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It's challenging to pinpoint the precise starting point of this narrative, but I believe the most fitting place to begin is on a Wednesday afternoon at our home, as we gathered to partake in our midday meal. On the menu was lamb, though truthfully, it possessed such a tough and unyielding consistency that it felt as though we were attempting to masticate aged leather footwear.

I am Sheikh Abdullah, the Imam of the local Masjid in our peaceful and unassuming village. I was seated at the head of the dining table, endeavoring to carve the lamb. I exerted considerable effort, sawing back and forth with the knife, yet the meat stubbornly resisted separation.

"Bismillah," I uttered, placing a portion into my mouth. I chewed once, twice, and then multiple times, but its texture was akin to rubber.

My nephew, Bilal, who resides with us, cast a glance in my direction, a broad grin adorning his face. Bilal is a youthful individual, brimming with vitality, albeit occasionally prone to excessive jesting.

"Uncle Abdullah," Bilal remarked, chuckling. "If you persist in chewing with such vigor, you shall undoubtedly possess the most robust jawline in the entire nation! However, exercise caution, for should your teeth become dislodged, how will you accurately articulate the letters during your leadership of the Salah?"

Ultimately, I managed to ingest the morsel of meat, washing it down with a substantial gulp of water. My gaze then fell upon the vacant chair typically occupied by my wife, Fatimah. Subsequently, I shifted my attention back to the lamb, experiencing a mounting sense of frustration.

"You know, Bilal," I began, reclining slightly. "It is inappropriate to wish misfortune upon others. A Muslim should aspire to goodness for his fellow brother. Yet, in all candor, should Brother Hamza - the chairman of our Masjid committee - opt to relocate to a remote island, devoid of telephone or internet connectivity, I surmise he would be rendering a significant service to the Muslims in this vicinity."

Bilal erupted in uncontrollable laughter, nearly choking on his rice. "Uncle! Such a sentiment will be recorded in your book of deeds! Imagine, should Brother Hamza be discovered covered in ink or ensnared beneath a collection of prayer rugs tomorrow, onlookers will exclaim, 'Ah, Sheikh Abdullah wished him away!'"

Just then, the kitchen door swung open with considerable force, accompanied by a resounding *bang*. Our domestic helper, Sister Mariam, strode purposefully into the room. Mariam is a devout Muslim woman who diligently observes her five daily prayers; however, within the confines of the kitchen, she resembles a tempestuous storm, handling plates as if they were cumbersome bricks.

"Greens!" Mariam proclaimed in a loud voice.

She unceremoniously deposited a bowl brimming with green vegetables onto the table. *Bang!* The table shuddered under the impact. The vegetables appeared forlorn and squishy, as if they had been subjected to prolonged boiling since the preceding Ramadan.

"Thank you, Sister Mariam," I responded gently.

She fixed her gaze upon me. "Do you desire the dumplings?"

Before I could formulate a response, she thrust a plate laden with sticky, damp dough balls directly under my nose. I politely declined, saying, "No, JazakAllah Khair (May Allah reward you with goodness)," whereupon she departed, slamming the door once more. *Crash!*

Presently, my wife, Fatimah, entered the room. She is considerably younger than myself. She was clad in her modest and loose-fitting home attire, but whenever she ventures outdoors or when a non-mahram (a man not related to her) approaches the vicinity of our dwelling, she dons a full black Abaya and conceals her face with a Niqab, as she is a devout woman who profoundly fears Allah.

Fatimah surveyed the despondent vegetables and the resilient meat. "Oh, dear," she exclaimed, her expression conveying concern while simultaneously attempting to suppress a smile. "Is the meat exceptionally unpalatable once again? Has Brother Hamza been a source of annoyance today?"

"The meat is... a test of patience," I responded, casting a smile in her direction. "And indeed, Brother Hamza has been particularly difficult."

Fatimah does not possess exceptional culinary skills. She exerts considerable effort, yet her attempts often yield unfavorable results. She approaches the management of the household as if it were a perplexing puzzle. "I apologize for being such an inadequate housekeeper," she expressed. "I inadvertently left the meat unattended on the stove because I was engrossed in reading a book pertaining to the Seerah (biography) of the Prophet."

"That is a justifiable reason," I conceded. "However, Brother Hamza sought me out today, lodging complaints regarding a multitude of issues. He asserted that the water in the Wudu area is excessively wet. Can you fathom that? He further contended that the soap possesses an overly pronounced scent of soap. He is an exceedingly pompous individual who relishes the sound of his own voice."

"He is a trial from Allah," Bilal interjected, prodding a dumpling with his fork. "The dumpling is rebounding, Uncle. Observe!"

"Brother Hamza," I continued, "created a significant commotion regarding the Sadaqah (charity) box. Sister Zaynab, who is known for her strict adherence to religious customs and invariably dons a green Hijab, deposited a sizable bill into the receptacle. Subsequently, she reviewed the list of donations and surmised that her contribution was missing. She promptly accosted me with her concerns."

"Did she suspect that you had taken it?" Fatimah inquired, her eyes widening in disbelief.

"She operates under the assumption that everyone is a potential thief," I sighed. "I informed her, 'Sister, we harbor fear of Allah. We do not tamper with the trust of the Masjid.' However, she proceeded directly to Brother Hamza. And Brother Hamza thrives on conflict. He approached me, puffing out his chest like an agitated rooster. He declared, 'Sheikh Abdullah! We must conduct an audit of the accounts! We must meticulously count every riyal!'"

"Perhaps you ought to pilfer the funds," Fatimah jested, giggling. "Then we could procure superior meat."

"Fatimah!" I exclaimed, taken aback. "That is Haram (forbidden)! We must not joke about theft. Allah is observing us, and He is Al-Aliy (The Most High), situated above the Arsh (Throne). We must maintain honesty."

At that moment, Mariam returned with a rice pudding that resembled a thin soup. She placed it down with a *Thud!*

"The Japanese consume raw fish," Mariam announced, seemingly without any contextual relevance, and then promptly exited the room.

"If we partake of this pudding," Bilal whispered, "we risk becoming ill."

"Brother Hamza is scheduled to arrive tomorrow evening," I informed them. "He intends to meticulously review the Masjid's financial records with me. I had been endeavoring to prepare my Friday Khutbah (sermon), but my concentration was significantly impaired. I was engrossed in reading a scholarly treatise concerning the importance of patience, yet my thoughts repeatedly drifted back to Brother Hamza's boisterous voice."

"What are your plans for this afternoon, Auntie Fatimah?" Bilal inquired.

"I am fulfilling my duties as the Imam's wife," Fatimah responded, counting on her fingers. "I am hosting a tea gathering with the sisters. Sister Zaynab will be in attendance, as well as Sister Hafsah, and that dreadful Auntie Ayesha."

"I harbor affection for Auntie Ayesha," I countered. "She may be advanced in age, but she possesses remarkable intelligence. She observes everything with keen attention."

"She possesses comprehensive knowledge of all occurrences within the village," Fatimah elaborated. "If a feline happens to sneeze in the marketplace, Auntie Ayesha is cognizant of the specific feline in question and the underlying cause of its sneeze. She invariably anticipates the worst in individuals, yet her assessments are often accurate."

"I am venturing out," Bilal announced, rising to his feet.

"Where are you headed?" Fatimah inquired. "You were expected to be at Brother Hamza's residence for afternoon tea."

"Absolutely not!" Bilal exclaimed. "His daughter, Layla, is invariably present, and her aunt is constantly visiting them. It makes me uncomfortable. Moreover, Brother Hamza will undoubtedly launch into a lecture about how young men in this era lack knowledge. I would rather go to the library."

Bilal departed, and Fatimah and I proceeded into my study. It is a room filled with a multitude of Islamic books.

"Who else has been invited to tea?" I asked Fatimah.

"Most likely Sister Salma," Fatimah responded. "You are familiar with her, the new woman who has taken up residence in the small house near the souq? She is quite mysterious. She is always wearing a full Niqab accompanied by gloves and rarely engages in conversation with anyone. Nobody knows her background or how she came to be here. It is reminiscent of a mystery novel. Perhaps she's a clandestine operative! Or maybe she is a princess concealing her true identity!"

"You are too consumed by fictional narratives," I said gently. "You should devote more time to reading the Quran."

"I do read it!" Fatimah asserted. "But Salma is a fascinating person. Even Dr. Haytham, the doctor who provides free medical care to the impoverished, appears to possess some knowledge regarding her, yet he chooses to remain silent."

Fatimah picked up a book from my desk. It was a mystery novel that I had concealed beneath a stack of Fiqh books.

"Aha!" she exclaimed. "You are engrossed in 'The Mystery of the Stolen Camel'! You also have an affinity for mysteries!"

I felt my face flush with heat. "It is purely for... linguistic analysis," I mumbled.

Fatimah chuckled. "You are amusing, my husband. Do you know, I had the opportunity to marry a wealthy merchant or a valiant soldier? However, I chose you. You are older than I am, you lack financial resources, and you are inept at repairing things. Yet, I made you my choice in marriage."

"Why?" I asked, gazing at her.

"Because you possess Taqwa, fear of Allah," she said softly. "And because you permit me to be myself, even when I inadvertently burn the rice. Now, I must go and prepare for the sisters' visit. I sincerely hope Mariam refrains from throwing the teapot at Sister Zaynab."

Fatimah exited the room. I sat down with the intention of working on my sermon, but I felt restless and uneasy.

Suddenly, the window was thrust open. A young girl peeked her head inside. It was Layla, Brother Hamza's daughter. She was wearing a hijab, but it was somewhat loose, and she appeared visibly bored. She refrained from entering, due to the fact that I am not her mahram, but she remained stationed outside the window.

"Assalamu Alaikum
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