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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to every woman who is becoming.
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Author’s Note

This book is not part of the main series. It is the private diary beneath it.

These pages hold the moments no one saw, the boys who noticed her, the men who almost stayed, and the lessons they left behind. Not retellings, but traces. The emotional architecture of who she was becoming long before Paris ever opened her heart.

Here is what lived in the quiet: the misunderstandings, the warnings, the almost-loves, and the boundaries she built not out of strength but out of necessity. The entries written in silence. The ones that shaped her when no one was looking.

Read them as they were lived: privately, honestly, without performance.

Each man marks a doorway in her becoming Jado, the first key. Fabrice, the awakening she did not yet understand. Joel, the almost love. Liam, the gentle possibility. Lee, the one who expected without earning. Ryan, the steady good man. Wayne, the one who almost stayed. Arthur, the mirror that awakened her readiness. And Alex the one who finally opened the lock.

Thank you for walking with Marsia this far through what was seen, and now what was carried.

These are not just memories. They are the pieces she had to lose to become herself.

MG Nelson
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Chapter 1
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The Quiet Door.

. What if I hadn’t locked my heart?  The room was quiet in a way that felt almost deliberate, as though the silence itself had chosen her. It didn’t just exist it lingered, settled, pressed gently into the corners of the space as if it belonged there more than she did. The soft ticking of the clock on the wall threaded through the stillness, steady and indifferent, each second passing without pause, without permission. Evening light slipped through the window in long, golden strands, stretching across the room until it reached her face, warm but fading, as though even the light knew it wouldn’t stay. Outside, life moved on without hesitation a car passing, voices drifting, doors closing, laughter fading into distance small reminders that the world had not stopped just because she had.

She sat on the edge of her bed, the mattress dipping beneath her weight, grounding her in something physical, something certain. Her fingers rested against the fabric beside her, pressing slightly as if testing that it was real. Twenty-six. The number did not feel heavy, but it didn’t feel light either it simply existed, like a marker she had reached without quite noticing the distance she had travelled. Not old, not young just aware. A life lived, decisions made, paths chosen carefully, and yet it felt as though she was only now beginning to understand the person who had been making them. Her hands folded slowly in her lap, fingers fitting together with quiet familiarity, and she stared at them not just as they were now, steady and still but as they once had been, smaller, uncertain, unsure of what they would one day have to hold.

There had been a time when those hands trembled, when they did not know how to carry fear or confusion or the weight of things she did not yet have language for. And suddenly, without effort, she was there again back in that kitchen, the memory sharp in feeling even if the details blurred. Her aunt’s voice filled the space, not loud, not harsh, but firm in a way that did not ask to be questioned. She hadn’t understood every word, but she hadn’t needed to. Children rarely do. It was never just the words it was the current beneath them, the quiet urgency, the warning wrapped in care. Something protective. Something worried. Something that settled into her bones and stayed there.

And at fourteen, she decided in the only way she knew how quietly, seriously, with a kind of gravity that did not belong to a child. My heart stays locked until my future is secure. The promise had been barely louder than her breathing, but it had felt absolute. She held onto it like something solid, something that could keep her steady in a world that suddenly felt uncertain. And from that moment, something in her closed not violently, not all at once, but with intention. Like a door shut before a storm, you are not sure you can survive.

Now, at twenty-six, she exhaled slowly, her shoulders lowering just enough to notice the tension that never fully left her. It lived in her quietly, woven into her posture, her thoughts, her choices. It had been there too long to disappear simply because she had noticed it. The thought came gently at first, almost careful not to disturb her, and yet it carried weight the moment it formed. What if I hadn’t locked it? The question didn’t echo it settled. It stayed. It asked more than it said.

She had avoided that question for years, not because it was unimportant, but because it was too open. Questions like that don’t stay contained they reach backward and forward at the same time, pulling at everything you chose and everything you didn’t. Her mind moved cautiously at first, as if stepping onto unfamiliar ground, then a little further, a little braver, allowing the possibility to take shape. A different version of her life unfolded not wildly different, not unrecognisable, but softer at the edges. Less guarded. Less alone.

In that version, she let someone in. Not completely, not recklessly but enough. Enough to be seen. Enough to be known. Enough to laugh without measuring it, to speak without rehearsing, to share the weight she had always carried alone. And then, as if her mind had been waiting for permission, a memory surfaced with sudden clarity. Joel. Not just the name, but the moment fully formed, untouched by time.

She remembered the hesitation before the date, the quiet arguments in her own mind, the way she had nearly convinced herself not to go. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just an evening. Stay careful. Stay in control. And yet she had gone. She remembered sitting across from him, her posture composed, her responses measured, every part of her quietly holding the line she had drawn years ago. And then, without warning, he reached for her hand.

It was such a small gesture natural, unforced, almost thoughtless for him. But the moment his fingers closed around hers, everything shifted. It wasn’t gentle it was immediate. A shock, sharp and undeniable, moving through her like a current she had no defence against. It travelled up her arm, settled deep in her chest, and for a moment, she felt something she had not allowed herself to feel in years. Alive. Fully, undeniably alive.

It startled her. Not just the feeling, but the intensity of it. For a second, she didn’t move. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t lean in. She existed in that space open, unguarded, unprepared. And then instinct returned. She laughed it off, shifted slightly, withdrew just enough to restore the distance she trusted. The moment passed. The line was redrawn. But it had happened. And no amount of distance could undo the fact that she had felt it.

“Some memories return quietly, not because they are unfinished, but because they carry the beginning of who we became. And as she looked back on those early years, another moment rose to meet her one that still pulsed beneath the years like a quiet, steady echo.”

Even now, sitting in the quiet of her room, her chest tightened as the memory settled over her again. That was the truth of it locking your heart didn’t stop feeling. It only changed what you allowed yourself to do with it. She had felt it then. She felt it now. The difference was what she chose next.

She let the thought linger longer this time, not pushing it away, not closing it off before it could fully form. What if she had stayed? What if she had left her hand in his just a little longer, allowed herself to sit inside that moment instead of stepping out of it? Would something have grown from it something real, something steady? Or would it have pulled her into something she wasn’t ready to face?

Her thoughts moved between those possibilities, never settling, because both felt true. There was softness in what she might have gained connection, warmth, the quiet relief of not carrying everything alone. But there was also fear, sharp and immediate. What if she had given too much before she understood herself? What if she had been hurt in ways she didn’t yet know how to survive?

She hadn’t locked her heart because she didn’t feel she had locked it because she felt too much, too deeply, and didn’t know where that depth could safely exist. Her gaze shifted to the old diary resting on her bedside table, its edges worn, its pages filled with thoughts she had never spoken aloud. Nights spent writing until her hand ached, pressing her pen into the paper as if it could hold everything she couldn’t say. Back then, openness hadn’t felt freeing it had felt like exposure. Like standing without cover.

So, she chose safety. She chose distance. She chose control. And she held herself together, even when it meant holding herself back.

“I wonder,” she whispered, her voice barely touching the quiet, “if life would have been better... or just different.” The words didn’t break anything they settled, steady and honest. And she felt the answer almost immediately. Not better. Not worse. Just different.

There was a quiet sadness in that not sharp, not overwhelming, but constant. The kind that comes from recognising the paths you didn’t take, the moments you stepped away from, the feelings you didn’t allow to grow. But it wasn’t empty. Beneath it, something else remained. Something steadier.

Gratitude.

She had protected herself. In a world that didn’t always feel safe, she had found a way to remain steady, to move forward without losing herself entirely. She had focused on her future, held onto her direction, and carried herself through with care. That mattered. That strength mattered. Even if it had come at a cost she was only now beginning to understand.

She lifted her chin slightly, the movement small but deliberate. “I did what I thought was right,” she said softly. “I kept myself safe.” And this time, it didn’t feel like justification. It felt like truth. Outside, the last of the golden light faded, leaving the room cooler, quieter, softer in a different way. But the stillness no longer felt quite the same. Life was still moving, still unfolding, still offering something beyond what had already passed.

Her fingers brushed against the cover of her diary, lingering there not holding it, not opening it, just acknowledging it. “I’m allowed to wonder,” she said quietly. “And I’m allowed to begin again. “The clock continued its steady rhythm, unchanged, but something within her had shifted. Not fully open. Not yet. But no longer completely closed.

Like a door that had been locked for years, now touched not forced, not broken but finally considered. And for the first time, she wasn’t afraid of what might be on the other side. Only... ready, in her own quiet way, to one day find the key.

She rose slowly from the edge of her bed, the quiet of the room still resting gently around her, as though it had not yet decided to let her go. The movement felt automatic, something her body understood even while her mind lingered elsewhere, still caught in thoughts she had not fully finished. She made her way toward the kitchen without urgency, her steps soft, almost careful, as if too much sound might disturb something fragile inside her. She thought of making tea not because she wanted it, but because it was something familiar, something steady she could hold onto when everything else felt uncertain. There was no appetite, no real desire, and yet she filled the kettle, listening to the rush of water as it broke through the silence, a small, ordinary sound that felt strangely grounding.

When the tea was ready, she carried the cup into the sitting room and lowered herself onto the sofa, the warmth settling into her hands as though it were trying to reach something deeper within her. The television remained off, its dark screen reflecting nothing back to her, just as she preferred. She had never been fond of its noise, never found comfort in voices that did not belong to her world. For a moment, the radio played softly in the background, filling the room with distant sound, but even that felt like too much too crowded, too present. She reached out and switched it off, allowing the silence to return, fuller this time, deeper, wrapping around her without resistance. It was not empty. It held her. Just her, and her thoughts.

As she sat there, the steady ticking of the clock on the wall began to stretch through the room, marking each second with quiet insistence until time itself felt almost visible, almost tangible. It moved forward without hesitation, without waiting for her to catch up, just as it always had. She closed her eyes for a moment not to sleep, not to escape, but simply to sit within the quiet and when she opened them again, she was no longer entirely in the present. The shift was subtle, almost unnoticed at first, like a door opening somewhere inside her without sound.

And suddenly, she was fourteen again. Back in Kigali.

The memory did not arrive all at once. It unfolded slowly, gently, carrying with it a clarity that felt both distant and immediate, as though time had folded in on itself. There was something within that memory a quiet understanding that had taken years to fully form. Her path had not begun like others. It had not unfolded with the same ease, the same rhythm. She remembered how she had started school later than most children not late in a term, but late in years. She was nine when she first sat in a classroom, already older than many of the students around her, already aware of something they did not yet feel. It was not something she spoke about. It was something she carried.

That awareness shaped her in ways she did not fully understand at the time. While the other children moved easily through their lessons, laughing, playing, learning without urgency, she felt as though she was always reaching forward, always trying to close a distance that no one else seemed to notice. Time did not feel light to her it felt structured, measured, something that could be lost if she was not careful. Very early, she understood that if she wanted to catch up, she would have to use every moment given to her, even the ones others treated lightly.

Break time was never truly a break. When the bell rang and the children rushed outside, their laughter filling the air, she gathered her books quietly and stepped away from the noise. She moved behind the classrooms, toward the fence at the edge of the school compound a place that had slowly become a meeting ground for students during those in-between moments. There, small spaces had been claimed over time. Flat stones, worn patches of earth each one quietly belonging to someone. The girls sat in small circles, whispering about boys, their laughter soft and nervous, rising and falling like something they were still learning to understand. The boys gathered in louder groups, arguing about football, about teams and players, sometimes about the very girls they pretended not to notice.

Everyone seemed to belong somewhere in those easy, unspoken arrangements of friendship.

Marsia often felt as though she stood just outside them not rejected, not unwelcome, but not fully part of them either. She told herself she preferred it that way, that she needed the quiet, that her time was better spent studying. And in many ways, that was true. But beneath that truth, there was another one she rarely allowed herself to face. Her books were not only tools for learning. They were also a form of shelter. They gave her something to hold onto, something that felt certain in a world where she often felt slightly out of place. They helped her believe she was moving forward, even when she could not yet see how far she had come.

At fourteen, she was already known at school not loudly, not in a way that drew attention to her but in a quieter, more persistent way. People noticed her. Not only for her beauty, though that was something others often spoke about, but for the way she carried herself. She was disciplined, respectful, steady in a way that made teachers trust her without needing to watch closely. She sat straight in her chair while warm air drifted through the open classroom windows, carrying with it the distant sounds of the outside world students laughing, birds resting in trees, life continuing just beyond the walls. She completed her work on time, never searching for shortcuts, never needing to be reminded. Her intelligence was not loud. It did not demand attention. It simply existed, consistent and reliable.

And yet, despite her quietness, she was seen.

The boys noticed her in ways she could not fully understand. Some were her age, others slightly older. They laughed easily with their friends, their voices full of confidence, but when she passed nearby, something in them shifted. Their laughter softened. Their words slowed. She could feel their attention even when she did not look directly at them, a subtle awareness that followed her as she moved through the schoolyard with her books held close against her chest, red dust rising gently beneath her steps. Sometimes she lowered her eyes, not out of shyness alone, but because she did not know what to do with the weight of being seen in that way.

Inside, she did not feel different. She still felt like the same girl she had always been a girl trying to catch up, a girl measuring her steps carefully, building something that could not be taken from her. A future that had to be stronger than anything temporary.

The boys rarely spoke openly about what they felt. Instead, they approached her carefully, offering friendship in voices that carried meanings she was only beginning to understand. During break time, some of them would bring small things a packet of biscuits, a banana, groundnuts wrapped in old newspaper and hold them out to her with quiet hope. The gestures were simple, almost innocent, and she accepted them politely, unsure of what refusing might mean, and even more unsure of what accepting truly did.

Because she could feel it the expectation beneath the kindness.

It was not pressure in a harsh sense, but it was there, unspoken, waiting. And it unsettled her in a way she could not easily explain. It felt as though she had stepped into a story that had already begun without her, one where she was expected to know her role, to respond in ways she had not yet learned. A story she had not chosen. A story she did not yet understand how to live.

And so, quietly, without resistance, without announcement, she chose distance. Not because she did not feel. Not because she did not notice.

But because somewhere inside her, long before she could fully name it, she understood that her heart was not something she could place carelessly into hands she did not yet know how to trust.

And even then at fourteen, standing between who she was and who she was becoming that quiet decision had already begun to shape everything that would come after. Before any other, there was one boy who shifted something quietly inside her.
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​The Boy at the Fence.

The year was 1987.

It was an ordinary afternoon in the way most important moments begin unannounced, unmarked, carrying no sign of what they would become. The bell rang for break time, and as she had done so many times before, Marsia gathered her books and walked toward the fence at the edge of the school compound. Her steps followed a path her body already knew, her mind quietly turning toward the pages she intended to read, already separating herself from the noise she had learned to leave behind. There was comfort in that routine, in the predictability of her solitude, in knowing where she would go when the world around her became too full.

But that day, something was different.

When she reached the fence, she slowed. Every familiar place was occupied. The flat stones, the worn patches of ground, the shaded corners each one filled with voices, laughter, movement. The space that had once felt quietly available to her now felt claimed, closed, as though it had shifted without warning. For a moment, she stood still, her arms tightening slightly around her books, a small, almost invisible reaction to something deeper than inconvenience. It was not just that there was nowhere to sit it was the sudden awareness of not having a place.

Not wanting to stand where she did not belong, she continued walking, moving farther along the fence toward a quieter stretch where the noise softened and the presence of others faded. It was a place no one seemed to choose a place that existed just outside the shared spaces of belonging.

And it was there that she saw him.

He stood alone, one hand resting lightly on the barbed-wire fence, his gaze directed toward the distant hills beyond the school. There was stillness in him not the kind that came from withdrawal, but something more intentional, as if he had stepped away not because he had nowhere to go, but because he had chosen distance. He seemed untouched by the laughter behind him, separate from it in a way that felt familiar to her, though she could not yet explain why.

As she approached, she lowered her eyes, her instinct guiding her to pass quietly, to take her place in the silence without disturbing his. She assumed he wanted what she wanted to be left alone, to exist without interruption.

She had almost passed him.

Then he spoke.

“Hello.”

The word was simple, but it stopped her. His voice was calm, natural, without hesitation or expectation, and for a moment she stood there, caught between continuing forward and turning back. She was not used to being addressed in that way not here, not like this, not without the layers of assumption she had come to expect from others.

He asked her name.

She answered softly, her voice steady but quiet, as though unsure how much space it was allowed to take. Then he asked about the books she was holding, stepping slightly closer not intruding, but curious. There was no performance in his interest, no attempt to impress or to claim her attention. It was simple. Direct.

At first, she thought he was only interested in the books, and that made her feel at ease. Books were familiar. Books were safe. They were a space where she understood how to exist, how to respond, how to be.

So, she spoke. And he listened.

Not the kind of listening she had grown used to the kind that waited for its turn to speak, or that heard only what it expected to hear. This was different. He listened as though her words carried weight. As though they were worth receiving fully. As though she, in that moment, was worth understanding.

He asked what subjects she liked most.

She told him mathematics and French. She explained, quietly but honestly, that she was working hard to catch up because she had started school late. It was not something she often said aloud, and when she did, it usually came with a sense of needing to justify herself, to explain the gap she carried within her.

But he did not interrupt. He did not correct. He did not soften his attention. He simply listened. And then he asked a question no one had ever asked her before. “What do you want to become when you grow up?”

The question did not land lightly. It settled into her with a weight she had not expected, as though it had reached somewhere deeper than the surface of her thoughts. For a moment, she did not know how to answer not because she did not understand the question, but because she had never allowed herself to think in that direction.

Until then, her world had been focused on catching up. On closing the gap. On moving forward step by step without falling behind again. Her future had not been something she imagined it had been something she worked toward without fully seeing.

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice quieter now, carrying a trace of something close to embarrassment It felt like an incomplete answer. Like something she should have known. But he did not laugh.

He did not dismiss her uncertainty.

Instead, he spoke with a calm certainty that did not feel imposed but offered.

“Starting late doesn’t matter,” he said. “What matters is knowing what you want to become. Once you know that, and you work toward it, you can reach it.” His words did not feel like advice given from above. They felt like something placed gently into her hands something she could choose to hold or to leave behind.

For a moment, she said nothing. But something inside her shifted. It was small, almost imperceptible, but it was real. Like a window opening where there had only been a wall. Like a thought forming where there had only been effort.

The bell rang.

The sound broke through the moment, calling the students back, pulling them once again into the rhythm of the day. The noise returned quickly voices rising, movement filling the space but something about the silence they had shared remained within her. They began walking back toward the classrooms together, not speaking much, but not needing to. The distance between them was no longer the same as it had been before.

When they reached the point where their paths separated, he turned slightly toward her. “Can we meet here again tomorrow?” he asked. “I want to tell you about a book I’m reading.”

It was a simple request. But it did not feel small. She looked at him for a moment really looked this time and though she did not yet understand why, she felt that something had begun. Not loudly. Not in a way that demanded attention.

But quietly. In a way that would stay. And without fully realising it, she had already said yes.
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