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Reader Note

Welcome.

If this is your first Sanaa Jordan novel, you’re about to step into a world where nothing is as simple as it first appears. My stories explore the hidden systems operating behind everyday lives—where loyalty is tested, trust is manipulated, and the truth is often buried beneath carefully constructed appearances.

Take your time. Pay attention to the details. Every conversation, every decision, and every seemingly ordinary moment may matter more than you think.

Most importantly, don’t rush to decide who the villain is.

Thank you for reading, supporting my work, and allowing me to take you on this journey.
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Zahra’s Perfect Future

Zahra Bellamy smiled at her reflection one last time before grabbing her purse.

She wasn’t dressed to impress.

She didn’t have to anymore.

That was the difference.

For the first time since she’d met him, she wasn’t wondering where they stood. She knew.

Or at least she believed she did.

Her phone buzzed across the bathroom counter.

Good morning, beautiful.

A smile spread across her face before she even opened the message.

Dinner tonight. I have something important to tell you. Wear that black dress I like.

No heart.

No emojis.

He never texted like that.

He preferred certainty over decoration.

Zahra laughed to herself.

“You finally ready,” she whispered.

For months, everything had been changing.

More weekends together.

More holidays.

More conversations about the future.

Less disappearing.

Less canceling.

Less explaining.

He’d even started leaving a toothbrush at her place.

Little things.

Ordinary things.

The kind of things that made a woman believe she wasn’t imagining progress.

Her best friend, Tia, had warned her not to get ahead of herself.

“Men love comfort,” she’d said. “Don’t confuse routine with commitment.”

But Tia didn’t know him.

Didn’t know how careful he was with his words.

He never promised what he couldn’t deliver.

Which was exactly why tonight mattered.

Something important.

Those two words had replayed in Zahra’s mind all morning.

She opened her closet anyway.

The black dress hung exactly where she’d left it after having it cleaned.

She touched the sleeve.

“Tonight,” she said.

She’d already imagined the conversation.

Maybe not an engagement.

Not yet.

But something real.

A plan.

A date.

A house.

An introduction she’d been waiting years to hear.

She wasn’t asking to become his wife overnight.

She just wanted to stop living in the shadows.

And lately...

It felt like she finally would.

Her apartment reflected that hope.

Fresh flowers on the kitchen island.

Paint samples leaning against the wall for a place she expected they’d eventually share.

A travel brochure folded open to Santorini.

Everything around her pointed forward.

Nothing pointed backward.

She poured another cup of coffee and looked at the framed picture sitting near the window.

Just the two of them.

No social media.

No public posts.

He’d always valued privacy.

She respected that.

Success attracted attention.

Attention created problems.

That explanation had always made sense.

Until it didn’t.

But lately...

Even that had started changing.

He’d begun talking about introducing her to more people.

Not everyone.

Just...

the right people.

She picked up the frame and smiled.

“We made it,” she whispered.

She’d stopped checking his phone for signs months ago.

She no longer counted how many hours passed between calls.

For the first time since falling in love with him...

Peace felt normal.

Her phone rang.

Unknown number.

She almost ignored it.

Instead, she answered.

“Hello?”

Silence.

Then a woman’s calm voice.

“Is this Ms. Zahra Bellamy?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Denise. I’m sorry to contact you this way.”

Something inside Zahra tightened.

“This number was listed among Mr. Whitlock’s emergency contacts.”

Her smile disappeared.

“I’m calling to inform you that Mr. Whitlock passed away early this morning.”

The room went completely still.

Zahra blinked once.

Then again.

“I’m sorry...”

Her voice barely existed.

“I think you have the wrong number.”

“I’m very sorry.”

“No.”

She shook her head even though no one could see her.

“No... I just talked to him.”

“He sent me a text.”

“There must be some mistake.”

The woman paused.

“There isn’t.”

The call ended.

Zahra stared at her phone.

The message was still there.

Dinner tonight. I have something important to tell you. Wear that black dress I like.

Her knees gave out.

She slid to the floor.

The coffee mug slipped from her hand.

It shattered across the kitchen tile.

She didn’t hear it.

She only stared at the screen.

Waiting for another message.

Another call.

Anything that would make the last thirty seconds disappear.

Nothing came.

Only the unbearable silence of a future that had vanished before it ever arrived.
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Zahra had never understood how people chose what to wear to a funeral.

Black felt obvious.

Black also felt useless.

Nothing in her closet looked like grief.

She stood in front of the mirror wearing the same dress he had asked her to put on for dinner.

That part had not been intentional.

At least, that was what she told herself.

She had tried on three others before returning to it—the fitted black dress he liked because it made her look, in his words, like she belonged somewhere expensive.

She remembered smiling when he said it.

Now the compliment felt cruel.

The dress had been meant for a beginning.

Instead, she was wearing it to say goodbye.

Zahra reached for the zipper, then stopped.

For one reckless second, she considered staying home.

She had no official place at the funeral.

No title.

No public claim.

She was not the wife.

Not family.

Not someone whose grief would be acknowledged from the front row.

But he had been part of her life for four years.

Four years of late-night calls, weekend trips, private dinners, and promises spoken softly enough to feel sacred.

She had earned the right to see him one last time.

Even if no one there knew who she was.

The funeral home sat behind iron gates at the end of a long circular drive. Black vehicles lined the curb. Men in dark suits stood beneath the covered entrance, directing guests through tall glass doors.

Zahra remained in her car longer than she should have.

People moved past her in groups.

Families.

Coworkers.

Old friends.

People who belonged.

Her hands tightened around the steering wheel.

She had spent years protecting his privacy.

Now that privacy had left her standing outside his funeral wondering whether she would be asked how she knew him.

She had rehearsed an answer.

“We were close.”

Close was vague enough to survive questions.

She checked her reflection, wiped beneath one eye, and stepped out.

The air smelled like rain.

Inside, white flowers crowded the lobby.

Lilies.

Roses.

Orchids.

Every arrangement carried a card with a company name, a board member’s title, or a family signature.

Zahra moved slowly through the room, reading none of them.

A large framed photograph stood beside the guest book.

He was smiling in it.

Not the private smile she knew.

The public one.

Controlled.

Confident.

The smile of a man who expected every room to adjust around him.

Her throat closed.

She touched two fingers to the corner of the frame.

“You were supposed to call me,” she whispered.

A woman behind her cleared her throat.

Zahra stepped aside quickly.

The woman looked young. Mid-twenties, maybe. She wore a fitted black suit and held a folded tissue so tightly it had nearly disappeared inside her fist.

Her eyes were swollen.

Not the polite redness of someone paying respects.

She looked wrecked.

Zahra lowered her gaze.

Family, she assumed.

A niece.

Maybe a younger cousin he had helped through school.

He had always been generous that way.

At least, he had said he was.

The young woman stared at the photograph without moving.

Her lips trembled.

Then she pressed the tissue to her mouth and walked away before the first sob escaped.

Zahra watched her disappear into the chapel.

Something about the woman’s grief felt too intimate.

She immediately hated herself for thinking it.

Death belonged to everyone differently.

She had no right to measure another person’s pain.

Zahra signed the guest book with careful handwriting.

Zahra Bellamy.

Nothing beneath it.

No company.

No relationship.

Just her name floating alone on the page.

She glanced at the names above hers.

Executives.

Family.

Old friends.

Nothing seemed unusual.

Satisfied, she closed the guest book.

She never realized she’d just looked directly at something that would matter later.

The chapel was already half full.

She chose a seat near the back where she could see without being seen.

The family occupied the first two rows.

A gray-haired woman sat rigidly beside a man Zahra recognized from photographs. Business partner. Older brother. She wasn’t sure.

There were people from his company scattered throughout the room. She knew some faces from awards dinners she had never attended and articles he had sent when he wanted her to celebrate another accomplishment.

But there were others she had never seen.

Women.

More than she expected.

Some sat alone.

Some avoided eye contact.

Some watched the casket as though the rest of the room did not exist.

Zahra noticed one woman seated across the aisle three rows ahead.

She was beautiful in a quiet way. Honey-brown skin. Hair pulled into a smooth knot. No dramatic jewelry. No visible tears.

Only a fixed stare that never left the closed casket.

A colleague, Zahra decided.

Or perhaps an attorney.

Someone accustomed to controlling herself in public.

The service began.

A pastor spoke about legacy.

A cousin spoke about loyalty.

A business associate described him as disciplined, generous, and committed to the people he loved.

Zahra nearly laughed.

The sound rose in her chest and died there.

Committed.

She studied the back of the program so no one would see her expression.

His full name stretched across the cover in silver lettering.

A life reduced to two dates.

Beneath them was a photograph she had never seen.

She turned the page.

The obituary listed his education, career, charitable work, and surviving relatives.

No wife.

That surprised her.

Not because she believed he had one.

He had told her the marriage ended years ago.

But she had expected the ex-wife to be mentioned.

Or at least appear.

There was no reference to her anywhere.

No children either.

Zahra read the names twice.

Mother.

Brother.

Sister.

Two nephews.

Nothing else.

She felt a small, shameful flicker of relief.

Maybe that was what tonight had been about.

Maybe the divorce had finally become official.

Maybe he had been preparing to tell her she no longer had to hide.

The thought made her eyes burn.

Even dead, he had left her searching for signs.

Halfway through the service, the young woman from the lobby began crying again.

Not loudly.

She pressed both hands to her face while another woman leaned over to comfort her.

The older woman whispered something into her ear.

The young woman shook her head hard.

Zahra looked away.

Family.

It had to be.

She clung to that explanation with surprising desperation.

Because if the woman wasn’t family...

Zahra wasn’t sure what she was looking at anymore.

A memory surfaced without warning.

He had once canceled dinner because his niece was having some kind of emergency. He never explained what happened.

Maybe that was her.

The explanation settled easily enough.

Until Zahra noticed the woman wore a slim gold bracelet.

He had given Zahra one almost identical the previous Christmas.

Not the same, she told herself.

Gold bracelets were common.

She lowered her eyes to her own wrist.

She had almost worn hers.

Almost without thinking, Zahra tugged the sleeve of her dress lower until her own bracelet disappeared beneath the fabric.

The service continued.

People stood.

People sat.

A soloist sang a song Zahra had heard him play late at night when he thought she was asleep.

That detail unsettled her more than the bracelet.

She had believed the song belonged to them.

But music did not belong to anyone.

She knew that.

Still, she glanced across the chapel.

The quiet woman with the smooth knot had begun crying.

Just one tear.

She wiped it quickly, almost angrily.

Zahra looked toward the front again.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

When the pastor invited guests to pass by the casket, Zahra stayed seated.

She could not do it.

She had spent all morning preparing to see him.

Now she was terrified the sight would make his death real.

The line moved slowly.

The young woman reached the casket and stopped.

Her entire body folded.

The older woman beside her caught her around the waist.

Several people turned.

Zahra stared.

That was not the reaction of a distant cousin.

The thought came before she could stop it.

Then shame followed.

She did not know these people.

She did not know how he had touched their lives.

She barely knew where her own place had been.

After the service, guests spilled into the reception room.

Coffee, water, and untouched trays of food covered long tables along the wall.

Zahra remained near the exit.

She had done what she came to do.

She had seen the flowers.

Heard the speeches.

Confirmed the impossible.

Now she wanted to go home, remove the dress, close every curtain, and pretend the day had not happened.

She was reaching for her coat when someone behind her said his name.

Not loudly.

Just enough to make her pause.

The young woman from the lobby stood near the hallway with the older woman who had comforted her.

Her voice was low and broken.
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