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    To the seekers of stillness before sunrise,
To the youth whose hearts beat with questions and quiet courage,
And to every soul who has ever heard the call—
not just to prayer,
but to purpose.
May your mornings be filled with light,
and your steps always guided by hope.
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Chapter 1 – Sleepless Nights
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“And those who remember Allah while standing or sitting or \[lying] on their sides...”

– Qur’an 3:191

Amina lay on her new bed—an unfamiliar nest of crisp white sheets and a thin, scratchy blanket—staring ceiling-wards in the darkened room. The city outside her window pulsed in beats of neon and chatter, as if the night itself refused to sleep. From the narrow street below came the muffled rumble of engines, the staccato laughter of small gatherings, and the distant wail of a siren that faded like a crying child into the incessant hum. Each sound battered her nerves, a relentless percussion that made her chest tighten and her mind race.

She closed her eyes, willing herself to find a corner of peace. But sleep did not come. Instead, her thoughts—like restless children—ran wild through the corridors of her memory. She remembered the soft green hills of her coastal town, where the night air smelled of salt and jasmine, and gentle waves whispered secrets to the shore. There, dusk had been a tranquil ceremony: the call to Maghrib echoing across the bay, neighbors gathering in front yards to share tea and stories, and stars appearing one by one overhead like scattered pearls.

Here, though, was chaos. She had traded the lullaby of the ocean for the cacophony of streetlights and taxi horns. In the old village, the most jarring sound had been the stray goat bleating at the edge of the road; here, the roar of motorcycles and the crack of gossip clashing against concrete walls. She found herself longing for silence so deep she could hear her own heartbeat—and with it, the gentle echo of remembrance.

A heartbeat, she thought, can be a prayer.

It had been two weeks since her family’s move. Two weeks of unpacking boxes and learning a new route to school. Two weeks of feeling like an outsider. At sixteen, uprooting one’s life was no small feat. Her friends back home had been the girls she’d known since childhood—Salma, whose nimble fingers could braid the most intricate plaits, and Mariam, whose laughter lit up the gloom of any rainy afternoon. Here, she did not know a soul except her younger brother, Hamza, who slept soundly in the next room.

Her mother and father insisted the city would offer better schools and brighter prospects. But in the pitched battle between her parents’ hopes and her own heart, Amina felt divided. Each morning, she fought the urge to stay in bed, to hide under the covers and pretend she had never left the farmhouse where life was slower, stars shone brighter, and time seemed kinder.

The city, by contrast, was rapid-fire. She woke each dawn to train whistles and shouting vendors. She fell asleep only to wake again, as she lay now, haunted by the din. She lifted an arm and pressed her palm against the wall, feeling for the window’s cool frame. When her fingertips brushed the glass, she rolled onto her side, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

A faint glow seeped in around the curtain’s edge—streetlights battling the night. She peered through a narrow gap in the fabric and saw the ordinary scene: parked cars, a stray dog slinking across the pavement, the four-story apartment block across the way with its windows lit like a checkerboard of lives. In one window, a solitary silhouette moved back and forth. Perhaps someone else lay awake, too, wrestling with the city’s restlessness.

Amina closed her eyes and tried to pray, but the words came out stiff and hollow. “Alhamdulillah,” she whispered; yet it felt like empty rhetoric clipped of joy. Prayer had once been as natural as breathing—before the move, before the loneliness. In her old school, the bell for Dhuhr would interrupt lessons, and she’d slip beneath the shade of a mango tree with friends, feeling the warmth of shared overhand clasp and murmured dua. Here, Muslims still prayed, of course, but the rhythm of faith had fractured. The mosque her family belonged to was farther than she liked, and her father worked late hours at the shipping yard, so they barely made Jumu’ah Fridays. Evenings she once spent reciting Sūrat al-Mulk before bed now vanished in front of a glowing phone screen—updates from home, reminders that she had left something precious behind.

“Subḥāna’llah,” she breathed, recalling her grandfather’s words. “The city is like a mirror: it reflects the state of your heart. If your heart is calm, you will see calm; if it is restless, the city will magnify it.” But her heart throbbed with an ache she couldn’t name.

A sudden crash from below made her start—someone had banged on a metal trash lid, perhaps carelessly tossing refuse into a bin. She sat up, heart pounding, then leaned forward to press both hands to the narrow windowsill. At that moment, somewhere beyond the pool of streetlight, a distant voice rose into a mournful melody—the adhan for Isha’, the night prayer, calling to worshippers in an intimate language older than the city itself.

The human voice. A familiar cadence. A reminder that faith endured beyond geography. She recognized the voice of the muadhin—Haji Kareem, gentle yet firm, who had made the journey from her old town to this city years ago. Before the move, she would walk hand in hand with her mother to his old mosque: a squat, yellow-brick building with a rusted door and a courtyard of cracked tiles. Behind a blue screen, Haji Kareem would raise his hands, bow his head, and recite the call so beautifully that she sometimes thought she could touch the words.

Now she listened from a window above, suspecting that beyond the tangled streets and tangled feelings, some part of her still responded to that call.

An ache bloomed in her chest. She pressed her palm against the glass until her fingertips grew numb. “Allāh,” she whispered again, louder this time, even though no human ear could hear her. “Guide me.” The word felt heavy on her tongue, the weight of all she had endured in two short weeks.

She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling fan’s pale blades. When she moved, it hummed in protest, as if reminding her that even the simplest of things had to yield to the city’s demands. She closed her eyes, but her mind kept spinning like the fan above her. She pictured the orchard behind her grandmother’s house, the dew on the orange blossoms glistening in early morning light. She saw her grandmother’s smile as she handed Amina a steaming cup of sweet tea before Fajr prayer—tea brewed with cardamom and honey, sipped slowly while dawn stirred the world awake.

There was a prayer for the pre-dawn, a prayer of hope. She tried to recall it. Her memory reached back, brushing against the promise of peace that came not from the absence of noise but from anchoring one’s soul to something greater. She had once awakened for Tahajjud—a voluntary night prayer—when she felt lost or afraid. She would slip from bed on quiet nights, barefoot across cool tiles, and her heart would calm in the glow of a single lamp. There, in the hush before dawn, she poured out her fears, her hopes, her gratitude.

But here, her nights brimmed with noise, and she had nowhere to walk quietly. No room for Tahajjud except in her mind’s eye—a barren void, echoing with the city’s clamorous pulse. She wondered if the prayer would come to her again, or if she would have to carve out that quiet in a world determined to shout.

Her phone buzzed on the bedside table, jolting her out of thought. She reached over and picked it up, the screen illuminating her dark lashes. A message from school: a notice about orientation day, reminders about uniforms and IDs. Beneath it, a text from Fatimah back home: How’s the big move going? Miss you!

Amina typed a reply with trembling fingers: It’s okay. Just... tired. Then she deleted it. She wasn’t okay; she was restless and afraid she might forget who she was. She set the phone face-down and exhaled, the shallow breath sounding too loud in the room.

She slid off the bed, blanket pooling at her feet, and padded across the laminate floor to her desk. On it lay one picture—her old house framed by bougainvillea, Amina in school uniform standing alongside Salma and Mariam, arms around each other, smiles wide. She picked up the photo, the glossy surface cool beneath her fingers, and studied the trio’s faces.

They looked so certain. They looked at home.

Amina pressed the photo to her chest and closed her eyes. The image warmed her like the sun through a window. She didn’t belong in that picture anymore; not completely. She had stepped into another life, one she had not chosen but in which she was determined to find her place. And she would need more than memories; she would need faith.

Slowly, she rose and gathered the blanket around her shoulders. She moved quietly to the small prayer mat in the corner—a gift from her grandmother, embroidered with gold thread that caught the dim light. She laid it out in the direction of the qiblah, leaning into the familiar ritual even though her heart still trembled with doubts.

She stood, shutting out the city’s din with the deliberate act of concentration. Her sandals lay abandoned by the desk—she was bare-footed here, connected to the earth of this new room. She raised her hands, thumbs touching earlobes, and whispered “Allāhu akbar,” affirming that God’s greatness eclipsed her small anxieties.

Her voice wavered, but she held it. She folded into ruku’, bending at the waist, hands on knees, back parallel to the floor. She murmured “Subḥāna rabbiyal ‘aẓīm” three times, the words heavier on her tongue than she expected. Then she rose to stand—and for a moment, the ceiling above her disappeared, replaced by an infinite expanse of mercy.

In that brief hush between bowing and sujood, Amina felt a flicker of something she had thought lost: a quiet center in the storm. The city’s roar persisted beyond the walls, but here, in the prostration, she found a pocket of stillness. She pressed her forehead to the mat, and tears pricked her eyelids.

“Allah,” she prayed, silently, pleading for direction. She remembered once more her grandfather’s gentleness, his assurance that God’s presence was closer than her jugular vein. She felt an ineffable warmth seep through her, as if a door had opened inside her chest, admitting dawn’s first light.

She lifted her head, the prayer mat beneath her a bridge between restless nights and a path toward renewal. Rising into tashahhud, she uttered the testimonies, each syllable an anchor. Then she sat quietly, listening to her breath, letting each inhale draw in hope, each exhale release fear.

When she finished, the room felt different—no quieter, but somehow fuller, as though her soul had just gulped down air it had been starved of. She stood, gathered the mat, and refolded it neatly before the day’s cares encroached. Then she slipped back into bed, pulling the blanket up to her chin.

She closed her eyes and counted breaths, imagining each as a step toward belonging. Perhaps tomorrow night—the night after—she would rise again like this, not because she had to, but because she wanted to. Perhaps, in learning to listen for her own heart’s call to prayer, she would find in the city’s uproar the possibility of peace.

Outside, a car horn blared. A distant dog barked. Amina listened for the rising chorus of voices heralding the pre-dawn adhan. And as exhaustion finally claimed her, she fell into a dream where waves rolled gently onto a moonlit shore, and a call beckoned her from beyond the horizon toward a horizon within.

In that dream, she answered.

“And indeed, the dawn has approached.”

– Qur’an 89:1
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