married,’ she said.

He stopped.

She looked at him with the expression that was entirely his—composed on the surface, everything happening underneath—and then something in it shifted into something warmer, something that was not quite a smile but was the approach of one.

‘Baba,’ she said, quietly. ‘I’ve known since the Sa  Rana.’

He looked at his daughter.

‘The way you came home that night,’ she said. ‘I heard your footsteps. And then the lefe—even though you said it was still six months away. And the way you’ve been since.’ She paused. ‘You’ve been—different. The good kind.’ She looked at her hands for a moment. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to tell me.’

The sitting room was very quiet.

‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ he asked.

didn’t want Mom to find out through me before you were ready

He sat with this—his seventeen-year-old daughter, who had watched him move through the house with a different quality of peace and had said nothing and kept it for him until he was ready to claim it himself.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said quietly.

‘Alhamdulillah, Baba.’ She paused. ‘She’s good. Manar. She’s the real kind of good—not the performed kind.’ Another pause. ‘And her children are—’ she smiled, properly this time, ‘—Nadia named my doll Hadiza Salamatu the Third. I think about that a lot.’

He laughed, easy and unguarded.

‘We’re going to tell people this week,’ he said. ‘And we need to tell your mother. Together—you and I. Before anyone else does.’

Safiya nodded. The smile faded into something more careful. ‘She’s not going to take it well.’ ‘I know.’

‘She’s been—’ Safiya stopped, choosing her words with the precision of someone who loves a difficult person and will not speak badly of them but will also not pretend. ‘She’s been hoping.’

‘I know that too.’

‘Will you be kind about it?’

He looked at his daughter. ‘I will always be kind about it,’ he said. ‘She is your mother. That doesn’t change.’

Safiya looked at him for a long moment with the expression of someone taking a measurement and finding the result satisfactory.

‘Toh,’ she said. ‘When do we go?’

II. RABA—THE VISIT

They came on a Tuesday.

She had not known they were coming together until she opened the door and found them both there—Mo in his dark kaftan, Safiya beside him with the careful composure of a daughter who loves both her parents and has decided to be present for this because someone should be.

Something in Raba’s chest understood immediately what this visit was.

She received them with the grace she always maintained—tea ordered, seats indicated, the surface of the interaction kept smooth with the ease of a woman who had been performing composure in difficult moments since she was young. She sat across from them and looked at her daughter and then at the man she had been married to for nineteen years and felt the texture of the moment settle around her like weather.

Mo spoke first.

He said it plainly, without preamble, with the civil directness she had always known him to have—the quality that had attracted her once and had, across the years, become the thing she found hardest to argue with because it left no gaps for misinterpretation.

He said: the nikah had been completed six months ago. The public celebration was in one week. He had wanted her to hear it from him, not from the city. He was telling her because Safiya deserved parents who were honest with each other about the facts of their lives, even the difficult ones. He was telling her because she had a right to know before it became public knowledge.

He said all of this in the even, completely calm voice that she had heard across a room at a book launch and understood, finally, was not performance but simply who he was.

Raba listened.

She kept her face exactly as it was—composed, present, receiving the information with the dignity she had promised herself she would maintain. She was aware of Safiya watching her with the careful attention of a child who loves you and is afraid of what you will do.

She would not give her daughter something to be afraid of.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said, when he had finished. The word cost her something. She said it anyway, because it was the correct thing to say and because she was not a woman who fell apart in front of her child.

Mo nodded. He said: Safiya would continue as she always had—her time split between both households, nothing changing in that regard. He said: he wished her well, genuinely, and he hoped she would find what she was looking for.

He said it without cruelty. Without triumph. With the civil warmth of a man who has moved on completely and bears no malice for where he has moved from.

This, Raba thought, was the hardest part. Not the news. Not even the fact of Manar. The hardest part was that he meant it—the goodwill, the kindness, the complete and genuine absence of anything that could be worked with. There was nothing left in him that she could reach.

She walked them to the door.

She hugged Safiya—properly, fully, the hug of a mother who loves her child regardless of everything else. Safiya held on for a moment longer than necessary.

‘Sai an jima, Mom,’ she said—until later.

‘In sha Allah,’ Raba said.

She closed the door.

She stood in her hallway for a long time.

Then she went to her room and sat on the edge of her bed and looked at the wall and let herself, finally and privately and without an audience, feel the full weight of what had just been confirmed.

She was not done. She did not know yet what done would look like or when it would arrive. But she sat with the weight of it and she breathed and she was, for this moment and this moment only, simply a woman who had loved someone and lost him and was sitting with the truth of that in a room by herself.

Tomorrow she would recalibrate.

Tonight she simply sat.

III. MANAR—TELLING THE FAMILY

She told Maama on a Wednesday morning.

Not because Wednesday was significant but because Maama had come to stay for the wedding period and had been waiting with the compressed patience of a woman sitting on the best story of her life and she had waited long enough.

Manar sat across from her mother in the sitting room —the same sitting room where the furniture had been rearranged, where Rafi’s chair had been moved to the wall, where she had begun the slow work of reclaiming a space—and she said: ‘You can tell Hajiya Ramatu.’

Maama looked at her.

‘We’re announcing this week,’ Manar said. ‘The walima is Saturday. You can tell her everything.’

Maama sat very still for exactly two seconds.

Then she picked up her phone.

‘Maama,’ Manar said. ‘It’s seven in the morning.’

‘Hajiya Ramatu wakes at five,’ Maama said, already dialling. ‘She’s been awake for two hours. She has time.’

Manar looked at her mother—this complicated, loving, impossible woman who had stored every detail of the lefe and the Audi and the cash bouquets and was now unleashing them on Hajiya Ramatu at seven in the morning with the focused energy of someone who has been waiting for exactly this moment—and felt, unexpectedly and without preparation, a warmth that was not complicated.

Just warmth.

‘Nagode, Maama,’ she said evenly. ‘For being here.’

Maama looked up from the phone. Something moved across her face—something that was not her public face, not the composed and performative version, but something underneath it. Something older and more real.

‘Kin yi ƙoƙari,’yata,’ she said—you’ve done well, my daughter. Quietly. Meaning it.

Then the call connected and she turned away and Manar heard her say, in the voice of a woman who has been preparing this account since the day of the lefe:

‘Hajiya. Ki na ji. You are not going to believe what I’m about to tell you—’

IV. THE ANNOUNCEMENT

It moved through Kaduna the way significant things move through a city that has been waiting for them—quickly, completely, with the particular velocity of information that people have already half-suspected and are therefore already prepared to receive and pass on.

By Thursday afternoon the first WhatsApp groups had it.

By evening the aunties had confirmed it.

By Fajr on Friday everyone behaved as though they had always known.

Alhaji Moaaz Riyad and Hajiya Manar Karim. Already married—the nikah completed quietly, months ago, with family present. The walima on Friday. The buɗan kai on Saturday morning.

The grand wedding dinner on Saturday evening.

The reactions were what reactions always were— warm from those who loved them, surprised from those who hadn’t suspected, calculated from those who were deciding what the information meant for their own positions. A small number of people said things about the speed. A larger number said masha Allah and meant it.

Bahar posted on Instagram at eight in the morning on Friday.

A single photograph—the studio photograph, the one Nasir had taken in the seconds after the phone call, the one that showed Mo walking toward Manar across a room she had forgotten existed and her standing in ivory looking back at him with the expression of a woman who has been in transit for twenty years and has just arrived.

No caption.

She did not need one.

The photograph did what the photograph did—which was simply tell the truth, in the way that the best photographs tell the truth, without words, without explanation, leaving the viewer with the complete and undeniable sense of a thing that was always meant to be.

By midday it had been shared four hundred times.

Deen TG sent Bahar a message that said: ‘Wallahi! You are a menace and I respect you enormously.’

Bahar sent back a single emoji.

Mo saw the photograph at nine in the morning and called Manar.

She picked up on the second ring.

‘Bahar,’ he said.

‘I know,’ she said.

‘It’s a good photograph,’ he said.

‘It’s a very good photograph,’ she agreed.

Outside her window the neem tree moved in its small morning way, entirely unimpressed with all of it, the way it always was.

V. MANAR—FRIDAY EVENING

One day before the walima.

The children were in bed. The house was quiet. She sat in the receiving room—the room that had been reorganised, reclaimed, refilled with the evidence of a different life—and she looked at her hands.

She had been looking at her hands a lot lately. Not from anxiety. From the particular habit of a woman who counts things when she is sitting with something large and needs her mind to do it at its own pace.

She counted.

Tomorrow, the walima.

After that, Istanbul.

The numbers arranged themselves in her mind with the quiet satisfaction of things that have found their correct order. She did not feel the need to examine them further. They were simply facts, and the facts were simply good.

Her phone rang.

Mo.

She answered.

‘Ya de?’ he said.

‘Lafiya lau.’ She smiled. ‘You’re calling late.’

‘I wanted to hear your voice.’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow,’ she said.

‘Are you ready?’

She looked around the room—the neem tree through the window, the space above the fireplace where the calligraphy used to be, the chair against the wall that had once been Rafi’s and was now simply a chair, the whole assembled, reorganised, reclaimed grammar of her own life.

‘I’ve been ready,’ she said. ‘I was just waiting for the world to catch up.’

He was quiet for a moment.

Then: ‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said. Softly. Meaning all of it—the six months, the secret, the patience, the studio photograph, the neem tree, the midnight blue Audi, Istanbul, all of it.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she echoed.

She stayed on the call until the house was completely still.

Then she went to bed.

Tomorrow, the world would celebrate what God had already blessed.

She was ready.




Chapter Fifteen

The Walima

I. MANAR—BEFORE SHE LEFT THE HOUSE

She had been dressed for forty-five minutes and had not yet looked at herself properly.

Not from avoidance. From the characteristic discipline of a woman who understood that some things were better received all at once rather than assembled piece by piece in a mirror. Fatima had come at six in the morning—not asked, simply present, the way Fatima was now becoming present at the important moments of Manar’s life, arriving with her kit and her focused silence and her extraordinary hands. Bahar had been there since five, because of course she had.

The dress had arrived from the atelier three days ago. She had opened the garment bag once, looked at it, and closed it again. She had known from the moment she chose the fabric—a fully beaded tulle lace, every inch of it covered in diamond-pattern crystals that caught light the way water catches light, the high neck and long sleeves modest and exact—that it was the right thing. She had not needed to look at it again to confirm this.

The veil was champagne tulle, cathedral length, so fine it moved in the air of the room like something living. It had been pinned to the crown of her head by Bahar, who had spent twenty minutes on the placement with the focused authority of a woman who understood that this detail would be in every photograph taken today and intended to be precise about it.

‘Stand up,’ Bahar said.

Manar stood. ‘Turn around.’

She turned.

Bahar looked at her for a long moment—the full length of her, the crystals and the tulle and the veil trailing behind her across the bedroom floor, the way the dress followed every line of her with the specific fidelity of something made for this exact body—and said nothing for long enough that Manar looked at her.

Bahar had her hand over her mouth.

‘Bahar.’

‘I’m fine,’ Bahar said, not fine at all. ‘Masha Allah. I’m completely fine. Go and look at yourself.’

Manar turned to the mirror.

She looked.

She looked like a woman who had decided to live and had been rewarded for it.

The crystals caught the morning light coming through the window and sent small fires across the ceiling and the walls, and she stood in the middle of all of it in the dress that fit her like it had always been waiting for this specific morning, and she breathed, and she was, for one long unhurried moment, simply present inside what she had become.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Bahar said, from somewhere behind her, in the voice of a woman who is crying and has decided not to acknowledge it.

II. THE COMPOUND—MORNING

Ambassador Rufa’i Karim’s compound had been transformed before dawn.

The decorators had come in the previous evening and worked through the night with the focused efficiency of people who understood that what they were building needed to be completed before the first guests arrived, and the first guests—in the tradition of a walima, which was an open house, which meant everyone—could begin arriving as early as ten in the morning.

What they had built was this:

Persian tapestry draped the compound walls from gate to garden.

Crimson velvet chaises rested on layered Persian rugs while brass lanterns and strings of Edison bulbs waited for evening.

Painted enamel pots and woven grass displays honoured northern tradition without feeling museum-like.

The whole place smelled faintly of sandal incense.

It looked like wealth that remembered where it came from.

III. THE WALIMA

She arrived at ten.

The car pulled into the compound and Manar emerged —the crystal beading catching the morning light immediately, the champagne veil moving behind her— and the women already gathered near the entrance went quiet in the way that rooms go quiet when something arrives that requires a moment of collective adjustment.

Then someone said ‘Masha Allah’ and then everyone did, overlapping, genuine, the warmth of a community receiving one of its own back into the world in the fullest possible sense.

Fina was at her elbow immediately. Shukra was on her other side. Maama was already seated in a position of prominence near the main seating area, receiving guests with the energy of a woman who had been waiting for this day for six months and intended to enjoy every moment of it.

The walima was open to everyone and everyone came.

Relatives from both families. Women from the neighbourhood, from the mosque, from the networks of connection that spread through Kaduna society like root systems. Old friends. New ones. People who had sent condolences when Rafi died and were here now, watching the same woman receive a different kind of occasion with composed ease.

The food came in waves. Traditional dishes in abundance. Zobo in large dispensers. Kunun aya. Tamarind. Northern munchies on platters. Chafing dishes of everything else.

Manar moved through it all with the grace of a woman entirely present in her own occasion

—receiving guests, accepting embraces and congratulations with warmth that was not performed because it did not need to be.

She was happy.

Simply, straightforwardly, without qualification: happy.

IV. THE TWINS—MID-MORNING

Harun and Hana had been dressed identically—cream and gold, Nadia’s suggestion, advanced with the confidence of the family’s self-appointed creative director.

They had been given specific instructions before leaving the house: stay with Auntie Bahar, do not touch the birdcages, do not eat from the platters without asking, do not disappear.

They had acknowledged these instructions with the solemn attention of children who intended to remember them for approximately seven minutes.

It was Harun who saw Mo first.

Mo had arrived slightly earlier than expected— walimas were women’s occasions, men attending only briefly at the end for photographs, but Kaduna’s traffic had been kinder than anticipated. He was standing near the entrance to the main canopy in a white kaftan with nude embroidery at the collar and cuffs, the babban riga draped over his shoulders with the ease of a man who had been wearing this style since he was old enough to have one made. His ƙube cap was a weave of white and nude and cream threads with warm brown tones—simple and exact.

Harun saw him.

Harun had met Mo three times. He was three years old and operated on emotional logic that was immediate, honest, and entirely ungoverned by social convention. He had decided at some point during the third visit that Mo was his. This decision had not been discussed with anyone. It was simply a fact that Harun had established privately and was now prepared to make public.

He crossed the compound at the velocity of a three-year-old who has seen something he wants and considers distance merely an obstacle.

He wrapped both arms around Mo’s leg.

Mo looked down.

Harun looked up.

‘Nawa ne,’ Harun said—you’re mine—with the authority of a small person stating an established fact.

Mo crouched to his level. ‘Is that right?’

‘Eh,’ Harun said. Then, because Hana had appeared at his shoulder with the focused solidarity of a twin who goes where her other half goes: ‘Namu ne.’—He’s ours.

Hana looked at Mo with the assessing eye she had inherited from her mother and then, satisfied, also grabbed his leg.

Mo was crouched in the middle of Ambassador Rufa’i Karim’s compound, on the day of his walima, with a three-year-old attached to each leg. Deen TG—who had appeared from somewhere—had his phone raised and was capturing everything.

Deen looked at the photograph for a long moment.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he murmured.

He slipped the phone back into his pocket.

‘About time.’

She looked at it from across the compound.

She did not rein in the smile.

V. MANAR & MO—THE PHOTOGRAPHS

He found her near the main seating area at half past two.

She was talking to Hajiya Sadiya—who had adopted Manar with the thoroughness of a woman who does these things completely—and she did not see him approach until Hajiya Sadiya’s expression changed into something knowing, and Manar turned.

He stopped a few feet away.

She was in the crystals and the veil, and the afternoon light was doing what afternoon light did with crystal beading—making it look like she was wearing something constructed from light itself. The veil moved in the small compound breeze and he looked at her the way he had looked at her across every space they had shared since the corridor on the seventh day—with the complete, unhurried attention of a man who has arrived where he was always going.

‘Allah Ya bada zaman lafiya,’ Hajiya Sadiya said warmly—may God grant you a peaceful home—and excused herself with the tact of a woman who knew when to disappear.

They stood in the middle of the transformed compound—the tapestry walls, the velvet chaises, the lanterns, the sandal incense in the air, three hundred people in genuine celebration all around them—and looked at each other.

‘Yaya taro?’ he said—how’s the crowd?

‘Lafiya lau,’ she said. Then, the corner of her mouth moving: ‘Ask me again in Istanbul.’ He laughed.

Nasir appeared at the correct moment and began shooting. What he captured across the next forty minutes was the full, unhurried record of two people who had stopped performing anything and were simply living inside the thing they had chosen.

The twins reappeared at intervals to reclaim Mo’s legs with the persistence of small people enforcing an ownership decision. Bilal stood beside his mother with the contained dignity of an eight-year-old at an important occasion. Nadia performed a narration of events to no one in particular, her gold dress catching the light. Bahar photographed everything simultaneously on her own phone, because Nasir was excellent but Bahar had opinions about angles. Deen TG stood in the background of half the photographs with the expression of a man taking in thirty-five years of waiting arriving all at once.

The photographer called for the children.

Bilal moved automatically to Mo’s side.

‘Bilal,’ someone called.

‘Na’am,’ he answered, without stepping away.

Mo glanced down, rested a hand lightly on the boy’s shoulder, and looked back toward the camera.

The gesture lasted no more than a second.

Neither of them thought it remarkable.

Upstairs, behind the latticed window of his study that overlooked the compound, Ambassador Rufa’i Karim watched. He had been there since ten in the morning—not for long stretches, but returning at intervals, drawn back by the sound of it: the singing, the laughter, the weight of a celebration that was genuine rather than performed. He watched his niece move through the compound in her crystals and her veil and felt the peace of a man who has discharged his responsibility well and found the result satisfactory.

Abdulrahim would have approved.

He found the thought unexpectedly comforting.

Maama, near the food tables, was on her third retelling of the lefe story to a new audience, the Audi key making its appearance at the appropriate dramatic moment.

And in the middle of all of it: Manar. In the crystals and the veil. Entirely present. Entirely arrived.

VI. EVENING

The Edison bulbs came fully into their own as the afternoon became evening.

The compound, extraordinary in daylight, became something else entirely in the amber glow—warmer, more intimate, the tapestry walls taking on a depth they had not had in the sun. Somewhere near the traditional structure, older women were singing—the improvisational warmth of Hausa wedding songs, the kind sung at occasions like this for longer than anyone present could trace.

Manar sat on one of the crimson velvet chaises with Fina beside her, the veil taken off an hour ago and draped over Fina’s lap, her shoes removed, her feet tucked under her in the way she had always sat as a girl in their father’s house.

‘Yaya?’ Fina said.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Manar said.

They sat in the amber light and listened to the singing and said nothing for a while, the way sisters say nothing when the nothing contains everything.

Then Fina said: ‘Baba would have loved this.’

Manar was quiet for a moment.

‘He would have loved Mo,’ she said. ‘He would have made him sit and talk for three hours and then said: toh, this one is serious. And that would have been the end of it.’

Fina laughed. Then was quiet too.

‘He would have been proud of you,’ Fina said. ‘For the waiting. For the way you rebuilt. For not letting them make you smaller than you are.’

Manar looked at the compound—the lights, the tapestry, her children moving through it with ease, Mo near the entrance in his white kaftan catching the amber glow.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Fina said.

The singing continued. The lights held. The evening settled around them like something that had been planned for a long time and had arrived exactly on schedule.




Chapter Sixteen

Buɗan Kai

I. MANAR—MORNING

She had changed three times before settling on the blue.

Not from indecision—she had known since the fabric arrived that the royal blue and gold was the right choice for this morning. She had changed because Bahar kept appearing in the doorway with opinions, and the opinions had required trying things on to disprove them, and after the third outfit Manar had simply put on the blue and stood in front of the mirror and said: ‘Toh. This is it. We are done.’

Bahar had looked at her.

‘Masha Allah,’ she said, for what was becoming a signature response to Manar in formal wear. ‘The gold piece.’

‘I know.’

‘Put it on.’

She put it on—the chunky gold coin necklace, heavy and warm against her collarbone, the matching earrings that moved when she turned her head. The skirt was royal blue and gold sequined lace, fitted from waist to floor, the floral pattern catching every angle of light. Over it, the velvet cape jacket in the same royal blue—tiered ruffle layers, the edges embroidered in gold, dramatic and exact. The gele wound high and full. The rose gold clutch.

She looked at herself in the mirror.

This was not the crystal beading of yesterday’s walima, the intimacy of old ivory. This was something else—declarative, full-coloured, the precise statement of a woman who has been told for too long to make herself smaller and has decided, definitively, to stop.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Bahar said. ‘Now let’s go. The Riyad family is waiting.’

II. ALHAJI JAFAR’S COMPOUND—BEFORE SHE ARRIVED

The compound had been dressed for the occasion in the way of a family that understood how to receive a bride.

Not the elaborate external transformation of the walima—this was a morning gathering, family and close connections, the scale determined by intimacy rather than display. But the care was present in the details: fresh flowers at the entrance, the main hall arranged with the warmth of a space being opened for someone new, the women of the Riyad household assembled in their finest morning wrappers.

Alhaji Jafar Riyad sat in the men’s section with his brothers and oldest friends. He had met Manar twice and had formed the opinion—kept to himself with the discipline of a man who understood that opinions delivered too readily lose their value—that his son had chosen correctly.

Mo was outside.

Tradition—the groom waited, did not see the bride in her buɗan kai outfit until the unveiling was complete and he was called in. He stood in the courtyard near the gate with Deen TG, in a deep navy kaftan with silver embroidery, and the quality of his stillness this morning was different from his usual composed stillness. This was anticipation. Deen TG had identified it immediately and was managing it with uncharacteristic silence.

Inside, Safiya sat near the front of the women’s gathering.

She had been given the task three days ago. Mo had asked without ceremony: could Safiya be the one to do the unveiling? The question had been received with approval by both families. She was his daughter. She had been present through enough of this story that the gesture carried meaning.

Safiya had said yes immediately. Then she had gone to her room and allowed herself, privately, to feel the full weight of what it meant.

III. THE COVERING

Manar arrived at ten-fifteen.

Received at the gate by Hajiya Sadiya and brought through to the main hall where the women were gathered. The room received her with the warmth it had been building across two days of celebration—a warmth that was no longer about adjustment but about belonging.

Then they sat her down.

A large embroidered covering—cream-coloured, thick enough to be completely opaque—was draped over her entirely, from the crown of her gele to the hem of her skirt. She sat in the middle of the hall, surrounded by voices and warmth, and could see nothing.

She breathed.

She thought about the wardrobe on the first morning. The amber abaya she had put back. The woman who had looked like someone who had decided to live.

She was that woman. She was also someone else now —someone that woman had been becoming for a year, through the grief and the furniture rearrangements and the corridor and the amber and the emerald and the ivory, through the Sa Rana that became a nikah and the lefe and the Audi key and Istanbul still waiting.

Under the covering, in the warm dark, she smiled.

Then she heard footsteps approach—light, deliberate —and she knew without needing to see who it was.

IV. SAFIYA—THE UNVEILING

She stood in front of the covered figure and felt the room watching her.

She was seventeen years old and she was about to lift a veil from the face of the woman her father had loved— in one form or another, in the managed and unmanaged ways that love persists across twenty years—for most of his adult life. The woman who would share a house with her, eventually. The woman whose daughter had named a doll Hadiza Salamatu the Third and whose son had looked at Mo with the careful assessment of an eight-year-old deciding whether a man was worth trusting.

The woman who made her father laugh the real kind.

She reached forward and lifted the covering.

Manar emerged from it—the blue and gold, the coin necklace, the gele, the rose gold clutch—into the light of the hall and the gathered warmth of both families.

The room exhaled.

‘Masha Allah,’ someone said, and then everyone said it, the way they always said it at these moments, because there was no other word adequate for what the room was looking at.

Safiya looked at her.

Manar looked at Safiya.

Something passed between them that did not have a name yet—it was too new, too early for naming—but it was present and it was real and both of them felt it.

Then Safiya reached into the small bag she had been carrying and produced a bottle of spray perfume first—a light floral scent, fresh and celebratory—and she misted it gently over Manar’s shoulders and hair with the careful attention of someone performing a ritual they have thought about. Then she reached for the second bottle—a small vessel of humra oil, amber-coloured, brought from the Riyad household’s own supply for exactly this moment—and she touched it to Manar’s wrists, her neck, the inside of her elbows, with the gentle precision of a young woman choosing to mean something.

‘Allah Ya baku zaman lafiya,’ Safiya said—may God grant you a peaceful life together. She said it quietly, to Manar specifically, with the sincerity of someone who has thought about a thing long enough that when they finally say it, it is simply true.

Manar looked at her.

‘Ameen,’ she said. ‘Nagode, Safiya.’

Safiya stepped back.

The hall was full of the sound of women receiving this—the warmth of it, the rightness of it, a stepdaughter anointing a stepmother with perfume from the lefe, the family closing around a new shape it was becoming.

V. THE GIFTS BASIN

Mo was called in before the gifts began.

This was how it was done—the groom joining his bride after the unveiling, sitting beside her while both families came forward to welcome them together. He walked in and found her in the blue and gold, the coin necklace and the gele and the particular brightness of a woman who had just been received by a room that loved her, and he sat beside her with the ease of a man arriving somewhere he belongs.

‘Yaya?’ he said quietly.

‘Lafiya lau,’ she said. Then, equally quiet: ‘Safiya has good hands.’

He looked at his daughter across the room—Safiya, composed and warm, already being embraced by Hajiya  Sadiya. ‘She was nervous,’ he said. ‘She didn’t show it.’

‘She gets that from you,’ Manar said.

He looked at her sideways. The corner of his mouth moved.

The basin had been placed before them—a wide round bowl already holding the family’s contributions: bundles of naira notes in ₦1000, ₦500, ₦200, stacked and banded, alongside sealed brown envelopes bearing names in careful handwriting. The Riyad women had contributed generously, in the way of a family that understood the buɗan kai as a declaration of welcome rather than merely a ceremony.

The guests came forward one by one. Cash placed with warmth. Envelopes set inside. Jewellery from some —a gold bangle from Hajiya Sadiya, pressed onto Manar’s wrist with both hands and a look that communicated a relationship that had been decided months ago and was simply being formalised today.

Throughout it, Mo sat beside her and they talked in the low, unhurried way they had developed across months of restaurants and sitting rooms and private drives—the specific intimacy of two people who have learned each other’s frequency and can exist inside it even in a room full of people. He said things that made her press her lips together to keep from laughing at the wrong moment. She said things that made him look at her with the expression he used when she had surprised him, which was becoming one of her favourite things to produce.

Maama received each gift on Manar’s behalf with the focused attention of a woman cataloguing everything for Hajiya Ramatu in real time.

Then Alhaji Jafar’s contribution arrived separately—a cream envelope, sealed, brought to the front of the room with deliberate care. Hajiya Sadiya received it and brought it to Manar.

‘From his father,’ she said.

Manar opened it.

Inside was a deed of title. A plot of land in the best part of Kaduna—already purchased, already in her name. Not a gift for the household. A piece of land that belonged entirely, and only to Manar.

She read it twice.

Then she looked at Mo.

He met her eyes with the expression of a man who knew what was in the envelope and had been waiting for this moment.

‘Your father gave me land,’ she said.

‘I know,’ he said.

‘You knew?’

‘It was his idea. I only told him you had given up a business once because someone took your resources from you.’ He paused. ‘He said: then she should have something no one can take.’

The hall was quiet for a moment with the weight of it.

She folded the deed carefully, put it back in the envelope, held it in her lap with both hands. She did not cry—she was not going to cry, not here—but her face did several things in quick succession that were the evidence of a woman absorbing something she had not expected and finding it correct.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said. To the room, to the deed, to Alhaji Jafar, to God, to all of it.

‘Tell him nagode,’ she said to Mo. ‘From me.’

‘Tell him yourself,’ Mo said. ‘He’s right next door.’

She looked at him. Then she laughed—the surprised, delighted laugh of someone still discovering there were families where fathers thought like this—and he smiled, and the room around them continued its warm business entirely unaware that in the middle of it two people were simply, completely, at home.

VI. BETWEEN THE MORNING AND THE NIGHT

She went home at three.

The buɗan kai wound down the way morning occasions do—gradually, warmly, without a clear ending point, the guests dispersing at their own pace into the afternoon. Manar was taken home by Shukra, who had not said much all morning but whose presence had been constant and solid in the way of an older sister who shows love through proximity rather than words.

In the car, Manar held the deed of title on her lap.

‘What’s that?’ Shukra asked.

‘Land,’ Manar said.

Shukra looked at her.

‘His father gave it to me.’

Shukra was quiet for a moment. Then: ‘Ya kyauta,’ Shukra said simply. ‘Allah ya saka da alheri.’—He did a good thing. May Allah reward him abundantly.

At home, the children descended immediately—Nadia with a full report on everything that had happened in her absence, Bilal with a question about something he had read, the twins attached to her legs the moment she came through the door. She changed out of the blue and gold, hung it carefully, and spent two hours simply being present with them—the ordinary work of a mother, the irreplaceable weight of small hands and small voices and the warmth of children who are entirely secure in being loved.

Then Fatima arrived at five.

Then Bahar arrived at five-fifteen with the garment bag for the evening.

The day was not over.

VII. THE GRAND DINNER—NIGHT

The venue had been transformed into something that did not look like Kaduna.

Or rather: it looked like the version of Kaduna that existed only at the highest register of its ambition—a ballroom draped floor to ceiling in black, the darkness broken by cascading waves of white fabric that fell from the ceiling in sweeping arcs, crystal fringe curtains hanging between them catching every point of light in the room and returning it multiplied. Crystal chandeliers hung at intervals, their light warm against the black. The aisle that ran the length of the hall was flanked on both sides by white floral arrangements—roses, lilies, orchids— interspersed with tall taper candles in clear glass holders, their flames moving in the air conditioning.

Round tables filled the hall on either side—black tablecloths, white centrepieces, tall acrylic candelabras with greenery and florals, silver charger plates at every setting, personalised gift boxes. Gold-trimmed chairs. The dais at the far end, where the couple’s seats waited, was framed by a white marble arch flanked by more florals.

At the entrance, the sparkler corridor waited.

Three hundred people were already inside.

Outside, in the car, Manar sat in the third outfit of the day—silver this time, a fully sequined evening gown, modest and floor-length, the kind of thing that announces itself by simply existing—and listened to Bahar give her a final assessment of her appearance, which took four minutes and concluded with a satisfied nod.

‘Ready?’ Bahar said.

Manar looked at the venue entrance, where the lights and the music and the three hundred people waited, where Hamisu Breaker’s voice was already audible through the doors, where Mo would be waiting at the end of the sparkler corridor to walk her in.

She thought about the wardrobe on the first morning.

She thought about the amber abaya, put back.

She thought about all the times she had looked in the mirror and seen a woman who had decided to live and then put it back anyway.

She was not putting anything back tonight.

Bahar looked at her.

‘Ready?’

Manar smiled.

The car door opened.

The sparklers fired.




Chapter Seventeen

The Night

I. MANAR—BEFORE THE ENTRANCE

Fatima had outdone herself.

This was the third face of the day—the morning buɗan kai look soft and warm, the afternoon touch-up between events, and now this: the evening version, which was not the same woman at all. Or rather it was the same woman, but clarified to her highest register. The eyes were deep and dramatic, the skin luminous, the whole face carrying the nature of something that had been built with intention and would last until morning.

The dress had arrived in a sealed garment bag that Bahar had refused to open until the exact right moment, which turned out to be six forty-five, forty-five minutes before the entrance.

When the bag came open, the room went quiet.

The gown was gold and silver—not the simple silver sequins she had imagined in the weeks before, but something more complex and more extraordinary: the bodice heavily embellished with intricate beadwork in gold and silver, the pattern baroque and floral, dense with craftsmanship at the chest and shoulders and running down the long sleeves in trails that caught every point of light in the room. The skirt transitioned into shimmering gold lamé, fluid and architectural at once, flowing into a train that pooled behind her. Over everything, a cathedral-length veil in silver tulle, its edges finished with cord trim, so long that two women were needed to carry it when she walked.

The jewellery: a statement necklace in gold and deep ruby tones, heavy against her collarbone. Her hands were still hennaed from earlier in the day, the mehndi dark and intricate against her skin.

She stood in front of the mirror and looked at herself for a long time.

‘Say something,’ she said to Bahar.

Bahar was sitting in a chair behind her with both hands pressed flat against her own thighs, which was the specific posture she adopted when she was experiencing something too large for normal facial expression. ‘I cannot,’ Bahar said. ‘I genuinely cannot.’

Manar looked at herself in the mirror.

Forty-one years old. Four children. A year of grief and rebuilding and quiet joy and a secret held close. Three outfits in one day and a man waiting at the end of a sparkler corridor who had crossed rooms for her and sent land deeds and Audi keys and had once, twenty years ago, said exactly the wrong thing and spent two decades thinking about it.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Bahar said, from the chair, not moving.

II. THE VENUE—BEFORE THEY ARRIVED

Every table was occupied when the lights changed.

The ballroom had been built for this evening specifically—the kind of setup that required days of labour to produce something that looked effortless: the black ceiling disappeared into the darkness above the cascading waves of white fabric that swept from one end of the hall to the other in dramatic arcs, crystal fringe curtains hanging between them and catching the light from the chandeliers below in thousands of small reflections. The aisle ran the full length of the hall, flanked by white florals—roses, orchids, lilies—and tall taper candles in clear glass holders. The couples’ dais at the far end was framed by a white marble arch, the seats upholstered in white and gold.

Round tables filled the hall. Black tablecloths. White centrepieces with tall acrylic candelabras and greenery. Silver charger plates. Personalised gift boxes at every setting. The gold-trimmed chairs catching the amber of the chandeliers.

The DJ—whose name was known in three cities and whose rates reflected this—was already working the room, Hausa music from the opening sets moving through the space with the warm familiarity of a sound that belonged here. The crowd was dressed at a level that told you exactly who had been invited and why.

Then the MC’s voice came through the speakers.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, family and friends—please welcome to the floor, Alhaji Moaaz Riyad and his wife, Hajiya Manar Riyad.’

III. THE ENTRANCE

The sparklers fired at the same moment the doors opened.

Two columns of light, white and gold, erupting from the floor on either side of the entrance arch and throwing sparks into the air above the aisle. The crowd rose—not because anyone asked them to, but because what came through the doors required standing for.

Manar walked in on Mo’s arm.

The gold and silver gown moved with her—the beading catching every point of light in the room and returning it in all directions, the train carried by two women behind her, the silver veil cascading from her head to the floor. She was not looking at the crowd. She was looking at the aisle ahead of her, at the dais at the far end, with the composed, unhurried attention of a woman who has arrived somewhere she intended to arrive and is taking it in fully.

Mo walked beside her in a white kaftan that had been changed since the morning—this one more formal, the embroidery more elaborate, a deep ivory with gold threadwork at the collar and down the front. They matched without having planned to match. This was noticed by everyone.

The crowd sprayed money as they walked.

Notes fell around them—the traditional jubilation of Hausa celebrations, the physical expression of communal joy—and they walked through it the way people walk through something that is happening for them and around them and which they are entirely present for.

Halfway down the aisle, Manar heard something that made her close her eyes for exactly two seconds.

Hamisu Breaker’s voice, coming through the speakers —Jarumar Mata, rising into the ballroom with the warmth of a song that understood exactly what it was being asked to do. The crowd responded the way Kaduna crowds respond to the right song at the right moment, which is completely and without reserve.

She opened her eyes.

She was smiling.

Mo looked at her sideways, and he was also smiling, and neither of them said anything because there was nothing that needed to be said.

They reached the dais.

They sat.

The night began.

IV. THE DAIS

They sat side by side at the couples’ table—elevated slightly, visible to the entire room, the centre of everything—and the evening unfolded around them with the warm, orchestrated momentum of an occasion that had been planned by people who knew what they were doing.

The food came in courses—the top vendors had been given their brief months ago and had delivered accordingly. The MC worked the room with the specific skill of someone who understood that the best event hosts are the ones who know when to be present and when to get out of the way. The DJ read the energy with the fluency of a man who had been doing this long enough to know that a wedding’s atmosphere is a living thing that requires tending.

Mo leaned toward her at some point in the middle of the first course.

‘You know what I thought,’ he said, at a volume that did not carry beyond her, ‘when you came through that door?’

She looked at him. ‘What?’

‘I thought: there is no possible version of the universe in which I deserve this.’

the expression on his face. Completely unguarded.

Then: ‘You thought that in the middle of the sparkler entrance?’

‘I think that approximately six times a day,’ he said. ‘The sparklers simply provided appropriate dramatic context.’ She pressed her lips together.

‘Mo,’ she said.

‘Manar.’

‘That is—’ she was losing the battle with the laugh and they both knew it. ‘That is possibly the least composed thing you have ever said.’

‘I’m working on it,’ he said, entirely seriously.

She laughed—the real kind, sudden and unguarded, in front of three hundred people, and she did not rein it back. He looked at her laughing and something in his face went so completely open that Deen TG, watching from his table, reached for his phone and took a photograph without thinking about it.

The table beside them noticed. The table beside that one. The warmth of it moved through the room in a small wave—the particular warmth of a room that is watching two people be entirely themselves in public and finding it extraordinary.

V. THE PERFORMANCES

Mtee Shmurda came on at nine.

The DJ had been building toward this all evening— Ahmerdy’s Aure had played twice in the earlier sets, the word already in the room, already in the air, already doing what it did to a crowd that understood what it meant. When Mtee Shmurda walked on stage and the opening notes of his own Aure came through the speakers, the room understood that it was hearing the song live for the first time tonight, and it responded accordingly— completely, without reserve, the way Kaduna responds when a room and a song and an occasion all arrive at exactly the right moment simultaneously.

He moved through his set with the focused energy of a performer who understood the occasion—wedding songs, love songs, the certain Hausa musical vocabulary of celebration and devotion. The guests who had been seated began to move toward the dance floor. The ones who had already been standing needed no further invitation.

Manar watched from the dais with the particular pleasure of a woman who loves music and is hearing it played correctly for the first time in a very long time.

Mo leaned in. ‘Ready?’ She looked at him. ‘For what?’

‘Nawa,’ he said.

She understood.

When Mtee Shmurda moved into Nawa—the specific, devastating tenderness of that song, which meant you’re mine, which was what Harun had said to Mo in the walima compound with both arms around his leg, which was what had been true between them for twenty years without either of them being able to say it—Mo stood and offered her his hand.

She took it.

VI. THE DANCE

The floor cleared for them.

Not because anyone announced it—because the room understood what it was watching and made space without being asked. Three hundred people stepped back and the dance floor opened and Mo and Manar stood in the middle of it while Mtee Shmurda sang Nawa and the crystal fringe curtains caught the light overhead and the candles on the tables threw their warm glow across the whole scene.

He held her the way a man holds someone he has been wanting to hold for twenty years—deliberately, with complete attention, the way you hold something you understand the value of.

She moved with him the way she had learned to move through this year—without apology, without performance, simply present inside the moment she was in.

The room was very quiet in the way that rooms go quiet when they are watching something real.

Nawa ne. Namu ne. Harun’s voice in her memory, three years old and entirely certain.

You’re mine.

She thought about the wardrobe. The amber put back. All the things she had put back across the years. She thought about twenty years of a frequency she could not turn off, a life she had built from what was given to her rather than what she had chosen, and she thought about standing in a pantry holding a jar of honey and saying yes without hesitation.

Yes.

The song moved toward its end.

He leaned close enough that his voice was only for her.

‘In sha Allah,’ he said. ‘Istanbul in four days.’ She pulled back just enough to look at his face.

‘Four days,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah.’

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

The song ended.

The room erupted.

They separated with the composed grace of two people returning from somewhere private, and she took his hand as they walked back to the dais, and this time it was not a statement—there was no Raba to receive it, no room full of observers calculating its meaning. It was simply: his hand, holding hers, because that was what it was now.

Later, while Manar was pulled into a photograph with Bahar and a cluster of cousins, Ambassador Rufa’i found Mo near the edge of the dais.

‘My brother would have approved.’

Mo looked at him.

He did not answer immediately.

Then, with the humility so characteristic of him: ‘I hope so.’

Rufa’i gave a single nod.

‘I know so.’

Then he walked away to greet another guest.

VII. BURNA BOY—LATER

Burna Boy arrived just before eleven.

The room lost its collective mind.

Manar had changed—at ten-thirty, a brief retreat to the dressing room that had been set up behind the dais, emerging in the second outfit of the evening: the same veil, a different dress, this one lighter, still heavily beaded but freed from the train, designed for dancing. Bahar had supervised the change with military efficiency.

She danced with Fina first. Then with Shukra, which was unexpected and perfect—Shukra, who did not usually dance, who had been serious and present and solid through everything, letting herself be pulled onto the floor by her sister and laughing properly, the laugh of someone who has carried something heavy for a long time and has put it down.

She danced with Bilal, who had decided around ten o’clock that the rules about bedtime were suspended for this occasion and had been right. He danced with the contained dignity of an eight-year-old who had watched how it was done and was applying what he had learned. She held his face in her hands for a moment and he let her, which was the gift of a child who is usually too serious for such things.

Mo watched them for a long moment.

There was something quietly miraculous about seeing Bilal smile without caution.

Nadia had been dancing since nine and showed no signs of stopping. The twins had been dancing since nine-fifteen and were currently operating at a level of energy that had outlasted three adults and shown no signs of diminishing.

Mo danced with Safiya.

Manar watched this from across the floor—her husband and his daughter, moving to a Burna Boy song that neither of them probably knew all the words to, Safiya laughing at something he had said, Mo looking at her with the expression he wore when he was entirely himself—and she felt the warmth of it move through her chest in the specific way that things move through you when they are exactly as they should be.

She did not rein it in.

VIII. AFTER MIDNIGHT

The room was still full at one in the morning.

This was the nature of the occasion—it did not end, it simply gradually became smaller, the guests departing at their own pace into the Kaduna night, the dance floor thinning but never quite emptying, the music continuing because the DJ understood that the energy was still there and his job was to honour it.

Manar sat at the dais with Mo beside her, shoes removed, the train of the first dress now somewhere backstage, the veil taken off an hour ago. She was eating something—there had been no time to eat properly during the dinner and the kitchen had sent plates to the dais that had sat largely untouched, and now at one in the morning she was eating with the focused appreciation of a woman who has been on her feet for eighteen hours and has discovered hunger.

‘You didn’t eat,’ Mo said.

‘I was busy being looked at,’ she said.

‘Fair.’

He passed her something from the plate in front of him. She took it without looking.

Around them, what remained of the evening moved at a gentler pace—older guests on the periphery, the dance floor still alive with the younger energy. Deen TG somewhere in the middle of it, apparently inexhaustible. Bahar documenting everything from multiple angles simultaneously, because she would sleep when she was dead. Maama had left at eleven with the satisfied expression of a woman who had gathered sufficient material for the next six months of social conversation.

Fina was still there, seated across the room with the children’s table—or what remained of it, Bilal having finally succumbed to sleep in a chair, Nadia still intermittently narrating events to whoever would listen, the twins somewhere in the vicinity of unconscious.

Mo looked at the room.

‘How does it feel?’ he said.

She considered this honestly, the way she considered everything.

‘It feels,’ she said, ‘like twenty years of wanting something and being told by various forces—including myself—that wanting things was not something I was permitted to do.’ She paused. ‘And then doing it anyway.’

He looked at her.

‘And?’ he said.

She looked at the room—the white fabric cascading from the black ceiling, the crystal fringe catching the light, the dance floor and the music and her children and the people who had gathered to celebrate this specific, improbable, entirely earned thing.

‘And it feels exactly like I always knew it would,’ she said, ‘if I was ever brave enough to let it.’

He said nothing. He reached across the table and covered her hand with his—the same gesture as the first time, at the book launch, in front of Raba and everyone else.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she murmured.

Around them, the music continued.

Guests laughed.

Chairs shifted.

Somewhere, Nadia was still talking.

Somewhere else, the twins had finally surrendered to sleep.

The night carried on around them, warm and ordinary.

Manar rested her hand beneath his.

Tomorrow they would begin their life.

Tonight, they simply sat together.

Alhamdulillah.




Chapter Eighteen

The Car

I. MANAR—LEAVING

The venue emptied slowly, the way celebrations empty when they have been genuinely good—not a sudden clearing but a gradual warmth releasing itself into the night, guests departing in clusters, the music lowering by degrees, the dance floor thinning from the outside in until only the most committed remained.

By two in the morning, Manar had said goodbye to everyone who needed a proper goodbye, had overseen the loading of exhausted children into cars—Bilal carrying himself with the dignity of a boy who had stayed up past midnight and intended to be acknowledged for it, Nadia asleep on Fina’s shoulder before they reached the car park, the twins a tangle of warm limbs transferred from chair to car seat without fully waking—and had stood at the venue entrance with Bahar for a final moment.

‘Go,’ Bahar said.

‘I’m going.’

‘You’re standing here.’

‘I’m having a moment.’

Bahar looked at her—the gold and silver gown, the train gone, the veil gone, the coin necklace still on, the mehndi on her hands catching the last of the venue lights —and her expression did the thing it did when she was feeling something too large for a single facial register.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said quietly.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Manar said back.

They hugged properly—the hug of two women who have been through something together and both know it. Then Bahar got into her own car and Manar turned and found Mo waiting beside the Audi with the patience of a man who had been watching her say goodbye for twenty minutes and had no complaints about it.

‘Ready?’ he said.

‘Ready,’ she said.

II. THE DRIVE

They had agreed on this before the wedding week began.

Separate houses until Istanbul. It was his suggestion, which had surprised her—she had expected to be the one proposing the practical thing, the measured thing, the thing that gave the children time to adjust and the families time to settle into the new shape of everything. But he had said it first, softly and without ceremony, in the way he said things he had already thought through completely: the children needed the transition to happen gradually. Bilal especially. Safiya too. The honeymoon was four days away. They could wait four days.

She had agreed.

She had also, privately, found it one of the most attractive things he had ever done—the specific restraint of a man who could have asked for more and chose not to because other people needed the space more than he needed the thing.

The Kaduna night moved past the windows—the streets quieter now, the city in its aftermidnight self, the lights fewer and softer. She had taken the veil off in the venue and her hair was covered simply now, and she had removed the shoes somewhere around midnight and was currently barefoot in the passenger seat of her own car, which he was driving, which she had let him drive because it was two in the morning and she was the particular kind of tired that comes from eighteen hours of being looked at and she wanted to be carried for a little while.

They talked in the low, unhurried way of the end of a long day—not about anything important, not about the wedding or the guests or the dress or the land deed or Istanbul. About small things. He told her something Deen had said during Burna Boy’s set that had made him have to look away to keep from laughing in public. She told him about Nadia’s extended narration of the entire evening, delivered to Fina over the course of an hour, with editorial opinions on everyone’s outfit.

He laughed. The real kind. She liked producing it.

Her street appeared ahead.

The gate to her compound was lit, the housekeeper having left it on for her return. She could see the compound from here—the neem tree visible above the wall, the light in the upstairs window where Fina was probably still awake waiting for her.

Mo pulled into the driveway and stopped the engine.

He turned off the headlights.

The compound went quiet.

III. THE CAR

They sat for a moment in the dark.

This was a different dark from the Audi scene—not strategic, not planned, not her reaching for something she had decided to give. This was simply the dark at the end of an extraordinary day, two people sitting in the quiet of a car with the whole evening still warm around them, neither of them in any hurry to end it.

‘Four days,’ she said.

‘Four days,’ he said.

She looked at the compound gate. The neem tree. The light in Fina’s window.

She was aware of him turned slightly toward her—not leaning in, not doing anything. Simply present, the way he was always present, with the complete attention of a man who has decided where he is and has no interest in being anywhere else.

She looked at him.

His expression softened, unguarded.

The gold and silver beading caught the faint light from the gate and she was, even now, even at two in the morning at the end of the longest day of her life, simply herself in the way she had always been most herself in this car, in this dark, with him.

He had promised himself.

He had patience. He had discipline. He had, on multiple occasions, demonstrated both under considerably more difficult circumstances.

He kissed her.

Not urgently. Not with the twenty years behind it pressing through all at once. Gently, deliberately, the way you do something you have been thinking about for a long time and want to do correctly—her face in his hands, the warmth of her, the quiet reality of her being entirely present and entirely his.

She kissed him back.

It lasted as long as it lasted, which was both a very short time and not short at all, which was the nature of first kisses between people who have been in transit toward each other for twenty years.

When it ended he stayed close—not pulling back, just returning to the particular proximity of two people who have just done something they both knew was coming.

Then he laughed.

Not at her. Not at them. At himself—the particular, helpless laugh of a man who has just broken a promise he made to himself with great conviction and has absolutely no regret about it.

‘Istanbul,’ he said, by way of explanation and apology simultaneously.

She looked at him. ‘You lasted a very long time,’ she said.

‘I lasted until two in the morning,’ he said. ‘After the longest day of my life. I think that’s reasonable.’

‘I think,’ she said, ‘that Istanbul is going to be very interesting.’

He looked at her for a moment with the open expression, the one with nothing held back in it, that she had been watching arrive more frequently and with less effort since the Sa Rana.

‘In sha Allah,’ he said.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

She opened the car door.

She got out.

She leaned back through the window and looked at him one more time—gold and silver in the gate light, barefoot, the mehndi on her hands, the coin necklace still at her collarbone—and she said: ‘Four days.’

‘Four days,’ he said.

She went inside.

He sat in the car for eleven minutes before he drove away.

IV. FINA—WAITING

Fina was awake.

Of course she was.

She was sitting on the sofa in Manar’s sitting room in her pyjamas with a cup of zobo she had made an hour ago and not drunk, and when Manar came through the door she looked at her with the expression of a woman who has been waiting for a specific piece of information and is prepared to be patient for approximately thirty more seconds.

Manar sat down beside her.

She did not say anything immediately.

Fina looked at her face. At the texture of the smile that was not quite there but was present underneath the composure, the way warmth is present underneath a surface that has not yet had time to show it.

‘Yaya?’ Fina said.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Manar said.

‘He kissed you,’ Fina said.

Manar looked at the ceiling. ‘Don Allah, Fina.’

‘I can see it on your face.’

‘You cannot see anything on my face.’

‘That face. I know that face.’

Manar was quiet for a moment.

Then: ‘He promised himself he would wait until Istanbul.’

Fina looked at her. ‘And?’

‘He lasted until two in the morning,’ Manar said. ‘After the longest day of both our lives.’ She paused. ‘He then laughed at himself.’

Fina stared at her.

Then she put her face in her hands and made a sound that was not quite a laugh and not quite anything else and was entirely Fina.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said, into her hands. ‘Alhamdulillah, alhamdulillah. I love him. I love this man. He is ridiculous and I love him.’

Manar picked up Fina’s cold tea and drank it.

‘Four days,’ she said.

‘Istanbul,’ Fina said.

‘Istanbul,’ Manar agreed.

They sat together in the sitting room in the quiet of two-thirty in the morning, the house full of sleeping children, the neem tree outside moving in whatever small wind had found its way into the compound, and they said nothing further because there was nothing left to say that the evening had not already said better.

V. RABA—THE SAME NIGHT

She had watched the wedding happen from a distance.

Not literally—she had not attended, had not been invited, would not have attended if invited. But the city had documented it comprehensively: Bahar’s Instagram, which Raba still followed because unfollowing it felt like conceding something, had posted seventeen stories by midnight. Photographs appeared on multiple accounts. Clips of the performances. The sparkler entrance, captured by twelve different phones from twelve different angles.

She had watched all of it.

She had watched Manar walk down that aisle in the gold and silver gown that trailed behind her like something from a different century, and she had felt the feeling of a woman looking at something she had always feared and finding it, finally, exactly as terrible as she had always known it would be.

She had watched Mo look at Manar across the dais and felt the absence of that look in her own direction like a physical thing.

She had sat with all of it until midnight and then she had put her phone down and made a decision.

She looked at the number for a long time.

Six months ago she would never have called it.

Tonight, for the first time, she did.

She needed a different angle.

She thought about Safiya—who lived with Mo, who was seventeen, who had stood at the buɗan kai and lifted the covering from Manar’s face and anointed her with perfume. Whose Instagram she also followed, and whose stories from the wedding had been warm and genuine and entirely free of the ambivalence Raba had been hoping to find there.

Her daughter had chosen.

She sat with this for a long time.

Then she picked up her phone and called someone— not Mo, not Safiya, not anyone connected to the Riyad or Karim families. Someone else. A contact she had been keeping at a distance for months, a man who had made his interest known through the correct channels and whom she had deflected, politely, because she had been holding onto something.

She was no longer holding onto something.

The phone rang twice.

The line connected.

‘Assalamu alaikum,’ she said.




Chapter Nineteen

The Waiting

I. MANAR—THE FIRST DAY

She woke at seven with the way of a woman who has slept deeply for the first time in a long time.

Not the exhausted sleep of grief or the fitful sleep of anxiety—the deep, complete sleep of someone whose body has finally been given permission to rest because the thing it has been holding itself together for has happened and is not going away.

She lay in bed for a few minutes and looked at the ceiling.

The gold and silver gown was hanging on the wardrobe door—Bahar had insisted on bringing it home properly rather than leaving it with the venue, and it hung there catching the morning light in small quiet flashes, a reminder that yesterday had been real.

Her phone was on the nightstand.

She picked it up.

There was a message from Mo, sent at six forty-seven —before she had woken, which meant he had been awake at six forty-seven, which meant he had not slept as deeply as she had, which she filed away with a specific private satisfaction.

Good morning. Three days and some hours.

She looked at this for a moment.

Then she typed back: Some hours is doing a lot of work in that sentence.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Eleven hours and forty-three minutes. Approximately.

She put the phone down and looked at the ceiling again and felt the smile arrive on her face with the ease of something that had become simply natural—unhurried, unguarded, requiring no management at all.

From somewhere in the house came the sound of the morning beginning: Nadia’s voice, Bilal’s quieter movement, the twins beginning their negotiations with the day. Fina’s laugh from the direction of the kitchen—she was still here, still extending the extension, her London life apparently capable of waiting indefinitely when Kaduna offered sufficient reason.

Manar got up.

She had things to do today. Practical things—the children’s schedules for the two weeks she would be away, the arrangements with the housekeeper, the conversation with Bilal that she had been planning since before the wedding, the one that needed to happen before she left.

She also had eleven hours and forty-three minutes to wait, approximately, before she would hear Mo’s voice.

She intended to be busy for all of them.

II. BILAL—THE CONVERSATION

He was in his room reading when she knocked.

She sat on the edge of his bed the way she always sat when she needed to talk to him properly—not across a table, not in passing, but in his space, on his terms, the way she had learned was the right way to reach him.

He put his book down.

He looked at her with the careful attention he brought to everything—the assessment, the patience, the texture of an eight-year-old who has decided that if someone is going to speak to him they should be allowed to do it without interruption.

‘I’m going away for two weeks,’ she said. ‘To Istanbul. With Mo.’

He nodded. He had known this was coming—she had told him about the trip weeks ago, and Bilal was not a child who forgot things.

‘When?’ he said.

‘Three days.’

He absorbed this. ‘Will you call?’

‘Every day. Video call. You can show me whatever you’re reading.’

He considered this arrangement and found it satisfactory. Then: ‘Will Mo be there the whole time?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good,’ he said. Simply, with the specific economy of a child who has made a decision and does not feel the need to elaborate on it.

She looked at him—her first child, her careful one, the one who had made Milo for her on the morning she was moving furniture and sat with his book in her approximate company because he understood that sometimes love was simply presence without requirement.

‘Bilal,’ she said.

‘Mm.’

‘Are you all right? About all of it. The wedding. Mo. Everything.’

He considered this with the seriousness it deserved— not the performative consideration of a child giving an adult what they want to hear, but the genuine internal process of a boy taking stock.

He answers my questions properly.

‘He was,’ she agreed.

‘That matters,’ Bilal said, with the conviction of someone who has thought about what matters and has arrived at conclusions.

She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. He permitted this with the dignity of an eight-year-old who considers such things acceptable in private.

‘Enjoy Istanbul,’ he said, picking up his book.

She went back to the door.

‘Mama,’ he said, without looking up.

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t forget to eat. You never eat enough when you travel.’

She stood in the doorway of her son’s room and felt the exact, overwhelming warmth of being known by someone who has been watching you carefully since they were old enough to notice things.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

III. THE TEXTS

They did not call during the four days.

This was not a decision they made explicitly—it simply became the shape of the time, as though both of them understood that their voices, in these four days, would make the waiting harder rather than easier. They texted instead, in the low, unhurried way they had developed over months of careful proximity.

He texted at odd hours—six forty-seven in the morning, eleven-eighteen at night, two thirty-three in the afternoon when he was apparently in a meeting that had gone on too long and had found a reason to look at his phone.

The hotel confirmed the room. Bosphorus view. You’ll like it.

Deen just asked me, with complete sincerity, whether I had packed enough kayan wanka. He is forty-two years old.

Safiya made me try on four kaftans this evening for your opinion on which one. I have sent pictures to the wrong person twice.

She texted back in the gaps between the day’s requirements—children, arrangements, the quiet administrative work of a life being organised for a two-week absence.

Tell Deen the answer is no. It is never enough kayan wanka.

Tell Safiya the third one. The deep green.

How did you send it to the wrong person twice? You have one contact.

I have several contacts. I simply appear to be thinking about one.

She had read that last one three times and then put the phone face down on the kitchen counter and looked at the wall for a moment.

Fina, who had been watching, said nothing. Her expression said everything.

IV. FINA—LEAVING

She left on the third day.

Her London life had finally reached the limit of its patience—a work call she could not defer, a commitment she had rearranged twice and could not rearrange a third time. She packed with the efficient reluctance of someone who is going somewhere they have to go and leaving somewhere they want to stay.

Manar drove her to the airport.

They sat in the departure drop-off lane for longer than was strictly necessary, the way sisters sit in cars when they are not quite ready to be on different sides of the world from each other.

‘Call me from Istanbul,’ Fina said.

‘I’ll be busy,’ Manar said.

‘Call me anyway. I want a full report.’

‘Fina.’

‘I believe I’ve earned a report.’

Manar looked at her sister—the youngest of them, the one who had left and built a different life and called at the right moments and said the true things and had, across this entire year, been the version of love that did not require managing.

‘Ya de,’ Manar said.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Fina said. Then, softer: ‘Be happy. Properly. All the way. Don’t hold any of it back.’

Manar looked at the airport entrance.

‘I won’t,’ she said.

Fina hugged her properly—the hug of someone who means it, that lasts long enough to say what the words didn’t quite reach—and then she got out of the car with her bag and walked into the terminal without looking back, because Fina knew that looking back made things harder and she was practical about the things she could control.

Manar sat in the car for a moment.

Then she drove home.

One more day.

V. RABA—THE NEW DIRECTION

His name was Kabir Suleiman.

He was forty-five, a property developer from Abuja, recently divorced, well-connected in the circles that connected everyone eventually in the northern professional world. He had met Raba at an event eight months ago and had made his interest known through a mutual friend with the correct discretion—no direct approach, no presumption, simply a communication that an interest existed and would be honoured if she wished to respond to it.

She had not responded. She had been holding onto something.

She was no longer holding onto something.

She had called him the night of Mo’s wedding, at two in the morning, which was not the most composed hour for a first real contact but which he had answered with the warmth of a man who had been waiting and understood that waiting had a season.

They had spoken for forty minutes.

He was easy to speak to—not in the way Mo was easy to speak to, which was the ease of someone who had known her frequency before she could name it, but in the simpler, more available way of a person who was present and interested and uncomplicated by history.

She had agreed to have lunch with him when she returned to Abuja.

She was not in love with him. She was not pretending to be. She was a woman who had loved one man with everything she had for twenty years and had lost him, and she was now, carefully and with her eyes entirely open, choosing to look at what else the world contained.

This was not defeat.

She had decided it was not defeat.

It was, she thought, on the flight back to Abuja, the beginning of something that was simply hers—not a response to Mo, not a move in a game that was now over, not anything except a woman deciding to live in the direction of her own life rather than someone else’s.

She thought about Mo.

He had done the right thing.

He had been kinder than he needed to be.

She intended not to waste that kindness.

She looked out the window at the clouds below.

In sha Allah, she thought.

VI. THE MORNING

She was ready at five-thirty.

The flight was at eight. Mo was picking her up at six. The children were asleep—she had said her real goodbyes the night before, sitting with each of them in turn, the specific tenderness of a mother who is going away and needs to leave something of herself behind to sustain the two weeks.

Bilal had said: ‘Don’t forget to eat.’

Nadia had said: ‘Bring me something. Something blue.’

The twins had said nothing coherent but had pressed themselves against her with the full weight of three-year-olds who understand absence even when they cannot name it, and she had held them both for a long time.

She stood in the sitting room with her luggage—two suitcases, which Bahar had deemed insufficient and Manar had refused to expand—and looked at the room.

The chair against the wall that had once been Rafi’s. The space above the fireplace, still empty, waiting for something she had not yet chosen to put there. The neem tree visible through the window in the pre-dawn dark, its upper branches just visible against the lightening sky.

She thought about the first morning. The wardrobe open for eleven minutes. The amber abaya held against herself and put back. The woman in the mirror who had looked like someone who had decided to live.

She had decided.

She was living.

Her phone buzzed.

I’m outside.

She picked up her bags.

She opened the door.

He was standing at the gate in the pre-dawn quiet of the street, in a dark kaftan, two minutes early as always, with the weight of stillness that she had been reading for a year and could now read fluently—this one was anticipation, the frequency-found-its-wavelength kind, the settled kind.

He looked at her.

Travel clothes.

No crystals.

No veil.

No audience.

Just Manar.

She looked at him.

‘Toh,’ she said.

‘Toh,’ she said. Alright then.

He smiled.

He took her bags.

He closed the boot.

Walked around the car.

Started the engine.

The street was still quiet.

Kaduna disappeared behind them one familiar turn at a time.

Ahead of them—

Istanbul.




Chapter Twenty

Istanbul

I. ARRIVAL

The city arrived before they did.

From the plane window, descending through the late afternoon cloud, Istanbul revealed itself in pieces—the minarets first, rising above the haze like something that had always been there and always would be, and then the water, the Bosphorus catching the last of the afternoon sun in long gold strips, and then the city itself spreading across both sides of it, ancient and enormous and entirely indifferent to the two people looking down at it from thirty thousand feet with the texture of people who have been waiting for this moment for longer than they can fully account for.

Manar had her face turned toward the window.

Mo was watching her watch Istanbul.

He had been doing this, he realised, for most of the flight—not the whole flight, he had slept for three hours somewhere over the Mediterranean, but the parts where he was awake he had found his attention returning to her with the reliability of something that had found its correct orientation and had no interest in pointing elsewhere.

She turned from the window and found him looking.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Nothing,’ he said.

She looked at him for a moment with the expression she used when she knew he was not saying the complete thing and had decided not to press it.

Then she looked back at the window.

‘Subhanallah,’ she said quietly, at the city below.

‘Subhanallah,’ he agreed. He was not looking at the city.

II. THE HOTEL

The suite was on the fourteenth floor.

When the door opened and she walked through it and crossed to the window, she understood immediately why he had chosen this specific room—the Bosphorus was directly below, the water catching the last light of the afternoon, the Asian side of the city visible across the strait, a mosque’s minarets rising against the deepening sky. It was the kind of view that made you stand at the window for a long time without saying anything, not because there was nothing to say but because everything adequate had already been said by what you were looking at.

She stood at the window.

He stood in the doorway of the suite and watched her stand at the window, in the same way he had watched her stand in front of wardrobes and in corridors and at compound gates and across rooms at book launches and photographers’ studios—with the complete, unhurried attention of a man who has been given something extraordinary and understands it.

The suite was everything the description had promised and more: wide, warm, the furniture deep and considered, the bathroom visible through an open door with its marble and its light, a bed that had clearly been made by someone who understood that a bed was not merely functional. Flowers on the table—she would find out later that he had requested specific ones, that this had been arranged before the trip, that nothing about this room was accidental.

He had thought about every detail.

She turned from the window.

‘Mo,’ she said.

‘Manar.’

‘You requested the flowers.’

‘The hotel has a standard arrangement.’

‘These are not standard. These are exactly what I would have chosen.’

He looked at her across the suite with the expression that meant he had done something deliberately and was not going to pretend otherwise.

‘Nagode,’ she said quietly.

‘Ba komai,’ he said—it’s nothing. The way you say it’s nothing about something that is the opposite of nothing.

She looked at him for a long moment—this man in the doorway of a suite in Istanbul with the Bosphorus behind her and twenty years of arriving at this precise point between them—and felt something she had been feeling in pieces across the last year arrive all at once, completely, without reservation.

She crossed the room.

III. THE FIRST NIGHT

He had promised himself he would take his time.

This was not difficulty—it was intention. He had thought about this, in the private and specific way he thought about things that mattered, and he had arrived at a conclusion: twenty years was a long time to wait for something. The correct response to twenty years was not urgency. It was not the relief of finally arriving somewhere and rushing through it because the arriving had taken so long. The correct response was its opposite —to be entirely, deliberately, unhurriedly present for every moment of it. To give it the full attention it deserved. To learn her the way you learn something you intend to know completely.

He was a patient man. He had been patient for twenty years. He could be patient for this.

She came to him across the suite and he received her the way the corridor had been the beginning of—with both hands, her face between them, and he looked at her for one long moment before he kissed her. Not the two-in-the-morning car kiss, which had been the breaking of a promise. This was different. This was the keeping of one —the promise to himself that when this moment came he would be entirely present for it.

He was.

He kissed her slowly, with the full attention he gave everything, and she made a sound against his mouth that told him she had been waiting for this with the same quality of patience—not absence of wanting, but the discipline of someone who understood that the waiting had been its own kind of gift and the arriving would be worth every day of it.

He walked her backward toward the bed.

The Bosphorus was visible through the window, the last light of the afternoon becoming the first light of the evening over the water, the city outside doing what cities do—entirely indifferent to the two people inside this room who were, for the first time, simply alone with each other and the full weight of everything they had chosen.

He laid her down.

He looked at her against the white of the bed—the woman who had stood in front of a wardrobe on the first morning and put the amber back, who had said not even a little in a corridor to a man who asked if she was managing, who had sat in a panty holding a jar of honey and said yes without hesitation, who had crossed a photographer’s studio to him and taken him apart in a dark car on a quiet street and laughed about it afterward over a bottle of water and two pieces of gum.

‘You’re mine,’ he said. Evenly. Simply. Not as possession but as recognition. As fact.

‘I’m yours,’ she said back.

He began.

He began with her face—her jaw, her temples, the warmth of her skin that he had memorised in pieces over months of careful proximity and was now permitted to know fully. He moved to her neck, slowly, with the unhurried attention of a man who has decided that every part of this deserves time. She breathed his name once, quietly, and he felt it move through him like something that had been waiting to arrive.

He learned her.

This was the right word for it—not possession, not conquest, not the urgency of wanting finally given permission. Learning. The way you learn something you intend to carry with you—methodically, completely, with full attention to every detail. He found the places that made her go still and the places that made her exhale and the places that made her grip the white of the sheets and the places that made her say his name again in the specific way that was not a question and not a demand but simply the evidence of a woman who had stopped holding anything back.

She had spent twelve years in a marriage that had made her smaller. She had spent twelve years being told, in the hundred small ways that a dismissive man tells a woman things, that she was not worth attending to. He attended to her. He attended to every part of her with the focus of a man who understood that what he was doing was not only physical—it was the correction of a long injustice, the specific reparation of a woman’s belief in her own worth, delivered in the only language that this moment permitted.

She gave herself to it completely.

This was the thing she had not expected—not the tenderness, which she had anticipated, not the patience, which she had known was coming, but the complete absence of the smallness she had carried into every intimate moment of the last twelve years. There was no performance here. No management. No part of herself being held back or hidden or offered up reluctantly to someone who would not notice the offering. There was only her, entirely present, entirely received, entirely known.

She had forgotten what this felt like.

She had not, it turned out, forgotten at all. She had simply been waiting for the person who would remind her.

When she finally let go, she did so completely. He held her through it with the same quiet attention he had given everything else. Safe. That was the word she would remember later. Safe.

She lay against him afterward in the dark of the suite, the Bosphorus visible through the window, the city lights reflected on the water, his hand tracing something unhurried along her arm.

‘I love you,’ she said. Simply. The first time either of them had said it in exactly those words, and it arrived not as a revelation but as a confirmation—the naming of something that had been true for long enough that saying it out loud felt less like declaration and more like finally giving a thing its correct title.

He was quiet for a moment.

Then: ‘I have loved you,’ he said, ‘since before I knew what to do with it.’

She pressed her face against his shoulder.

Neither of them said anything further. There was nothing further that needed to be said.

IV. THE DAYS

Istanbul gave them ten days and they took all of them.

The Grand Bazaar on the second day—she moved through it with the instinct of a woman who understood fabric and craft and the certain language of beautiful things, and he watched her negotiate with a vendor over a piece of embroidered silk with the focused competence of someone who knew exactly what she was looking at, and he thought: the catering business. The land. The things that had been taken from her and the things that were waiting to be built. He thought: In sha Allah.

The Bosphorus by boat on the third day—a private charter, the two shores of the city moving past them as they sat on the deck with tea and the silence of people who have run out of things that need to be said and have arrived at the more comfortable silence of people who are simply together. She put her feet up on the railing and he put his hand over hers on the seat and Istanbul went past on both sides and neither of them said anything for a long time.

The fourth day he took her to a restaurant that a friend had recommended—small, familyrun, in a neighbourhood away from the tourist circuits, where the food was the kind that is made by people who cook because they love it rather than because it is their product. She tasted something and went quiet in the specific way she went quiet when something had surprised her with its quality. She asked the waiter how it was made. She asked a follow-up question. She took a photograph of the dish.

‘The catering business,’ he said.

She looked at him.

‘You’re already thinking about it,’ he said.

She looked at the dish. Then at him. Then she smiled —not the composed one, not the managed one, the real one, the sudden one, the one that had always been the most interesting thing about her face.

‘Maybe,’ she said.

‘In sha Allah,’ he said.

The fifth day they did not leave the hotel.

He did not apologise for this. She did not require an apology.

The sixth day, the seventh, the eighth—the city and the suite and the water and the food and the particular discovery of two people who have twenty years of wanting to work through and the extraordinary luxury of time and privacy in which to do it. He learned her more completely every day. She learned him—the version of him that only existed here, away from the composure and the management, the version that was simply Mo, who laughed easily and asked real questions within five minutes of any conversation and arrived everywhere early and had apparently been carrying her in some register of himself since a cousin’s wedding twenty years ago.

She had known this. It was different to know it in Istanbul.

On the ninth night, lying in the dark with the Bosphorus outside, she said: ‘I want to rebuild the catering business.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘The land your father gave me. I want to build a commercial kitchen on it.’ ‘I know.’

‘You already thought about this.’

‘I thought about it the day he gave it to you. I have some thoughts about the model, when you’re ready to hear them.’

She turned her head to look at him in the dark.

‘You have thoughts about my catering business model,’ she said.

‘I have thoughts about most things,’ he said. ‘You know this about me.’

She looked at him for a moment. Then: ‘Tell me.’

He told her.

She listened the way she always listened—fully, without the performance of it—and then she argued with him about two points and agreed with him on three and they talked about it until the city outside had gone fully quiet and the only light was the water.

This was also, she thought, what it was supposed to feel like.

V. THE LAST MORNING

She was at the window when he woke.

The Bosphorus in the early morning had a different quality from any other hour—quieter, the water darker, the minarets visible against a sky that had not yet decided what colour it was going to be. She was standing in the robe the hotel had provided, her hands around a cup of tea she had made from the suite’s kitchen, her face turned toward the water.

He lay in bed and watched her.

This was—he thought, with the specific clarity that comes at five in the morning in a foreign city at the end of something extraordinary—this was the version of his life that he had not known how to want for a very long time. Not because he had stopped wanting it, but because wanting it had required believing it was possible, and belief of that specific kind had been difficult to sustain across the years of managing himself and waiting and being careful.

He had been patient.

He had arrived.

She turned from the window and found him awake.

‘Istanbul is awake before we are,’ she said.

‘Istanbul has been awake for three thousand years,’ he said. ‘It has the advantage.’

She came back to bed with her tea, sitting against the headboard beside him, and they looked at the window together—the lightening sky, the water, the minarets.

Neither of them spoke about going home.

Home no longer meant separate places.

‘Are you ready?’ he said.

She knew what he meant. Not the packing—she was always ready to pack, it was the work of an hour. He meant: the next part. Makkah. The Kaaba. Going together to stand before God and say thank you in the place where thank you means the most.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

He reached across and took her hand.

Their marriage had begun in Istanbul. Their gratitude would begin in Makkah.




Chapter Twenty-One

Makkah

I. THE PLANE—SOMEWHERE BETWEEN ISTANBUL AND JEDDAH

They changed into their Ihram somewhere over the clouds.

The cabin was quiet—the night flight half-empty, the other passengers mostly asleep, the familiar hush of a plane at altitude when the world below has disappeared and there is only the dark and the sound of the engines and wherever you are going.

She had done this before. Every time she entered Ihram, the world became wonderfully smaller. Widow. Wife. Mother. Hajiya. All the names fell away until only one remained. Muslim.

Mo was already in his Ihram when she returned to their seats—the two white unsewn cloths, ancient and simple, the same garment that every man had worn to this place since the time of Ibrahim. He looked different in it. Or rather: he looked like himself without the layers that daily life required, the same composed quality but distilled, essential.

They sat together.

Below them, invisible in the dark, the Miqat boundary passed beneath the plane—the sacred geographical line that every pilgrim must cross in the state of Ihram, the point at which the journey becomes the pilgrimage. They had made their intention before changing.

They had entered the state correctly.

Now there was one thing left.

He looked at her.

Twenty years, and this was still the only silence that had ever felt like home.

Together, quietly, in the half-dark of the plane with the other passengers sleeping around them and the engines holding them above the world:

‘Labbayk Allahumma labbayk. Labbayka laa shareeka laka labbayk. Innal hamda wan-ni’mata laka wal-mulk. Laa shareeka lak.’

Here I am, O Allah, here I am. Here I am, You have no partner, here I am. Verily all praise, grace and sovereignty belong to You. You have no partner.

The Talbiyah. The ancient declaration. The answer to a call that had been going out since Ibrahim built the house and asked God to send people to it—and across the centuries, across the continents, across every generation, people had kept coming. Were still coming. Would keep coming.

She felt it move through her the way it always moved through her when she said it—like something large and old and entirely indifferent to the small complications of individual lives, and in that indifference, paradoxically, an extraordinary tenderness.

She closed her eyes.

Below the plane, the Arabian Peninsula drew them forward through the dark.

II. FIRST SIGHT

She had been here before.

Twice for Umrah. Once for Hajj—the Hajj that had given her the title she carried, the one that Kaduna society attached to her name with the respect it deserved. She knew the Masjid al-Haram. She knew the scale of it, the marble, the crowd, the sound of thousands of voices in prayer filling the space unlike any other sound on earth.

She had not known what it would feel like to come back with him.

The suite at the Raffles Makkah Palace faced the Kaaba directly—she had understood this intellectually when he told her, weeks ago, that he had chosen this particular room for this specific reason. She had understood it as information.

She was not prepared for what it meant to open the curtains and find it there.

The Kaaba.

Small from this height—or rather, not small, but held, contained within the vast white marble expanse of the Masjid al-Haram, surrounded by thousands of people in white performing Tawaf in the slow continuous motion that had been happening since the time of Ibrahim and would be happening long after every person currently alive was gone.

She stood at the window.

She pressed both hands flat against the glass.

She was not crying. Or she was, but—the kind of tears that are not grief and not joy but something older than both, the tears of a person standing in the presence of something larger than any feeling they have a name for.

Mo stood behind her and said nothing, because there was nothing to say and he understood this completely.

‘Allahu Akbar,’ she said. Barely above a whisper.

‘Allahu Akbar,’ he said.

III. THE RINGS

He gave them to her before they went down.

She had not known they were coming—she had known about Istanbul and about Makkah and about the suite with the Kaaba view, but she had not known about this. He produced a small box from his luggage with the quiet deliberateness of a man who has planned something and has been waiting for the correct moment, and he sat across from her on the edge of the bed with the Kaaba visible through the window behind him and he opened it.

Two rings.

The first: a 24 carat gold band—pure, simple, wide enough to have presence without announcement. The kind of ring that is not trying to say anything because it does not need to. It was the colour of the gold threadwork on the ivory kaftan, the colour of the coin necklace at the walima, the colour of everything he had sent her that was meant to last.

His was silver.

It was the only ring he would ever have worn.

She looked at the rings in the box.

Then she looked at him.

‘In Makkah,’ she said. Not a question—she understood why. She understood that he had waited for this specific place, this specific window, this exact moment of being in Ihram and standing before the greatest house on earth, to give her the thing that would be on her hand for the rest of her life.

‘In Makkah,’ he said.

She held out her hand.

He slid the gold band onto her finger—slowly, with the full attention he gave everything, and she felt it settle there with the weight of something that had always been meant to be there and was simply, finally, arriving.

She took his hand.

She slid the silver band onto his finger.

They sat on the edge of the bed in the Raffles Makkah Palace with the Kaaba visible through the window behind them and they looked at their hands—her gold, his silver, the simplicity of it, the correctness of it—and neither of them said anything for a long moment.

Then she looked up at him.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he answered. And then, quietly, with the same quality of the dark in Istanbul: ‘I love you.’

‘I love you,’ she said.

The Kaaba was behind him through the glass.

The Tawaf continued below, turning and turning, the way it had always turned.

IV. TAWAF AND SA’I

They entered the Masjid al-Haram as the Asr adhan dissolved into the Makkah air.

The scale of it arrived before anything else—the sheer human enormity of the space, thousands of people moving through it with the purposefulness of people who have come from every corner of the earth to be in exactly this place. The marble cool beneath their feet. The smell of it —incense and crowd and something beneath both that she had no name for but that settled into her chest like something she had always known was there.

And then the Kaaba, at ground level, directly before her.

She had seen it from the window. She had stood here twice before and once for Hajj. And still—still—the direct physical reality of it, the Black Stone, the Kiswah, the ancient impossible presence of it at the centre of everything, stopped her feet.

She did not mean to stop. Her feet simply stopped.

Mo was beside her. He waited—with the patience that was simply who he was—while she stood in the crowd of pilgrims and looked at the Kaaba and felt the weight of being alive and having arrived here, now, with this man and these rings and this exact life, arrive all at once in her chest.

Then she moved forward.

They performed Tawaf together.

Somewhere during the third circuit she began to cry.

By the sixth she no longer knew why.

By the seventh she had stopped asking.

They prayed two rakats at Maqam Ibrahim.

They drank Zamzam—the water cold and clean and ancient. She drank it thinking: this is the water that came for Hajar. This is the water that came when there was nothing else. This is what happens when you run toward something with only your faith and your feet.

Then they performed Sa’i.

The seven courses between Safa and Marwa—the path that Hajar had walked, running between the two hills for her son in the desert, the same path walked billions of times since. She walked it thinking about what it meant to run toward something when you did not know where the water was. About what it meant to trust that the water would come.

The water had come.

Mo walked beside her through every course—present, unhurried, his silver band catching the light of the Haram as they moved.

With the completion of the seventh course, their Umrah was done.

She stood at the end and felt the specific stillness of something completed—not ended, but whole, the way a prayer is whole, in itself and also the beginning of everything after.

She looked at the Kaaba visible from where she stood.

She had been here before. She had stood in this place and asked for things and given thanks for things.

This time she had come to say one thing.

Alhamdulillah. Thank you. For all of it. The difficult parts and the beautiful parts and the parts I did not understand until afterward. Thank you for this man. For this ring on my finger.

For the courage to choose, when choosing was available to me.

Alhamdulillah.

V. THE NIGHTS IN MAKKAH

The Kaaba was visible from their bed.

This was the detail that undid her quietly every morning—waking in the dark before Fajr

and turning and finding it there through the window, lit and present, the Tawaf already moving, people already circling who had perhaps never stopped.

They prayed every prayer in the Haram. They walked to Fajr together in the pre-dawn quiet, the streets already moving with pilgrims from every country, the air cool, and she would take his hand as they walked—the gold band warm against her fingers, the silver band on his— and he would hold it and they would enter the mosque in the silence of two people who have found each other and are standing before the source of everything together.

On the third night, sitting in the suite with the Kaaba below them, she said: ‘I want to come back every year.’

‘In sha Allah,’ he said, without hesitation. ‘Every year.’

‘With the children eventually.’

‘With the children.’

She looked at the Kaaba through the window. The gold band caught the light from the lamp on the bedside table.

‘Mo.’

‘Mm.’

‘I should have worn the amber sooner.’

He looked at her.

‘The wardrobe,’ she said. ‘That first morning. I should have taken it off the hanger and worn it and not put it back. I wasted time being afraid.’

He was quiet for a moment.

‘Allah wrote the timing correctly,’ he said.

A pause.

‘Neither of us was ready before then.’

She looked at him.

‘Besides,’ he said, and the corner of his mouth moved, ‘you did eventually wear the amber.’

‘I did,’ she said.

‘I have seen you in every colour now. In sha Allah, I’ll spend the rest of my life discovering your favourite colours.’

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she leaned across and kissed him—not the urgency of Istanbul, something quieter, the kiss of a woman who is entirely at peace with where she is and who she is with, in front of the Kaaba outside the window and the man beside her and the extraordinary improbable fact of this specific life.

He kissed her back.

Below them, the Tawaf continued.

VI. MADINAH

The drive from Makkah to Madinah took four hours.

The landscape changed as they went—the rocky hills of the Hejaz opening into something more expansive, the light different, the air carrying a quality she could not name but that felt like approaching something she had been told about her whole life.

The green dome appeared before the city did—rising above the skyline, visible from the highway, and she reached for his hand without thinking and he was already holding hers.

The Sofitel Shahd was steps from the mosque. She could see the minarets from their window, the green dome to the left, the vast white marble of the Masjid al-Nabawi stretching below. The hotel was exactly as she had heard —elegant, warm, the refinement of a place that understood it existed in the shadow of the most sacred mosque in the world and conducted itself accordingly.

She stood at the window.

The green dome.

Her father had spoken about this—the texture of peace he had returned with from his own Umrah, the softness in his voice when he said ya Madinah that he used for almost nothing else. She had always wanted to come. She was here now.

She turned from the window.

‘Nagode,’ she said to Mo. For this. For all of it.

‘Ba komai,’ he said. The way he always said it about things that were the opposite of nothing.

VII. BAB AL-NISA

She walked to the women’s entrance alone.

Mo walked to the men’s entrance. They separated at the courtyard with the ease of two people secure enough in their togetherness to be apart for an hour.

‘I’ll be at the courtyard,’ he said.

‘I’ll find you,’ she said.

She walked to Bab Al-Nisa—the women’s gate, the entrance designated specifically for her, the one the scholars had always set aside for the women who came to this place to pray and to grieve and to give thanks and to ask.

She entered.

The interior of the Prophet’s Mosque had a quality entirely its own—different from the Masjid al-Haram, which overwhelmed with its scale and movement. This was quieter, softer, the specific peace of a place that had been prayed in so many times for so long that the peace had become structural. The women around her were from everywhere—languages she recognised and languages she didn’t, faces from every continent, all of them here for the same reason.

She found a spot and she prayed.

She prayed for her children—Bilal’s seriousness, Nadia’s theatre, the twins’ magnificent chaos. She prayed for Fina in London and Shukra in Zaria and Aman in Lagos and Majid who had said abun yayi kyau and meant it. She prayed for

Maama—complicated, loving, impossible Maama who had called Hajiya Ramatu at seven in the morning and said you are not going to believe this. She prayed for Safiya, who had lifted a covering from her face and sprayed perfume on her wrists and said Allah Ya baku zaman lafiya with the sincerity of a young woman choosing.

She prayed for Mo.

The man who had taken eleven minutes to leave after a kiss. Who had sent land and Audis and humras and had thoughts about her catering business model. Who had crossed rooms for her and taken her hand in front of everyone. Who had slid a 24 carat gold band onto her finger in front of the Kaaba and said I love you in the same breath as Alhamdulillah.

She prayed for herself—not the woman she had been, not entirely the woman she was, but the woman she was becoming. Who was going to build a commercial kitchen on land that belonged to her. Who was going to wear every colour in her wardrobe and not put a single one back.

Then she smiled.

Because, for the first time in many years, there was nothing urgent left to ask for.

She finished.

She sat for a long time in the quiet of the mosque.

Then she walked back out through Bab Al-Nisa into the Madinah afternoon and found Mo waiting in the courtyard exactly where he said he would be, two minutes early as always, looking at the green dome.

He turned when he heard her.

They looked at each other across the courtyard of the Prophet’s Mosque—her gold band catching the afternoon light, his silver band catching it too.

She crossed to him.

They stood together in the shadow of the green dome and said nothing, because they were in a place where silence was its own form of prayer, and they were both, in their different and precise ways, still praying.

VIII. THE LAST NIGHT

She was at the window.

The green dome lit against the Madinah night. The minarets on either side. The soft sound of the city below —quieter than Istanbul, quieter than Kaduna, the specific quiet of a city that has organised itself around a mosque for fourteen centuries.

Mo was behind her. His hands on her shoulders. Simply present.

‘Ready to go home?’ he said.

She looked at the dome.

Home. The children. The neem tree. The kitchen she was going to redesign. The wardrobe full of colours. The life she had been building for a year and was now building toward something specific and chosen and entirely hers.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

He pressed his lips to the top of her head.

They stood at the window of the Sofitel Shahd in Madinah on the last night of their honeymoon, the green dome of the Prophet’s Mosque lit outside, the city quiet, and Manar Riyad thought about a wardrobe that had been open for eleven minutes on a morning that felt like a different life.

She had stood in front of it and held the amber against herself and seen a woman who had decided to live.

Then she had put it back.

She looked at the gold band on her finger.

She would not put anything back again.

Not her colours.

Not her laughter.

Not her work.

Not her heart.

Alhamdulillah.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Coming Home

I. THE FLIGHT BACK

She slept for most of it.

Not the anxious sleep of someone fleeing something or the restless sleep of someone uncertain about where they were going—the deep, complete, unhurried sleep of a woman who has been thoroughly held by two weeks of extraordinary living and is now returning to ordinary life with the specific peace of someone who has left nothing unfinished behind them.

Mo read.

He had a book he had carried since Istanbul and had managed only forty pages of

He read now. He looked up occasionally at the clouds outside the window. He looked occasionally at Manar sleeping beside him—the gold band catching the cabin light when her hand rested on the armrest, his silver band on his own hand, both of them present and simple and entirely right.

He thought about the catering business.

He had thoughts. Certain ones, about the model, about the location—the land his father had given her was in a part of Kaduna that had precisely the right access—about the kind of kitchen that would serve the kind of catering she was capable of. He had not said all of these thoughts yet. He had given her the broad outline on the ninth night in Istanbul and she had argued with him about two points and agreed with him on three and he had noted carefully which two she had pushed back on, because her instincts were correct and he intended to revisit those points with fresh consideration.

He was looking forward to the argument.

This was also, he thought, what it was supposed to feel like.

II. KADUNA

The city appeared through the descent the way it always appeared—familiar, specific, the particular arrangement of its rooftops and its roads and its compounds that was not beautiful in the way that Istanbul was beautiful or sacred in the way that Makkah was sacred but that was simply and entirely home.

She was awake by the time they landed.

She pressed her face against the window the way Nadia pressed her face against things—fully, without self-consciousness—and looked at Kaduna arriving below them and felt the warmth of it move through her chest with the nature of a thing you have been away from long enough to feel its value afresh.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said, at the city.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Mo said, at her.

III. THE GATE

Bilal had been tracking the flight.

She did not know this until the gate opened and she found him standing in the compound—not the housekeeper, not Shukra, not the twins who were too young to reliably remain in one place—but Bilal, eight years old, composed, in the specific posture of a child who has been waiting and has been waiting correctly, which meant without fidgeting and without complaint.

Beside him: the twins, one on each side, who had apparently been placed there by some domestic arrangement and were currently holding his hands with the loose grip of small people who have agreed to stand still for approximately thirty more seconds.

Nadia was on the front step in a yellow dress, narrating the arrival to an invisible audience.

Manar got out of the car.

The twins released Bilal and crossed the compound at their characteristic velocity and attached themselves to her legs simultaneously, which was a physical sensation she had missed with a specificity she had not anticipated—the exact weight and warmth of these two small people who had decided, from the moment they were old enough to decide anything, that her legs were the correct place to be.

She crouched down and held them both.

‘Yaya?’ she said into Harun’s hair.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Hana said, with great seriousness, having apparently decided she was the designated respondent.

She laughed.

Then Nadia arrived at full speed and inserted herself into the embrace with the complete confidence of a child who considers herself the centre of all family arrangements, and Manar held all three of them in the compound of her own house in the late Kaduna afternoon and breathed them in—their specific smell, their particular weight, the irreplaceable particular fact of them.

Over their heads she looked at Bilal, who was standing at a respectful distance with the dignity of an eight-year-old who had decided he was too old for that level of display but whose face was doing something that told her everything she needed to know.

She opened one arm.

He came.

IV. MO—COMING IN

He carried the luggage in.

This was not a small thing—two weeks of careful packing for two people across Istanbul and Makkah and Madinah, plus the things acquired along the way, plus the things he had arranged to be delivered and which had arrived at her house while they were away. He brought it through the gate with the focused efficiency of a man who has decided that this specific task is his and is doing it completely.

The twins immediately redirected their attention to him.

Harun—who had declared his ownership of Mo at the walima and had not revised this position—attached himself to Mo’s leg with both arms, which complicated the luggage considerably. Mo continued carrying the luggage with Harun attached, because he was the kind of man who adapted to conditions rather than requiring conditions to adapt to him. ‘Yaya, Harun,’ he said, looking down.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Harun said, from the vicinity of his knee.

Manar watched this from the doorway and felt something she did not have a word for—or rather, the word was there, the same word that had arrived in Istanbul in the dark of the suite, and she let it be present without examining it further because it did not need examination.

Bilal appeared beside Mo and, without being asked, took one of the smaller bags.

Mo looked at him.

‘Nagode,’ he said.

Bilal nodded with the seriousness of someone who has decided to be useful and is being useful and considers this its own sufficient reward.

They brought the luggage in together—the man and the eight-year-old, the twins orbiting chaotically—and Manar stood in the doorway of her house and watched them and thought about a sitting room she had rearranged on a morning that felt like a different century, and a chair moved to a wall, and the specific grammar of a space being reclaimed.

She watched them disappear into the house together.

It felt wonderfully ordinary.

V. THE HOUSE—THAT EVENING

Mo did not stay the night.

They had agreed on this—the transition would be gradual, the children would adjust at the pace the children needed to adjust, the households would merge in the way of people who understood that the thing they were building was for the long term and the long term did not require rushing. He had his own compound. Safiya was there. There was time.

He stayed for dinner.

Manar cooked—properly, for the first time in two weeks, the focused pleasure of a woman who understands food and has been eating in restaurants and hotel suites and has missed the satisfaction of her own kitchen. She made everything the children had requested in the voice messages they had sent across the two weeks—Bilal’s specific jollof rice, Nadia’s chicken that was done in the unmistakable way Nadia considered correct, the twins’ miyan taushe that they ate more of than two three-year-olds had any reasonable right to eat.

Mo sat at the kitchen table while she cooked—not helping, because she did not want help and he understood this, but present, in the chair that had become his chair in the way that things became his across these months, through repetition and rightness.

He was talking to Bilal about something—a book, she gathered, from the texture of Bilal’s attention—and she moved through her kitchen and listened to the sound of her household at dinner and felt it settle around her with the warmth of a thing that had found its correct shape.

After dinner, after the children were bathed and the twins were in bed and Nadia had been redirected three times from the sitting room to her own room and had finally, theatrically, conceded the point, after Bilal had finished his chapter and turned his light off at the time he had negotiated—Mo stood at the door.

‘Sai gobe,’ he said—until tomorrow.

‘In sha Allah,’ she said.

He looked at her in the doorway of her house—the gold band on her hand catching the light from the hallway —undefended, entirely himself.

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘I love you,’ she said back.

He left.

She closed the door.

She stood in the hallway of her house and listened to the quiet of it—the children settled, the evening complete, the neem tree outside doing its small things in the night air.

Then she went to the sitting room and sat on the sofa and opened her phone and called Fina.

Fina picked up on the first ring.

‘Yaya?’ Fina said.

‘Lafiya lau,’ Manar said. ‘I’m home.’

‘How was it?’

Manar looked at the sitting room—the chair against the wall, the space above the fireplace still waiting for something she had not yet chosen, the room that had been reorganised on a morning that felt like a different life.

‘It was,’ she said, ‘exactly what it was supposed to be.’

Fina was quiet for a moment.

Then: ‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said. Softly. Meaning all of it.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Manar said back.

VI. THE DAYS AFTER

Life resumed.

Not the life before—that life was over, had been over since a morning when a doctor said words that split everything into before and after, and what had been built since was something else entirely. But life, with its ordinary requirements and its daily rhythms and its exact irreplaceable texture of children and household and the particular work of being a person in the world.

She took Bilal to school on the Tuesday. She sat with the twins through their Tuesday morning chaos. She video-called Mo at eleven, which had become the time they called when neither of them had a meeting, because eleven had revealed itself across the two weeks of Istanbul as the hour when they were both most themselves—past the morning’s momentum, before the afternoon’s requirements.

She visited her uncle on the Wednesday.

Ambassador Rufa’i Karim received her in his study— not the formal receiving room, the study, which was the room he used for family—and looked at her across his desk with the expression he used when he had already assessed a situation and was simply confirming the assessment.

‘You look different,’ he said.

‘I’ve been away for two weeks.’

‘That’s not what I mean.’

She looked at her uncle—this man who had stood as her wali and given her hand and discharged his responsibility with the precise, unhurried care of a man who took such things seriously. Who had received Mo alone and asked him difficult questions and said you may proceed in four words that contained everything.

‘I’m well, Abi,’ she said. ‘Alhamdulillah.’

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said. He looked at the gold band on her hand. Then back at her. ‘The land,’ he said. ‘Jafar’s gift. What are you going to do with it?’

‘Build a commercial kitchen,’ she said. ‘For the catering business.’

He was quiet for a moment—the specific quiet of a man receiving information he finds satisfactory.

‘Good,’ he said. Simply. The way he said things that were, to him, obvious.

VII. RABA—ABUJA

Kabir Suleiman took her to dinner on a Thursday.

A restaurant in Maitama—quiet, well-chosen, the kind of place that communicated taste without ostentation, which told her something about him that she filed alongside the other things she had been filing across their conversations.

He was easy company. Not in the way that demanded nothing from her—he asked real questions, the kind that required actual answers, and he listened to the answers with the attention of a man who was genuinely interested rather than performing interest. He had opinions. Some of them she disagreed with. She told him so. He received this without deflation, which was more than she could say for most men she had known.

She was not in love.

She was not pretending otherwise.

She was a woman who had loved one person with everything she had for twenty years and had lost him—not to death but to the slower, more complete loss of a love that had not been tended correctly, that had been managed and positioned rather than given, that had spent nineteen years in proximity to something real and never quite become it.

She understood this now.

She had understood it, if she was honest, on the night she watched a wedding on Bahar’s Instagram and saw Mo walk down an aisle in a white kaftan beside a woman in gold and silver, and felt the feeling of watching something arrive at its correct destination.

Kabir was asking her something.

She brought her attention back to the table.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I was somewhere else.’

‘It’s all right,’ he said. Not offended. Not performing patience. Simply—fine.

She looked at him across the table.

‘Tell me again,’ she said.

He told her again.

She listened.

This was not Istanbul. This was not twenty years of wanting finally given permission. This was something smaller and more careful and entirely its own thing—a woman sitting across a table from a man and deciding, with her eyes open and her heart intact, to be present for whatever this was.

It was enough.

For now, it was enough.

VIII. MANAR—THE WARDROBE

Three weeks after she came home, she stood in front of the wardrobe.

Not for eleven minutes. Not with the particular paralysis of a woman who has been wearing black for five months and cannot remember how to reach for colour. She stood in front of it for approximately forty-five seconds—the time it took to look at what was there and decide what this specific Tuesday morning required.

The amber was still there.

She had not worn it since—not the walima, not the buɗan kai, not Istanbul or Makkah or Madinah. She had been wearing other things, the whole full wardrobe of colours that her life had become. But the amber had stayed on its hanger, patient, the way it had been patient before the first morning and all the mornings after.

She took it down.

She put it on.

She looked at herself in the mirror.

The gold band on her hand. The amber abaya. The woman who had been putting things back and had stopped putting things back.

She looked like someone who had decided to live.

She already was.

She turned from the mirror.

Breakfast.

A call to her husband.

Plans for the commercial kitchen.

Four children who would soon be awake.

It was a Tuesday.

She smiled.

Then she went to live.




Chapter Twenty-Three

The Beginning

I. THE LAND

They found it on a Saturday morning in October.

Not the plot Alhaji Jafar had given her—that one was already spoken for, the architect’s plans for the commercial kitchen already drafted, the building permit already in process, Mo’s thoughts about the model already incorporated into two of the three points she had agreed with in Istanbul and revised on one of the two she had argued against, which had turned out, on reflection, to be the correct revision.

This was different land. A plot on the northern edge of the city—large, quiet, with a view of the hills in the distance that would be visible from the upper floor of whatever they built there, and a mature tree at the far corner that Nadia had already decided was the climbing tree she had been drawing in imaginary houses since she was four years old.

They had walked it together on three separate Saturdays before this one, Mo with his particular thoroughness and Manar with hers, which were different kinds of thoroughness that arrived at the same conclusions through different routes and had, over the months of building a life together, become a productive combination.

On this Saturday, the third, she stood at the far corner under the mature tree and looked at the hills in the distance and felt the nature of a thing becoming real.

‘This one,’ she said.

He was standing a few feet away, looking at the same hills.

‘This one,’ he agreed.

They stood under the tree for a moment in the October morning, the city going about its business behind them, the hills quiet ahead.

‘What do you want it to feel like?’ he said.

She thought about this—not quickly, in the way she thought about things that mattered.

‘Like something we chose,’ she said. ‘Every part of it. Not arranged around someone else’s preferences or inherited from a previous life. Just—ours.’

He looked at her.

‘Then that’s what it will be,’ he said.

She looked at the tree above them—its branches, the specific way the light came through them at this hour.

‘Nadia wants a climbing tree,’ she said.

‘I know.’

‘Bilal will want a study.’

‘I know.’

‘The twins will want—’

‘Everything,’ he said. ‘The twins will want everything. We’ll build accordingly.’

She laughed.

He reached for her hand—the gold band warm in the October air, his silver band beside it—and they stood under the tree on the land they were going to build on and looked at the hills and let the future be present for a moment without rushing toward it.

II. THE CATERING BUSINESS

She named it Manar’s Kitchen.

Not after anyone else. Not a poetic reference or a borrowed symbol. Her name, on the door, on the signage, on the business registration documents that she signed with the focused satisfaction of a woman making something official that had always been true—that this was hers, that she was capable, that the hands which had been making extraordinary food since she was old enough to stand at a stove had not lost a single thing across the years of not being allowed to use them professionally.

Manar’s Kitchen. Established on land that belonged to her, built in a commercial kitchen that Alhaji Jafar’s gift had made possible, run by a woman who had once built a business and watched it be dismantled piece by piece by a man who understood that her resources were the easiest thing to take.

She was taking them back.

The kitchen was built by December. Small, initially— a professional space, properly equipped, designed for the kind of food she had been making her whole life and had been making professionally before Rafi’s large orders on the house had made that impossible. The kind of food she had tasted in a small family restaurant in Istanbul and photographed and thought about for the rest of the trip.

The first contract came in January. A naming ceremony—a family she knew through Bahar, who had apparently been telling people about Manar’s cooking with the focused enthusiasm of a woman conducting a personal marketing campaign, which was exactly what Bahar had been doing.

She catered it herself, with two hired hands and the focused precision of a woman who had not lost any of it across the years of not doing it. The food was extraordinary. She knew this without arrogance—she simply knew what she was capable of and had made what she was capable of.

The client called the next day.

Then the client’s sister called.

Then someone who had been at the naming ceremony called.

By February, she had four contracts for March.

She called Mo after the fourth one.

‘Four,’ she said.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘Bahar messaged me.’

‘Of course she did.’

‘She also posted about it on three platforms.’

‘Of course she did.’

‘Mo.’

‘Manar.’

‘Nagode. For the thoughts about the model. You were right about the corporate contracts angle.’

‘You were right about the pricing structure,’ he said. ‘I revised my thinking.’

‘I know you did. I saw the revised spreadsheet you sent at midnight.’

‘I had thoughts.’

‘You always have thoughts.’

‘Is that a complaint?’

She looked at the commercial kitchen through the window of the small office she had built adjacent to it— the stainless steel surfaces, the professional equipment, the space that was exactly what she had needed it to be, on land that was entirely hers.

‘No,’ she said. ‘It is not a complaint.’

III. THE CHILDREN

Safiya came on weekends.

This had been the arrangement from the beginning— primary with Mo during the week, weekends split between the two households, a gradual and unforced integration that gave all the children time to find their footing without requiring any of them to perform adjustment they had not actually made.

It worked because Safiya made it work.

She arrived on Friday afternoons with the characteristic ease of someone who has decided to be easy about something, and within twenty minutes was invariably on the floor with the twins doing something that produced loud bilateral enthusiasm, or in Bilal’s room discussing something she had read, or being followed around by Nadia who had decided that Safiya was the appropriate person to receive her extended narratives and showed no signs of revising this decision.

Manar watched this from wherever she was in the house—the kitchen, usually, where she was either cooking or planning—with the warmth of a woman watching something grow in the correct direction.

One Friday afternoon Safiya appeared in the kitchen doorway while Manar was working through a menu for a corporate event in March.

‘Can I help?’ she said.

Manar looked up.

‘With the menu?’ she said.

‘With whatever you’re doing,’ Safiya said. ‘I want to learn. The business side.’ She paused, with the directness she had inherited entirely from her father. ‘I think I want to study business. But I want to understand what it looks like in practice before I decide.’

Manar looked at this seventeen-year-old standing in her kitchen doorway—the one who had lifted the covering from her face and anointed her wrists and said Allah Ya  baku zaman lafiya with the sincerity of someone who meant every word.

‘Sit down,’ Manar said.

Safiya sat.

Manar pushed the menu across the table and picked up a pen.

‘Let’s start with pricing,’ she said. ‘Because everything else in a catering business comes from understanding pricing correctly, and most people get it wrong.’

Safiya pulled the menu toward her and picked up her own pen.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Toh. Show me.’

IV. MO—THE TWO HOUSES

He was still in his own compound.

This was the arrangement—still correct, still right, still what the transition required—and he had not complained about it, not once, because he understood what it was for and because the transition was going well and because Manar came to his house on Tuesday evenings and he went to hers on Thursday evenings and the weekends were various and full, and this was, for now, entirely sufficient.

It was also, if he was honest with himself at two in the morning when he was awake for no reason and looking at the ceiling, not entirely sufficient.

He was patient. He had been patient for twenty years. He could be patient for the remaining months before the new house was built and they moved into it together with all the children and the particular blessed chaos that this would produce.

He was patient.

He called Deen TG at two-fifteen.

Deen answered on the third ring, which meant he had been asleep and had woken and was now operating on the precise moral authority of a man who has been woken unnecessarily. ‘Don Allah, Mo,’ he said. ‘It’s two in the morning.’

‘I know.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is anyone all right?’

‘Everyone is all right.’

‘Then why are you calling me at two in the morning?’

Mo looked at the ceiling.

‘I’m impatient,’ he said.

Deen was quiet for a moment. Then: ‘For the house?’

‘For the house.’

Another pause. Then Deen said, with the warmth of a man who has known you since you were seven and loves you without condition: ‘Mo. You waited twenty years. You can wait six more months.’

‘I know,’ Mo said.

‘So go to sleep.’

‘I know,’ Mo said again.

‘In sha Allah, the house will be ready in the summer. Summer is not far.’ ‘I know.’

‘Alhamdulillah for the patience Allah gave you.’

‘Alhamdulillah,’ Mo said.

‘Good night,’ Deen said.

‘Good night,’ Mo said.

He put the phone down.

He looked at the ceiling for another fifteen minutes.

Then he sent Manar a message—at two-thirty in the morning, which was not an accident—that said simply:

The architect sent the updated floor plans today. The study has a window that faces east.

Bilal will like it.

He put the phone down.

Three minutes later it buzzed.

He will. Are you awake at two thirty for any particular reason?

He smiled at the ceiling.

I had thoughts.

About floor plans.

Among other things.

Then:

Go to sleep, Mo.

In sha Allah, he typed back.

He put the phone down and closed his eyes and thought about a house on land they had chosen together with a climbing tree in the corner and a study that faced east, and he fell asleep before he finished the thought.

V. RABA—MARCH

She went for Umrah in March.

This was not planned around anything—not around Mo’s life or the news of the new house that had filtered through the city’s social networks or the growing visibility of Manar’s Kitchen, which Bahar had apparently decided to promote on every available platform. She had been planning to go since January, when she had sat with herself on a quiet evening in Abuja and understood that she had things to say to God that needed to be said in the correct place.

She went alone.

Kabir had offered to come—they had been seeing each other for three months, carefully and without pressure, and his offer was genuine and came from the right place. She had said: not yet. Some things you needed to do alone first.

She stood in the Masjid al-Haram on a Tuesday morning in March, the crowd of pilgrims moving around her, and she looked at the Kaaba and felt—not what she had expected to feel, which was grief or anger or the specific bitterness of a woman reviewing what she had lost.

She felt peace.

It was enough.

She began her Tawaf.

First circuit. Second. Third.

By the fourth she was crying—not noisily, not dramatically, the quiet tears of a woman who has been carrying something for a very long time and has finally arrived somewhere she can set it down.

She set it down.

She set down the twenty years of managing and positioning. The specific loneliness of a marriage she had kept alive through performance rather than presence. The fear that had made her hold on too tightly to things that needed to be released. The nineteen years with a man who had always, in some register she had known about and refused to acknowledge, been looking toward someone else.

She set all of it down at the foot of the Kaaba.

She finished the Tawaf.

She performed Sa’i.

She drank Zamzam.

She sat in the mosque for a long time afterward and said what she needed to say to God, which was not a request and not a complaint but simply: I am here. I am trying. Show me.

She was shown, in the way that people are shown things in the Haram—not with drama, not with visions, but with the specific quiet of a place that has absorbed so much prayer for so long that clarity has become structural.

She flew home to Abuja.

She called Kabir from the airport.

‘I’m back,’ she said.

‘How was it?’ he said.

‘Good,’ she said. Simply. Meaning it completely.

VI. MANAR—APRIL

The space above the fireplace was still empty.

She had been looking at it since the morning she took the calligraphy down—the calligraphy that had been Rafi’s choice, heavy and wrong for the room, sent to his mother’s house where it belonged. The space had been empty for over a year and she had left it empty intentionally, because she had not yet found the right thing and she was not going to fill a space with the wrong thing simply to fill it.

She found it in April.

A piece of Islamic calligraphy—not the heavy, formal kind, but something lighter, more personal, the word Alhamdulillah rendered in a style that was almost like handwriting, like someone had simply picked up a pen and written it quickly from the fullness of feeling it. She found it in a small art shop in the old part of the city that she had gone into on impulse during a Tuesday errand.

She bought it without deliberating.

She hung it that evening.

She stood back and looked at the wall.

Alhamdulillah. The word she had been saying since the first morning. The word that had carried everything— the grief and the relief and the secret and the lefe and Istanbul and the Kaaba and the gold band and the four contracts in March and the new house being built on land they had chosen together.

Alhamdulillah.

It was exactly right.

Mo came for dinner that Thursday and stopped in the doorway of the sitting room when he saw it.

He looked at it for a long moment.

Then he looked at her.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.




Chapter Twenty-Four

The Last Page

I. THE NEW HOUSE—JULY

They moved in on a Saturday.

Not all at once—the children had opinions about which boxes went where and Nadia had opinions about everything and the twins had no opinions but strong feelings expressed at volume, and the whole enterprise had the organised chaos of a family that had never done this together before and was learning, in real time, what that looked like.

Mo had been there since six in the morning.

This was not surprising. He was constitutionally incapable of arriving at anything other than early, and moving day at a house he had been watching being built for eight months was not going to be the occasion that changed this.

Manar arrived at eight with the children and Bahar and a quantity of food that Bahar had insisted on bringing because, in Bahar’s view, you could not move into a new house without immediately filling it with the smell of something cooking, which was both philosophically correct and practically useful.

She stood at the gate of the new compound and looked at the house.

It was not large in the way of houses that are trying to say something about their owners. It was large in the way of a house that has been designed to hold a certain life.

The neem tree was not here.

This had been the thing she had sat with, privately, in the weeks before the move—the neem tree in the old compound, which had been in that garden longer than she had lived in that house and would remain there for whoever came next. She had stood under it on the last morning in the old house and put her hand against its bark and said goodbye the way you say goodbye to things that have been witness to your life without being asked to be.

Then she had gotten in the car and come here.

The new compound had a young acacia at the far end —not a neem tree, not yet large enough to make sounds in the wind, but present, patient, the beginning of something that would be here long after all of them.

She looked at it now from the gate.

‘Ready?’ Mo said, beside her.

She looked at the house. The acacia. The children already moving through the gate ahead of them—Nadia at a run, the twins in her wake, Bilal at the measured pace of someone who has decided that enthusiasm is permissible on moving day and is permitting it in a controlled fashion.

‘Ready,’ she said.

They went in.

Bilal disappeared immediately into the study with its east-facing window. Nadia was already talking about the climbing tree at the far corner of the garden. Somewhere, Manar could hear the kitchen waiting.

II. THE WARDROBE

The new wardrobe was larger than the old one.

Mo had arranged this without announcing it—she had simply walked into the bedroom on moving day and found that the wardrobe that had been installed was precisely the size she would have chosen if she had been asked, which she had not been, which meant he had been paying attention.

She had stood in front of it for a moment and felt something that was not quite a laugh and not quite the other thing and was entirely both.

She unpacked her clothes into it that afternoon while Mo managed the rest of the house with the focused efficiency of a man who had thought about this day for eight months and had a system.

The amber abaya went in first.

Not because it was the most important thing, not because she was being deliberate about it—it simply came to hand first in the unpacking, folded at the top of the case the way it had been folded since the morning she had worn it, after the Fajr prayer, in a different house, when the wardrobe had been open for eleven minutes and she had not known what to reach for.

She shook it out.

She held it up.

She looked at the colour of it—the deep amber with the faint gold thread, the fabric her mother had chosen for her in a market in Abuja and pressed into her hands and said wannan naki ne before their father died and the money ran out and the world rearranged itself into the shape it took for a long time before it rearranged again.

She hung it in the new wardrobe.

She stepped back.

The wardrobe was full of colour—the emerald and the burgundy and the blue and gold and every other thing she had worn across the year of becoming herself again. The amber hung among them, not first and not last, simply present, simply hers.

She looked at it for a moment.

Then she closed the wardrobe door and went to help with the rest of the house.

III. THE KITCHEN

She cooked dinner in the new kitchen that evening.

Not from Manar’s Kitchen—not the commercial operation, not the corporate contracts and the carefully priced menus. From herself, for her family, in the kitchen she had designed with the east-facing window and the specific amount of counter space she had always wanted and the gas hobs that were exactly right.

She made jollof rice and peppered chicken and miyan taushe with tuwon shinkafa for the children—because tuwo was what they wanted on a moving day, warm and filling and exactly right—a Caesar salad that Safiya had requested and something sweet for afterward because moving day required something sweet.

The house filled with the smell of it.

Mo appeared in the kitchen doorway and stood there for a moment, watching her cook, with the expression he used when he was present in a moment that was exactly what it should be and he knew it.

‘Go,’ she said, without turning around. ‘I can feel you standing there.’

‘I’m not in the way.’

‘You are always in the way in a kitchen.’

‘That’s not—’

‘Mo.’

‘I’m going,’ he said. He did not go. ‘It smells extraordinary.’

‘It always does,’ she said.

‘I know,’ he said.

She heard him laugh from somewhere behind her— the real kind, the wall-holding kind, the kind that Deen TG had always considered his personal territory and which Manar had discovered she could produce with approximately equal frequency and significantly less effort.

She smiled at the window.

The acacia was visible from here, at the far end of the garden, in the late afternoon light.

She cooked.

IV. DINNER

They ate in the new dining room with the boxes still stacked along one wall because they had run out of time to unpack everything and no one had minded.

All of them around the table—Mo and Manar, Bilal with his specific composed presence, Nadia delivering a review of the house that was both comprehensive and occasionally inaccurate, the twins engaged in the territorial negotiations over food that were simply their permanent state of being, Safiya beside Bilal, the two of them occasionally exchanging the quiet looks of people who have established an understanding.

Deen TG had appeared at six-thirty with a housewarming gift—an enormous basket of provisions that he had clearly assembled with great care and which Bahar had equally clearly advised him on, which he denied with the confidence of a man who has rehearsed the denial.

Bahar was there. Of course she was.

She had brought flowers—proper ones, the kind that fill a room—and had arranged them in the new sitting room with the authority of someone who considers this her specific area of expertise and has not been contradicted on this point in twenty years.

Maama had come for the occasion. She sat at the head of the table that was not hers and received food that was and held court in the specific way of Fatma Karim, which was warmly and at length and with strong opinions about the arrangement of certain rooms that she delivered without being asked and which Manar received with the equanimity of a woman who had made her peace with her mother’s particular form of love.

Abi Rufa’i had sent his blessings through Majid, who had driven in from Kaduna for the day and was currently helping Bilal with something at the other end of the table that appeared to involve considerable mathematical precision.

The new house was full.

It was loud and warm and slightly chaotic and smelled of jollof rice and peppered chicken and the flowers Bahar had arranged and the warmth of a first evening in a place that is becoming home.

Mo looked at Manar across the table.

She looked back.

Neither of them said anything. There was nothing that needed to be said that the room was not already saying— the children, the food, the boxes along the wall, the acacia outside, the gold band and the silver band and the twenty years and the corridor and the amber put back and the amber finally worn and Istanbul and Makkah and the green dome and I love you said for the first time in the dark.

All of it, present, in this room, at this table.

Home had finally found them.

Alhamdulillah, she thought.

He was still looking at her.

He had always been looking at her.

V. AFTER

The children went to bed in their new rooms.

This took longer than usual—new rooms required investigation, the twins required relocating twice from each other’s rooms to their own, Nadia required the lights arranged to her satisfaction, Bilal required his books unpacked before he could sleep because he was Bilal and this was simply how it was.

Mo put the twins to bed.

Manar had not asked him to do this. He had simply appeared at the twins’ door with the particular calm of a man who had been doing this for months and had, at some point across those months, become someone the twins considered theirs in the complete and unambiguous way that three-year-olds consider things.

Namu ne. Ours.

She stood in the corridor and listened to his voice through the door—low, unhurried, the texture of patience he brought to everything including small people who were negotiating the terms of sleep—and felt the particular warmth of a thing being exactly as it should be.

When the house was quiet, they sat together in the new sitting room.

The flowers Bahar had arranged. The calligraphy she had brought from the old house—Alhamdulillah in its handwriting-style rendering, already hung on the wall of the new sitting room because some things move with you not because you plan it but because they simply belong where you are. The boxes still stacked in the corner. The garden visible through the window, the acacia in the dark.

‘First night,’ he said.

‘First night,’ she said.

They sat in the quiet of the new house—their house, the one they had chosen together, on land they had stood on in October with the hills in the distance and said this one—and let the day settle around them.

She leaned against him.

He put his arm around her.

Outside, the Kaduna night was doing what it always did—the sounds of the city going about its business, indifferent and familiar, the sky above it clear in the way of harmattan, the stars visible in the way they were rarely visible in the rainy season.

‘Mo,’ she said.

‘Mm.’

‘I read the last page first.’

He looked at her.

‘Of this,’ she said. ‘When I was in the iddah. I used to read the last page of every book first because I couldn’t tolerate not knowing how things ended.’ She paused. ‘I kept trying to read the last page of this. Of us. To see how it ended before I let myself live inside it.’

He was quiet, listening.

‘I couldn’t find it,’ she said. ‘There was no last page I could read in advance. I just had to—be in it. Not knowing.’

‘And?’ he said.

She looked at the calligraphy on the wall. Alhamdulillah.

‘And it’s better than anything I would have written if I’d known,’ she said. ‘The ending I would have written for myself at forty-one, standing in front of a wardrobe not knowing how to reach for colour—it would have been smaller than this. Safer. I would have written myself something I could manage.’ She paused. ‘I wouldn’t have written Mo Riyad. He would have seemed too much to ask for.’

He looked at her for a long moment—with the open expression, the one that had nothing managed about it, that had been arriving more easily and more fully across the months of building this life.

‘You didn’t write me,’ he said. ‘You chose me. Those are different things.’

She looked at him.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ she said.

‘Alhamdulillah,’ he said.

He pressed his lips to her hair.

She closed her eyes.

Outside, the acacia moved in the small night wind that had found its way into the new compound—young and patient, the beginning of something that would be here long after all of them, putting down its roots in the dark the way things do when they have found the right soil.

Inside, the house was quiet.

Inside, Manar Riyad—who had stood in front of a wardrobe on a morning that felt like a different life and held the amber against herself and seen a woman who had decided to live, and then put it back—was home.

She had decided.

She already was.

Alhamdulillah.

THE END!




The End

For every woman who put the amber back.

Wear it now.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel is set in Kaduna, in the north of Nigeria, among a community of educated, professional Hausa Muslims. It is a world I know intimately—its compounds and its courtesy, its social arithmetic and its celebrations, its particular way of holding tradition and modernity in the same hand without apparent contradiction.

The Hausa and Arabic words and phrases that appear throughout this novel are not there for decoration. They are the language in which this community thinks, prays, argues, and loves. I have chosen not to over-explain them because the people who live inside this world do not explain themselves to each other, and I wanted the reader to enter that world rather than observe it from the outside.

A note on the Islamic framework: the events of this novel—the nikah, the iddah, the lefe, the walima, the buɗan kai, the Umrah—are depicted as accurately as I could render them. Where creative licence has been taken, it is always in the spirit of the tradition rather than against it. Mo Riyad’s decision to marry Manar as his only wife is not a limitation imposed by the novel’s plot. It is a statement he makes deliberately and freely. Islam permits a man to marry more than one wife under specific conditions. Mo Riyad, with full knowledge of this, chooses not to. That choice is his declaration of Manar’s worth.

The amber dress is real. Every woman who has stood in front of a wardrobe full of colour and reached for the black instead will know exactly what it means.

Fareeda Blabb




GLOSSARY

A note on language: Hausa terms are rendered as closely as possible to their standard written form. Arabic terms follow common English transliteration conventions. Both appear in italics throughout the novel.

HAUSA TERMS

Alhaji / Hajiya Honorary titles given to a Muslim man or woman who has completed the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. Widely used in Northern Nigeria as a mark of respect, even in everyday address.

Ammi Mother. The term used by children to address their mother in many Northern Nigerian Muslim households.

An ɗaura aure lafiya? Literally “Was the marriage tied well?”— the authentic Hausa wedding felicitation. Unlike the direct English translation “congratulations on the marriage,” this phrase asks after the soundness and blessing of the union itself. In this novel, the characters use the more intimate phrase Allah Ya bada zaman lafiya (may God grant you a peaceful home together).

Ba komai It is nothing. A response to thanks—understated, warm, and in Mo Riyad’s usage, always meaning the opposite of nothing.

Buɗan kai Literally “opening of the head”—the ceremony in which the bride is formally unveiled and welcomed into the groom’s family. Typically held the day after the walima. The groom’s female relatives and family friends gather to receive the bride, gifts of money and jewellery are presented, and a young girl (often a sister or niece of the groom) lifts the bride’s veil. The groom may join later to sit with his bride while gifts are received.

Don Allah Please / for the sake of God. Used as a plea or request. Distinct from wallahi (a sworn assertion)—a distinction this novel observes carefully.

Don Girman Allah For the greatness of God. A stronger form of plea or appeal.

Gaisuwa A formal greeting visit. In the context of courtship, the groom’s family makes an introductory visit to the bride’s family.

Gele A structured headwrap or a veil, worn by Nigerian/Muslim women on formal occasions. The art of tying a gele—the height, the fold, the angle—carries its own social language.

Humra Oil-based perfume. Traditionally applied to the skin, hair, and clothing. The humras that arrive in Manar’s lefe are among the most intimate of the gifts—chosen for her specifically, for her skin.

Iddah The waiting period observed by a Muslim woman after the death of her husband or the dissolution of her marriage. For a widow, the iddah lasts four months and ten days, during which she does not remarry and does not leave the home unnecessarily. It is both a religious obligation and, in the communities depicted in this novel, a social one.

Ihdad The mourning observed by a widow during her iddah: she wears no adornment, no perfume, and no colour. In this novel, Manar’s black abayas are ihdad made visible. Iddah is the period; ihdad is the dress and conduct of that period. They are not the same word.

In sha Allah If God wills it. One of the most frequently used phrases in Muslim daily life—an acknowledgement that all plans are subject to God’s will. In this novel, it carries a different weight each time it is said: sometimes hope, sometimes prayer, sometimes simply the breath between a decision and its outcome.

Kabbasa A small decorative basket, traditionally presented as part of a lefe. In Northern Nigerian tradition, the kabbasa holds perfumes and cosmetics—intimate gifts chosen for the bride.

Kwando A large woven basket used to transport and present gifts in Northern Nigerian wedding culture. The kwando trays that arrive in Manar’s lefe hold makeup and beauty items.

Kunun aya Tiger nut milk. A traditional Northern Nigerian drink made from tiger nuts (aya), often served cold and sweetened. A staple of the region’s non-alcoholic drink culture.

Lefe The formal gift-giving ceremony in Northern Nigerian Hausa Muslim wedding culture, in which the groom’s family sends gifts —fabric, lace, shoes, bags, perfumes, makeup, and in some cases jewellery and other valuables—to the bride. The lefe is not the nikah; it is a statement of intention and provision, and its scale reflects both the groom’s regard for the bride and his family’s means.

Maama / Mama Mother / Mummy. An affectionate term used by adult children for their mothers.

Masha Allah What God has willed. An expression of admiration, appreciation, or awe—used to acknowledge beauty, blessing, or achievement. In Northern Nigerian usage it is ubiquitous at weddings, with new babies, and whenever something or someone looks extraordinary. Miqat The designated boundary points around Mecca that pilgrims must not cross without entering the state of Ihram. Pilgrims flying to Jeddah for Umrah or Hajj typically enter Ihram  on the plane before crossing the Miqat.

Miyan taushe A rich Northern Nigerian soup made from pumpkin and groundnuts, typically served with tuwon shinkafa (rice swallow). A beloved dish throughout the region.

Nagode Thank you (in Hausa). Simple, warm, and in this novel, sometimes the only word adequate to the moment.

Nikah The Islamic marriage contract. A nikah is legally and religiously valid when: the bride gives her consent, a wali (guardian) represents her, a wakil (representative) acts for the groom, a mahr (dowry) is agreed and paid, and two witnesses are present. The nikah in this novel is valid in every sense. Its secrecy is social, not religious.

Sa Rana Literally “to settle a date”—the informal engagement ceremony in Hausa Muslim culture in which both families agree on the date of the wedding and the arrangements that will follow. In this novel, the Sa Rana becomes something more.

Saki ɗaya One divorce pronouncement. In Islamic law, a man may pronounce the saki (divorce) up to three times; after the third, the marriage cannot be resumed without a specific process. Saki ɗaya —one pronouncement—means the door remains open, technically. In this novel, Raba understands that technically open is not the same as actually open.

Talbiyah The declaration made by a Muslim upon entering the state of Ihram for Hajj or Umrah: Labbayk Allahumma labbayk— Here I am, O God, here I am. It is the answer to a call that has been going out since Ibrahim built the Kaaba. In this novel, Mo and Manar say it together on a plane over the Arabian Peninsula.

Tambaya Literally “asking”—the formal request made by the groom’s family to the bride’s family for permission to proceed with marriage. In this novel, Mo sends his delegation to Ambassador Rufa’i Karim to make the tambaya in the correct manner.

Tuwon shinkafa Rice swallow—a smooth, starchy dish made from short-grain rice, served with soups such as miyan taushe. A Northern Nigerian staple beloved by children and adults alike.

Wakil The representative of the groom in the nikah ceremony. In this novel, Alhaji Dauda Riyad serves as Mo’s wakil.

Wali The bride’s guardian in the nikah ceremony—typically her father or, in his absence, a senior male relative. In this novel, Ambassador Rufa’i Karim, Manar’s uncle, serves as her wali.

Wallahi I swear by God. An oath of assertion—used when a speaker wants to emphasise the truth of what they are saying. Distinct from Don Allah (a plea). In this novel, the distinction is observed carefully: characters use wallahi to assert, don Allah to ask.

Walima The wedding feast hosted by the groom’s family to celebrate the marriage. In Northern Nigerian Muslim culture, a walima is an open-house occasion—extended family, neighbours, community members all invited. It typically takes place within three days of the nikah being made public.

Ya de? (also Yaya dai?) How are you? / How are things? The standard Hausa greeting, abbreviated in daily speech to Ya de?  The response is Lafiya lau—in good health, all is well.

Zobo A deep red drink made from dried hibiscus flowers (Zoborodo), typically served chilled and sweetened. One of Northern Nigeria’s most beloved drinks, present at every gathering from condolence visits to wedding celebrations.

ARABIC TERMS

Alhamdulillah All praise is due to God. The most frequent expression of gratitude and acknowledgement in Muslim daily life. In this novel, it is the word Manar says when she has run out of other words—and it is always enough.

Allahu Akbar God is the greatest. Used in the call to prayer, in moments of awe, and when standing before something that exceeds language. Manar says it with both hands pressed against the glass of a hotel suite window, looking at the Kaaba for the first time with her husband beside her.

Bab Al-Nisa The Gate of Women—the designated entrance to the Prophet’s Mosque in Madinah for female worshippers. Manar enters through this gate alone, which is as it should be.

Fajr The pre-dawn obligatory prayer—the first of the five daily prayers in Islam. This novel begins at Fajr.

Ihram The state of ritual purity entered by a Muslim pilgrim before performing Hajj or Umrah. It involves wearing specific white garments (also called ihram) and following specific rules of conduct. The ihram strips away every social distinction—title, wealth, family name—until what remains is simply a person before God.

Janaza The Islamic funeral prayer, offered for a deceased Muslim before burial. It is mentioned in this novel as part of the weight of what Manar has lived through.

Mahr (also Sadaq) The dowry that the groom pays directly to the bride as part of the nikah contract. It is her property entirely and cannot be taken back. Alhaji Jafar Riyad’s gift of land to Manar— a woman who had once had her resources taken from her—echoes the spirit of the mahr.

Maqam Ibrahim The Station of Ibrahim—a sacred site within the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, where pilgrims pray two units of prayer after completing the Tawaf.

Sa’i The ritual of walking seven times between the hills of Safa and Marwa, performed as part of Umrah and Hajj. It commemorates Hajar’s search for water for her son Ismail in the desert. Manar performs the Sa’i thinking about Hajar—about what it means to run toward something when you do not know where the water is.

SubhanAllah Glory be to God. An expression of wonder, reverence, or astonishment. Used in this novel in moments that exceed ordinary response.

Tawaf The ritual of circling the Kaaba seven times counterclockwise in the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca. One of the central acts of Umrah and Hajj. Manar weeps in the third circuit and by the seventh is simply present—the lightest version of herself she has ever been.

Umrah The lesser pilgrimage to Mecca—distinct from Hajj (the obligatory pilgrimage) in that it can be performed at any time of year. In this novel, Mo and Manar perform Umrah together after their honeymoon in Istanbul—going from the world’s beauty to God’s house to say thank you.

Zamzam The sacred well within the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, the source of which Hajar discovered when she ran between Safa and Marwa searching for water. Its water is considered blessed. Manar drinks it standing in the mosque with the Kaaba visible and Mo beside her.
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