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And for every slow learner who kept going—

this story is yours.

Preface

Every story begins with a feeling — a small, persistent ache that refuses to go away until it is given words.

Weathered Hearts began with a boy kneeling in a storm. I saw him clearly before I knew his name: a sixteen-year-old with no answers, only faith, asking God for a miracle in a language made entirely of tears. From that image, Ben was born — humble, slow, stubborn in the most beautiful way, and utterly unwilling to stop.

This is not a story about being the smartest person in the room. It is a story about being the last one to leave it. It is about what happens when the world labels you and you decide, quietly and with great dignity, not to agree.

Ben’s journey — from a boy who failed his exams three times, to a man who stood at the front of a lecture hall and moved an entire panel to silence — is a testament to something I believe deeply: that resilience is not the absence of struggle. It is the decision, made again and again in the dark, to get back up.

Lily is the other heartbeat of this novel. She represents the people who see in us what we cannot yet see in ourselves. Her story — of loss, of recovery, of love rediscovered — is a reminder that memory is not the only thing that binds two people together. Sometimes it is something older and quieter. Sometimes it is simply the way one person holds another’s hand in a hospital room and reads aloud from a book.

To you, the reader: if you have ever been told you are too slow, too quiet, too ordinary to achieve something extraordinary — Ben was written for you.

— Abid Syman, 2026
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Opening Scene
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The night was a symphony of chaos and despair. Rain poured down in relentless sheets, turning the roads into slick, treacherous streams that reflected the occasional flash of lightning. Each bolt briefly illuminated the world in stark, eerie relief before plunging it back into darkness. Thunder followed, rolling across the sky with a menacing growl that seemed to shake the very earth.

Dogs barked frantically, their voices mingling with the mournful howls of wolves in the distance. The combined sounds created an unsettling chorus that seemed to echo from every direction, a primal soundtrack to the tempest that raged on. The air was thick with the scent of rain-soaked earth and ozone, adding to the oppressive atmosphere.

In the midst of this storm stood a small, dilapidated house. It looked like a tiny boat being tossed about by the fury of a merciless sea. The wind howled around it, making the walls shudder and creak as if they might collapse at any moment. The windows rattled violently, and the tattered curtains flapped wildly, resembling the defeated flags of a lost battle.

Inside, the dim, flickering light of a single candle cast long, eerie shadows that danced along the walls. The air was thick with the scent of dampness and decay. From one corner of the room came the sound of painful cries, a haunting wail that seemed to pierce the very soul.

Kneeling in the center of the room was a boy of sixteen. His clothes were soaked through, clinging to his thin frame, and his hair hung in wet strands around his face. His hands were clasped tightly together, his knuckles white with the force of his grip. He was a dull learner, a label that had followed him throughout his short life, a constant reminder of his struggles and failures.


“Please, God,” he whispered, his voice barely audible above the din of the storm. “Help me. I don’t know what to do. I try so hard, but it’s never enough. I’m so tired... so lost. Please, show me the way.”


Tears mingled with the rain on his face, his body trembling with the effort of his plea. He felt so small, so insignificant, like a tiny boat tossed about by the furious sea. The wind outside seemed to mock his desperation, each gust a cruel reminder of his powerlessness.


“Please,” he repeated, his voice breaking. “I need strength. I need hope. I need a miracle.”


He rose to his feet, his legs shaky but determined. He walked over to his mother’s bedside and took her hand in his. She opened her eyes and looked up at him, her gaze filled with pain but also with a glimmer of hope.


“Mom,” he said softly, “we’re going to get through this. I don’t know how, but we will. I promise.”

“I believe you,” she whispered. “I believe in you.”


The boy squeezed her hand, drawing strength from her words. The storm outside continued to rage — but inside, a quiet light had refused to go out.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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Ben: A Slow Learner with a Humble Heart

In a quaint village nestled between rolling hills and tranquil forests, there lived a young man named Ben. Ben was known throughout the village for his humble nature and deep piety. Despite his good heart, Ben struggled with learning and often found himself lagging behind his peers. He moved at his own pace, slow and deliberate, much like the gentle streams that wound their way through the village.

Ben’s mornings began with the first light of dawn, where he could be seen making his way to the village chapel. He always carried a small, worn prayer book, its pages yellowed with age and its cover softened from years of use. Ben’s devotion to his faith was unwavering; he believed in the power of prayer and the solace it brought him.

Despite his piety, Ben was often perceived as lazy. He moved slowly, taking his time with every task, no matter how simple. The villagers would often tease him good-naturedly, calling him “Slow Ben.” Yet, there was no malice in their words, for they knew that Ben’s heart was pure and his intentions always good.

Ben’s mother, a kind and patient woman, would sit with him for hours, trying to help him understand his schoolwork. She never lost faith in her son.


“Knowledge will come to you in its own time,” she would say. “Be patient, and do not lose heart.”


Despite his academic challenges, Ben possessed a quiet wisdom that often went unnoticed. He had an innate ability to see the good in people and situations. One particular winter, despite his own limited means, Ben went out of his way to assist those in need — chopping firewood for the elderly, sharing what little food he had with hungry children, and giving away his warmest blanket to a family whose home had been damaged by the heavy snow.

⁂

Ben’s Struggles in School

Ben’s classroom was a small, rustic building with creaky wooden floors and large windows that let in the gentle morning light. From the very beginning, Ben found it difficult to keep up with his peers. Exams were a recurring nightmare for him. The mere mention of an upcoming test would set his heart racing and his palms sweating.

That evening after yet another failure, Ben walked home slowly, his head hung low.


“Ben,” his mother began softly, “how did it go?”

“I failed, Mama,” he whispered. “I tried so hard, but I just can’t do it.”

“Oh, Ben, you are not slow. You have a kind heart and a pure soul. Those are things that no exam can measure.”


⁂

His Father’s Disappointment

Ben’s father, Mr. Matthews, was a practical man who ran a modest but successful barbecue business in the village. Each of Ben’s academic failures only deepened his disappointment. One evening, he entered Ben’s room, his face etched with frustration.


“Ben, we need to talk. It’s time you joined the family business. The barbecue stand needs more hands, and it’s something practical, something you
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