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Preface
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Nely,

I never thought I would write back.

When your letter reached me, I read it once, twice, three times,

And then I folded it away like a photograph I couldn’t look at for too long.

Your words were heavy. They carried love, yes — but also the weight of years,

The dust of memories, the ache of wounds we both tried to ignore.

For a long time, I told myself there was nothing to say.

That silence was my only shield.

But silence is a dangerous companion ;

It whispers in the night, rewrites the past,

And convinces you that your truth is better left unsaid.

This book is not an answer meant to win an argument.

It is not a defence, nor is it an apology.

It is my side of the story — the one I carried quietly while

Your version travelled the world.

It is the voice you could not hear over the noise of our love and our pain.

Some of what you read here will hurt.

Some will surprise you.

And perhaps, some will make you smile again.

Because despite everything, Nely,

You were a chapter I could never tear out of my life.

So here it is.

The letter I never sent — until now.


—  Passy
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Letter Back to Nely – A Story of Love Across Two Worlds

[image: ]


By Mbida Mbida Camille

Years after Nely’s heartfelt Letter to Passy shook open old wounds, Passy finally breaks her silence. In this intimate and unflinching reply, she tells her side of the story — the one left between his lines.

From their first meeting in Yaoundé to the quiet collapse of their life together, Passy revisits the love they shared, the children they raised, and the cultural walls that slowly rose between them. She speaks of the joy and exhaustion of loving in two languages, the sting of whispered insults, the invisible weight of tribal loyalties, and the silent wars fought in the kitchen, in the bedroom, and in the streets.

With raw honesty and tender defiance, Passy’s voice travels across years and across worlds, confronting the truths Nely could not see and the pain she could no longer carry alone.

This is more than a love story.

It is a testimony about identity, belonging, and the cost of crossing the lines that history has drawn between us.
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Introduction – The Letter I Never Sent
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Nely,

I read your letter the night it arrived, under the weak light of a kerosene lamp because the power had gone out again. The words felt warm in my hands but cold in my chest. I heard your voice between the lines — the voice I once loved, the one I once trusted more than my own — but it was speaking to a version of me that no longer exists.

I folded it and placed it inside my Bible, between the Psalms and the Book of Ruth. I thought it belonged there, among love and lament. For weeks, I told myself I wouldn’t reply. You had spoken; that should have been enough. My silence would be my answer.

But silence is not peace. Silence rots from the inside. It makes you rewrite the past in whispers until you no longer know which parts are true. And the more I stayed quiet, the more your words began to sound like the only truth — the truth people would remember.

So I am writing now, not to erase what you said, but to set my story beside yours. Not to make you the villain or myself the saint, but to show that we lived the same days in different skins, in different languages, with different wounds.

You once told me, “Love has no mother tongue.” I wanted to believe you. But I have learned that love, too, speaks with an accent — sometimes soft, sometimes sharp enough to cut.

This is my accent, Nely.

This is my truth.

This is the letter I never sent — until now.


—  Passy
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Chapter 1 – The Day You First Looked Away
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Nely,

I remember the first time I felt the weight of your eyes leaving me. Not the obvious turning away, not the argument that breaks and shouts, but the quiet, almost imperceptible drift. It was in Yaoundé, under a sun that was too bright for the shadows we carried, and I didn’t understand then that love could be both a sanctuary and a cage.

You had arrived at my doorstep with your usual smile, the one that had a way of softening corners of my heart I didn’t know existed. I opened the door slowly, pretending that your presence didn’t make my hands tremble, that my chest could stay steady while it learned the rhythm of someone else’s heart. You laughed at something I said—I cannot remember what—but the sound did not settle where it used to. It floated above us, light as smoke, and I realized too late that the air between us was already changing.

I studied your face that day. I studied it like one studies a map, hoping to find the roads I had once known. Your eyes, usually warm, carried a hesitation I had never seen before. A shadow, slight but insistent, passing through the iris as if it knew secrets my own heart could not admit. And I, foolishly, believed that your glance had been meant for someone else entirely—anyone but me.

We walked to the market together, arms brushing occasionally. Each touch was a spark, but the sparks fell into the spaces between words you didn’t speak. You talked about your plans for the week, the errands you needed to run, the letters you had sent back home. I nodded, smiled, laughed when appropriate, but all the while I measured the distance growing between us. It was subtle, a shift in the weight of your hand when you rested it near mine, the way your shoulder leaned slightly away when I expected it to lean in.

I wanted to ask why, but the words lodged themselves in my throat. Instead, I watched the vendors calling, the children chasing after scraps of bread, the dogs lying in the heat of the street. The city seemed alive in a way that mirrored my confusion: noisy, chaotic, and indifferent. I wondered if anyone else could feel the quiet fissures that had begun to form between us, or if I alone was paying attention.

That evening, when we returned to my small apartment, the air smelled of rain and dust and the faint perfume of the bougainvillea creeping along my balcony. You sat across from me, your posture casual, but your hands betrayed the restlessness of your thoughts. I set out tea, and the steam rose between us like a fragile veil. We sipped in silence, a silence that no longer comforted me. It pressed against my ears, my chest, my skin, and in that silence, I felt your gaze slipping further from me.

I tried to remember how we first met, as though retracing the steps of our beginning might reveal the moment the drift had started. I recalled the library where our hands had first brushed over a book spine, the rain-soaked street where you had offered me your umbrella, the café table where we had shared our first awkward conversation about literature, life, and dreams that seemed too big for our small city. Back then, I had believed that love could be simple. Back then, I had believed that I could read your heart like an open book, that your truths would match my own.

But the truth, I learned slowly, is never simple. It is tangled in fear, in pride, in silence that stretches longer than any confession. I understood that day, as I watched you trace the rim of your cup with a finger, that there were things you would never say, things I would never know, and that the first step away from someone you love is almost invisible. You look, but you do not see. You speak, but your words are careful, measured, protecting not just yourself but the fragile image of us you carry inside you.

Do you remember the way I laughed that evening, at your story about the taxi driver who refused to take change? I laughed so hard my chest ached, but it was a hollow laugh, an echo of joy that had once been unshakable. And yet, in the depth of my laughter, I felt the first fracture of my certainty: that this man I loved, who had promised the world in whispers and glances, was beginning to inhabit a world that did not include me entirely.

I tried to tell myself that it was temporary. That the city, the heat, the politics of our lives and families, were pressing against you, and that soon, you would return, fully, to the warmth we had shared. But deep in my bones, I knew better. I had learned, too early and too young, that love does not always protect. Sometimes, it exposes the places in our hearts that we have kept hidden from even ourselves.

That night, I lay awake on the mattress I had bought with my first paycheck, listening to the distant hum of traffic and the occasional bark of a dog. I traced your face in my mind, every detail, every curve, as if by memorizing you I could anchor you to me. But the memory of your eyes, the shadow I had glimpsed in them, haunted me. It whispered that the person I had fallen in love with was slipping into a silence I could not follow, that your love had begun to speak in a language I could no longer understand.

In the weeks that followed, I watched the subtle signs of your withdrawal, each one a quiet betrayal, though not malicious. The delayed responses to my messages, the polite nods instead of embraces, the laughter that did not reach your eyes. I catalogued them carefully, as one catalogs a collection of rare stones, noting their beauty, their sharp edges, and the way they cut when handled without care.

I remember the day you refused my invitation to walk by the river. The sky was pale, the water reflecting the clouds in soft streaks of silver. I had hoped, perhaps foolishly, that the river’s calm might mirror a reconciliation, that the gentle sway of the water would remind us of the ease we once shared. But you shook your head, muttered something about errands, and left. I stood there, watching your figure disappear into the distance, feeling the first true ache of abandonment. Not anger, not sorrow—something deeper, a quiet unraveling that left me raw and exposed.

It is strange, Nely, how the smallest gestures carry the heaviest weight. A turned shoulder, a delayed glance, a hand that does not meet yours in the way it once did—these are the fissures that build into chasms. And I felt that chasm growing that day, though I did not yet have the words to name it. I only knew that the world felt colder, the sun harsher, and my own laughter brittle.

At night, I would replay our conversations in my mind, searching for the exact moment when the drift began. Was it in the words you didn’t say? The questions you avoided? Or had it been in the spaces between us all along, invisible, waiting for the right time to widen? I became obsessed with finding the point of rupture, as if knowing it could undo it, as if naming it could bring back the warmth of your gaze.

And yet, even in the quiet despair of those days, there were moments that reminded me why I loved you. The way you listened, really listened, when I spoke of my fears and ambitions. The gentleness in your voice when you spoke to my mother. The rare, fleeting laughter that broke through your careful composure, revealing the boy I had fallen in love with. It was in these fragments that I clung to hope, that I told myself perhaps the drift was temporary, a season of distance before the warmth returned.

But hope is a fragile thing, Nely. It is built on memory and desire, on the wish that the person you love will return to the self you first adored. And the first day you looked away—I did not yet know that this would be the beginning of a pattern, the opening of a silent dialogue where our bodies and words spoke in halves, in echoes, in hesitations. I did not yet know that love, as much as it promised, could also abandon quietly, leaving only the residue of what had once been whole.

Even now, I recall the exact moment I realized something fundamental had changed. You were across the room, reaching for a book on the shelf, and our hands brushed briefly. My heart leapt, foolishly, hoping for the warmth that had always followed such gestures. But you did not linger. Your hand withdrew, your eyes did not meet mine, and for the first time, I felt the emptiness of that absence as sharply as the absence itself.

I did not cry. Not then. Not yet. I only folded the moment into myself, pressed it beneath layers of courage and pride. But the seed of sorrow had been planted, and it would grow, quietly, invisibly, shaping the contours of our days and nights to come.

I remember thinking, in the stillness of that evening, that perhaps love is not a matter of holding on, but of understanding when to let go. And yet, I could not let go, not of you, not of the memory of your smile, not of the illusion that we could survive the drift that had begun the day you first looked away.

In the days that followed, I began to notice the small betrayals of routine, the little fractures that no one spoke of but everyone felt. You would arrive late to meetings we had arranged, your excuses plausible, your tone apologetic—but it was the glances you did not give me when you walked in, the way you seemed to float through the room without grounding yourself beside me, that hurt more than any words could. I tried to tell myself it was merely the weight of work, the pressures of your world pressing in, but my intuition, stubborn as it was, whispered the truth I refused to admit: the day you first looked away had opened a door I could not close.

I wandered the streets of Yaoundé alone, letting the city absorb my silence. The vendors shouted their wares in a language of urgency, the traffic honked and swerved, the sun fell in harsh angles on peeling walls and cracked pavements. And amidst all of this, I felt a quiet collapse within myself, as if the world around me mirrored the unspooling of my heart. The city seemed to notice my sorrow and kept walking, indifferent, leaving me to navigate the maze of my own thoughts.

I thought about how easily love can be taken for granted, how the presence of someone you cherish becomes a kind of background hum, only noticed when it begins to fade. Your presence, once a constant warmth, became intermittent—a shadow glimpsed at the edge of vision, a smile that no longer reached your eyes. And I, naive and stubborn, tried to stitch the rift with memory, with hope, with my own insistence that our connection was stronger than the invisible drift taking hold between us.

One evening, I sat on the balcony, looking down at the street below, where children kicked tattered balls and women carried baskets on their heads with a grace I envied. The air smelled of rain and earth, and the wind carried the distant scent of grilled fish from a corner stand. I imagined you walking past me, without noticing, your gaze fixed somewhere beyond my reach, and the ache in my chest tightened like a fist. It was in that moment I realized that love is not merely about the moments we share, but about the moments we do not—those passing glances, those quiet separations, those silences that scream louder than words ever could.

I began to catalogue everything you did differently: the way you no longer asked about my mother’s health with the same attentiveness, the way your laughter had lost its contagion, the small hesitations in your touch. I replayed conversations in my mind, dissecting each syllable, searching for signs that had been there all along. And sometimes, in my loneliness, I imagined alternate versions of myself—versions that were more assertive, more forgiving, more patient—versions that could have held your attention in the way I so desperately wanted.

And yet, even amidst this growing awareness, there were moments when you appeared, fully present, and I felt the old magic, the gravity that once pulled us together. A brush of your hand on mine in the market, a joke shared over tea, a memory of laughter from days before—the world would shift slightly, and I would think that maybe, just maybe, we could recover what had begun to slip. But the next day, or even the next hour, the drift would return, subtle, relentless, and I would be left with the ghost of your eyes, looking away, and the quiet conviction that love, no matter how deep, could falter under the weight of silence and distance.

It was during one of these walks, beneath the late afternoon sun, that I first sensed the boundaries of our worlds—not just the streets of Yaoundé, not just the differences in our families or our upbringing, but the invisible lines drawn by history, by expectation, by the invisible scripts we carried without knowing it. Your laughter, once a bridge over these divides, now seemed to carry the weight of what was expected of you, of what your people might think, and of what you feared I might demand. I recognized then that love alone is insufficient when every word and gesture is measured against invisible criteria, when even the simplest act of affection is scrutinized by a society that demands more than the heart can always give.

I remember standing in the crowded bus one evening, holding onto the rail, feeling the press of strangers and the heat of the city around me. I imagined you somewhere, doing something ordinary, and I felt a pang of longing that was both tender and painful. I wanted to reach you, to pull you back into the world where our hands fit perfectly together, where your eyes met mine without hesitation. But I could not. And in that moment, I understood the full gravity of the day you first looked away: it was not a single event but a turning point, a subtle withdrawal that, unchallenged, had the power to reshape our entire story.

Even the rituals of our daily life began to carry the marks of this new reality. Breakfast became a quiet affair, with minimal conversation. Walks through the city were measured and polite, rather than spontaneous and joyous. Shared laughter felt cautious, as if we were testing the waters of a fragile truce. And in the corners of our home, I began to notice the subtle signs of your withdrawal: the way your gaze lingered on your phone more than on me, the way your posture suggested a careful containment of emotion, the way even your smile seemed rehearsed.

I thought often about speaking, about confronting the drift directly, but words are treacherous things. To speak too soon is to risk the fragility of what remains; to remain silent is to allow the rift to deepen. And so I navigated this space with a mixture of hope, fear, and careful observation. I learned to read your glances, your silences, your subtle hesitations, as if they were a language of their own—a language I was determined to understand, even as it grew increasingly foreign.

And in this quiet vigilance, I discovered the resilience within myself. I realized that love is not merely an act of giving, but an act of endurance. That to love someone fully is to witness their drift without losing oneself entirely, to hold space for their absence as well as their presence. I began to cultivate a patience I had not known I possessed, a capacity to endure the slow erosion of intimacy while still clinging to the hope that connection could be restored.

Yet, Nely, even as I learned these lessons, I could not ignore the ache of what was being lost. Every day carried the tension of potential reconciliation and inevitable disappointment. I became acutely aware of how much of our love was contingent upon our attention, our presence, our willingness to meet halfway across the invisible lines that had begun to divide us. And in moments of quiet reflection, I grieved—not just for the distance between us, but for the innocence of the love we had once shared, the seamless joy of days before the first look away.

The city itself seemed to participate in this grief, with its relentless noise and heat, its crowded streets and indifferent passersby. I would walk and think of the first day we met, of the way the city had seemed to cradle our fledgling affection, how each corner had witnessed our tentative steps toward intimacy. Now, the same streets felt alien, as if the familiar had shifted subtly, leaving only echoes of laughter, fragments of conversations, and the ghostly imprint of your gaze, once fully present, now reluctant, wandering, elsewhere.

I remember the first argument that followed this period, not violent or loud, but quiet and persistent. We spoke about trivial matters—household chores, visits to family, finances—but beneath the surface, the undercurrent of unspoken tension roared. I noticed how easily irritations could escalate, how every misstep seemed magnified, how even gestures of love were met with cautious evaluation. It was in this quiet friction that I understood the depth of the first look away: it was a fracture not just of affection, but of trust, of expectation, of the unspoken understanding that love, once given freely, could also be measured and withdrawn.

And yet, through all this, I remained tethered to you. I clung to the memory of your laughter, the warmth of your hand, the intensity of your gaze. I catalogued the moments when your attention returned, brief as they were, and allowed them to sustain me. Because even as love falters, even as silences widen, there is a part of the heart that refuses to release the object of its devotion. I learned then, in the quiet aftermath of your first look away, that to love is to endure—not only the presence of joy, but the absence, the drift, the unspoken disappointments.

It is strange to reflect now on the power of a single moment, of a glance that shifts and changes everything. The day you first looked away was not marked by words or actions that could be pinpointed easily. It was a slow unraveling, a series of subtle gestures, pauses, and silences that together formed a turning point I could not reverse. And yet, I would carry that day with me, endlessly, as the first lesson in the complexity of loving someone across the borders of expectation, culture, and unspoken histories.

I do not blame you, Nely. Not entirely. I only tell my truth, as I have always tried to, as I always will. The drift began, perhaps, because love alone is insufficient when measured against the weight of the worlds we carry within us. The city, our families, our fears, our unspoken desires—all conspired to create spaces where even affection could falter. And in the quiet, I understood that loving you meant witnessing the world pull us in directions neither of us could fully control, and finding the courage to remain present, even when absence spoke louder than words.

So I held on, in my own way. I walked the streets, observed the city, catalogued your gestures, and catalogued my own heart. I allowed myself moments of despair and moments of hope, moments of longing and moments of cautious joy. I learned that love is not always the grand declarations, the sweeping gestures—it is often the silent endurance, the patient observation, the quiet acknowledgment of absence and presence alike.

And in this endurance, Nely, I discovered something vital: that love, even when it begins to drift, is never entirely lost. It transforms, it mutates, it hides in the folds of memory, in the unspoken, in the moments that no one notices but the heart itself. The day you first looked away was painful, yes, but it was also a lesson—a lesson in resilience, in attention, in the delicate art of holding someone in your heart even as they begin to slip beyond your reach.
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Chapter 2 – The Girl You Thought You Knew
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Nely,

You never really knew me. Not truly. Not the way I existed before I met you, before the city of Yaoundé carved new shapes into my heart. You met me as someone polished, smiling, navigating the world with a fragile confidence, but I was a collection of battles and secrets long before I walked into your life. And yet, you looked at me and assumed—assumed the ease, assumed the laughter, assumed that love would simply flow because you wanted it to.

I grew up in Bamenda, in a house filled with both warmth and quiet storms. The walls were painted the pale blue of hope, but the cracks ran deep, carrying the echoes of words not said and arguments that never reached their end. My mother’s voice was a melody and a warning, shaping the way I learned to move through the world: soft enough to be safe, firm enough to protect what was mine. My father, when he was there, was a shadow on the veranda, a presence that taught me patience more than love. In that space, I learned early that survival meant wearing masks, and that truth could be a dangerous companion.

You saw me as light, Nely. You saw laughter, confidence, and a touch of mystery that invited your curiosity. But behind that laughter was calculation, the careful weighing of steps to avoid family wrath, social expectation, and the ever-present whisper of “not enough.” You never saw the nights I spent reading under a thin blanket of moonlight, trying to escape the confines of our small town. You never saw the quiet rebellion in my sketchbooks, the poems scribbled in margins, the songs I hummed when I thought no one was listening.

I remember my first act of defiance. I was fourteen, and my cousin dared me to climb the mango tree behind our house. I hesitated, knowing the anger it would ignite in my mother if I fell, if I got hurt, if I drew attention to myself. But something in me—a spark I have carried all my life—pushed me up the trunk. I reached the top, felt the wind on my face, and tasted freedom for the first time. Down below, my cousin cheered. My mother waited, arms crossed, brow furrowed. She didn’t scold me. She simply watched, letting the lesson settle in both of us: that I could take risks, but always within the bounds she considered safe. That day, I learned to live in the tension between risk and caution, a balance I carried into every relationship, including ours.

School was another battlefield, though it appeared ordinary from the outside. I excelled in languages, in literature, in anything that allowed me to escape my physical surroundings and live inside the minds of others. I loved stories, Nely, because they gave me permission to imagine beyond the narrow corridors of my life. You think I was just a cheerful, obedient girl, but I was quietly defiant. I
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