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    To the ones who whisper duʿā under the stars,
To every young heart learning the beauty of patience, light, and prayer—
May your lantern always glow with the remembrance of Allah,
and may your journey through Ramadan lead you ever closer to Him.
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Chapter 1 – The Crescent’s First Light
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The sky was still heavy with night as Mariam perched on the low stone wall that bordered her family’s courtyard. The air was cool and damp from the dew that had settled on the broad banana leaves and flowering bougainvillea. Crickets chirped softly, and a faint breeze rustled the papyrus palms that lined the dusty lane. In the hush before dawn, the village of Al-Rashid lay asleep, save for the occasional bleat of a goat or the distant bark of a vigilant dog. Yet for fifteen-year-old Mariam, sleep was impossible. Tonight marked the eve of Ramadan, and at last she would witness the crescent moon that announced the arrival of the blessed month.

She had studied the sky with her grandfather’s brass telescope earlier that evening, but clouds had shrouded the western horizon until just moments ago. When at last a slender sliver of silver curved above the rooftops, Mariam’s heart leapt as if it would burst from her chest. She pressed her palm to her heart, whispering the blessing softly under her breath: “Allahu Akbar... Allahu Akbar... La ilaha illa Allah... Allahu Akbar... Allahu Akbar wa li-l-hamd.”

The words felt both ancient and immediate, echoing down the generations who had stood beneath this same sky, lifting praise to the One who carved that pale arc from shadow. Mariam inhaled the cool air deeply, letting her nerves settle like sediment in still water. Tonight would be her first complete fast—as in years past she had watched her mother rise before dawn for suhoor, tasted the salty yogurt and crisp flatbread with family, then broken her fast at sunset with the sweet juju berries offered by her grandmother. But this year—at the age of fifteen—she had resolved to fast from dawn until dusk, just as the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ and the believers before him had done.

Mariam closed her eyes and set her intention, her niyyah. In the silence of her heart she prayed:

“O Allah, I intend to fast tomorrow in obedience to You, seeking Your pleasure, following the example of Your Messenger Muhammad ﷺ. Help me to fast with sincerity, to guard my tongue and my heart from idle talk and temptatizons, and to grow in taqwa that leads me to righteousness. Amin.”

Opening her eyes, she felt a quiet determination bloom within her. She had rehearsed this intention many times with her mother, but voicing it in her own words felt transformative. Mornings had always been moments of restless anticipation, but never before had Mariam felt the weight—and the privilege—of such an intention.

Below her, lanterns of colored glass stood ready along the courtyard wall, a row of flickering hope for the month ahead. Each dusk they would be lit in commemoration of Ramadan’s nightly vigils: lanterns for patience, for love, for generosity, for unity. Tonight that first lantern still lay unlit, its flame waiting to be kindled by her father at iftar. But Mariam imagined its glow already, bright and tender like the promise of mercy that Ramadan carried.

She was about to breach the threshold of adolescence and faith simultaneously. In the past, fasting had felt like a rite of passage reserved for older cousins—an adult act, grave and solemn. Yet as she sat here, she realized it was not age that conferred the right to fast; it was intention, humility, and awareness of the soul.

Footsteps sounded on the courtyard steps. Mariam turned to see her mother, Fatima, wrapped in a soft, blue shawl. By the lantern’s faint gleam, Mariam could just make out the gentle lines of her mother’s face: the kindness in her eyes, the warmth of her smile, the tiny scar near her temple from a childhood fever.

“Still awake, my dove?” Fatima whispered as she came to sit beside her. She took Mariam’s hand, her fingers cool and reassuring. “The suhoor cooks need tending in a few hours. Would you like me to wake you then, or do you wish to sleep awhile?”

Mariam’s resolve shone in her eyes. “I want to stay up, Mama. I don’t want to miss this moment.”

Fatima nodded, her gaze drifting upward to the crescent. “It is a beautiful sight. When I first saw the Ramadan moon at your age, I felt the same thrill. I stayed awake until dawn then, too. In those still hours, I learned to speak to Allah in ways I hadn’t before.”

Mariam leaned her head on her mother’s shoulder. “Tell me what you prayed that night.”

Fatima’s breath came soft in the cool air. “I prayed for humility. I prayed that Allah would let me approach fasting not as a trial to endure but as a gift to embrace. I asked Him to purify my heart of arrogance, for it is too easy to boast of worship when the world is not watching. I asked for compassion, that I might hunger for justice as well as bread.”

Mariam absorbed every word. She had learned in her madrasa classes that fasting was commanded so that believers might develop taqwa—“that you may become righteous.” She remembered the verse she had written in her notebook:

“O you who believe, decreed upon you is fasting as it was decreed upon those before you that you may become righteous.”

—Qur’an 2:183

The words felt alive here in the courtyard, just as they did on the page. Taqwa: God-consciousness; a shield that rose in the heart when one set aside all else for Him.

A soft crow of a rooster interrupted their reverie, and Mariam realized the night was deepening toward dawn. Already, stars faded in the paleening sky. Soon the call to suhoor would drift over the rooftops, and the household would stir for the pre-dawn meal.

“Rest now,” Fatima murmured, kissing her daughter’s forehead. “Wake when I do, and we will eat together.”

Mariam reluctantly climbed down from the wall. As she retreated to her room, she paused at the door to glance back at the silent courtyard, the lone lanterns waiting like gentle sentinels. She allowed herself a moment of wonder: here she stood on the cusp of something sacred, a timeless rhythm that would shape her body, mind, and spirit over the next thirty days.

Inside her room, the air was warmer, heavy with the scent of rosewater on the curtains. Mariam lay beneath her quilt, her mind alive with thoughts of what tomorrow would bring. Would she feel light-headed at midday? Would her classmates notice? Would she regret her choice when thirst pinched her throat? And more importantly, how would her heart change?

Sleep finally claimed her, and her dreams carried her over moonlit dunes, where she walked beside the Prophet ﷺ, hearing his gentle encouragement as she carried a lantern in her hand. In this dream, the lantern’s light neither flickered nor waned; it glowed steadily, guiding her through shifting sands and shadowy trials. At dawn’s break, the Prophet smiled and said, “Let your lantern be your heart. Keep it pure, and it will never fade.”

Mariam awoke to the soft murmur of voices downstairs and the distant boom of the azaan for suhoor. She rubbed her eyes and sat up, pulling at her nightdress. As she padded out of her room, the first pale sliver of sun teased the horizon in the east, tinging the sky with apricot and rose.

In the courtyard below, the family gathered around a low wooden table. Suhoor was simple: warm flatbread, scrambled eggs spiced with cilantro, a bowl of yogurt drizzled with honey, and glasses of cool, fresh water. Her father, Ibrahim, distributed plates with practiced kindness—his large hands gentle as they arranged the food—and her younger brother Yusuf frowned at the vegetables but dutifully took two tomato slices.

Fatima poured Mariam a glass of water and fixed her a slice of flatbread. “Eat well, my love,” she said quietly. “It will sustain you through the first hours.”

Mariam nodded, her stomach fluttering with both hunger and excitement. She ate slowly, savoring each bite: honey’s sweetness, yogurt’s tang, bread’s hearty pliability. When she took her last sip of water, droplets clung to her lips, cold and sharp. She licked them away and closed her eyes for a moment, feeling gratitude fill her chest.

At the table’s edge, Yusuf whispered, “Are you going to be okay, Mariam?” His dark eyes were wide. He had fasted only one day before, at her mother’s insistence, but he had broken it early when he felt faint.

Mariam offered him a bright smile. “I’ll be fine, Yusuf. I prayed my niyyah already. My heart is strong.”

Yusuf shrugged, unconvinced, but Mariam could see pride flicker in his gaze. Perhaps it was enough that she tried.

Ibrahim rapped his knuckles lightly on the table, signaling respect. “Bismillah,” he intoned softly. “In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate.” The family echoed, “Bismillah...” and fell silent as the dawn light grew.

Time seemed to slow. The rustle of leaves, the faint crowing of roosters, and the distant bleat of goats became louder in the hush. Mariam centered herself, recalling the words of the imam’s lesson: fasting is not merely abstaining from food and drink; it is restraint of the soul—of tongue, thoughts, and gaze. It was a covenant between believer and Creator.

When the azaan for Fajr began—its melodious call in three cadenced phrases—Mariam rose and placed her hand over her heart. She lifted her gaze to the soft sky.

“Allah is the Greatest, Allah is the Greatest,” echoed across the fields.

She whispered beneath her breath, “There is no god but Allah. Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah.”

And with that, she felt the fast begin—not with the pang of hunger, but with a surge of spiritual resolve.

After the prayer, Mariam returned to the table only to pour away her untouched water and push her plate aside. Her family watched with encouragement rather than pity. She would need every drop of reward Allah intended for her patience.

The morning passed in a swirl of activity. Mariam accompanied her mother to the well, drawing bucket after bucket of cool water to fill jars for the day’s ablutions and cooking. With each dip of the bucket, she felt thirsty, but she repeated in her mind the Qur’anic reminder she had memorized: “And whoever is protected from his own stinginess—then it is those who will truly prosper.” (59:9). Generosity, even of one’s own comfort, was key to fasting’s purpose.

She and Fatima sifted flour for iftar breads, shaped by hand and stacked on trays. They prepared lentil soup with cumin and garlic, stirring it slowly over the hearth. Mariam’s mother taught her to taste nothing—rather, to trust her senses and recall from experience what the flavors would be. Each aromatic swirl of steam became an exercise in mindfulness, gratitude, and self-control.

By mid-morning, the sun climbed high, and Mariam felt the first tug of hunger. She paused her mixing and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. Around her, everyday village life continued: children laughed as they dashed through alleys, merchants hawked dates at the suq, and stray cats slunk in the shadows. Everything seemed ordinary, yet in her mind Mariam felt suspended in time—like a traveler on a spiritual journey, taking small steps through a long desert, guided by the Prophet’s lantern of faith.

In school, an uncle of hers, the imam’s son, greeted her with a smile. “Eager for your first fast, Mariam?” he teased, tousling her hair.

She managed a grin. “Very,” she lied. “I can’t wait for sunset.”

He laughed, patting her shoulder. “You’ll see, you’ll see. At first it feels like a test. But by the tenth day, you’ll scarcely remember the water you haven’t drunk.”

She nodded, uncertain, though wanting to believe him.

As the sun began its descent toward the western hills, Mariam returned home. Each step felt heavier, her throat tighter. She carried a bowl of lentil soup to the cooking hearth, stirred it carefully, then removed the lid to breathe in its fragrance. Then she retreated to the courtyard, where her grandmother waited, rocking gently in a wooden chair.

“Come, child,” her grandmother beckoned. “Sit with me.”

Mariam lifted herself onto a low stool. The old woman’s face was etched with lines like tiny tributaries of memory. She wore a worn hijab of faded maroon and regarded Mariam with bright eyes that had seen many Ramadans.

“Tell me how you feel,” her grandmother said, folding her hands in her lap.

Mariam shrugged. “Thirsty. Hungry. But... happy?”

Her grandmother laughed softly. “That is the spirit. The discomfort is brief. But the sweetness you taste in your soul lasts long after the feast.” She tapped Mariam’s chest. “Blessed are those who taste that sweetness.”

Mariam thought of the Qur’an verse that adorned their prayer niche at home:

“O you who believe, decreed upon you is fasting as it was decreed upon those before you that you may become righteous.”

—Qur’an 2:183

“And it is righteous to seek goodness in hardship,” she added.

Her grandmother’s face softened. “Indeed. The Prophet ﷺ said that the fast is a shield. Let it shield your heart from heedlessness and vanity.”

Mariam touched her grandmother’s hand. “I
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