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To Deah Shaddy Barakat,
 Yusor Mohammad Abu-Salha,
 and Razan Mohammad Abu-Salha:

Your light has not faded
 from this world for one day.







To Min Yoongi:

Our trials will end in full bloom.







To you, reader, whoever you are,
 may this life be kind to you, and may 
you always remember to be
 kind to yourself







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.
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“Islam began as something strange and will go back to being strange, so glad tidings to the strangers.”

—Prophet Muhammad, Peace and Blessing Be Upon Him










Jihad, noun: A struggle to become the
 best version of yourself. To overcome 
obstacles. To be strong. To dream
 despite it all.

To survive.

To live.
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Mama, when I close my eyes, I see her through yours. Your memories are in my dreams. I feel the soft soil crumble under your bare feet. The kiss of the breeze makes me shiver, and when I lay my hand in the sea, the blue climbs along my arms and ribs. Mama, the blue is warm and fills my chest as if the sea is inside me. The sea speaks to me, tells me the stories hidden under his depths. Of the drowned and the lost. Of what was stolen and taken. Of last breaths and tears becoming one with him. Mama, I hear the voices of our ancestors. Mama, I don’t think these are your memories.

Mama, does she know I think of her?

I am far, too far, and I feel the thread breaking. I am nearly untethered, desperately trying to paint her to life. Mama, my bed is made from iron and steel, and my bones ache for the warmth of the moss and autumn leaves. My face craves the sunlight smattering across my cheeks. Mama, do the ancestors know we pray for them? Mama, do they know we wish we followed in their footsteps? Mama, their blood has made this land grow peaches and pomegranates. I’m not sure if their blood has passed down to me. I’m scared the distance has made it diluted. Mama, do you think they know what happened to us? Do you think they cry under layers of soil they love, hearing us scream above the ground? Do you think they will embrace us when we finally meet in the heavens?

Mama, I am tired of fighting, but I have no other choice. I dream of peace in my heart, body, and soul. I dream of endless summer days where the weight of being who I am in this world isn’t my sin. I dream of a land that knows echoes of me. I dream of becoming a fish, swimming to the deepest depths of the sea no living being has ever seen. My arms turn to wings, and I fly high, high, higher until all I see is my country.

I am a blade of grass, the drop of courage, the warmth in a mother’s eyes, the sliver of moonlight guiding the path, the lilt of voices speaking in Arabic, the curve of the curlicues, the ink in the calligraphy inscribing poetry on marble walls, the sunrise orange, and the twilight blue.

Mama, when I go back to her, will I see you there?







Gray
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I see a speeding car from the corner of my eye. I shiver as if feeling the rumble of the pavement from behind the register.

When I blink, a colorless world unfurls in front of me. For more than a year now, I have been able to see only in gray; all the color has disappeared from my universe.

The gas station Baba works at sits on the precipice of I-80, which connects New Jersey to the beaches of San Francisco. One straight line that leads to the Opus School of Art—the college of my dreams.

It was founded by a winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature who used her earnings to open and fund the school. Those who have graduated from it have gone on to make their mark on the world through photography, painting, and museums. Sometimes during the quiet, boring moments here, I take out my phone, open Google Maps, and follow the line with my finger, trying to imagine the way there. But I can’t fully visualize it. Everything has become dulled, vague, like a pencil smudge.

The only thing that’s been consistent is the burning need inside me to be in San Francisco. Even if I can’t see the blue of the ocean when I reach it, it won’t matter.

Every dashing car is a promise. A wish made on a birthday cake with a flickering candle. I focus on the wishes. The big ones first, then the small ones.

I wish Opus would admit me.

I wish Amal and her husband would find jobs in San Francisco and move with me.

I wish Baba would look at me. Like, actually look at me.

I wish I could finish senior year quickly.

I wish I could see color again.

Once, my life was a burst of color in shades of sunlight yellows, burning reds, forest greens, galaxy purples. My sketchbooks reflected that, painting what my eyes could see and others’ couldn’t. The colors danced. They swirled around me—hues reflected on my skin. They rippled like waves and splashed like waterfalls.

They were my entire life. And now they’re gone, leaving behind an eternal gray.

The swishing sound of the sliding door breaks the train of wishes, and I straighten up. Sam, one of the regular truckers who comes into this gas station, heads straight to the fridge to get his usual four-pack of Red Bulls before coming to the register.

“Evening.”

I ring up the Red Bulls. “Long night?”

He nods, thick eyebrows knitting together. He’s in different shades of gray, but his beard and mustache are a lighter shade than his hair. I can’t seem to remember if his hair is brown or auburn. If his eyes are brown or blue.

I pinch my thigh to focus.

“Have a delivery to Pennsylvania,” he says gruffly before squinting at me. “Don’t you have school tomorrow?”

“School isn’t for another two weeks.” The register clangs. “That’ll be ten dollars and ninety-eight cents.”

He nods absently, taking out his wallet and handing me a couple of wrinkled bills. I watch him walk out, climb into his truck, and drive out the lot, joining the other blurs speeding by.

One day, I think, that will be me.

I rub my eyes. I’ve been here all day, helping Baba with the gas station. Although the real reason is to stare at I-80. It calms my thoughts, quiets the loud emptiness inside me. It’s the only hope I allow myself.

Besides, if I’d stayed home, I’d have been in bed all day. Exactly how I spent the first few weeks of summer break, until my best friend, Alexis, pulled me out of my blanket fort.

Baba walks out from the storage room, ruffling his jacket.

“Yalla?” he asks in the same monotone voice he’s adopted for the past year. One that says he hasn’t been healing, doesn’t want to heal. One that says he’s been operating in survival mode for months. His hair is pale gray, and I wonder how that happened.

Helping around the gas station used to be fun. Baba helped build our fantasies until they became an intricate world that stretched as far as the eye could see. He came from the same town as Mama. His family was of the more practical type. But Mama came from something much more magical. It’s one of the reasons he fell for her. The way she expanded his life to be more than a monotony of going through the motions. She took his hand and showed him her world. His imagination was tentative but strong, and Amal and I spent many days fighting sea serpents and rescuing bags of chips from high ladders here.

We’re the last stop before travelers go on their journey, he used to say. It’s our duty to help them make it to where they need to go, and in a way, it’s like we’re going with them.

In moments like these, words splashed my world in color. They became animated, not frozen. They danced like waves on the sea, shimmered like diamonds, and became alive. The chipped red paint of the gas station became lava, bubbling and moving with the wind. The dull yellow of the walls became as bright as stars, actually spilling to the floor. I could taste the colors.

When I told my parents how the colors whispered their stories to me, how they pulsed and breathed, I was worried they wouldn’t believe me. That this was a figment of a hyperactive imagination. But Mama said the blessing was awakening in my blood.

There are stories in my family. Blessings that brush the line between reality and magic. Passed down through the generations of women in my family like a gift. My great-grandmother’s house in Syria was the only one with sunflowers blooming all year. Through snow and hail, they had their petals stretched out toward the sun just because she grew them. Her daughter, my grandmother, could catch clouds with her bare hands and squeeze the moisture from them for the freshest, coldest water you’d ever drink. The village never went thirsty. Her sister could talk to the trees. They told her of battles never written in books and lost love stories never known. She knew how Arwad and Tartus came to be and when the lemon trees would release one final bountiful crop before passing away.

Mama was the one who could speak to everything that lived in the sea. She knew how to swim before she could walk. The jellyfish were her childhood friends and the Mediterranean her confidant. And even though Baba had never seen her speak to the jellyfish—she’d told him they were shy—he believed every word.

And I could see the colors.

The ones that make up a person, how the character of the person influenced the shades. I could sense sorrow on a stranger’s gray jacket. Taste the joy on a tree’s brilliant green leaves. A song on a daffodil’s yellow petals. Forgotten promises on a faded pink jewelry box. Every shade of every object danced and flared like musical notes, bleeding into one another. I could see people’s cores, the colors that made up their souls and if they were dimmed or bright.

Amal and I grew up with stories from our village. Of vast endless fields and a horizon that stretched on forever. We tried to visualize it in our small two-bedroom Queens apartment. Peaches so sweet you can still taste them hours after you’ve had one. Sun so warm in autumn that a light jacket is the only thing needed. Mountains that rumbled, joining the Athan prayer from centuries-old mosques.

It’s these stories that shaped me, that kept the pain away.

Now it’s these stories that bring the pain.

Now the colors are leeched, stripped forcefully from my sight. All I see are shades of gray. It happened after Mama was gone more than a year ago. I thought I was still stuck in a nightmare. I was too shocked to say anything, praying and hoping the colors would come back. It took me a whole week before I brought it up to Baba. The guilt gnawed at me when he took me to the optometrist because our co-pay is horrible. Even more when the optometrist couldn’t find anything wrong with me and declared it was probably all in my head. I don’t think he believed that.

So this is the world I see.

Baba gets into the car while I close up the gas station. He’s been spending more time at the gas station than at home these days.

I put on my headphones and press play on my playlist before jogging to the car. As soon as I get in the passenger seat, Baba puts the car in reverse and drives out into the road, taking us back into the belly of New York City.

I used to love my town. I was born here, grew up here. This place is all I’ve known. Our neighborhood promised the American dream. A mesh of cultures all coming together from different parts of the world to find opportunity in this land of the free. While everyone spoke English, it wasn’t the most prevalent language. It was a symphony of Arabic, Portuguese, Chinese, and Romanian. And I loved it. I loved how I knew where each creaking stone in the pavement outside my apartment building was. I knew the stray ginger cat in the alley who has given birth to a litter of kittens every single year for the past five years. One that I wanted to adopt but Mama—

I turn up the volume on my headphones until it’s over the recommended range. I don’t listen to the words. They’re a garble against my ears as I lose my thoughts to the drumbeats and guitar strings.

We’re caught in the evening traffic for a solid hour. If there was no traffic, it would have been ten minutes.

The whole ride is silent aside from the buzz of the music I’m listening to.

Finally, finally, we’re home.

I get out, slamming the door, and hurry up the steps of our six-story building. I don’t even look back to see if Baba is following. We’ve become our own islands.

This has been my parents’ home ever since they came to the United States. The building is crammed between others like they are scared children, leaving no room to breathe. It might seem like the building is about to fall, knees wobbling, but I realized long ago this building will be here years after I die. The illusion of weakness doesn’t extend to its insides.

The salon run by our neighbor, Mrs. Gomez, and her daughters, is still open, and the sounds of rapid Portuguese flit out the open windows. My heart hurts, and I push back more memories threatening to play in front of my eyes.

The elevator isn’t working, which isn’t a surprise. I climb up the five flights of stairs, reaching our front door.

Stepping inside, praying I hear her voice. A prayer, a hope bursting in my heart unbidden every time I come home.

Praying the past year was just a nightmare.

But it wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t.







Dusty Yellow
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Our apartment is its own island of Syria in the middle of Queens. A two bedroom with a tiny kitchen that never stopped Mama from cooking the most delicious recipes. A wooden cabinet sits in the hallway, protecting the delicate crystal glassware inside. We’ve never used it, not even when we had guests over. We still don’t. The cabinet is draped with embroidered tablecloths Mama got as wedding gifts. She loved them so much; she bought more from Souq Al-Hamidiye when she visited Syria during the summer years ago. They were to be put over the sofa and the TV. And over the arabesque wooden table that sits in the living room. Her art adorns the walls, portraits of me and Amal, the jellyfish in the Mediterranean, and the collections of stone-built homes in Arwad. There are pictures of me and Amal from when we were babies all the way up to Amal’s wedding. Our family photo hangs in the middle. Mama and Baba standing behind the photographer’s couch, which Amal and I were sitting on. I was twelve then and Amal was nineteen.

I hate that picture.

If I look too closely, I can see the red rimming my eyes and the scrunch of my nose as I try not to scowl. The huge pink bow in my hair distracts from all of that. Mama had put me in a black-and-white polka-dot dress with white stockings. Amal plasters a wry smile onto her face. She’s in a long black pencil skirt and a white shirt, her two-piece hijab tucked under the shirt so the bejeweled collar shows. Mama is in her signature gray manto, and Baba is in a suit he probably bought twenty years prior.

I was angry that day for a reason I can’t remember. I do, however, remember I didn’t want to wear that bow. It was too tight on my head, and I wanted it off.

That family photo was supposed to mark the beginning of our new life. One where cancer no longer had a grip on our fears and hopes. Mama was four months into remission. Her lungs were strong enough to breathe air.

But I was twelve, and I didn’t care, because the pink bow was too tight on my head.

Now this apartment is frozen in time.

We didn’t change a thing.

We couldn’t.

If we did, then her ghost would be gone. The wisps of her clinging to this apartment would disappear. Maybe if we left everything as it was, an unknown blessing she had would survive after death, and we’d see her in this apartment. Maybe she’d come back.

I take off my shoes and place them on the rack before walking to my room. The front door opens as soon as I shut my own door.

My room is a burst of turquoise, gold, forest green, and maroon I can’t see. When Amal finally moved out two years ago, it became fully mine. The very first night, I brought out my brushes, stood on my chair, and started painting the ceiling. It took a week to complete, and I had to open the window for some air, but it was worth it. Sea-green waves crashing on golden sands. A San Francisco beach. And then on the walls surrounding me, I painted the redwoods. Their rusty-brown trunks and the rich green leaves.

For now, they’re my reality until I can really see them.

In this room, I can breathe.

I change into pajamas Mama bought in Syria and flop onto my bed. The frills on the side are worn out, and the printed lettering Today and tomorrow is sunshine has faded. Mama, Amal, and I would laugh at the obscure sentences used on Syrian clothing, trying to discern the original intention.

I lie on my bed for a while, staring at the ceiling, until my phone pings with a message and I glance at it.


Lexi: how was the station?

Lexi: wanna come over this weekend?

Lexi: you need to do something other than staying in ur room and working

Lexi: you’ve been doing just that all summer. It’s not healthy

Lexi: u can be sad of course

Lexi: but let me be there so you’re not alone



I bite my lip.


Lexi: any update on your eyes?



Alexis has been asking that every single day. She was the first person I told when the shock settled into grim reality. I told her before I told Amal. Even though Alexis no longer lives in this apartment building, she came over a lot when we were younger. Her mother was still working, and Mama offered to have Alexis here for the afternoons so she wasn’t alone in her apartment. Alexis became very familiar with Mama’s stories and believes them wholeheartedly.

Before I can decide whether to respond to Alexis’s texts, a knock on my door startles me.

“Come in?” I say after three seconds.

Baba opens the door, and I sit up. He doesn’t fill in the space like he used to. He’s somehow shrunk this past year.

“I made dinner,” he says in Arabic, and his voice falls flat. It doesn’t find the crevices in this apartment to settle into but hangs awkwardly. I wonder if what’s left of Mama in this place shudders every time she hears us speak, and maybe that’s the reason our voices are strange in a place that was once home.

“Dinner?” I repeat, dumbfounded.

Baba hasn’t made dinner in ages. And neither have I.

“Yes.” Baba looks suddenly exhausted. Like the few words he’s said have taken up everything in him.

He moves toward the kitchen, and I follow, curious.

I blink a few times, readjusting my eyes, to take in what’s on the dining table. It looks like a pot of simmering shakriyeh, a yogurt-based dish with pieces of meat suspended in it that’s served with burghal. He even laid out two dishes.

We sit, and I notice the chopped onions and pita bread cut in half placed neatly together on a plate. He made an effort.

Something’s happening.

My chest seizes, and I think I might have an anxiety attack. This has to do with Mama and the way she was suddenly taken from us. It has to.

Baba sees the panic in my expression and shakes his head. “No, no. It’s nothing bad. I want to talk about you.”

I blink, but my muscles don’t relax.

Baba takes in a deep breath. “This year…” He closes his eyes, steeling himself. I wonder if a time will come when words won’t feel like they’ll exhaust us to our bones. He tries again. “This past year hasn’t been easy on us. And I…I haven’t been here. But every time I look at you, I think you’re fading away. I was thinking a fresh start would be good.”

I stare at him.

“I talked to Alexis’s parents about the school she goes to,” he says in accented English, like he’s trying to turn the language into Arabic. “They said it’s a great place. You’ll be able to get a very good education. And have a higher chance to be accepted into university here. To NYU.”

My brain feels muddled. “Baba, the tuition at Braxton Academy is thirty-five thousand dollars a year.”

I remember because I looked it up after Alexis gushed about it. My hopes were shattered when I saw the tuition rate.

He waves a hand. “I saved enough.”

“I’m staying at my public school. I don’t want you spending thirty-five grand on me.”

“That is my decision,” he says firmly in Arabic.

“So I have no say, even though I’m the one going to attend?” I snap, and immediately regret my tone. “Sorry.”

He shakes his head. “It’s okay.” He massages the bridge of his nose. “You need advantages in life, yes? And with… with your mother…” His chin wobbles, and I look away.

I can’t bear seeing Baba cry. It’s an anomaly. A scratch in the fabric of my reality. I’ve seen him cry more times than I can count this past year, which has made me suppress my tears. They’re spilled only in private, onto my pillows, to water the redwoods on my walls. Maybe I cried all the colors away.

He clears his throat. “With your mother… gone, and your sister married, there is some money that can be used.”

The words are harsh like a slap against my cheek, and I feel their sting. Mama has been reduced to something materialistic. She was no longer being treated for cancer, but there was money stashed away in case it ever came back.

Now we’ll never use it.

“The cancer savings are just a little over ten thousand,” I say.

“It’s not your problem.” A hint of life sprouts in his eyes. “You are my daughter. You don’t stress about the money. Okay?”

“But still not my decision?” I say dryly.

“No, it’s not.” He sighs. “I thought you’d be happy. You’ll be with Alexis.”

We’d be in the same school for the first time since elementary school.

Braxton Academy.

I don’t know much about it beyond it being a school for rich kids. From Alexis’s Instagram, every face is a different shade of white, in Burberry and Chanel. That is when they aren’t in their school uniforms of gray trousers or skirts, white shirts, and matching gray jackets.

The uniforms aren’t baggy or poorly made but are tailored to each student’s measurements. That’s the kind of school Braxton Academy is.

“They also have art classes. I checked,” Baba says, and I ignore that, lifting the lid from the shakriyeh pot.

It doesn’t smell the way it did when Mama used to make it. But it comes close. It’s a special kind of pain to see parts of her that aren’t fully there—like looking through mist.

Satisfied with our talk, Baba retreats to the shell he’s been living in.

And I realize this is the longest conversation I’ve had with him in a year.







Bubble-Gum Pink
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Alexis Williams and I met the first day of kindergarten. I was crying, holding on to Mama’s manto, begging her not to leave me, when Alexis took my hand and in her other held up a Twix.

“Wanna share?” she asked.

I remember because I gather kindness like precious stones. Because friendship doesn’t come easily to me, and all I can do is hope to be noticed.

And Alexis noticed me.

It takes three buses and a total of one hour and twenty minutes to reach Alexis’s house the next day, but I’m happy to do it. Alexis’s house isn’t frozen in time. The sun shines through the French windows, and there’s always something delicious baking in the oven.

When Alexis opens the door, she squeals and flings her arms around my neck.

She’s in cutoffs and a tank top because the August heat has been persistent this summer. I’ve worn my lightest clothes, an oversize summer shirt and linen pants. I remember that the shirt is supposed to be blue and the pants cream. There was no air on the buses, and I sweated well into my shirt.

“I haven’t seen you in ages!” she exclaims. Her chin-length blond hair is tied into a messy, small bun at the top of her head. “We have so much to talk about.”

“How long have you known?” I ask with a raised eyebrow as she tugs me up the stairs.

Her town house has a modern twist to it, with enormous light fixtures and, from what I can remember, monochrome shades of sage. The walls along the hallway leading to the living room are filled with different shapes of mirrors, and there are antique rugs hugging the tiled floors that her mother probably bought from an online store that takes inspiration from the Eastern side of the world.

“A while,” she admits with a cheeky grin.

I roll my eyes. “Shouldn’t I say hello to your parents?”

“Nah,” she says when we reach her room, closing the door and locking it. “They’re busy. It’s fine.”

I nod, rubbing my hands over my arms.

Alexis’s room is bubble-gum pink and teal blue. Though everything is gray right now. Her desk is situated in front of the large windows, where the sunlight streams in, falling onto her queen-size bed. There are potted plants in every corner and one hanging from a basket. She’d asked me to paint the roses and peonies on her walls, back before everything happened. Even her mom was impressed. It took me three full days to complete, and I took the bus every single day, but it was fine. Even though I felt out of place in Alexis’s home most of the time, it was a lull from the anxiety in my home when Mama was battling cancer.

“Your eyes?” Alexis asks, and I look up at her. Her brow is furrowed with concern.

I shake my head.

“Not even like a shade of something?”

I shrug my shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

She scoffs. “What are you apologizing for?” She nods at me and sits cross-legged on the rug. “You can take off your hijab. I told dad not to come up.”

I hesitate for a second before beginning to unwrap my hijab.

I saw the way Amal used to be ostracized by friends for rules and ideologies they didn’t share. I saw the discomfort on her face, but she held strong, not backing down. It didn’t do her any favors, but eventually she was able to find a few friends who loved her for who she is. I didn’t want to be like that, because I didn’t have her free, loud spirit. I wanted to be palatable, so I kept parts of myself hidden. If I were at a Muslim friend’s house, they would understand if I wanted to keep my hijab on because their father or brother was home. And while Alexis never intentionally made me uncomfortable, these aren’t waters I want to test. I don’t want to come off as difficult or weird. Not more than I am.

Alexis leans on her elbows, watching me fluff out my waist-length hair.

I’ve been growing it ever since I was ten, when Mama was first diagnosed with lung cancer. She never touched a cigarette her entire life, yet the disease festered in her lungs. She used to say it was because she’s an island girl, her body and soul craving the saltiness of the sea. The clear island air.

“I know I’ve said this a million times before.” Alexis stares at my hair with wide eyes. “But you would be so popular without your hijab. I feel bad you have to wear it in this summer heat.”

I know Alexis doesn’t mean anything when she says that, because I know what comes after it.

“But you’re still so pretty in your hijab,” she continues. “Like, I don’t know, it makes your eyes bigger, and honestly, they’re like black holes.”

I widen my eyes even more, and she laughs.

Still, a trickle of unease spills down my spine. There are moments in my life, in every Muslim’s life, that happen in seconds, but the effects linger and are revisited again and again, when I wish it had gone a different way. Heartbeats where I have to make a decision and weigh out the consequences.

Moments for me when boys extend their hands for a handshake, and I have to decide whether to shake their hands or tell them it’s not allowed in my religion. And then see them exchanging looks or the embarrassed backtrack.

The first time Alexis made an offhand comment about my hair, I was too caught up in the moment that both lasted forever and ended so quickly. When she said how popular I’d be without my hijab. It didn’t come from a place of malice; it was a genuine thought. I didn’t want to make it awkward by telling her it made me uncomfortable with how she saw my hijab, so I let it slide. And then she started saying it every now and then. Too much time has passed, and there’s no way I can bring it up now.

I loop a finger around a strand. “You think? It’s just hair.”

“It’s so thick,” she says in awe. “Not like my limp straw hair.”

“Come on. Your hair is pretty.”

She rolls her eyes. “I can hear the pity in your voice, Ji. You’re getting me a wig for my birthday?”

“There’s no pity!” I laugh, but already she’s taking my mind off my hair and the reason it exists.

Mama went into remission, and I kept growing my hair because what if the cancer came back? And I was right. It did. And then it went away again. But my hair was always there—her cushion to fall on if she wanted it after her chemotherapy. I kept telling her I wanted to give it to her, and she would run her fingers along it, telling me how beautiful my heart was.

I glance at myself in Alexis’s full-length mirror and try to see what she sees. To my eyes now, my hair is a dark gray. It should be brunette, but brown isn’t just one shade. There is so much more to brown than meets the eye. My hair is umber, the same color as the soil under the redwoods. It would catch the sunlight and turn syrupy. Each strand knows where it should fall in natural waves with some casual frizz. I never blow-dry or straighten it because it takes ages, and we don’t have the money to splurge on weekend blowouts like the ones Alexis and her mom get.

Alexis takes a deep breath, shakes her head. She grabs my shoulders, shaking me. “I can’t believe we’re going to be in the same high school!” She gasps. “Oh my God, I just realized. We began school together, and we’re ending it together!”

“I—I didn’t think of that,” I say, dazed, her giddiness infecting me, but it fizzles out before I can hold on to it. Emotions are hard to catch, but with Alexis, I can’t help the warmth flowing to every part of my limbs. For some reason, it’s easier with her.

“Okay, I need to give you a rundown on everyone at the school.” She grabs her laptop and pats the floor beside her. “Come, child. Sit.”

I snort and scooch beside her.

She types her password, which I know is Bloom1012 because she used to be obsessed with Winx Club when we were kids.

“You know, my parents were surprised when your dad said you’ll be attending Braxton,” she says, squinting at the screen.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I ask, the words coming out of my mouth before I can stop them. They sound harsh, and I wince.

Alexis blinks and glances at me. “It’s just… they didn’t think you’d want a big change after what happened to your mom.”

The tension unwinds, and I nod. “Right. Yeah.”

We’re approaching dangerous territory. Somewhere I don’t even let my thoughts go to.

But Alexis slips her hand into mine and squeezes it. “Not me, though. I’m glad you’ll be there.”

I manage to smile back.

“I told the girls all about you, and they’re really excited to meet you.”

“Really?” I can’t imagine anyone being excited to meet me. My voice isn’t as loud as Amal’s, my spirit isn’t as infinite as Mama’s, and my jokes aren’t as funny as Baba’s. In my small family, I could easily disappear. In a classroom, I don’t exist.

Which is why sometimes I wonder why Alexis is still friends with me. She’s like a sunflower, opening her petals toward the sun. I’m a crocus; my stem is embedded in the soil, and I go dormant, hiding from people’s eyes. Even my flower name isn’t pretty. Crocus.

Alexis opens an album and clicks on the first picture. “Okay, you need a quick lesson on who’s who at school. Everyone’s pretty nice, but of course, there is sometimes drama. And it’s mostly because someone stole someone else’s boyfriend. It’s so stupid.”

“Right,” I say, anxiety creeping up like little ants scurrying. I tamp it down by asking, “Is there anyone in these pictures who might be a boyfriend for you?”

Her cheeks become a shade darker. “No,” she says quickly. “I mean, I have crushes, but I crush on everyone.”

I study her for a long second while she tries her best not to meet my eyes. “Okay.”

“So we’re about a hundred and twenty.” She points at the class picture. “How many did your old school have?”

“Over a thousand,” I answer, remembering the crammed space and the wobbly desks. It was a good school, and the teachers tried their best, though, just like in any other school, there were some bullies here and there. We came from a huge variety of backgrounds, and it wasn’t rare to have financial issues. Looking at Alexis’s classmates with their different shades of white faces and smug expressions, I know I’m going to be the exception. The one sticking out like a sore thumb.

This is why I liked my public school. I didn’t stick out. I could sit in the back, away from everyone. I never knew how to make friends on my own, so I was either alone or hung out casually with my classmates during lunch. It’s so much easier to be by myself. No one will miss me when I transfer to Braxton, and I doubt anyone will be asking for me. It will be like I never existed.

Alexis flips through the pictures, telling me the age and hobbies of every person and the rumors surrounding them.

“This is Jenny Wilson. Her dad is this hotshot lawyer who makes all her parking tickets go away. She used to date Luke Davis, one of the football players, but then he dumped her in a text message while he was hooking up with Jennifer Harris. Like, at the same time. And guess what? Jennifer’s nickname is also Jenny. It was so messed up.”

I morph my face into the appropriate expressions, but it feels like I’m in a play, trying to be the person I was before. There’s nothing inside my soul that I can hold on to. Nothing she says that lights up any spark of feeling. It’s been this way for so long.

At first, I couldn’t cry. Not for the first few weeks. Then, just as suddenly, the morning I lost the ability to see colors, I broke down. Then the tears dried up, and in their wake was the hollowness. I’m not sad. I’m not angry. I’m not happy.

I’m nothing.

I mimic. I make myself show whatever emotion is needed depending on the person talking to me. And when I’m on my own, I suspend myself back into the void. It’s become so familiar; I don’t know who I was before it. This numbness that overtakes my brain. The only light in the center of it all is the beaches of San Francisco and the redwoods of California.

The only real thing I’m dreaming about. That I want.

Because I think if I get away from here, if I wash New York off me and all the memories sticking to me, I can, maybe, become someone who feels again. Maybe I’ll see the colors in California.

Linda, Alexis’s mom, knocks on the door an hour later, interrupting Alexis’s detailed explanation of what happened at Ruby Rowell’s birthday party in July. Apparently, it changed the whole school dynamic.

“Ah, how are you?” Linda says sweetly when she sees me. She flicks a perfect curl out of her face and stares at me as if she’s performing an X-ray.

“Good,” I reply with a smile that feels like nothing on my lips.

“You’re staying for dinner, Jihad?” she asks. I never thought of it much because I didn’t want to, but my name in her mouth has always sounded odd. Like she’s intentionally mispronouncing it in case the very mention of it alerts the FBI. She says Jee and then loses her bravery at the had part, turning it to Jeehaa. As if the d is silent. Or she can’t pronounce it. Or pretends she can’t. She wasn’t always like this, not when she lived in our building. My name wasn’t something she was afraid of then. Or maybe it always was, but my memories are distorted.

Despite her hawklike gaze and scarce smiles, I know she’s not bad. She visited Mama twice at the hospital when she was first diagnosed.

“Yes, please do!” Alexis exclaims, grabbing my arm. “We haven’t seen each other in so long!”

“Yes, do stay. We’d love to have you,” Linda says, allowing one small smile. “I made roast chicken knowing you were coming over today. You can eat chicken, right?”

I hesitate before nodding. “Is… is it halal?”

My insides constrict, feeling like I just embarrassed her with this question. Even though she knows I eat only halal. This isn’t the first time I’ve come over to their house, and when they lived in our building, Mama and Linda used to go out together. But it feels like I’m giving her brand-new information.

Linda blinks. “I don’t think so. I got it from the grocery store down the street. They don’t have halal, do they?”

I shake my head.

“Hmm.” Linda purses her lips. “Well, we have salad and bread. That works for you?”

My stomach is still queasy. “Yeah.”

“And what’s more important than food is you hanging out with Alexis, isn’t it?” She winks.

I nod again.

Alexis looks between us, and I can see the guilt and embarrassment in her expression. For some reason, it validates me. That I’m not overthinking this.

Alexis’s experience in my apartment is very different. When she went through a cucumber- and rice-hating phase in elementary school, Mama made her spaghetti every day and used the marinara sauce to sneak in her vegetables.

Linda tells us to come down in ten minutes and leaves, closing the door behind her.

Alexis looks sheepishly at me. “I’m sorry.”

I shake my head. “It’s fine. I’m not hungry anyway.”

And it’s true.

“I told her, by the way,” Alexis continues. “She said she would make, like, a vegetarian dish if she had time.”

“It’s fine,” I repeat, sounding like a broken cassette. “You gotta show me the rest of the class.”

She grins. “Where were we?”

I nod at the photo of the football players huddled next to one another, posing for the camera.

“Ah, yes,” she says, and starts rattling off their names and if they’re rumored to be bad or good at sex. I space out, not following. Mostly because they all look the same in their uniforms.

“They’re not…” I say when she takes a deep breath. She looks at me quizzically. I clear my throat. “There are no Muslims at school, right?”

She crinkles her nose, thinking. “Nope. You’ll be the first.”

Thought so.

She notices my dejection and pats my arm. “You’ll have me. And Jenny, Nicole, and Hayley.”

I tilt my head. “Which Jenny? The original who dated Luke?”

She snaps her fingers. “The original. Good, you’re paying attention.”

We laugh, and for one tiny second, I don’t feel hollow inside.

“So everyone at school has known each other their entire lives?” I fold my legs toward my chest.

Alexis nods. “Some have been at Braxton since kindergarten, but most have been attending since middle school. Like me. Oh, there was one transfer at the start of high school.”

“Who?”

“Jamie Murphy. He moved from Wisconsin with his family in tenth grade. They work in tech or something else, I don’t know.”

I nod.

“But he’s so hot.” She sighs dreamily. “He’s got that corn-fed build like he spent his time there dragging logs across his family farm or something. His shoulders. Oh my God, don’t get me started on his shoulders!”

“I won’t,” I say, amused. “He’s a crush?”

She shrugs, batting her eyelashes. “Maybe. I mean, half the school has a crush on him. He’s…”

“Not like other boys?” I say dryly.

She chuckles. “No. He just has this charisma. When he talks to you, it’s like you’re the only one who matters. He gives his full and undivided attention. It’s… nice.”

“A good Midwestern boy,” I muse.

“Oh, yes. Always says his pleases and thank-yous.”

We fall quiet.

“I think that’s all.” Alexis closes her laptop. “We should head down for dinner.”

I nod, already planning to stay for only half an hour. Thankfully, the days are still long. I don’t want to go back when it’s dark. My fingers tingle, and I hide them in my pockets.

Alexis touches my arm, and I look at her. “Are you okay? Like, not just the colors. But… you know?”

I swallow hard. I’m not sure how to tell her about this void inside me. I don’t want to be her weird friend at school. I don’t want her to look at me like I might shatter at any second. I want to be fun and interesting, even though I have no energy. I’m sure Alexis knows she’s my only friend, and even in this friendship, there are things I can’t bring myself to say. To show.

I know there’s an unspoken divide between us. We live on two separate planets, and I don’t want to make the distance between us wider. I don’t see her as much as I want to. She has her own life, and I am a childhood friend who’s still running after her.

“Yeah,” I finally say with a smile that feels anything but genuine. “Everything’s okay.”

She pulls me into a hug. She smells like a strawberry. “This is going to be good for you, Ji. This year is going to change everything.”
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I make it out of Alexis’s house within a half hour. The dinner was awkward with me, Linda, and Alexis engaging in small talk or sitting in silence. As soon as I step out the door, the air becomes sweeter. On the bus, I open the text chain I have with Amal.


Me: how’s baba gonna pay for the school?



She answers after a minute.


Amal: it’s none of your business




Me: yeah it is



My phone lights up, ringing.

“No, it’s not.” She sounds tired. It must have been a long day at the office. She’s an architect at a firm that doesn’t think breaks or sleep are basic human needs. “You’re seventeen. Please, just focus on school. Get the grades. And go to college. You’re not a parent.”

“Did you talk him into this?” I say, speaking in a mix of English and Arabic. “I’m doing fine, okay? I don’t think it’s right he should be spending thirty-something grand on this.”

Amal scoffs. “You’re not fine. And don’t you want to leave New York? You know colleges on the West Coast will want excellent grades. You… well… you have good grades. And you have your talent in drawing. But you’re not in any extracurricular activities or anything like that. You won’t stand out. Braxton can give you a leg up.”

I chew my tongue. Amal is the only person I’ve breathed a word to about my plans to go to college out of state. On the other side of the country. Baba still thinks I’m applying to NYU, and I know it would hurt him if he knew I couldn’t live at home anymore. It feels like a far-fetched dream when getting to Opus all hangs on scholarships. There’s no way I can afford an out-of-state college, but there is no place for my art like Opus.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

I can practically see my sister roll her eyes. “You’re changing the subject.”

“I don’t want to argue. It’s not like I have a say in this anyway.”

She seems to consider this for a second before saying, “Trying out a new recipe.”

“Where’s Marwan?”

Marwan is Amal’s husband. They met through a blind date, Muslim edition. One of her friends set them up during the iftar the Muslim Student Association organizes every Ramadan. Amal and I grew up with parents whose love for each other only grew stronger. Who wanted us to find that love for ourselves one day, and so they weren’t surprised when Amal came home and told them all about the tall, nerdy boy who stole her heart with his knowledge of game programming. That was back in the day when we had a life within the Muslim community. Then the weight of the cancer took that away from us. There was no time to go to meetups or to the masjid if not for prayer. Then one day, we were all alone.

Now after her marriage, Amal has moved to SoHo, where her ironclad working hours are a barrier to us seeing each other.

“Vacuuming,” she says. “It’s his turn to clean and mine to cook. That’s enough changing the subject.”

“You think I can leave now?” I murmur, closing my eyes, and I see myself barefoot on the beaches of San Francisco, a pink sunset bathing me in her glow. The gulls are crying, the water is rumbling, and I feel alive.

“Yes,” Amal says simply. “You’re wasting away here.”

“At least Baba will have you.” I can’t imagine him working at the gas station alone, coming back home to an empty apartment where Mama’s ghost haunts him and the echoes of Amal and me linger in the air.

“Yes,” she says, and her voice is a bit strained. Before I can ask what’s happening, she exclaims, “Crap. I burned the rice. I have to take care of this. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Okay, love you.”

She hangs up before saying it back, and I sigh, looking out the window. My skin itches, and I wish I could see the colors of the sunset. I take a picture of it so hopefully I can see it one day.

The bus reaches my stop, and I grab my bag, walking toward the front. As I pass, a man hisses out, “ISIS bitch.”

It’s a split second, but it shakes me to my core, and I nearly stumble. I rush forward instinctively, worried he’ll grab my arm and twist it. Or slam me down in the narrow aisle. Pull a gun and point it at me. This sort of thing isn’t supposed to happen in blue New York. But it does. Blood… there was blood…

I’m off the bus, clutching my knees and breathing, but the air isn’t going in. There’s no room in my lungs for oxygen. They’ve shriveled like raisins, and I think I’m going to die.

People pass me, not one sparing me a glance, and those who do just raise their eyebrows and hurry on. My vision blurs, and I reach out to lean on a pole. The metallic smell sears my nose.

I’m okay. I’m okay, I keep chanting in my head. There’s no blood.

I think of everything I’ve read about panic attacks.

I close my eyes.

I force myself to breathe slowly. It doesn’t work at first, until it does.

My fingers dig into the metallic post, and I focus on that. On what I can touch and smell and feel.

My lungs expand. Oxygen finds its way.

I open my eyes and press my hands to my chest.

I don’t realize I’ve been shaking and crying until I’m back in my room with the door shut. The deep-boned trauma in my marrow is alive and painful.

I collapse onto my bed, wishing for the numbness to take over my brain. For the void to grab me by my ankles and wrists and drag me away down, down, down to where there is no fear, no pain, nothing. Just nothing.
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I don’t tell anyone what happened on the bus.

Amal would be angry and demand I go to the police and report it. Baba would be worried out of his mind, but he wouldn’t do anything. He can’t.

I know I should be in therapy to process the aftermath of losing Mama. Because of the sudden way she was taken from us. The panic attacks, the anxiety, the void. But our health insurance doesn’t cover therapy, and I never felt comfortable with my old school’s therapist.

So I did my own research.

I looked up panic attacks because they were starting to make me worry I might die from the lack of oxygen. There was nothing on Google about how to deal with exactly what happened to Mama. And I just couldn’t—can’t—dissect each coping mechanism until finding the one that clicks with me.

So I let the void take over.

For the next couple of weeks before school begins, I stay home and order my uniform online. The girls’ uniform is a knee-length skirt, which doesn’t work for me, being a hijabi and all, so I order the boys’ uniform and pray it fits. There is nothing in the school’s rule book saying that female students aren’t allowed to wear pants. All it said was the uniform should be worn.

And I plan on doing just that.

Finally, the first day of school arrives.

I smooth down my shirt, making sure there are no creases, tucking it into my slacks before putting on the blazer.

I sigh, looking at myself from each side.

Even though these are my measurements, the uniform was clearly made for boys.

The sleeves are a tad too long. I fold them over the blazer’s cuff, trying to go for a chic look. The slacks, thankfully, don’t drag on the floor, but I’ll have to be careful not to run or else I might trip. I look up a video on YouTube about how to put on a tie, manage to make a knot resembling what it should be, and wrap a hijab that I hope my memory remembers correctly is gray.

Baba has already gone to work at the gas station. He left without saying goodbye or good luck. But I’m not surprised, and it doesn’t hurt me anymore. I think. My father isn’t my father anymore.

I’m not hungry, my stomach woozy with nerves, so I put on my shoes and leave.

I find Amal parked right in front of our building in her old Toyota Camry.

“What are you doing here? Don’t you have work?”

She lowers her sunglasses and smiles. “Took the morning off. And look at that uniform. God, why does it fit you like that?”

“They let you?” I ask, ignoring her comment and opening the door.

She hands me a to-go coffee cup and an everything bagel she bought from the deli down the street.

“You… you didn’t have to do all of this,” I stammer, the heat crawling up to my cheeks. “Amal, this is a lot.”

“Wow, you’re easy to please.” She laughs and turns the ignition. “Let’s get you to school.”

I take a sip of the coffee, trying not to smile. “Hey, what color is my hijab?”

She glances at me. “Gray, right?”

“Thank you.”

“Is it gray? Or is it a fancy artist color name?”

“No, it’s gray. You know I can’t see colors.”

Amal sighs. “You’re on that again? Then how did you choose this hijab?”

My skin prickles. “I guess I remembered where I put it. Do you think I’m lying?”

She shakes her head. “I think you’re still living in Mama’s dreams. They were just stories, Jihad. You know, I researched this ‘sudden loss of color,’ and nothing came up. Not with what happened to you. We did tests. You weren’t exposed to fertilizers or styrenes, whatever that means. Then you said it’s the blessing gone wrong. I believe you believe that. But it’s not reality.”

Amal stopped believing a long time ago. I’m not sure when her turning point was or what made her change her mind, but I could tell she was humoring Mama when she would tell her stories. And after Mama died, Amal completely gave up.

Still, it makes my throat tight and my hands clammy when Amal dismisses it. Dismisses what I believe. What I can and can’t see with my own eyes. The bagel is too heavy in my hands, and the coffee too sweet. I wish I could throw them away.

Amal sighs. “Look, I didn’t mean to upset you on your first day. I’m sorry.”

I glance out the window, biting my tongue. “There’s nothing to apologize for. You believe what you believe.”

Amal rolls up the windows and blasts the air-conditioning, the summer heat still sticking to the air like tar. Her hijab, which is square shaped, unlike mine, fits her perfectly. With her large black sunglasses, she looks like one of those 1950s movie stars in a convertible.

“How’s Baba?” Amal asks after a while.

I fiddle with my fingers. “He’s… he’s okay.”

“Really?”

I shrug. “I mean, we’re not like how we used to be back in the day. We don’t sing Fairuz, and he doesn’t tell me about Syria and stuff anymore.”

Amal gives me a sideways glance. “He still doesn’t talk to you?”

“There’s nothing to say.” My mouth feels heavy. I don’t know how to tell Amal that because she left, Mama’s ghost doesn’t haunt her like she haunts Baba and me. Mama isn’t in her apartment in SoHo, but Baba and I see her sitting on the old maroon sofa with the peeling leather at the back, her legs tucked under her while she reads a book. We see her standing in front of her vanity, touching up the blush on her cheeks. We see her everywhere.

So, of course, we don’t have any words left to say to each other. Baba’s voice is gone, muted along with Mama’s. She took his imagination with her.

“Jihad, this isn’t right,” Amal says quietly, and I slide my hands into the pockets of the slacks and grip my thighs tightly.

I breathe through my nose so I don’t explode in her face. This isn’t the time, and I don’t want to start the first day at my new school with my blood boiling.

I let the emptiness take over.

“You both need to face what—” she continues.

“No offense, Amal, but I don’t want to talk about this, okay?” I say in a measured tone that sounds like a scream in this car.

The air between us turns icy, a white fog that hides us from each other. She doesn’t say another word the whole drive. We’ve hit the quota of almost fights before this one turns into a real one.

Since Mama died, Amal has been handling me with kid gloves. When we shared the same room, fights between us were the norm and usually ended with me backing down because she was older and stronger. Now she lets me get the last word.

“I suppose you don’t want to tell me if you’ve painted anything lately either,” she says casually, turning the icy atmosphere between us into a different type of chill.

“I’m good,” I say shortly, staring intensely out the window, and she sighs quietly.

The closer we get to Braxton Academy, the more the buildings look elegant, the people rosy faced and the streets cleaner.

Braxton takes up several buildings with a wide courtyard, looking like old money and dark history built from the ground up. It’s as if I’m walking up to the haughty smirk of a beast only to be swallowed into its bowels. The buildings are vast, spanning great heights, and reminiscent of Georgian architecture. There is not one crack in the columns and pilasters, whose design must have been carved by human hands rather than machines. Everything about this school emphasizes its history and importance, as if the building grew roots buried deep underground.

There’s a drop-off section just outside the gates, and Amal steers in, stopping behind an Audi whose driver gets out and opens the door for whoever is inside to climb out.

There are students everywhere, friends reuniting after the summer, hugging and laughing. They walk in packs and shout to one another. Those walking by our car give us surprised looks, and some hide their mouths behind their hands, dissecting the very old Camry with their eyes.

“Boy, do I miss high school,” Amal says, sarcasm dripping from her tone.

“Thanks.” I grab my bag. “Just what I need to hear.”

Amal puts her hand onto my shoulder, and I steel myself, facing her.

“You’re going to be fine,” she says seriously, and then wipes an invisible speck of something from my cheek. “Just…” She chews on her words, and I know what she wants to say.

A long time ago, she would have told me the old cliché of Be yourself! There are so many memories to make and friends to meet!

Not now. Not after everything we’ve been through.

“I’ll keep my head down,” I say, and the pain in my sister’s eyes could have broken me if I weren’t already in pieces.

She grabs me into a hug, and I let her hold me for a few seconds before I pull away.

“Here.” She pushes a piece of Tupperware into my hands. “Your lunch.”

“Thank you,” I say, staring at it for a second before getting out.

“Text me!” she calls.

I give her a thumbs-up while looking ahead.

I pull the strap of my bag closer, trying not to feel self-conscious. Like everyone around me is staring. Even though they might be.

The grass outside the main building is perfectly mowed, the smell somehow more pronounced in the morning’s humidity.

I don’t linger by the entrance, staring at the architecture of the high dome or the winding staircases that look like they’re transported from a boarding school whose students exclusively study Dante’s Inferno and find themselves sacrificing a friend to an eldritch god.

I don’t make any eye contact, heading directly to administration to get my schedule. In the acceptance letter, I was told to be sure to go to administration as it’s my first day in this school.

Once I’m there, I wait in line behind a smartly dressed woman in a suit who seems like she’s drenched herself in a flowery perfume. It instantly goes to my head, constricting the blood vessels and giving me a headache.

I massage my eyes, trying to will it away. I’ve never done well with any strong scents. So much so, Mama stopped lighting the oud her friend got her from Qatar. It was a lovely, rich smell, but it made my brain choke.

“Good morning,” a cheery voice says, and I glance ahead. A girl with two pigtails sitting behind the desk is waving at me.

The woman in the suit is gone, and it’s my turn.

“Good morning.” I shift in place. “I’m, uh, new. It’s my first day, and I’m here for my schedule.”

“Yeah, no problem,” the girl says with a smile that freezes the moment she registers my uniform. She’s wearing the girls’ uniform. A student. “What’s your name?”

My stomach twists. Even though I’ve been expecting it, it doesn’t make me dread it any less. It’s one of the reasons I don’t like meeting new people or having to introduce myself. This is why my old school was fine. Everyone knew me.

Something as simple as saying my name is my greatest fear.

I clear my throat and lower my voice. “Ji—Jihad Dabbagh.”

Her brows furrow, and she leans in closer. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that.”

“Can I write it down?” I say, my right leg becoming restless. “It would be easier that way.”

The girl nods, handing me a notepad and a pen. My hand shakes a bit, and I feel as if everyone in the office is peeking over my shoulder.

When I give it back, I see the familiar reaction. Confusion, surprise, uncertainty, a quick, shifty look in my direction, then acting like everything’s fine.

She silently types it in the computer, and I’m grateful for that.

“All right, here we go,” she says, and her voice strains with forced cheeriness.

The printer springs to life, and my schedule is spat out.

She hands it to me. “Right. So you’ll be assigned a buddy to help you with anything you need. If you have any questions or want a quick tour, your buddy will be there.”

“Thanks,” I say, looking at my schedule. My classes are the same as they were back in my old public school with the exception of art. I can’t draw what I can’t see. I can’t paint without Mama. I can’t do it without the colors. So I’d decided not to take art this year and settled on art history, which should satisfy the requirement. “And how do I know who my buddy is?”

“Can I see—yeah, right here. Your buddy is Jamie Murphy. He shares most of your classes, so you’ll see him in your first period. He already knows you’re assigned to him.”

I frown. Why does that name sound familiar?

But before I can rummage through my thoughts, one of the older ladies working in the office stops short in front of me. She studies me from head to toe, and her nose wrinkles.

“This isn’t the girls’ uniform,” she says in a loud voice; it draws stares. “Young lady, you should be respecting the school’s rules.”

This is a play I’ve been a part of my entire life.

Different script, different audiences, same intentions.

I’m not even fazed.

“I know,” I say evenly. “But the girls’ uniform is a short skirt, which I can’t wear because I wear the hijab. The boys’ uniform lets me cover up, and I’m respecting the school’s rules as it’s still a uniform. I checked the regulations regarding this, and it’s not written anywhere in the handbook that girls or boys can’t wear either uniform.”

Her mouth presses into a thin sour line, and I know I won. Still, I don’t taste victory on my tongue.

“It is utterly unsightly,” she hisses, and walks away before I can ask her to clarify what she meant. Even though I know the answer. I look back at the girl who helped me and find she’s wearing a different tie from mine. Hers isn’t a part of the uniform. Another student walks by with an embroidered sunflower on her skirt. I could laugh if the situation weren’t so horrible.

I dig my fingers into my palm, an ugly feeling like a stab thudding in my heart. Regret that sours my blood because I didn’t say anything back.

No one stops me. No one says anything in my defense. No one speaks up.

No one ever does.

The hallways are chaos, and I imagine this is how it sounded when the Athenians gathered in the agora. Loud chatter mingling, which grows louder and louder so they can be heard, a few students gathered around a laptop watching something and cheering, a group of girls comparing the bags they’re carrying.

I have no idea where Alexis and her friends will be. She sent me a text this morning that said I AM SO EXCITED FOR TODAY!! I shoot her a reply, telling her I’m at the school.

I study my schedule. I have English in room 5A.

I look around, searching for signs that indicate where the classes are. In doing so, I finally notice people staring at me, and I know I look out of place with the wrong uniform. I pat it down, focus on walking past them, and find the sign for 5A.

I climb up the stairs, telling myself not to trip. There are fifteen minutes left before class, and I’ve broken out into a fresh sweat.

Awesome.

I reach the class and open the door tentatively, feeling relief when there’s no one inside. Then I frown and double-check I have the time and class right. Yes, it’s Monday, and this is room 5A, and it’s twelfth-grade English literature.

I really like the classroom. It’s a small auditorium, but the desks and chairs are all made from wood. There’s a large window that spans the length of the room on one side, which overlooks the school’s gardens.

I choose a seat at the very back, at the very right, beside the window.

Ten minutes pass, but they feel like years, until the second person arrives. A short boy with straight hair. He doesn’t spare me a glance and sits right at the front. More students start pouring in, and both relief and anxiety fight for the throne in my heart.

I decide to shut down—survive on low power for the rest of the day.

I don’t have enough energy to be anxious, and there’s too much of a void inside me to feel relief.

The seats fill up and, thankfully, predictably, no one sits beside me.

I check my phone and still don’t find a reply from Alexis.

The chair beside me is suddenly pulled back, and I look up to see a tall boy with messy hair, grinning widely at me.

“Good morning,” he says warmly, and I blink.

Instinctively, I look on the other side of me to make sure there’s just a window and not other people he might be talking to, but he’s looking directly at me.

He laughs and sets his bag on the table where my bag is and slides into the chair beside me, pivoting in my direction.

“You’re the new girl,” he says, and I find myself admiring the way he speaks. Like the letters slide smoothly off his tongue.

“Yeah,” I answer, sitting upright. Even sitting down, he’s taller than me. Without the colors, his hair appears as a light gray, the roots a shade darker, which means it’s dyed. His curls spill in a way that remind me of the sea’s waves.

“I’m Jamie. Your buddy.” He doesn’t extend his hand. Up close, I can see his eyes twinkling in shades of gray, and I wonder what color they really are. I pinch myself.

“Right.” I press myself against the wall, a bit uncomfortable with how close he is.

Jamie notices and inches his seat away from me. “Sorry.”

I don’t know where to look or what to think. What is happening right now?

He runs a hand through his hair. “If… well… if you have any questions, you can ask me. I was new here two years ago, and it can be a bit daunting. There are so many hallways.”

I blink, a light bulb flickering on.

Jamie. That Jamie. The one Alexis and half the school have a crush on.

“Oh my God, hi, Jamie!” a voice trills from the front of the classroom.

A girl with long seemingly dark gray hair struts up all the way to where we’re sitting. She’s beautiful with her dark eyes and flawless porcelain skin.

“I’ve been looking all over for you.” She stands in front of him on the lower benches and rests her elbows on the table. “How was your summer?”

“It was great,” he says with the same enthusiasm he showed me a minute ago. I guess this guy has it turned up to a hundred at all times. “Vietnam was breathtaking.”

“Wow,” the girl replies like he just said something profound. “We spent the summer at our chateau in Monte Carlo. You would have loved it there.”

“I’m sure I would have.”

I don’t know why I feel as if I’m eavesdropping on this conversation.

“Oh my God, Ji!” I hear Alexis and look toward her, smiling. She hurries up the steps, engulfing me in a hug. “You made it! I was worried you wouldn’t find your classes.”

“I’m good,” I mumble into her hair. I don’t mention I texted her this morning. She must have been busy with how hectic the first day is.

She leans back. Her eyes shine and her hair is blow-dried, matching the other girls’. “Let me introduce you to my friends! Nicole, Jenny, and Hayley.”

Nicole turns out to be the girl with the chateau in Monte Carlo. Jenny is the one with round glasses. Hayley stands beside her with her hair in a high ponytail.

The door opens and the teacher walks in, already speaking loudly at a hundred miles an hour. She’s a tall woman in a black sheath dress with a small slit at the back. Her pumps become the only sound in the room as everyone scrambles to their seats.

Alexis yelps. “Can I sit next to you?”

“I’m—” I begin, but Jamie has already moved one chair over.

Alexis nods at me before leaning in to whisper quickly, “I can’t sit next to him! He makes me flustered!”

I move one spot over immediately. Everyone around me opens their laptop or tablet, looking laser focused. Anxiety coils around my heart like a snake. With shaking hands, I take out my notebook and start writing what she’s saying, but my sentences end up jumbled and unfinished.

“Damn it,” I whisper, gripping my pen tightly.

“Hey,” Jamie whispers to me. He has the latest laptop model, a sleek silver thing that can probably take notes without him typing a thing. “I’ll send you my notes. Don’t worry.”

He smiles, and my chest constricts. Not because I’m uncomfortable, but because I’m not used to kindness from strangers. I’m used to how the woman from the administration was.

“Okay,” I say quietly. I never know what to say to new people, always scared I’ll say the wrong thing.

I fix my attention back to my notebook and try to take as many notes as I can. I don’t want to rely on Jamie. I don’t want to even ask Alexis for her notes. I can’t ask for help. Not from anyone. It makes my skin itch to be seen as a burden. So I do it on my own.
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When the bell rings, chaos ensues, and everyone moves at lightning speed while I feel like a tortoise trying to put my notebook back into my bag.

“Let’s go!” Alexis says, hurriedly dumping her laptop into her bag before climbing down the stairs.

I grab my bag, moving toward her when Jamie asks, “What’s your email?”

“What?” I glance at him, distracted.

He nods toward the board at the front of the classroom. “To send you the notes.”

“Oh.” I fidget with the front of my jacket before nodding. He’s not all talk. But I’m still on edge, waiting for the other shoe to drop. If my father and sister have become strangers to me, why would this person whom I owe nothing help me?

He pivots his laptop toward me. “I promise I won’t send you spam emails.”

I don’t even crack a smile at his poor attempt at a joke, too occupied with wondering if Alexis left. But he doesn’t seem fazed in the least, still wearing his smile like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

“Okay. Thank you,” I say, and type it into his laptop.

“Would you like a tour of the school during lunch?” he asks when I gently push the laptop back to him. I don’t want that thing destroyed by accident.

“I—” I begin, my hands starting to feel clammy.

“Ji!” Alexis says, waving from where she’s standing by the lower desks with her friends. “Come on.”

Relief washes through me to see they’ve waited for me. I nod.

“Maybe another day.” I zip up my bag.

“All right,” he says easily. “See you in the next class.”

I ignore him, climbing down the stairs.

Alexis and her friends start walking out, and I follow them.

“Why did Jamie give you his laptop?” Nicole asks me as soon as we’re in the hallways, away from the classroom.

I blink. “Just wanted my email.”

“He’s your school buddy, right?” Hayley asks. “Ugh, you’re so lucky.”

“You have a boyfriend,” Alexis reminds her.

“I’m just saying.” Hayley sticks out her tongue at Alexis.

“Sure.” Jenny rolls her eyes.

I take out my schedule from my pocket. I have physics in ten minutes. “Do all the teachers here speak that fast? How do you have time to take all the notes?”

They give me sympathetic looks while we round a corner.

“Dr. Bradley speaks like a snail compared with the other teachers,” Alexis says. “They all have PhDs here. So you have to call them ‘doctor.’”

I gape at her. “Snail speed?”

Jenny glances around her. “What most people do is record the lessons and listen to them after to fill in the blanks they missed.”

“I’m guessing it’s not allowed,” I say.

She nods. “But it’s the only way to survive, really. You need to have a good GPA, or you’ll be kicked out. But, I suppose, it’s not that important for you.”

“Why?” I ask, my voice coming out sharper than I intended.

Hayley and Nicole exchange quick glances.

“Because it’s senior year?” Jenny says, frowning. “It’s the last GPA you’ll ever get.”

“Right,” I say quickly, feeling hot under my shirt.

Things don’t get better with the rest of the classes. I can barely keep up, and frustration kneads inside me. I don’t share all my classes with Alexis and her friends, but Jamie is in most of mine. My mind is too crowded with the never-ending thought of I don’t want to be here to think of anything else. The only reprieve is a text from Alexis telling me to meet her in the cafeteria at lunch.

At long last the lunch bell rings, and I can breathe.

The cafeteria looks like something out of a food lover’s dream. There’s a long table filled with silver dishes from appetizers to several main course meals, and dessert. There are actual chefs with hats cooking behind a plexiglass wall where students can put in requests.

I find Alexis standing in the line, her hair bobbing up and down. She’s turning around like she’s looking for someone, and when she sees me, she smiles wide, beckoning me closer.

“Hey!” she says. “You made it. We’re just getting lunch. Do you want to join?”

Her friends give me a smile before returning to their conversation.

I know that in addition to regular tuition fees, there are options to add lunch and snacks among other things, but Baba can barely pay the base fee.

“Um—” I begin, clearing my throat and pat my bag. “I’ve got my own food.”

“Oh.” Her cheeks turn a shade darker, and awkwardness turns the air sour between us. We’ve never really spoken outright about the difference in our financial standing. I was never jealous she had more. I was jealous her mother’s lungs were strong and healthy while my mother’s were deteriorating to ash.

“You want me to grab you anything?” She nods toward the food station.

I appreciate the gesture. “Thank you, but really, Amal made me lunch today.”

Alexis gives me a half-hearted smile. “Get an empty table and we’ll find you.”

I nod and watch her grab a tray.

Looking around, I spot a free table and make my way toward it. I put my bag down and take out the lunch Amal gave me. She made me my favorite Syrian dish. Mama would make it only once a year because it takes a lot of time and effort. And she didn’t have much strength after the diagnosis.

Mehshi.

There are four zucchini tucked beside one another, the mixture of meat and rice spilling out where they’re stuffed. A tomato-based sauce is drizzled over them. She even put a scoop of yogurt in a corner of the Tupperware.

I can’t help the smile on my face.

“Hey,” a voice says above me, and my smile slips.

I look up to see Jamie. His eyes are sparkling like he’s just gotten off a roller-coaster at Coney Island. He sets his bag on the seat in front of me and slides into the chair.

“Are you following me?” I place the lid back onto the Tupperware.

He laughs, but it’s not mean. “I just wanted to check in on you after the morning classes. You looked like you saw a ghost.”

“I’m good. Thank you,” I say with what I hope is a polite smile. He’s kind, but I don’t understand why he’s persistently after me like this.

Jamie considers me for a second. “Look, I’ve been where you are. Everyone here has known one another since at least middle school. This type of… atmosphere in the classes is all they know. I had to learn how to adjust. So don’t worry. I’ll send you all my notes for all the classes.”

“Why?” I ask. No one really helped me back in my old school, and I was fine with that. I didn’t think anyone here would either. “Is this a part of the buddy thing?”

“What? No.” His brow furrows. He tilts his head to the side, studying me more intensely. “It’s not really an effort. I’m writing the notes either way. All I’ll be doing is emailing them to you.”

“I thought…” I pause, not knowing how to put my weird feelings into words. Even Alexis hasn’t offered to share her notes, but I can’t blame her. It’s the first day of school, and emotions run high.

Jamie waves his hand for me to go on.

I shrug and then shake my head. “Never mind. Thank you for doing that.”

He smiles. “No problem.” He looks around the cafeteria. “Are you sitting alone?”

“No,” I answer quickly. I don’t want him sitting with me and asking questions. Conversations aren’t my strongest suit right now. “My friend…I’m reserving the table.”

He nods. “You got your lunch?”

I glance at the mehshi. “Right here.”

“Good.”

He doesn’t say anything else but doesn’t make any effort to leave.

I fiddle with my hands, staring at anything but him. He doesn’t look at me, just takes out his own lunch. A big glass box filled with two smoked chicken breasts, a side of rice and broccoli. The colors of his food would be muted even if I weren’t seeing them in gray. The pale white, the sad brown, and the wilted green. There’s no life, no richness.

“Building muscle,” he says when he catches me staring at it. He looks apologetic, like he committed a crime by bringing this flavorless dish outside the confines of his home.

“I didn’t ask,” I reply without thinking, and wince.

This boy is incapable of not smiling. “You didn’t have to. I can see you judging it.” He peers at my food. “It’s nothing compared with what you brought. Puts all the food here to shame.”

My cheeks heat up.

I wonder how he’d look with all the colors painting him. If he would be brighter than the others in this school. His colors deeper.

But before I can say anything, several trays are slammed onto the table right beside us.

“Jamie!” Nicole all but squeals when she sees him. She perches in the chair right beside him and leans on her hand. “You’re joining us for lunch, right?”

Alexis sits next to me and gives me a look that says, I told you he’s everyone’s crush. I return the look with Glad Nicole is happy.

Their food looks like it was prepared at a Michelin-starred restaurant. There’s black truffle on top of their perfectly swirled spaghetti, and their salads look crisp.

“Just checking on Jihad.” Jamie smiles. “But yeah, I’ll join you for lunch.”

Nicole extends her hand behind her, and Hayley catches it, squeezing.

“Wait, what was your name again?” Jenny asks me, frowning. “It’s not Ji?”

I blink. “That’s my nickname.”

The three girls exchange glances.

“I thought it was weird you’d have a Chinese surname for a first name,” Hayley says. “But Alexis just called you Ji the whole time she talked about you, so we thought it was your first name.”

I look at Alexis, whose cheeks have become a faint pink.

“So your name is…Jihad?” Jenny asks quietly.

I grip the edges of my seat, nodding.

Nicole chews on her lower lip like she’s holding back tears.

“Is it… legal for you to have that name?” Hayley asks, eyes narrowed. “No disrespect, but it’s kind of offensive, right?”

Jamie stares at her. “What?”

My tongue is made from lead, glued to the bottom of my mouth, and I can’t speak. Deep down, I knew something like this would happen.

“You guys, come on,” Alexis finally says, her tone taking a defensive note. “I’ve known her all my life.”

Nicole sniffs loudly before covering her face with her hands. Hayley immediately puts her arm around her, drawing her close.

“It’s okay,” she whispers to Nicole. “It’s all right.”

I can’t look at anyone, and I don’t understand what’s happening, so I stare at a point on the table, letting my limited peripheral vision take in my surroundings.

“Her uncle died in Afghanistan,” Hayley says, and I know she’s talking to me. “From an IED that jihadists made.”

“Oh my God, Nic, I forgot,” Alexis says, horrified, her hands flying to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

Jenny comes behind Nicole, wrapping her arms around her shoulders. She stares at me, her expression half glaring as if his death is my fault.

I’m sure they think it is, with my name being what it is.

“May he rest in peace,” Jamie says quietly.

“Thank you, Jamie.” Nicole dabs the corner of her eyes. “It means a lot.”

They all stare at me then, waiting for me to speak.

My heart hurts where it beats against my ribs. It’s the same pain I had when I was five and wandered to a new aisle in the grocery store, searching for chips, but when I looked up, I couldn’t find Mama. It’s the pain that fear brings.

“Sorry about your uncle,” I finally say, my voice rough.

Nicole just sniffs and steers her gaze away from me.

“I don’t know. I think you should just stick to Ji.” Hayley crosses her arms.

“That’s not her name,” Jamie intervenes. “It’s not your call.”

Hayley shrugs, unperturbed. “Nobody is called Hitler now.”

Except Jihad isn’t like that, I want to say. It’s an Arabic word, I want to say. It has nothing to do with terrorism, I want to say. So many words from my language have been co-opted out of their beautiful, resonant meanings and made to be weapons of fear. We never say Allahu Akbar in public, even though all it means is “God is great,” when Christians can praise God. Intifada is uprising against oppression, when the French Revolution is a symbol of courage. Our words, our meanings, my name, my meaning—all crushed under the boot of racism.

But I don’t say any of that.

My cheeks are hot, and there’s a hollowness in my stomach. I feel like an ant under a microscope, the sun’s rays shining through the lens until I burn.

They’re all staring at me, waiting for an explanation.

“I’m…” I croak out, my throat dry. “I’m sorry.”

It’s all I can say. I don’t know what I’m apologizing for. I haven’t done anything wrong. But I think it’s what they want to hear. My thoughts spread like a jellyfish’s tentacles further to the place I keep hidden in the dark. Pressing my fingers to the edge my chair, I will the thoughts to calm down.

Jamie frowns, his jaw working before he gets up, grabbing his lunch, and walks away.

“Great, now you made Jamie leave,” Hayley says, disgruntled, and it snaps something in me.

“I didn’t make him do anything,” I say, voice hard.

“Okay, lay off, you guys,” Alexis says, her voice trembling a bit.

I look up at her, grateful, and she gives me a small nod.

“Jihad had nothing to do with your uncle, Nicole; you know that,” she continues. “She’s my childhood friend, and she’s been through enough.”

Hayley’s expression turns from stony to confused before it clears up a fraction.

“Wait.” Nicole blinks at me. “You lost your mom, right?”

I nearly break my fingers from how hard I’m holding on to the chair.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” My voice comes out cold.

Jenny flinches at my tone, and they all stare at me again.

But I don’t say anything else. I pick up my spoon and shove my food around in the Tupperware.

After a beat of silence, Alexis brings up the new Chanel store that recently got remodeled in SoHo. This sparks a new conversation, and I feel as if I’m studying a language everyone knows but me.

Alexis had told me a bit about her friends, but my memory betrays me sometimes. Especially after Mama’s death. Besides, I’m more of a visual learner. Learning through splatters of paint and charcoal drawings. I draw and paint to remember.

The colors paint a story of who a person is. I can imagine Nicole’s colors as raven black contrasted against a stark white. Rigid colors, standing in a perfect line. Hayley’s feel like ash brown and porpoise purple, swishing together to create a muted shade, but there’s nothing warm about it. Jenny’s colors would be a splash of tie-dye—loud pinks and yellows and greens swirling together.

I’m the odd one out. My colors are bleached. They’re a whirlwind of gray when once they were the deepest blue.

They discuss a summer solstice party they attended that, according to Jenny, was at Eric Cabot’s home upstate. Everyone came dressed as Greek gods and goddesses.

“That was a wild night.” Jenny giggles. “We got lost in the woods for hours.”

“And it was so peaceful. Walking under a full moon in that dress.” Alexis sighs. “I channeled my inner Aphrodite.”

“Oh, you channeled her all right.” Nicole winks, all traces of her earlier grievance vanished. I wonder if that will ever be me. A future where the pain glides off my skin like water. “I’m sure Homer wrote a poem about Aphrodite going to town with a guy in Eric Cabot’s parents’ bedroom.”

“Stop!” Alexis shrieks, covering her face with her hands and sliding down her chair.

Jenny laughs.

“It was just that one time.” Alexis peeks through her fingers.

“And the time after that in his car and the time after on your dad’s birthday,” Hayley says. “Look, he’s even staring at you right now.”

All of them turn around in their seats, and I peek at whom they’re looking at. A tall boy with floppy hair is grinning at Alexis. He sits between his friends, who shove his shoulder jokingly. He looks exactly like the kind of person I imagined Alexis would like.

She never told me about him. I asked her if she was seeing someone, and she said she wasn’t.

The loneliness is a slap in my face, waking me up. While Alexis is my only friend, I am one of many. There are moments in her life she hasn’t shared with me, because I wasn’t there. I’m her friend out of nostalgia. I wonder if I’d met her for the first time today if she would have taken my hand like she did in kindergarten.

I know the answer, but I don’t want to think about it.

I can’t even be upset.

Alexis stopped coming over as much when her family moved to their new house. She visited three times over the years. Eventually, I stopped inviting her.

I don’t know when I started realizing how different our lives were. Her home was brand-new and straight out of an interior design magazine. Mine was filled with old furniture Mama brought over from Syria when she first got married.

I wanted to be someone she liked. Someone she kept. Someone her mother wouldn’t mind her being friends with, even if my name is Jihad. To do that, I kept things hidden. I don’t pray in front of her and don’t speak in Arabic when she’s around. I don’t tell her when it’s Ramadan unless she asks. There are parts of me I hide.

And even knowing this, knowing my best friend and I exist in fractions in this friendship, it’s the only thing I’ve got. Because it doesn’t matter if I don’t know about the floppy-haired boy and she doesn’t know how deep my depression goes. She’s the only friend who stayed. The one who believes in the blessing.







Peachy Rose
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Everyone, get into groups of two,” Dr. Preston says loudly as she types on her laptop. “This is your partner for the rest of the semester.”

Seatmates and friends find each other, and I sit there, my fingers numb.

I wish I were at my old school. I wish I were anywhere but here. I wish I could breathe. I wish I was driving on I-80. I wish. I just wish.

I look around, but no one’s paying me any attention. There were no empty seats beside anyone, so I sat alone. I try to speak, but nothing comes out. Alexis is already sitting next to Hayley, Nicole, and Jenny. Nicole slinks her arm through Alexis’s, saying something to her.

“Everyone got their partner?” Dr. Preston asks, and a murmur of confirmation sweeps through the class.

I take a deep breath and raise my hand. “I’m sorry, Dr. Preston. I don’t have a partner.”

She squints at me. “Yes, the new girl, isn’t it? Remind your name?”

Here it goes. “Ji—Jihad Dabbagh.”

I can feel wide eyes staring at me. I see Jenny whispering something in Hayley’s ear, who presses a hand over her mouth to stop her giggling.

“Right,” Dr. Preston says, looking unfazed. Her hair is pulled back into a tight bun, and her no-nonsense air puts an end to the murmurs. She glances at the attendance sheet in front of her. “Hmm, but we have an even number of students in this class.” She sweeps her gaze over everyone. “Who here doesn’t have a partner?”

I close my eyes. The humiliation can’t get any worse than this. Baba will have to get a refund on the tuition because I can’t stay at this school.

“Ah, sorry, it’s me,” Jamie says, and my eyes fly open. He stands, rubbing the back of his neck, looking sheepish. “I wasn’t really focused on what you asked us to do.”

Dr. Preston narrows her eyes. “Make sure it doesn’t happen again, Mr. Murphy.”

Jamie apologizes and shoulders his bag before making his way to sit beside me. The student who was beside him looks disgruntled but smooths their expression when another student sits beside them.

Jamie opens his laptop and starts taking notes as Dr. Preston goes on with the lesson. I stare at him, confused. But I don’t say anything. There’s no time between all the molar mass explanations.

When the bell rings, I turn toward him, but before I can say anything, he says, “Yes, I had a partner. Yes, I left them to be yours. Yes, they’re fine. No, I didn’t do this because I pity you. It’s called lending a helping hand. May I have your number?”

I blink, and a surprised laugh falls from my lips.

He stares at me, a softness creasing in his eyes. The shades of gray on him blur for a second.

“You can laugh,” he says, teasing.

“On very rare occasions,” I reply, but just like that, the fuzziness in my chest vanishes. The void consumes it.

He extends his phone toward me. “Phone number, please.”

It’s the newest model. I stare at it, confused. “Why?”

“Chemistry homework,” he replies. “It would be great to reach you instantly, if that’s okay.”

I clear my throat, nodding, and take the phone from him. He makes sure not to brush my fingers with his, and I pause. I’ve never known a non-Muslim person who did that.

I type in my number and give it back. He lets it ring once.

“There,” he says. “Now you have mine.”

I take out my phone and see the missed call. My chest constricts in a strange way. It’s not unwelcome. Just… different. “There. I have it.”

He starts packing his bag, and I watch him for a few seconds before remembering Alexis. But when I look to where she was sitting with her friends, she isn’t there. There’s only me and Jamie in this classroom.

“You coming?” he asks when he notices me still in my seat.

“Yeah,” I say.
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I’m by my locker, getting my books, when I hear a tired voice say, “There you are.”

I look up to see a round-faced girl, her hair in a dark ponytail, staring at me with blazing eyes. There’s a smattering of freckles along the bridge of her nose where a pair of huge rectangle glasses is perched. “Hello?”

“Jihad, right?” she says, and before I can reply, she continues, “I’m Audrey, the school’s magazine editor. I’ve been emailing you for the last three weeks. Do you not check your student email?”

“I—what?”

She sighs.

“Sorry, we have a student email?”

She raises her eyebrows. “Didn’t you get it in a letter or something?”

I shrug. I had only the acceptance letter, and there was no email mentioned. Maybe Baba forgot to give me a letter they mailed and it’s lying somewhere in the apartment.

She draws in a long breath. “I emailed you to ask if you’d be interested in a short interview for the school’s magazine. We rarely get new students, and it would be a nice way for the school to get to know you.”

Tension coils like a snake in my stomach. “I—I’m good, thank you.”

She frowns, mouth drawn tight. “Why not?”

I shake my head. “I just don’t want to.”

She purses her lips. “I understand it’s weird being the new girl at school, but this is not an in-depth op-ed. It’s just the footnotes of your life. Where were you born? What are you excited for the most for senior year? Hobbies? Favorite food? Just harmless stuff.”

I fiddle with the locker. Before Mama died, I’d have said yes, even though I’m not that sociable. But now, I can’t give myself so openly to random strangers who’ll read about me. I’ve moved into a conch, the tight shell surrounding me, and I want to be oblivious to this entire world. I don’t want to make ripples or waves or exist more than I should. I told Amal I would keep my head down.

“I’m good,” I repeat.

Disappointment mars her expression. “Fine. Thought I’d ask.”

She waves a goodbye before leaving, and guilt crawls in my stomach.
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Me: hey I didn’t see you when you left

Me: everything ok?

Me: like after what happened during lunch



I’m lying on my bed, my hair wrapped around me like a cocoon while I stare at the messages I sent to Alexis.

An incoming call lights up my screen.

Amal.

I pick up.

“How was it?” she asks.

“Not as bad as I thought it was going to be.”

“Good.” She sounds relieved. “That’s very good.”

I pick at the frayed lace on my pajama shirt. We don’t mention the tension from this morning. “I don’t want to go there.”

A beat of silence, then, “What?”

I take a deep breath. “I don’t want to go to that school. There was nothing wrong with my public school. At least there everyone knows me. No one bothered me.”

“Who bothered you at Braxton?” she asks, her voice sharp.

“No one,” I groan. “Look, I was reasonable. I did what you and Baba wanted. It’s not a good fit. I’m saving him thirty-five thousand dollars.”

“It was just the first day, Jihad. That’s not enough to base your entire opinion on.”

Annoyance pricks at me. “Why isn’t anyone listening to what I want? This isn’t fair.”

“You sound like a child.”

I sit up, anger burning through me. “A child. Because I’m telling you what the hell I want?”

“Don’t swear,” she snaps.

“I don’t need this shit,” I say just to spite her, and hang up before throwing my phone across the room.

I rub my hands over my face and into the roots of my hair, pulling on them until I feel the pain.

Baba comes back home to find me still on my bed. He knocks on my door twice before opening it slowly.

“Salam aalaykum,” he says.

I don’t say anything and continue lying on my side, staring at the wall in front of me.

“Did you like it?”

I still don’t reply, and I hear him shifting from one foot to the other.

“Just give it a few more days.”

Silence stretches thin between us for another minute.

Then he says, “If you don’t want to do it for me or yourself, then do it for your mother. She would have wanted the best for you.”

My throat feels tight, and I can’t swallow.

I hate the past tense. I’ve always hated it. We don’t know what she wants, because she’s not here.

He leaves, closing the door softly behind him, but it’s deafening against my ears. I stay in bed until I lose track of time. My phone later pings with a message, and I scrabble at it. It’s from Amal, and the hope fizzles out in my chest.


Amal: I don’t want us to fight. I get you’re under stress with senior year. It’s going to be okay.



I groan and roll onto my back, wincing when my hair is pulled taut.

My ceiling brings me comfort, and I can almost see the waves moving.

But in the end, it’s just a painting. It won’t compare to the real thing. The colors will be there. I can find them in the sand. Maybe the ocean water would paint me blue and the sun’s rays would make me glow like gold. Maybe my body will become translucent, and I will take in every color.

Braxton, a means to an end, would make that real.

Blowing a puff of air that makes the curl plastered on my face flutter, I get up and sit by my desk, taking out my books.

Halfway through listening to the physics lecture, my phone rings and I answer it breathlessly. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Alexis says.

I fidget with my fingers.

“Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah,” I reply, not knowing how to bring up what happened during lunch.

“It was weird with the girls.”

I run a hand through my hair. “I…I thought they knew my name.”

“Yeah, about that,” she says, and I hear the apology in her tone. “I honestly thought I’d told them. But I’ve so rarely called you by your full name, I suppose I didn’t. They didn’t mean any harm, though. They did think it was a bit uncool the way you lashed out after they mentioned your mom.”

I blink, my back suddenly growing rigid. “What do you mean?”

“Look, I don’t think that,” she adds hurriedly. “I know what happened. I’ve seen what it did to you. God, if it were me…I wouldn’t have handled it as well as you are.”

My stomach twists and twists and twists.

I’m not handling it well, I want to scream. I’m not handling it at all.

“They just thought your outburst was uncalled for because they were genuinely concerned for you. Just be—” She stops, taking in a deep breath.

“Be what?”

She sighs. “I don’t know. A bit nicer?”

She doesn’t bring up what Hayley said about changing my name.

“Right,” I say, and my voice sounds thin.

“Don’t be upset, Ji.” She sounds close to tears. “I don’t want—I just want you all to get along. I don’t want to be stuck between you and them. I promise, they’re really nice.”

I take a deep breath, counting to five, letting that void swallow up all my negative emotions. That’s one of the good things about this emptiness inside me. There’s no space for anger or disappointment to fester. All are equal under the eyes of the void.

“Okay,” I finally say, my voice steady. “It was the first day of school. Things are always weird. I really think it’s a part of the liminal universe.”

“We are at the end of a part of our lives,” Alexis says. I can hear the relief in her voice. “Expect mild turbulence and memory loss. As well as indigestion.”

“Memory loss?”

She laughs. “I don’t know what I’m saying.”

I smile.

“So how were the classes? Did you take any notes?” she asks.

I glance at my open notebook where I scribbled what the hell with a daisy on top in the margin during chemistry.

“Yeah, it’s fine.” I don’t ask her for her notes, because she still hasn’t offered to share.

“You’ll get used to the speed,” she reassures me. “You’re insanely smart, Ji. Don’t you worry about it.”

“I guess.”

“I had no idea you didn’t have a partner for chemistry.” Her tone changes to a curious one. “Was Jamie really your partner?”

The hair on the back of my neck stands.

I clear my throat. “I don’t know.”

“Oh.” I hear a hint of disappointment in her voice. I wonder if the girls asked her to ask me about it.

I run my tongue along my teeth. “So you have a boyfriend?”

She makes a surprised sound. “Yes and no. We just hooked up a few times. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

I chew my tongue. “Why didn’t you?”

She sighs. “You were going through a tough time. How could I tell you about a stupid boy when the worst thing ever happened to you?”

My heart warms. Maybe I was being too harsh.

“I don’t know what to say but thank you.” I pick up my pencil and start drawing another daisy. “And you have a crush on Jamie?”

She laughs. “Not like Nicole.”

“I’ve noticed.”

I hear her shuffling, like she’s adjusting her sitting position. “She’s been hoping he asks her out for ages. Ever since he started at our school, actually. He dated this one girl, Isabella Young, last year. She was a senior, and they broke up when she graduated. Nicole was devastated when they first went out. She really thought she was getting closer to him, you know? But I guess he treats everyone the same enthusiastic way. It was kind of misleading, to be honest.”

I bite my tongue, my pencil digging into the paper.

I want to call her out on this, but I hold my tongue for the sake of peace. I want to remind her of the boy from junior high she told me about who kept talking to her during gym, staying back to help her tidy up when it was her turn. She turned him down when he asked her out, and he got angry, calling her a bitch. She didn’t mislead him. And Jamie didn’t mislead Nicole.

“But after, he kept to himself. Nicole thinks she’ll be able to land him for sure this year. Which brings me to my next question.”

My hand pauses. “Mmm?”

“Nicole was wondering if you’d be okay changing partners with her?” she says hesitantly. “You’d partner with Hayley, then.”

The tension creeps along my shoulders, turning the muscle into stone.

“Wouldn’t that be better for you?” Alexis continues. “You, me, Hayley, and Jenny would have a group chat. We compare all answers and share notes and stuff. You’d be with us. People you know.”

My old computer groans out a notification. There’s a new email in my inbox. I swivel, clicking on the mouse a few hundred times before the screen lights up.


Subject: Today’s Class Notes

I told you I’d send them.

I’ve also attached the voice memos for the classes, in case you’d like to listen.

Prepare to be sick of me and my daily notes emails.

I noticed the what the hell note you wrote in the margins beside the titanium atomic mass, so I clarified it in my notes.

Though I have to say, I did like the daisy.

See you tomorrow, Jihad.

Best,

Jamie



“Ji?” Alexis says, her voice sounding far away. “Are you still there?”

I blink, feeling something unclench in my stomach, and a smile plays on my lips. “Yeah, I’m here. I can’t really change partners with Nicole. The school made it so my buddy would be my partner in assignments and stuff.”

“Oh,” she says, taken aback. “So there’s no way for you to change?”

“I don’t think so.” The lie flows from my lips as easily as the truth. So far today the only person who has shown me unconditional kindness is Jamie.

I’m letting my gut take the lead with this.







Murky Yellow
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When I told Mama about the colors—that I could see them come alive—she kissed my forehead and said, “That’s your blessing, albi.”

It was before the cancer festered in her lungs. I think I knew something was there, before we went to the doctor. Mama’s colors were iridescent. They shimmered and flowed, deep blue-green like the sea lived inside her. I could see that. But when the cancer woke up in her lungs, the colors dimmed. They flared for a while like they were fighting against the intrusion, but the enemy was too strong. I was eight, and I didn’t understand what I was seeing.

I remember then Mama set up her easel in the tiny living room and gave me her paintbrush.

“Paint,” she said, sitting cross-legged on the floor with a wide smile. I remember how soft her hair looked, the brown a rich color bursting with life.

I don’t remember exactly what I painted, but I remember the joy on Mama’s face. The pride that bloomed in my heart, knowing she loved it.

Amal’s knack for art was very different from mine. She was structure where I was chaos. She questioned her blessing and, ultimately, didn’t believe in it. She never realized her analytical mind, her eye for precision, was her blessing. I think it’s because she was expecting it to be huge, like the way Mama could breathe underwater. Something more.

Amal didn’t see what I saw in her. How her colors were deep, something I’d never seen before or ever after. She was a golden-yellow star, the yellow deepening to a fiery red. Her heart felt too much, but she didn’t share all it held.

Baba’s colors were an evergreen forest. The different shades of green each tree has. He’d come alive when he was with us. I could see the way his colors would brighten when he walked into the apartment, throwing his jacket onto the ground so I could run and hug him.

The day I painted on Mama’s easel, she showed it to Baba and Amal at dinner.

Baba raised his spoon. “I bid twenty thousand dollars.”

I giggled. “Baba!”

He waved his hand like he was an art critic at the Louvre. “This painting is my soul. I must have it.” He pointed a finger at Amal. “Don’t think you’ll outbid me.”

Amal was right in the middle of her sulky teenage years at fifteen, so when she cracked a small smile, the whole table cheered.

“Going once!” Mama announced, shaking the painting. “Going twice!”

Baba raised his eyebrows at Amal, who rolled her eyes.

“Fine. One million dollars,” she said.

Baba’s mouth fell open, and he stood suddenly, nearly knocking his plate. “How dare you! One hundred trillion dollars!”

“Sold!” Mama cried.

I laughed, my cheeks warm from being the center of attention.

Mama handed it to Baba, who raised it over his head, cheering.

I don’t remember the painting. But I remember the colors clearly.

The happiness made the apartment swim in spun-gold threads. The pure joy that only comes from moments like these.

Those are the moments I hold on to when I go to Braxton.

The world may be gray for me, but in Braxton even that gray is dulled. The people are nearly translucent when I look at them. Fear curdles in my heart when I think of the whole world becoming translucent. That one day I’ll wake up, and I won’t be able to see anyone. The gray turning into an infinite white blank of nothing.

Stares follow me throughout the school, and I want nothing more than to fast-forward to when they stop. I know they will. It’ll just take time. But Alexis’s friends are bothered.

“It’s just you’re new and you’re not wearing the right uniform,” Alexis tells me Thursday morning, brow furrowed as she looks around the classroom while we wait on the teacher.

“Maybe it’s better if you wear a cap?” Jenny asks. “It would still hide your hair, right? Less attention that way.”

I press my hands over my lap, nails digging into my knees. They’ve somewhat forgiven me for what happened on Monday, but I can see the tension around their eyes and mouths. I want them to like me. It’s safer that way. The fox won’t hunt within the pack.

“I need to cover my neck as well.” I’m keenly aware of the heaviness of my hijab. It’s the same one I’ve been wearing all week but I tried styling it differently, with the long end wrapped around my neck twice.

“Okay,” she says slowly, and exchanges glances with Hayley they think I can’t see. Or understand.

Why is everything with her a no?

I don’t know. She’s weird.

They get tired of me and have their own conversation, and it’s obvious they’re pretending I’m not sitting next to them.

I take as many of my own notes as possible. I’m thinking of organizing them neatly and sending them Jamie’s way as a thank-you. He might have missed a thing or two.

I shake my head, forcing myself to focus.

When class ends, I follow Alexis and her friends, feeling like I’m walking outside my skin. Any minute now they’re going to demand I leave them alone. And Alexis wouldn’t be able to say anything when it’s three to one.

“Alexis!” a voice calls, and we stop, glancing back.

It’s like we’re in a high school movie because Alexis turns around in slow motion, an excited smile on her lips when she sees the floppy-haired boy from lunch on Monday.

“Mason!” she breathes out, and suddenly, she’s someone I don’t know. She tucks her hair behind her ear, batting her eyelashes up at Mason, who takes it all in like it’s the highlight of his day.

Up close, I admit they look cute together, and another pang rattles in my chest, wishing she didn’t see me as too broken to share this with.

It doesn’t matter, I tell myself. She doesn’t owe you every single moment in her life.

“Any lunch plans?” His hands are in his pockets as he rocks back and forth on his heels. “I know of this wonderful place in this building.”

She taps her forehead, frowning. “I’ve heard of it. Is it the dining hall?”

“Heard we’re having some sort of pot roast. Would you join me?”

She presses her lips together, the dimple in her left cheek deepening, a thing she does when she’s incredibly ecstatic.

“I’d like that,” she says in a measured voice, and I want to applaud her for sounding collected when I can tell she wants to scream. “Can my friends join us?”

He glances at us, confused, like he didn’t see us standing there before.

“S-sure,” he says, eyes sweeping over and staying a bit too long on me. “I don’t think we’ve met before,” he says with a forced ease. “You’re the new girl? The jihadist girl?”

“Mason!” Alexis gasps, hitting him on the shoulder. “That’s not her name.”

There’s cement in my mouth, so I let Alexis do the talking for me. Beside me, one of the girls snorts a laugh before disguising it as a cough.

“What?” Mason says, not looking abashed in the least. He just grins a cheeky grin and winks at the other girls. “It is, though.”

Alexis glances at me quickly. “It’s Ji—Jihad,” she says, her voice wavering for a fraction.

The cement has sealed my mouth shut and is now trickling down my arms and legs.

“Sorry,” he says to me, not sounding the least bit sorry.

I manage to nod.

Alexis’s shoulders relax, and she grins back at him. The second bell rings. “See you at lunch?”

“I’ll be the one with this face.” He gestures at his mouth, and she laughs, but before she can leave, he catches her hand, tugs her toward him before planting a kiss on her cheek. Then he hurries away, and as soon as he’s gone, the girls burst into squeals, rushing toward Alexis.

“Oh my God!” Hayley shrieks.

“Did that just happen?” Alexis whisper-yells, a hand over her mouth.

“Yes! We all saw it!” Nicole shakes Alexis’s shoulders, jumping up and down.

I step back into shadows, the cement unbreaking and unrelenting.

No one brings up what Mason said.
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I shove what Mason said out of my mind, getting to my next class. World history with Alexis and Hayley. I walk beside them quietly while they go on about Mason kissing Alexis’s cheek.

When we walk in, I spot Jamie sitting in the corner, working away on his laptop.

“Ji, right here,” Alexis says, patting an empty seat beside her.

“Thank you. Just one second.” I place my bag on my chair and make my way to Jamie.

“What’s up?” He smiles as I approach.

I fidget with my fingers and take a deep breath. “Thank you for sending the notes last night. Really saved me. I didn’t catch most of that.”

His smile becomes a grin. “You’re getting the cream of the crop when it comes to the notes.”

My lips twitch involuntarily. “Oh, am I?”

“Very much, yes. I’m organized, as you saw from the color-coded sections, and I add in extra information I find online to expand on certain topics that were vaguely discussed in class.” He waves a hand. “Cream of the crop.”

I smile. When I saw the different gray gradient of the sections, I thought they must be different colors, but I wasn’t sure. “I appreciate it.”

He nods. “Wasn’t any trouble.”

The warmth from his kindness spreads hesitantly from my chest, like it doesn’t know how to crawl through my bones and blood vessels.

I go back to my seat, only to see Alexis and Hayley staring at me.

“Um, what just happened?” Alexis asks.

I shrug. “He sent me notes, and I thanked him.”

“He has your phone number and he emails you?” Hayley says. “God, don’t tell Nicole. She’ll kill you.”

I frown. “He’s just helping me.”

Hayley ignores me, going back to her phone, but Alexis leans her head against my shoulder for a second, and sparks of happiness burst inside me.

When class starts, I look up at the board to see we’re discussing global human rights, particularly women’s rights as human rights in the twentieth and twenty-first century.

Dr. Sinclair is a forty-something woman whose features look too aristocratic with her sharp chin and delicate bone structure. Her hair, which I think might be brown, glides down to her shoulders. I love her sense of style, a modern twist on 1930s fashion. Watching her in this colorless world feels like watching an old black-and-white movie. Today she’s in wide-leg pants and an oversize white button-down shirt.

“Okay, class, this is always one of my favorite topics to teach.” She rubs her hands together before leaning against her desk, facing us. “It’s easy to forget history. All the strides that were taken to bring us to where we are today. A lot of moments in time and opportunities made possible because of the ones before us who sacrificed time, energy, and even their lives. Women make up roughly half of the world’s population, and yet, throughout history, they have often either been persecuted and denied rights or have ruled countries and changed the course of literature and science. A dichotomy, if you will.” She straightens her back. “The driving forces behind that were politics; culture; the patriarchy, of course; and religion. We’re now in the twenty-first century, and there are still discussions going on around the country and the world on what constitutes human rights or women’s rights.”

I become as still as a statue, breathing quietly. I know where this is headed. My thumping heart is like a canary in a mine.

“Despite that, we’ve come a long way,” Dr. Sinclair continues. “Women weren’t allowed to own property, sign legal documents, have custody of their children, or control their own wages, and there were scarcely any opportunities for higher education. When the French Revolution succeeded, a document was drafted called the Declaration of the Rights of Man. Women being excluded from the narrative. Now all of that has changed, of course. It took time, a long time, but it did happen. Still a long way to go.”

“Yeah, but even still, we’re better off than a lot of other places,” someone pipes up from the back. I turn to see an earnest-looking girl. “In other countries, simply existing as a woman means you could die.”

“You’re saying you’re okay making eighty-four cents on the dollar?” a girl with pigtails snorts. A few people laugh in agreement.

The first girl shakes her head. “I’m saying, putting things into perspective, it could be a lot worse.”

“Jessica, just because we’re not undergoing female circumcision doesn’t mean we should be ‘okay’ having the bare minimum,” the girl with pigtails says, and the girls around her murmur their agreement.

Jessica flushes a darker shade. “You’re missing the point. I’m not saying that—”

“Yeah, what Jessica means is that we should appreciate how far we’ve come but not settle for the bare minimum,” Hayley cuts in.

Jessica nods, shooting her a grateful look. “Yes, that’s what I mean.”

Everyone looks at Dr. Sinclair for her reaction, and from the corner of my eye, I see one boy stifling a yawn.

“Your reasoning is sound, Jessica,” Dr. Sinclair says. “It’s more important now than ever to stand for our rights. We could be looking at a very much darker future.”

“Whatever future it will be, it can’t be worse than those places where they stone girls for talking to boys,” someone says matter-of-factly. A boy with dark hair looks straight at me, and the canary has already suffocated. “We’ve heard the stories, and they’re not just in the Middle East but right here too. ‘Honor killings’ are what they’re called in Islam. Right?” he asks me.

Blood rushes to my cheeks. It’s one second when everyone stares at me, but it feels like eons. What do I say?

What do I say?

“It’s interesting you’d call it that,” Jamie says, and surprise sweeps the heat off my face. I turn around to see him calm, eyebrows slightly raised. “Because honor killings aren’t specific to one culture. Culture, not religion. What about American women who end up killed by their abusive exes because they left them? In my opinion, that’s the West’s version of an honor killing.” He leans forward. “You want to discuss women’s rights in Islam? First university in the world founded by a Muslim woman. Fatima al-Fihiri. It’s still going strong to this day. In Islam, women own property, have the right to their inheritance, don’t take their husband’s names, divorce their husbands, get higher education, work, control their wages, have custody of their children, take positions in power, are protected by society, and don’t make eighty-four cents on the dollar. How does a religion like that condone an honor killing? One that has a verse that says, ‘Whoever takes a life unjustified is as if they have killed all of humanity.’ Do you want me to go on?”

I’m staring at him, trying to understand what I’m hearing. How does he know all of this?

“Excellent points, Jamie,” Dr. Sinclair says, amused. “Anything to counter, Dylan?”

Dylan looks as shocked as I feel, but he takes out his phone and waves it at Dr. Sinclair. “Can I make a quick search for a counterargument?”

Surprisingly, Dr. Sinclair agrees, and a few seconds later, Dylan looks up from his phone, “All religions police women’s bodies. You can’t even discuss abortion in the Middle East. It says so right here.”

“Catholics don’t allow it. A lot of Christians share the same view,” Jessica says. “They’re all Abrahamic religions in the end.”

All eyes are on Jamie with a few hesitant glances in my direction. Jamie is quiet for a second before saying, “Abortion is a huge discussion in Islam. There are many schools of thought on it. One says it’s allowed up to one hundred and twenty days. It’s allowed in cases of rape or at any stage when the mother’s life is in danger. The same can’t be said about the laws of our country.” He fixes his gaze on Dylan. “We live in a world where all of this information can be so easily found online if you want to know the truth. Ignorance is not an excuse anymore. It’s also weird you look at Jihad to give you answers on topics like this. You don’t see her asking you to justify what your ancestors did.”

He’s standing up for me, I realize slowly. It’s such an odd feeling.

Dylan looks like he wants to say something, but Dr. Sinclair claps her hands and all the murmuring quiets down. Two girls exchange looks, and a few other people look just as confused as I am. “That was fascinating, but I fear we have strayed too far from today’s topic, so if we could get back on track.”

It takes a while for the class to settle, but my ears are buzzing. Alexis doesn’t know half the things he said… she’s never bothered to ask. I don’t think I even knew all of that about abortion in Islam.
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“You’ve got your own food, right?” Alexis asks while we’re walking to the cafeteria.

I nod.

“Okay, great. If Mason is already there, just sit there with him, but if he’s not, grab us a table, will you?”

I would rather walk barefoot on hot coals than sit with Mason, but I don’t want to create more distance between Alexis and me. “Sure.”

Alexis rounds in front of me so she’s walking backward, and my lips twitch with a smile. “Why are you frowning? You know you look like a tortoise when you frown.”

I scrunch my nose, and she rolls her eyes.

“It’s just been a weird beginning,” I say.

“You’ll get the hang of it.”

I shrug a shoulder.

“Not even with Jamie ‘helping you’” she says with air quotes.

I groan. “Don’t start with that.”

“Why? You should have said you liked him!” She glances quickly toward Nicole, who is a ways ahead. “She’s a bit upset because Jamie never started any conversation with her, but you just got here, and now he has your phone number.”

My ears burn. “It’s not like that. I don’t like him. I don’t know him.”

She goes back to walking beside me. “Pfsh, what does that have to do with liking?”

I stay quiet. I don’t like this conversation. I’m here for one reason and one reason only. This is a means to an end. This is war for me. Hunker down until it’s over.

“Okay, fine. If you don’t like him, then you should tell Nicole.”

Why would I tell Nicole anything? I think. I do not care about Nicole. But my mouth says, “Sure.”

“Okay, stop it with the short answers.” She gives me a look. “I hate it when you do that. I feel like I’m in trouble or something.”

I take in a deep breath, let the warmth I felt from her head on my shoulder earlier spread through the void again and say, “I can’t wait to have lunch and go back to more classes that I only understand about twenty percent of!”

Alexis laughs. “That’s more like it.”

The cafeteria is full, and the delicious smell of the lunch makes my stomach rumble. I don’t have Amal’s cooking to soothe me today, so I packed myself two simple labneh and za’atar sandwiches, an apple, and a juice box.

“Oh, Mason is right there!” Alexis points to the far-left table. “Go, we’ll get our food and join you.”

It would be less painful to chop off my legs than walk up to what looks like the jocks’ table and sit, but Alexis pushes me forward.

I stumble toward them, and the rumbling in my stomach turns into something more acidic. I might throw up any second.

I hope they don’t notice me, but I might as well be an elephant crashing through. Being the only hijabi makes me a beacon here, and not in a good way.

I gingerly sit at the edge of the last seat with my bag in my lap. All five jocks simultaneously turn toward me.

“Oh, Jihad,” Mason says with an easy smile. “You’re having lunch with us?”

They each have their own huge plates filled to the brim with a steak, mashed potatoes, and baby carrots. I don’t remember the last time I had something like that. Amal cooks for us from time to time, and when I sleep over at her place, she feeds me well. But it’s been a while, and I try to limit my visits because she’s always working and exhausted.

“Yes,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady.

Mason and his friends nod at me, and we enter an awkward staring contest.

Mason leans forward. “I was wondering, how do you know Alexis?”

I hug my bag. “Childhood friends. We were neighbors.”

“Wait, you used to live on the Upper East Side?” he says in surprise, and his tone cuts.

“Actually, no,” I say hollowly. “I live in Queens.”

The boys share a look. “Where Peter Parker is from?” one of them says.

It feels like I’m shutting down. I hear a laugh, but I don’t know if it’s at my expense.

“Yeah. I guess.”

Mason leans back in his seat casually. “So, Jihad, pretty interesting name you got there.” His tone is light, friendly, and mildly curious. But I know where this is going.

I nod, tightly gripping the edges of my seat.

“I’m just wondering about the thought process behind it,” he continues. “Like, weren’t your parents worried how that would sound living here?”

I shrug. “Well, there are school shooters called Jason and Stephen, but people still name their kids those names.”

Mason’s eyes narrow a fraction. “Yeah, but we’re talking about an ideology here, right? Isn’t that what jihad is?”

“No,” I reply, forcing my voice not to waver. This is exactly what Dylan did in class. It’s happened many times before when within ten minutes of meeting someone, I get asked questions like Do you really think all people who don’t believe in Allah will go to hell? You think burqas are okay? Do you support sharia law? Isn’t that an excuse extremists use to stone women? and so many others. I get quiet, excited eyes dissecting me from head to toe, waiting for me to stumble my way through an answer they feel has shoved me into a corner.

“Of course, you’d say that.” His tone becomes a tad colder. “I just think if you live in this country, you have to respect it. Especially with New York’s history. Just the other day I saw this video on these immigrants from Tunisia or Iraq, not sure, but they were harassing people on the subway. And one of them punched an old man in the face. I mean, that’s not really respecting the country you’re in, is it?”

My tongue is heavy.

“Again, I’m not trying to be an asshole here,” he says with an expression and voice that suggest otherwise. “These are facts. I know they’re not representative of a whole community. But stereotypes exist for a reason. They all have a degree of truth.” He thinks for a second. “I guess a stereotype for Americans would be arrogance, and it’s a bit true. Maybe jihad doesn’t mean what people think it does, but the reality is that the meaning has evolved. So why would you let your name be what the extremists are called?”

I stare at him, the heaviness giving away to something emptier. “So your only issue is my name?”

He shrugs. “Honestly, I don’t really care what you believe in. It’s a constitutional right for every American to have their beliefs. I think everyone should be equal, but that’s not reality, and so we work with what we have.”

I glance at my fingers, trying to discern any hint of brown from the gray. “And yet you’re okay with how this world works for you. You’re saying that’s reality, nothing to do about it. Let me conform to what you want.” I snap my eyes back at his, anger stirring in my blood.

He raises his hands, letting out a little chuckle. “You’re taking it the wrong way. Obviously, you’re not a jihadist or anything. I don’t think the school would have let you in if you were a threat. This is just free advice to, I don’t know, change your name? Alexis mentioned your family is struggling, right? You don’t want to add more disadvantages against you.”

It’s a slap to the face, and I feel the sting of it on my cheek.

“We’re not struggling,” I say with steel in my voice.

He nods, and his voice is too gentle. “That’s good. You have options now.”

“Hey!” Alexis says, placing her tray beside me. Jenny exhales in relief, and the other two nod at her. I know it’s because they don’t have to sit beside me.

I wish I didn’t care, but I do. It hurts to know my existence alone elicits such a reaction. Pressure rises behind my eyes but disappears just as quickly when exhaustion rolls over me.

I wish I had Mama waiting for me back home so I could hug her and let this sadness dissolve. But I don’t let myself think of that alternate universe, because this grief is too heavy to carry it as is.

“I got you this,” Alexis says to me, placing a plate with a brownie beside my lunch. A peace offering.

I blink, warmth returning to my fingers. “Thank you.”

She gives me a small smile and then turns to Mason. “So what did we miss?”

“Nothing much.” Mason winks at me, then stands and leans across the table toward me. He holds out his hand. “Just wanted to welcome Jihad to the school and give a no hard feelings handshake about earlier.”

I stare at him, heat rising to my cheeks.

He raises his eyebrows, giving me a pitying look. “You know it’s rude not to shake someone’s hand, right?”

Everyone’s eyes are on me, and I wish I could just leave.

“Damn, really hurting my feelings here,” Mason says with no hint of sadness in his voice.

“Dude, you want to get her killed?” one of the faceless blobs beside him says, and snorts scatter around the table.

I immediately stand, grabbing my bag, but Alexis’s hand flies to my arm.

“That’s not funny,” Alexis says sharply. “Mason, stop being an asshole.”

Mason holds up his hands in surrender and sits back down.

“Ji, please sit,” she says quietly. I swallow hard before settling back into my seat. It feels as if I split muscle from bone.

Alexis lets out an exasperated sigh before picking up her fork and knife. Mason says something, and she laughs, relaxing, but I don’t hear anything. White noise garbles in my ears.

My feet are rooted to the floor. I feel like I’m betraying myself. I should not sit here. I should have stormed out. I should have made him feel small and embarrassed.

The moment to do anything is gone, and they move on to another topic. I’m becoming exhausted with not having a voice. I’m no longer hungry. Instead, I start counting the seconds until this lunch is over.







Spun Gold
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We need to talk,” Alexis says, catching me at the end of the day.

She takes my arm, dragging me to a corner of the hallway as the other students rush by, calling out goodbyes to one another.

“What?”

“Are you okay?” she asks, mouth pressed into a thin line. “I just…I didn’t think it would be this awful for you.”

I nod, rubbing my shoulders. “I wish I could say I’m surprised.”

She frowns. “Why?”

I raise my eyebrows. “Come on, Alexis. This whole place isn’t made for someone like me. And your friends and boyfriend aren’t letting me forget that.”

She blushes, her eyes cast away, looking guilty. “I know what they’re doing, but they don’t mean any harm in it.”

I bite my tongue and say, “Did you tell Mason my family is struggling?”

Her eyes go wide. “What? No! Why would I say that?”

A knot forms in my chest. “I don’t know. He said—”

She exhales loudly. “I told him we’re childhood friends. That’s it. I have no idea where he got that from.”

She sounds sincere, and I believe her over anything Mason says. “Okay.”

Relief breaks over her expression. “I think the girls are just weirded out a bit because they’ve been trying to be nice, but you keep distancing yourself.”

My jaw feels heavy. “How?”

“Well, things would have been a lot easier if you let Nicole be Jamie’s partner.”

“But it wouldn’t be, Lexi.” I dig my fingers into my palm to steady myself. “If I were in the group with you and Hayley and Jenny, I’d be ignored. My texts wouldn’t be answered. I’m pretty sure they’d make another group with just you three. I’d be made fun of. Just like I am right now.”

Her face becomes a gray shade darker. “No, they wouldn’t. You’re just assuming.”

“I wish I were.”

“Look, the jokes go a bit too far, but you’re not helping your case either. You don’t smile. You don’t try to talk to them. You just sit in your chair and scowl. And look, I get it. I know you’re still traumatized with what happened to your mom but—”

“Stop,” I interrupt, nausea rising in my throat. I won’t discuss what happened to Mama in this hallway. “Don’t.”

“Fine,” she snaps. “I didn’t shut up talking about you to the girls. They were actually excited to meet you. And yes, they knew you’re a Muslim and a hijabi. They knew all of that. It wasn’t a surprise for them. This is New York, not freaking Alabama! You’re the one who’s trying to find a problem with everything.”

My grief is tangible. I can extract it from my heart and body and hold it in my hands. “No, you’re right, Lexi. It’s not their fault. It’s mine. Does that make you feel better?”

She scrunches her nose, and I know she’s holding herself back from crying. “That’s great. Shut down like you always do. Sometimes you’re impossible to be friends with.”

And with that she leaves. I stand in the corner, her last sentence playing like a loop in my brain.

A random loud laugh jars me back to life. The hallways have slowly started emptying. I move to leave, but then I remember I need my physics textbook. I borrowed it from the library rather than shelling out over a hundred dollars to buy a copy. I’m marking the pages I need to photocopy.

When I reach my locker, I’m the only one in the hallway. As I fiddle with the lock, a sense of dread fills me. Like I can see my future, but I’m not sure what it is. I look over my shoulder hastily and shove my hand in, grabbing wildly at the textbook.

I sense it happening before it does. A heavy hand grips my shoulder, and I twist around, a second too late. My back sharply bangs against the locker.

It’s not Mason, but one of his friends.

“You okay?” the mismatched blob says. His face sharpens and wavers, the shadows engulfing his face. His hand is still on my shoulder, the heat from it burning me.

“Fine,” I say, trying to sidestep, and his hand slips somewhere it shouldn’t, grazes my chest, and I hit my head against the locker trying to get away. Blood…blood…

“Holy shit, okay!” He holds up his hands in surrender. “That sounded brutal. Just wanted to introduce myself properly.”

His hand slipped. He didn’t touch anything.

This boy I’ve never spoken a word to.

“I’m Adrian,” he says. “I know your name, so I thought it was only fair you learned mine.”

I press myself firmly against the locker, the lock digging into my back, but I don’t mind. I need to feel myself on land and not falling down something bottomless.

He gives me a curious look before walking away.
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At home, I stand in front of my parents’ room. Baba is still at the gas station, and my ears are still ringing from what happened by the locker. In this moment, I want Mama more than ever. Slowly, I open the door and step in.

Mama’s side of the bed is untouched, just like the last day she made it.

Baba sleeps on his side, unable to move like there’s a barrier preventing him.

Everything in the room still has her touch, and I allowed myself to go through her things only once after her funeral. I made it as far as her hijabs and the messily drawn doodles on a notebook before I broke down. She would draw little comic strips. Stories that didn’t make sense sometimes but did for her. A rabbit looking for a carrot, and the carrot ends up on a spaceship without the rabbit in it.

They always made me wonder and imagine the world through her eyes.

But this time, I find comfort in the ghostly remains in this room.

The assortment of lipsticks, the blushes, the mascara bottles all neatly placed beside one another. I sit at her vanity, the edges of the oval mirror in front of me covered with fake ivy intertwining between the gaps of the Syrian arabesque frame. She even had little lights put on either side to create a soft glow. I turn them on, marveling at the way it creates a certain feel in the room. This vanity and mirror were part of her bridal gifts, shipped all the way from Arwad.

The wood is Syrian, she said brushing the top. It’s a part of home here. We had a brilliant carpenter in the village, and my aunt commissioned it from him.

I’ve always thought it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

She’d put me and Amal side by side when we were kids. We’d smear lipstick outside the lines of our lips and apply too much rouge to our cheeks.

There are blessings in this vanity, girls, she said, watching our reflections with a secret smile. There were tired lines on her face, but her eyes twinkled like all the stars in the sky. You’ll always find them here because it’s home. That’s what my aunt said.

Mama, there is no such thing as magic, Amal said, frowning.

Not in the way you’re thinking, was all Mama said, but I held on to those words. To the stories she told us about her family. When I drew and painted, it was a blessing, making things that weren’t there appear. Making the colors dance.

I balance my elbows on the vanity, pulling my legs up and accidentally hitting the bottom only to hear an echo.

Blinking, I knock where I bumped and realize it’s a false drawer.

I didn’t even know it had that. Mama never said anything.

I slide to my knees and find a crescent carved into the center of the wood, but there are no handles to pull the drawer out. So I stick my pinkie into the crescent, barely managing to wiggle in past my nail. It’s stuck, but I know I can make it budge, so I strain and pull until a dent appears around my pinkie.

Finally, it gives, nearly clattering to the floor.

I scramble up and find one thing inside.

A notebook.

No, a sketchbook.

I pick it up, feeling its heaviness. The pages are empty, as fresh as if it’s been newly bought.

I flip back to the first page, and tears prick my eyes.

In someone’s unfamiliar Arabic handwriting—


All your wild imaginations, draw them here.
 She gives you her dying blessing.



I stare at the words, reading them over and over again.

Her blessing?

My mind whirs with a thousand and one thoughts, all scrambling to find the right frequency to be heard.

Mama got this vanity as a gift from her aunt. The one she told us could talk to the trees.

My breath hitches, and tears form in the corners of my eyes. This must be one of the trees she knew. I run my hand over the vanity, and a quiet thrum of life vibrates from it. This Syrian tree that lived and died in Tartus now giving me something beyond her death. My great-aunt’s blessing surviving after all these years.

She must have hoped Mama would find the false drawer. A surprise for her in New York. But Mama and her aunt passed away before this blessing could ease the hardship in Mama’s life. I wonder how my great-aunt knew this tree. What made the tree fall ill and have one last dying wish.

The stories of my family are lost to memory and time. All we have are the stories Mama told us. Our connection to where we come from is frayed and breaking and invisible.

I understand why it feels difficult for Baba to talk about it. The homesickness is chronic, and there’s no cure. It’s an eternal gray. But the result is that I don’t know much about where I come from. I’m a mosaic of everyone who came before me, and yet, I don’t recognize who these eyes and nose and lips belong to.

But this sketchbook in my hand, this vanity, they’re real and tangible and a part of my heritage.

There are stories I can immortalize.

I push back the false drawer and rush to my room, shutting the door behind me and sinking to the floor.

My hands tremble a bit when I open the first page again. As I trace the letters, my mind calms, the white noise is gone, and my fingers itch with the promise of art. I see what I want to paint so clearly. I can feel the tree humming through the pages.

I crawl under my bed, pulling out the box I store my brushes and paint in. I haven’t touched them in a year; a thick layer of dust coats the top. I blow it away, opening the set. I still remember where each color sits.

The need to draw something soft, something innocent, is overwhelming. This sketchbook was made for Mama, so something of Mama needs to be in it. The empty page waits eagerly for me, and I can almost hear the tree murmuring encouragingly. I want to start from the beginning. I’m so lost in what I’m doing I don’t even realize Baba is home.

He opens the door, sees me on the floor painting, tubes and brushes scattered around me, and pauses.

I stare up at him, and his eyes widen when he registers what I’m doing.

He clears his throat, opens his mouth to say something, and then reconsiders before shuffling out and closing the door.

I get back to work. I can’t see the colors, but I remember how they blend, can see them in my mind. Merging the aquamarine blue with a white borrowed from a cloud on a winter day. There are golden sunrays, wisps of seaweed green wrapped around the conch, pink cheeks on the little baby who’s smiling as she sleeps. A rich, healthy brown covers the hands holding up the conch. There is love in these hands, belonging, and home.

A tear slips from my cheek, splotching on the paper, blurring the edge of the conch.

It doesn’t feel like any time has passed at all, save for the ache in my wrist and the complete absence of light from my window.

I stand, massaging my neck and working out the kinks in it. A weight has fallen from my shoulders, and the familiarity of the feeling is striking. Like stumbling through a memory so rich and real—all the hours I spent in this room, painting everything that popped into my head.

Mama will love this, I think, reaching for the notebook. Halfway through I remember my reality.

My hand falls, and I stare at the drawing.

Right.

I don’t let myself think much when my stomach grumbles loudly. I glance at my phone and find that it’s nearly eleven p.m. I have six unread messages and one email notification.

Two are from Alexis, asking if I’ve done the chemistry homework. Four from Amal asking about me.

The email is from Jamie with today’s notes.

My stomach rumbles again, and I head to the kitchen to fix myself something to eat before I sleep. I didn’t study anything, didn’t do any of my homework, and I don’t care.

In the darkness, I eat my sandwich, staring at the wall in front of me. A light turns on from the neighboring building that illuminates the wall, and I see a dash of red.

I freeze midchew, my stomach tightening. But the color disappears just as suddenly, and I think I imagined it.







Poppy Red
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I wake up from a dreamless sleep and rub my eyes to find scattered brushes and tubes on the floor with the sketchbook right in the middle.

My vision wavers, and I know something is different, but I can’t put my finger on it. Sitting up, I rub the sleep from my eyes and look around my room. It takes a few seconds for it to sink in.

Red.

Splashes of red swarm around my room. My hair tie on the floor. The paintbrush with the dried red on its bristles. The books on my shelves with red covers. The red shirt peeking through the closet door I didn’t fully tuck in.

Everything else is still gray.

I press a hand to my mouth, a surprised sob falling out.

I can see red.

I stumble through the apartment, my eyes greedily taking in as much of the color as they can. I rush to the vanity, where Mama’s rouge is, and press the tip to my fingers, staining them. The decorative crystal pomegranates she brought from Syria for the living room twinkle at me. The red threads in the carpet. The red patterns on the plates stacked in the glass shelves.

My heart thunders in my chest, and I look down at my arms to see the blood flowing through my veins.

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“What is happening?” I whisper.

I think of calling Amal and telling her the news, but she won’t believe me.

Alexis would.

My excitement comes to a stop when I remember what happened yesterday. Our fight. That moment with Adrian.

I’m already running late, so I get dressed, trying not to get distracted by all the bursting red around me.

I make the subway on time, tapping my foot and staring out the window. Walls and people blur, but I see each strand of red clearly. It weaves among the gray. I catch a glimpse of something that makes my back straighten, but it’s gone as fast as it appeared.

The edge of a conch.

I shake my head and go back to staring without looking.

But then the subway stops at one station, and right there in front of me is the baby I drew yesterday painted on the wall behind a bench. It’s not the whole picture but a section, as if it’s zoomed in on the baby with the edges of the conch showing.

My heart hammers rather painfully, and I try to remember if I saw this yesterday and then subconsciously copied it in my sketchbook. But I’d have remembered something like this.

People mill in and out of the subway, most not sparing the baby a single glance while there are others staring and pointing at it.

The subway moves again, and I stare at it until it disappears.

Bits and pieces of the drawing appear. The rays of the sun. Just the seaweed painted overhead, stretching from one side of the subway car to the other like wriggling snakes.

I get off at my station, my heart still hurting from something I can’t name because what I’m imagining is the impossible. But I’m not ready for what’s waiting for me when I climb up the stairs.

Right there in front of my exit, painted across several buildings like they’re paper, is my drawing.

The sleeping baby in the conch held by her mother’s cupped hands and the tiny jellyfish swimming beside her.

And I know it’s mine because of the tear smudge at the edge of the conch, blurring it.







Jasmine White
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This is impossible.

This is utterly and completely impossible.

Am I hallucinating?

I rub my eyes, but everyone around me is seeing it as well.

“Who did that?” someone asks beside me.

“How did they do it so fast? It wasn’t here yesterday, right?”

“No. I took this same route.”

“It’s pretty.”

“Sure, but it’s vandalism, right?”

I press a hand to my mouth, my stomach twisting and twisting like it’s threatening to expel everything in it.

Did I do this? How did I do this? Did I sleepwalk, get on the subway at three in the morning, and somehow paint entire buildings that are twenty stories high? Did I fly?

There are blessings in this vanity, Mama said.

All your wild imaginations, draw them here, my great-aunt said.

No way.

Did the blessing forgive me? Did it become a story stretching beyond the person who has it?

I turn away and hurry in the direction of the school, trying to shove my shock down. I don’t have time to think about this right now. I didn’t study yesterday, didn’t do any homework, and I know I’m behind.

When I reach the school, I hear bits and pieces of conversations as I pass other students on my way to class. My painting is the main subject.

I’m a second from colliding into someone and jump back just in time.

Jamie.

He’s staring down at me, but the easy smile and the light filling his eyes are absent.

My first thought is that he knows that’s my painting all over New York.

My second thought is that’s stupid. Of course he doesn’t know.

“You okay?” I ask hoarsely, trying to clear my throat.

He blinks, ease returning to his gaze. “Yes, thank you.” But then he squints at me. “Are you?”

My heart rate still needs a way to come down, and the rush of people around me isn’t helping.

“Is there a quiet place here?” I try breathing evenly.

He nods. “Follow me.”

Students split for him like the Red Sea. I didn’t realize this could happen to someone in real life. I’ve gotten so used to clawing and shimmying and squeezing.

He reaches a room I haven’t stepped into before and opens the door, looking at me and nodding his head inside.

I walk in, heading straight to the window and gripping the sills. I close my eyes and take deep breaths until every part of me calms.

After a few minutes, I turn around to see Jamie leaning against the wall, watching me carefully.

“Thank you,” I say. “And I’m sorry I keep being a bother to you.”

He frowns. “Did I say that?”

“No, but—”

He raises his eyebrows. “So you know what’s going on in my mind?”

I blink.

Jamie looks around the room. “This is the art classroom. I like to come here to clear my mind. I’ve been lucky that every time I come here, no matter when, there’s no class. I think it’s a front for money laundering.”

I laugh, and he looks at me, pleased.

There are easels placed beside one another with soft stools in front of them. Floor-to-ceiling windows cover one side of the room, overlooking the inner courtyard. Art from students hangs in intricate frames all around. There’s a pang in my chest at being somewhere that could have felt like home, but I know if I were here before last night, it would have only hurt.

“You want to talk about it?” Jamie asks. “You looked pretty… shocked.”

I slide down to the floor, and he does the same. We’re on opposite sides of the room, the morning light filtering through the window, and even if I spoke in a whisper, I know he’d be able to hear me.

“What does the color red mean to you?” I ask. If Jamie is surprised, he doesn’t show it.

He hums, drawing a knee closer to his chest. “Love?”

“What else?”

He thinks about it. “I suppose it’s such a vibrant, deep color that I see it associated with strong emotions or things that are impactful. I guess in a way, it’s the color of your soul?”

I close my eyes, letting my thoughts push and pull. The color of your soul. The color of life. Of course it would come back first.

When I open my eyes, I notice the flickering of red around Jamie’s chest, and goose bumps run all over my body. I’m seeing inklings of his colors. The red is deep, like the color of blood hearts pump out. It then tapers off into another shade through his veins, and I think it’s orange. I think Jamie’s colors are an orange sunrise. Something hopeful and wonderful and magical.

“I agree,” I say, and he smiles. “You also looked pretty shocked when I nearly bumped into you. Wanna talk about it?”

He lets out a half laugh and rubs his chin. “Do you think it’s possible to make huge decisions when we’re this young?”

I tilt my head. “What do you mean?”

He crosses his legs. “We’re seventeen, still in school. We basically spent the first ten years of our lives just learning to walk and talk. We don’t know as much as we think we do. But then you come across something and it resonates so deeply, you feel it in your bones. But you wonder how this will affect the rest of your life. How the people around you will react.”

I ponder this. “We’re expected to know what we’ll study in college at seventeen. That’ll shape a big part of who we are. A lot of us have heavy responsibilities before we reach twenty. I think in the end, if it makes sense to you, if you feel this huge decision is right for you, then the world will understand it. It might take time, though.”

Jamie’s eyes are full of something I can’t decipher with him sitting so far away from me. There’s no humor but a seriousness in the air.

“Yeah,” he says quietly. “I think so too.”

I clear my throat. “How… how did you know all that stuff about Islam yesterday?”

He blinks, takes a second to reply. “I like to research.”

I hum. “Good research”

He bites his lower lip, then says, “Did I speak over you yesterday? I didn’t think of it until later.”

I shake my head. “I was frozen. Everyone’s eyes on me; it was heavy. Besides, I think it’s better you’re the one who said something.”

His brows knit. “What do you mean?”

I shrug a shoulder. “It’s less convincing when it comes from me. They all think I’m brainwashed and defending a cult or something. But you don’t look Arab or like what a stereotypical Muslim looks like, so your words hold more weight than mine do.”

He shakes his head. “That’s messed up.”

“I agree. But this is the world we live in. White-passing Arabs have the same privilege.” I stare at my hands, wishing I could see the beautiful brown shade. My skin had a dash of amber and honey, and it was alive, warm like the sun. I wonder what it looks like now. A husk of a color. “I was tongue-tied back in class. I hate when that happens. Like someone says something horribly racist, and you’re caught in the moment, trying to make sense of it. I only think of a comeback much later.”

“You never have to be hard on yourself for that,” Jamie says.

We smile at each other, and then he says, “On a more fun note, did you do the chemistry homework?”

I stare at him.

A grin tickles his lips. “You didn’t?”

Sweat breaks out on my forehead, and my stomach feels queasy. I haven’t been pulling my weight in this partnership.

“I’m sorry,” I say quietly, gripping the hem of my shirt. “I am a bother. I know this is a partnership, and I promise I’m not taking advantage of you and the notes you send me every day. I won’t forget next time. I’m really sorry. But I get it if you want to change partners.”

“Jihad, stop.” He shakes his head. “It’s okay. It happens.”

I look away, ashamed.

He gives me a once-over, and I feel like I’m being x-rayed. But it’s not unpleasant. “All right. How about we meet up after school? Go through the notes. I know it’s Friday, so if you have any plans, we can do it some other time.”

My stomach goes back to clenching. Where would he want to go on the Upper East Side? My pocket money is strictly for emergencies, like being stranded in the middle of the night.

“No plans for me. Would the library work for you?” If I suggest a place first, then I have more control.

He nods. “Sounds good. I think it’s about time you had more quality time with your buddy. Look at all the deep, strange conversations we have.”

I roll my eyes but smile nevertheless and stand. “You’re not as funny as you think you are.”

“Oh, I very much am,” he says cheerfully as we move toward the door.

There is genuine kindness here I’ve been looking for all my life. The kindness Alexis would show me when I saw her every now and then. But I want this every day.

As soon as we’re out in the hall, multiple stares burn holes in me. I realize, a little too late, walking out of an empty room with this boy in particular is going to build a rumor fire so big no truth can tame it.

“Should we head to English lit?” Jamie asks, oblivious to everyone around us.

The no rises in my chest, loud and sudden, along with anxiety about the stares that will follow us if we go together, but the hopeful look on his face breaks it down.

“Sure,” I say instead, and his smile deepens.

I look up to where we’re walking and make direct eye contact with Alexis, who’s surrounded by Jenny, Hayley, and Nicole.

There’s a sour taste in my mouth when Nicole and I lock eyes. They’re all watching me as if Jamie is carrying me in his arms bridal-style.

I don’t know if this means I’ll ever be welcome to her friend group. It’s better if I’m alone anyway. Hiding out of sight, out of mind. But Jamie isn’t making it easy. And I think I might not mind it.
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“The same painting is replicated everywhere,” I hear one student say.

A cluster of them are hanging outside the cafeteria, and I pause, lingering to hear what they have to say.

“It’s even down in the West Village.”

“Look, people are claiming it’s been seen in Brooklyn too.”

“Do you think it’s a group of people? One person can’t have done that in one night.”

“Someone said it’s probably some YouTuber practical joke.”

“But it’s not funny?”

“I don’t know. But what else can it be? I just don’t get why. What’s the point of it?”

The point was Mama, I say to myself. The point was the stories that died with her. The point is her story.

I step back from the cafeteria doors, in no mood to go through another emotionally draining conversation with people who want to see me squirm.

I return to the classroom Jamie took me to this morning and find it empty. There’s a strange feeling reverberating in my chest at being here. Like a scab healing. The ache of a bruise that’s turning yellow. I sit on the floor at the back, hidden behind the stools and easels and eat my lunch there, the same labneh sandwich I made last night. I grab my phone to see whether what the students said was right. If my painting has gone viral.

It’s the first video that comes up.

People piecing together the different places it’s been seen, creating a sort of slideshow. It’s not just on buildings, but on the ground, too, in courtyards so wide it takes up the entire space. These paintings are in several shades of gray to me, different from the ones in my sketchbook, which means they are in different colors. Others just in shades of black. One is entirely in red, and I stare at it for minutes, zooming in on every detail.

Speculators wonder if it’s the same artist. But without any signature, it’s anyone’s guess. A few claim it’s Banksy, while others think it’s a Banksy wannabe. I see a couple of videos trying to decode the picture, analyzing the shades and the blur in the edge of the conch.

I scroll through the comments in a cloud of befuddlement. Most people are dying of curiosity. Comments calling it another unexplained mystery of the world. Everyone is wondering if it will happen again. Everyone is calling it a mural. I feel overwhelmed from the magnitude of the response.

I close my phone and throw it into my bag. My appetite is gone. The shock is still there, and I can’t reconcile the fact that my art has been transformed into a mural for all of New York to see.

The fact that the colors are coming back.

Joy bubbles tentatively, but the guilt as the colors come back into a world Mama doesn’t exist in anymore is louder. I’m caught in a deep purple melancholia.

I feel flickers of frustration build inside me, wishing Mama talked more about Syria. Wishing we could have visited. We never had enough money to go as a whole family, and then Syria became an open wound. I wonder if the trees my great-aunt talked to still exist or if they’ve all been martyred. I want to walk where Mama walked. Swim where she swam. Maybe my blessing would have been stronger there. Maybe I would have picked the colors straight from the nature around me. Dipped my fingers into the sea for its blue, asked the grass for the green, the sun’s rays for the yellow.

Maybe if the cancer caught up to Mama in Syria, it wouldn’t have been strong enough to try to kill her. Maybe even if she passed away, I’d have seen her ghost. I’d have painted her back to life.

I’ve had a life taken from me. A life I’ll never know in Syria.

I close my eyes, leaning my head against the cabinet behind me.

That sketchbook is in my drawer in my room right now. I think of how much trouble I’d be in if it were discovered. Would I be arrested? Of course I would be. This is vandalism. I could go to jail.

I press my hands to my face, trying to take in deep breaths.

No one knows it’s me.

But deep down, more than the relief, I want to draw again. I want everyone to see Mama’s story. All the moments that made her who she was. Her death made no sound, but I can keep her alive in the murals I’ll draw. I can make her into a blessing.
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“Where the hell were you?” Alexis says, and I look up from my desk. The red polka dots in her hair tie glimmer.

It’s chemistry, the last period, and I’ve successfully spent the entire day alone or in Jamie’s presence. He’s not here yet, the chair beside me empty.

“Around,” I reply dully. “Are we not fighting anymore?”

She chews the inside of her cheek. “No. I’ve decided to be the bigger person.”

I raise my eyebrows.

She shrugs one shoulder, trying to look nonchalant. “Do you want to stay the smaller person?”

My lips twitch. “So we’ll both be the bigger person and admit we were both wrong?”

She nods and smiles, which makes me smile. She turns serious for a second, scratching the table. “Mason was awful. But honestly, he’s like that with everyone. It’s his way of joking.” When she sees the look on my face, she hurriedly adds, “Which, I totally agree, is not cool. But, like, it’s mutual. For example, he’s teased Andrew for his braces, and Andrew made fun of his crooked nose. You just have to give him shit back.”

“I—I don’t know, Lexi,” I say, feeling the heat at the back of my neck.

She looks around her and drops into the empty seat beside me. “I didn’t like Mason when I first met him. He called me frog face.”

“What the hell?”

She holds up a hand. “But then we got paired for biology homework, and he apologized for what he said. What I’m saying is, this is just the first layer. Trust me; I wouldn’t be with someone who is actually horrible. And I’m going to talk to him about what he did.” She glances at her hands. “I’m sorry I said you’re impossible to be friends with. I didn’t mean that.”

A knot rises in my throat. Those words were salt to a wound I’ve carried all my life. I think of telling her about Adrian yesterday, but I don’t want to cause trouble. I was probably imagining things. So I say, “Thanks.”

“Are we okay?” She pokes my shoulder.

I smile. “Yeah, we’re okay.” I take in a deep breath. “Guess what. I can see red now.”

She gasps. “Shut up!”

Her joy is real, and I clasp it my hands, telling myself she cares for me exactly as I care for her. This friendship means something to her. It’s not an afterthought. “Yeah! It came back this morning.”

“That’s amazing, Ji.” She leans back in her seat. “Why now, though?”

I don’t want to tell her about the murals. Not that she wouldn’t believe me, but because this is something I want to keep for myself for now. This piece of me I want to discover more of. I wonder if Alexis recognized my style of painting, though she hasn’t seen it in over a year.

I shrug. “Not sure. It’s a good sign, though. Hopefully, I’ll get the colors back before I start at Opus.”

She snaps her fingers. “Right. When will you send your art piece?”

“I have until June, but I want to send it before.” My fingers tingle with anticipation and anxiety. I already applied in January; I was accepted for the second round, which I didn’t think was going to happen. They want an art piece from me, which is what they base the bulk of their decision on. Opus operates on a rolling deadline. The weight of the decision falls on the art you create. Because of this, they allow applicants to send in their pieces until the middle of June. I want to send my sketchbook that I’ve had since I was nine. It still has a few pages to be filled out.

“It’ll be fine. Do you want to come over after school? The girls are coming back to my place. I think it would be good to have some time with them.”

“Hey!” someone says beside me. Jamie places his bag on the floor and nods at Alexis. “Hi, Alexis, you sitting here?”

“Nope!” Alexis chirps a few octaves higher, and her shoulders immediately tense. She stands, clearing her throat. “All yours!”

Her voice is still high, and her expression screams Kill me. Jamie doesn’t notice and slides into the empty chair, thanking her.

“I would love to,” I say to Alexis, continuing our conversation, “but I actually have some homework stuff to go over with Jamie after school.”

“Oh! Well, sure. Yes. Of course, school is very important.” She cringes again, and I give her a Get it together look. The teacher walks in at that moment, and Alexis squeezes my hand. “We’ll talk after.”

I nod, smiling after her. It’s going to be all right. I’m ignoring the whole Mason part of it. I don’t think I want to talk to that guy ever again. Alexis was right when she said I should try more with her friends. I just wish this came more easily to me. I wish I didn’t feel so self-conscious around them.

Even though all I want to do is think about my great-aunt’s sketchbook and analyze the existence of the murals, I have to make up for slacking off. I force myself to listen intently to everything Dr. Preston is teaching and write every single word down until that cramp in my palm flares up, familiar from when I draw. I press through it and write and write.

When the bell rings, a collective groan of relief erupts from the class. I gaze down at my notebook, pleased to see I’ve filled eight pages of notes.

“I’ll meet you at the library in twenty minutes, all right?” Jamie says, already slinging his bag over his shoulder.

“Sure,” I say.

“I really like this.” He taps a finger on the cover of my notebook, where I drew a sea turtle.

“Thanks. I drew it.” I can’t explain the little happiness jumping in my stomach when his eyes go wide.

“You’re really talented.” He gives me one last smile before leaving.

I pack my pencil case and notebooks, feeling a certain lightness in my chest. I didn’t understand most of what Dr. Preston explained, some of the topics feel like I’ve only brushed the surface level, but I was able to keep up. Which means I can do my research at home and understand them better.

I see Audrey, the girl from the school paper, packing her bag as well. Now that I’m drawing again, I can see the same passion for writing reflected in Audrey. That sparkle in her eyes when she asked me to do the interview. I make my way to her and say, “Hey.”

She glances at me in surprise, and the red in her hair tie glitters. “Hey?”

“I wanted to apologize again for not doing the article.”

Her eyebrows raise, and she shakes her head. “Nah, don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have come at you like that. I was just stressed with last-minute deadlines. But I get not wanting to talk about yourself to the whole school. That’s your right.” She gives me a small smile that I return.

“Thank you.” She’s nice, and I think I would like to have talked to her. I wonder if she would talk to me outside the whole article thing.

She grasps my shoulder. “Seriously, don’t worry about it. See you around.”

“Yes. For sure.”

She leaves, and I turn around to see Alexis and her friends crowding me.

“Hey, Jihad,” Hayley says.

There are still some of the other students in the class but no teachers.

“Hey?” I glance at them uncertainly. “Can I help you with something?”

Hayley, Jenny, and Alexis are wearing excited expressions while Nicole studies me intently.

“Jamie asked you to meet up in the library?” Jenny exclaims. “Oh my God, you know the history section is a very popular make-out spot.”

“He—I suggested the library,” I say, a bit dazed.

Nicole’s shoulders sag with relief.

“Still!” Hayley says. “This is big. You have to tell us everything that happens.”

“Yeah, Alexis says you’re also a great artist. When we were over last week, she showed us the flowers you drew on her wall. They’re so beautiful. You’re really talented, you know?” Jenny says, beaming at me.

This catches me off guard, and I glance quickly at Alexis, who winks at me.

“Th-thank you,” I say with a genuine smile.

“We’re all going out tomorrow to this really cute bakery in the Village. Would you like to come?” Nicole asks, and I try to hide my surprise.

“Oh my God, yes!” Hayley supplies. “They make the best red velvet cupcakes. And it’s so cute inside.”

“I just hope that mural thing isn’t painted outside it,” Jenny says. “It’ll be so crowded. But I think we’re fine if we make a reservation.”

“So what do you say, Ji? Can you come?” Alexis asks.

I press my hands to my knees. A big part of me wants to go, really bad. I want red velvet cupcakes and coffee with artistic foam. I want them to be my friends. Even Nicole. I don’t want to be her enemy. I know they’d like me if they knew me. Alexis likes me. I want to tell them I wasn’t always like this, sad and snappy.

But the rational part knows that bakery is outside my tax bracket.

Maybe Amal can give me some money.

They’re all staring at me, waiting for my answer.

“Yes,” I say, still smiling. “What time?”

“We could do brunch?” Alexis suggests, looking around, and the girls nod enthusiastically. “Great! I’ll make reservations for eleven.”

“It’ll be fun,” Hayley says. “I’ve been craving a French omelet with truffle for ages.”

“You’re going to love it, Ji,” Jenny says.

My chest expands tentatively. “I’m sure I will. Thanks for inviting me.”

She waves a hand.

“Are you going to be late to meet Jamie?” Alexis asks.

“He said we’ll meet in twenty,” I reply.

“Good,” Alexis says, and I catch a look exchanged between Hayley and Nicole.

“Say, Jihad,” Nicole begins. She sounds guilty. “I think I should apologize to you about how I treated you. I was being weird.”

She looks meaningfully at me, and I don’t know if she’s apologizing for what she did yesterday or just in general.

“That’s okay,” I say, even though it wasn’t okay, but I don’t want to ruin a good thing.

“Thank you.” She gives me a small smile and then hesitates for a second. “I hope you can help me out and put in a good word for me with Jamie? I promise I didn’t apologize to ask that. You don’t have to, but you know what it’s like to like a guy and he doesn’t even see you as more than a classmate?”

My skin prickles.

“I can do that,” my mouth says, “but I don’t think it would help. I mean, I barely know him, so I’m not sure any input from me would be helpful.”

“Thank you!” Nicole exclaims, and she smiles so deeply, looking at me like I’m her best friend in the world. “I appreciate it. A lot.”

I manage a half smile.

“I guess we’ll see you tomorrow?” Nicole says with her sweet smile.

“I’ll text you the place.” Alexis gives me a thumbs-up, and then they’re gone.

The silence in their wake is jarring, and it takes me a full minute to get my bearings before I leave as well.







Ocean Blue
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I have about ten minutes left until I’m meeting Jamie.

It’s also time for Dhur, the midday prayer. Prayer times coincide with the positioning of the sun, and I usually wait until I’m home. Lately, I’ve had to pray it at school as the days are getting shorter.

I’m thankful the ladies’ room is empty. The fact that it’s a Friday afternoon is a bonus. I perform ablution, wiping over and under my shoes instead of the usual washing of my bare feet. I won’t be sticking my feet into any sink outside my home.

The hallways are strange without the crowd of students filling them. It’s like seeing a ladybug without its spots. I head back to the chemistry lab, glad to find no one is inside. I take out my phone and open the prayer app. The Qibla, which we pray toward, is in the front corner of the room, which means my back will face the door. It makes me uneasy, vulnerable to be exposed like this, but I need to pray.

When I’m done, I turn around and gasp.

I’m not alone.

It’s the same guy from yesterday.

Adrian.

The one who touched me.

I finally take a good look at him, his blurred shape sharpening.

Slicked-back hair. Strong build. Wide shoulders. He’s handsome. Would have definitely made me look twice if we passed each other on the streets.

He’s leaning against the door, watching me with a smirk.

“Hey,” he says.

I scramble to my feet, grabbing my bag and hugging it to my chest.

“What were you doing?” he asks. It’s then I notice the phone in his hand.

And I know. I know he took a picture. Maybe a video. I know he’s been standing there for a while.

“Praying,” I say in the steadiest voice I can muster. It nearly doesn’t exist in the horrible silence of this room.

My stomach tugs and lets go like the tide of the ocean, and every molecule in me is screaming to get out. I try not to make any sudden movements, walking casually to the door.

If I can just get out of this room, it’ll be okay.

“Right.” His eyebrows are raised. “I wanted to check on you because I think I spooked you yesterday.”

I nod. My vision is starting to grow cloudy. No blood. There’s no blood.

He’s right in front of me, blocking the door, and there’s no way for me to get out without pushing him. Something I don’t think would work with our size difference. Something I don’t want to try.

“I don’t see what Nicole was saying about you,” he continues, and I’m scared he’s going to touch me again. “You’re actually really pretty. If you’re into brown girls.”

“Thanks,” I whisper weakly. I just want to leave. “Did… did you take my picture?”

He grins, all pearly white teeth. “Maybe.”

My stomach hurts. I’ve started sweating all over. “Why?”

“I didn’t say yes.”

Okay, this is going nowhere. “Could you please move? I’m late meeting someone.”

He doesn’t budge.

The realization that I’m trapped is suffocating. I don’t let my mind wander to what might happen here. What happened before.

“Leave,” he says simply, nodding his head to the side. “There’s plenty of room.”

I don’t move. If I squeeze past him, we’ll be close, and it’ll be an excuse for him to touch me again.

I wonder if I should scream. Would anyone hear me? There’s no one in the hallways. A teacher could hear and ask if everything’s okay. Adrian hasn’t done anything, and I can’t really use the excuse that I thought he was going to hurt me.

My phone rings and I jump, holding on to it like a lifeline.

Jamie’s name flashes on the screen, and I answer quickly before Adrian can swipe it from me.

“Hey, Jihad.” His voice is cheerful, and I think I might cry. “Are you at the library? I can’t find you.”

“No, no. I’m still in the chemistry lab.” I keep my eyes on Adrian, who doesn’t look bothered at all.

“Why? Do you want to meet there instead?”

“Yes. I think that would be a good idea,” I say through mouthfuls of incomplete breaths. My words are choppy, and not enough oxygen is reaching my lungs.

Jamie pauses for a moment. “Jihad, are you okay? Do you need help?”

“Yes.” My voice is strained, and there’s a burning sensation in my nose.

I hear rustling, the squeak of sneakers on the ground. “Okay. I’ll be right there. Don’t hang up.”

Adrian just keeps on staring at me.

“You’re a bit weird, Jihad,” Adrian says. “I’m just trying to get to know you, and you’re acting like I’m raping you or something.”

I press a hand to my stomach and step back.

“What did he say?” Jamie says through the phone, but it’s distant and I don’t think Adrian hears it.

Adrian lets out a laugh, shaking his head. “Jeez, you do take everything seriously.” He straightens up and opens the door. “I’ll see you around, Jihad.”

And he’s gone.

I’m too scared to walk out in case he’s by the door, out of sight, waiting for me. Jamie is still talking, but it barely registers.

Three minutes later, Jamie barges in, out of breath.

He pushes his hair back, looking wildly around, and when he sees me, he rushes toward me. “Are you okay? Why didn’t you answer? What the hell happened? Who was that?”

“Adrian,” I whisper, the hard, cool wall digging into my back. I’m pushing against it as hard as I can like I’ll become a part of it. “He wouldn’t let me leave. He took a picture of me while I was praying. I…I don’t know what he’s going to do with it.”

Jamie walks back outside, looking, and then comes back in. “Okay, he’s gone. I didn’t see him on my way. Do you want to leave? Let’s leave.”

I nod, hurrying out the door, hugging my bag tightly.

“Do you want to report this?”

I shake my head, forcing myself to speak steadily. “He technically didn’t do anything.”

He frowns. “But you were scared.”

I press my hands to my cheeks. They’re ice-cold. “It doesn’t matter. It’ll be hard to prove he meant to do anything.”

“So you just let him get away with it?”

We both stop walking. “You think the principal is going to side with me when I tell him? You think he will take one look at me and believe a word I say? You think he’ll talk to Adrian? There were no witnesses.” Jamie opens his mouth, but I cut him off. “You might not see anything wrong with me or my name, but you can’t pretend the entire school, this entire country, shares your thoughts. Things like this happen all the time, but it’s like they never do.”

He scratches the back of his neck. “No, I get it. You’re right. I just don’t think he should get away with it.”

I shrug a shoulder and start toward the door. “He will. Trust me, we never get any justice. Can we go to the library now?”

Jamie holds out a hand in front of me. “Are you okay?” He watches me with such concern that my heart hurts in a different way. The red color of his soul becomes warm. The red of my blood calming down in response.

It makes me want to tell him that No, I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay in over a year.

It makes me want to be honest. About everything.

“I will be,” I say instead.

He glances at the floor for a second before we start walking. We don’t say another word until we’re at the library.

It’s bigger than the one my public school has and is filled to the brim with books. The floors are clean and vacuumed, no dust bunnies multiplying in corners. There are several spotless tables, no numbers or slurs carved into the wood. To one side are three “bubble rooms” that isolate sound for a more concentrated studying experience. They even have a little electronic screen that shows who booked the room.

The middle one is reserved for the two of us. Jamie opens the door for me. Two large cups of coffee wait on the wide glass table.

“This is why I wanted the twenty minutes.” He sits. “My treat.”

The tally of what I owe him is increasing. It’s a kind gesture. I don’t think anyone has treated me to anything forever. Someone who isn’t Amal or, sometimes, Alexis. But Alexis still hasn’t offered me her class notes. Is she waiting for me to ask?

“Thank you.” I smile, picking up my coffee carefully. It warms me all the way to my toes, melting away frigid fear.

When I glance at him, he looks dazed, and a pink blush is splattered on his cheeks.

He scratches his nose. “I, uh, wasn’t sure what you liked, so I played it safe and got a vanilla latte. Is that okay?”

I nod, feeling oddly happy and perfectly distracted from what just happened. “I’ve had it once before. Well, not in a coffee shop, but my older sister went through a coffee phase during college. And she used to make different coffee recipes at home.”

“Oh, you have an older sister. Are you the youngest?” He inches closer to the desk, hand under his chin.

“Yes. Just us two girls. You?”

“Only son. Only kid. You’re from New York?”

“Queens. And you’re from Wisconsin,” I say, and immediately clamp my lips together.

He raises his eyebrows.

I hide my face behind my hands, knowing I’m blushing a neon red. “I—I didn’t stalk you,” I splutter.

“I didn’t say you did.” He presses the back of his hand to his mouth, trying not to laugh.

“Alexis gave me an orientation session before school started.”

He presses a hand to his heart. “Aw, and you remembered me out of everyone in the school?”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself. She mentioned you were newish like me. That’s why it stuck.”

He nods in a serious manner. “Sure it is.”

My lips twitch with a smile. “How are you finding New York?”

He takes a sip from his coffee. “Loud. I haven’t really gotten used to that. We lived on a farm in Wisconsin. My grandmother owns it. Over fifteen hundred acres. It’s got horses, sheep, cows, chickens. So many trees. Lake Michigan is forty minutes away. I grew up there, and when you actually sleep under the stars, everything else pales in comparison.”

I think of San Francisco, of the deep blue ocean. I hear the cars on I-80 so clearly.

“I imagine it does,” I say. “Why did you move?”

“Well, my parents have been living here for a while. My grandmother raised me for most of my life. They were too busy with work to be home, so I lived with Bà Ngoại.”

“Bà Ngoại?” I ask, confused.

“I’m Vietnamese on my mom’s side.” He gets a fond look in his eyes. “My mom’s half Vietnamese, and the math says I’m one-fourth, but Bà Ngoại raised me Vietnamese. She taught me the language. It was like our own world inside the farm. I only ate her food. I didn’t have a burger until I was twelve.” He laughs. “It was kind of a cultural shock for me when I moved in with my parents. I mean, Mom tries to keep our culture alive, but she’s really busy.”

He notices the confused look on my face. “My parents built this start-up IT company that took off extremely quickly. For so long, they were flying all over the world, and they didn’t want to leave me with a babysitter. That’s why I lived in Wisconsin.”

He goes quiet, scratching at his paper cup. “But for the past two years, they’ve settled in New York, so they asked me if I’d finish high school here. They wanted me to end it on a strong note, you know. I mean, I still don’t see them that much with all the work they have. But I couldn’t say no.” His eyes have a faraway look, and I wonder what memories he’s revisiting, what thoughts are hidden in his mind that he can’t voice.

“My dad works a lot too,” I tell him, and his gaze slides toward me. “I don’t see him often, so I know the feeling.”

He gives me a sad smile. “Don’t get me wrong. I loved living with Bà Ngoại. She was both a mom and a dad. My parents visited as much as they could. But—” He chews his lower lip. “I don’t know them. I saw glimpses. I know they love me. We don’t really fight.” He frowns, like the realization has just dawned on him. “Actually, we don’t fight at all. It’s like roommates, I imagine. I’m grateful for Bà Ngoại, but it sucks sometimes.”

I nod.

He lets out an awkward laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry, that got too heavy, and I think this is our third conversation.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about.” My voice is warm because he doesn’t know what I know. That the red is beautiful in this study room, and if I could see all the colors, they would be the soft shades of a sunrise. How his feelings and thoughts influence the shades and behavior of the colors. I don’t know how to tell him it doesn’t matter if we met five minutes ago; the colors will fall where they should.

“I remember you said you went to Vietnam in the summer, right?” I ask, wanting to feel the blush of that red again. I’ve missed these colors so much.

He brightens up. “We did. I think it’s the fourth time Bà Ngoại went back since she got married. She moved here in the 1970s. She met Grandpa in Vietnam where he was stationed in Đà Nẵng. It’s by the South China Sea, and it’s stunningly beautiful. It was home for her, and my mom was born there. When his tour ended, they came to the US with him. Grandpa passed away when Mom was in her teens. He left them the farm and most of the fortune passed on to him from his family. My parents met at Harvard, and they got married right after college. One year later, they had me.”

“Your grandmother sounds like an amazing person.” I try picturing the woman who raised him, who made him such a joy, someone so kind. I wonder if she’d be another shade of red or orange. If it was her who passed that on to Jamie. “I can’t imagine moving from Vietnam to Wisconsin. Losing her husband, raising her daughter, working on the farm that she owns? That’s incredible.”

“She really is,” he says, and if possible, he glows even more. “Taught herself English. Even got a degree in administration, which worked out really well for her with the farm.” He sighs, falling back over his seat. “I miss her.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Enough about me. What about you?”

I tense up, the smile slipping from my face. “What about me?”

“Your parents? Older sister? Did you ever live in…?” He frowns. “I don’t think I know your background.”

“Syria.”

“Oh. That’s…” He scratches his nose. “I can’t say I’ve met anyone from Syria before.”

My lips twitch. “There are a lot of us living here. Weird you haven’t bumped into one before.”

He nods. “Well, it’s an honor to meet you.”

I know he’s just saying words, but it warms my chest to know it’s an honor meeting me. That’s never happened before. There are a lot of firsts happening to me with Jamie.

“So tell me more.” He leans forward on the table.

I fidget with the latte, the heat seeping from the paper cup warming me too much. “I… well, my family comes from this island in Syria called Arwad. It’s a small one. Actually, they mostly lived in Tartus, which is a coastal city, because Arwad is a very small, rocky island.” He smiles, and I realize we both have the sea in our lives. “You just take a ferry to get to Arwad. Both my parents’ families knew one another, but my parents had never met. Dad went to college in Damascus, and when he came back, Mom…” I take a deep breath. “He kept hearing about this young woman who was the talk of the town with her… imagination. He fell in love with the person people were describing. Mom liked to paint. So he got her these fancy acrylic tubes. Had them imported from London. She agreed to meet him and fell hard. I think…I think it was love that made her leave Syria, because things were unstable, and she didn’t know if she’d be able to raise kids there. I don’t think she would have left her family if it was just her.” Left the jellyfish too, I want to say. That she didn’t know if the blessing would follow her. “They decided to try their luck here. Mom was already pregnant with my older sister. Moved to New York, and nothing was working with Dad’s degree. He’s a civil engineer. The only job he could get was operating a gas station. That’s where he’s been till now.”

I blink, surprised at myself. At all the words that just spilled from my lips. At how much more I want to say. I wonder if Jamie would believe me if I told him about the blessings.

I’m unable to look at him, focusing on an empty space beside his head. His blurry form is still, the red soft. It’s so different from his life. A farm he called home; a culture he speaks about so confidently; Harvard, for crying out loud.

“And your mom?” he asks.

I close my eyes for a second, knowing this question was going to be asked.

I clear my throat. “She passed away last year.”

I refocus my gaze to see sorrow on Jamie’s face.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispers.

I nod, biting the inside of my cheek.

He doesn’t ask the question everybody asks, and it throws me off-kilter. He reads the surprise in my eyes and says, “Why would I ask you something that would hurt you?”

Tears prick my eyes, and I gasp in a breath. I realize I’ve been tensing my muscles, and at his words, the pent-up energy vanished, leaving behind relieved exhaustion.

“We have a saying in Vietnamese, ‘Xin chia buồn.’ We say it when we want to express our condolences. It means I want to share the sadness with you. I’ll carry some of it.” He gazes at me so intently, I feel the weight of his words in my bones.

“I—I—you don’t know me,” I say hoarsely, but my nose burns with a sob I’m trying to fight.

“And?” he says, brows knitted. “You’re human, aren’t you? You’re hurting, aren’t you? That’s enough of a reason.”

I stand, facing away from him. I don’t want him to look at me while I cry. And I’m not sure what the reason is for these tears. It’s more than Mama being gone. More than telling the story. Maybe I feel validated. Maybe it’s because he acknowledged I’m hurting when I haven’t talked about it with anyone. Baba is a ghost. Amal has thrown herself into her work, and her days are filled with her husband and new life. But for me, my days are endless, like being stuck in molasses, unable to pass through.

Jamie doesn’t say anything. Just lets me cry until my heart feels lighter and a strange comfort is draped over me. I don’t feel awkward crying with him there. He doesn’t try to make it better. He doesn’t console me. He lets me feel it all.

When the tears stop, I hiccup a breath in and slide back into my chair, avoiding looking at him. My eyes feel raw, tight, and my nose is runny.

I rummage through my bag, looking for a pack of tissues when he passes one to me.

“Thank you,” I croak, dabbing my eyes and wiping my nose.

“Don’t mention it.”

When I do glance at him, he’s smiling at me. I’ve come to realize that while he’s always smiling or grinning, not one smile is the same. Even when he’s happy.

I hope his eyes are brown, I think, that warm steady color.

I think he’s so unlike anyone I have ever met. I can’t see the colors, but I’d know this warmth, this kindness, anywhere. I wonder if it’s something Nicole sees or if she’s only seeing the surface.

I sniff. “Can I ask you something?”

He leans forward. “Of course.”

I feel awkward saying it, but the girls just started being nice to me. Besides, it’s just a question, and then my job is done.

“You’re not seeing anyone, are you?” I ask, pulling the Band-Aid off.

He blinks at me, and the next second, I finally hear the meaning of what I said. “Oh my God, not for me. I wouldn’t date you…Oh God, I didn’t mean I wouldn’t date you. You’re a very nice person. Anyone would be—I would date—I mean, I don’t date. Period. I don’t date. So I won’t date you.”

He tilts his head back and laughs and laughs. It fills the room, spills into every corner, loud enough that it seeps out of the room. Some of the people outside look toward us, a few with smiles at the sound of his laughter. The librarian comes into view in the window with a finger to her pursed lips, frowning.

“Sorry,” he wheezes out, wiping a tear. He takes one look at me and hides his face behind his hands, sinking into another bout of laughter, shoulders shaking.

My face is white-hot, and I think if my body temperature rises any higher, I’ll start melting.

“I’m okay,” he gasps out. “I’m good! You should have seen your face!”

He takes in deep breaths, his face flushed and his eyes twinkling. It makes him look even more beautiful.

I scratch the side of the table and quickly say, “I was asking because I think you and Nicole would be cute together.”

I wince at my words, wanting to actually fuse with the library carpet.

He stares at me, his giddiness replaced with confusion. “Nicole? Nicole Dumont?”

I shrug. “I don’t know her last name.”

“And yet you think we’d be cute together?”

I’m in too deep. “What do last names have to do with anything?”

He studies me until my skin prickles. “I’ve never really thought about it.”

“Well, now you can.” I fold my arms like armor.

He scratches his cheek. “Where’s this coming from?”

I’m not really sure on the etiquette here. Do I tell him Nicole asked me for a favor? I mean, why would my input hold any weight in his decisions?

He narrows his eyes. “She asked you?”

I’ve become good at not showing my emotions, but Jamie apparently can deduce anything, just from a flicker on my face.

“She did,” he says simply. He shakes his head. “I know…I know she likes me.”

“Oh, good. Then—”

“But I don’t like her like that. And I’d appreciate keeping this between us.”

I frown. “Why?”

He frowns back. “Because you’re not a messenger. Just tell her to talk to me.”

I blink. “Thank you.”

He tilts his head at me. “It’s common decency, Jihad. You don’t need to thank me for that.”

Then he rubs his hands together and takes out his textbooks. “All right, we cried, laughed, divulged some deep trauma, and nearly braided each other’s hair. Well, my hair and your hijab. So I think we should just get some studying in?”

This time I’m the one who laughs, and the grin he has is victorious.







Muted Green
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What do you need seventy bucks for?” Amal asks when I pick up the phone.

I looked up the menu of the café the girls want to go to, and needless to say, those are prices I don’t even see on Eid.

“Going out with Alexis and her friends tomorrow.” I flip the sketchbook between my fingers, opening the page where I painted. The baby in the conch and the hands look more vivid on the page than on the walls. I watched a couple of videos online about the murals before closing my phone. They were getting in my head.

I desperately want to tell Amal about it, but I’m scared of her reaction. This blessing I discovered from our great-aunt is precious; it’s sewing up a wound inside me. It’s proof for the whole world to see. It’s more than stories Mama told us. It’s alive. Knowing my sister, her first words would dim that light inside me.

“Oh! All right,” Amal says. “You and Alexis are hanging out at school?”

I look up from the notebook, adjusting my seat carefully so I don’t accidentally pull my hair. “Yes?”

“That’s good.” Her voice is a bit too bright.

“Why do you sound like that?”

“I don’t sound like anything. I’m really glad your friendship survived all these years.”

“Well, why wouldn’t it?”

She takes a deep breath. “I know she’s been your only friend for forever. But she’s had many other friends. I was just worried she wouldn’t have time for you at school. I was wrong.”

I stay quiet, trying not to let the words sink deeper into my skin.

“But she’s nice, right?” Amal asks.

“Yeah.”

“Good. The other people you knew during school sucked.”

“Like who?”

“Like Penelope. Remember when she made fun of Mama’s mlookheye? She called it crap.”

I groan. “She was twelve.”

“And?” Amal asks, and I laugh.

“You’re right.”

I hear the smile in Amal’s voice. “Come over after you’re done with your friends. I’m making yabra’a.”

“Don’t you need it for Ramadan? It’s in five months, right?”

“I made a lot, and the freezer has no space for anything else.”

“Okay. I’ll be there. Are you gonna give me the seventy or what?”

“I already sent it to you.”

I hold the phone away from my face to check my notifications. She sent me one hundred dollars. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

We say goodbye, and I lie in bed, thinking of what I’ll wear tomorrow. There’s no use trying to look like the girls, so I just settle on my nicest jeans and an oversize shirt.

But then I look at the sketchbook and my fingers tingle.

I sit up, letting my hair fall over me from all sides, hiding me and the sketchbook. In this space, only the two of us exist.

I wish I knew more about it. What kind of tree gave her blessings for this. Was it a tree that knew Mama? A dull pain thuds in my chest at the knowledge Mama will never know of the sketchbook. I wonder if it would have worked the same way for her. If what she drew would have been all over New York. Pieces of Syria, pieces of herself for the whole world to see.

There are just thirty pages. Twenty-nine now that I painted on one.

Glimmers of a quiet joy spread all over me. It’s tentative, like it doesn’t know where to go in all these crevices and spaces filled with grief. It’s scared, like it knows it’ll vanish at any second. That it’ll feel unwanted, guilty it’s here when it shouldn’t be.

This sketchbook holds all these emotions within its pages.

Mama may be gone, but she will live in this art. She will survive outside the ghostly confines of this apartment. Her story will bring her to life.

I shudder in a breath and lean under the bed to grab my acrylic pens. I keep them for special occasions when the image in my head is spilling out before I can rein it in. And this time, I don’t want to wait the nanosecond it takes to dip my brushes into my little paint boxes that dry up as quickly as I hydrate them.

I flip to the second page, the emptiness of it welcoming. I squint, making out something on the pages I didn’t see before. The pages are somewhat grainy, but the textured pattern is all creating one shape. A circle. Over and over again. Just like the rings of a tree trunk. I feel the sketchbook humming in my hands, can almost hear the waves of the Mediterranean crashing over the beaches of Arwad and Tartus. The rustling of the trees, their leaves dancing in the wind. The sunlight warm on the branches. Snow crystallizing on the twigs. The laughter of a little girl, running around the tree until she becomes dizzy, falling over a bed of moss. A little boy climbing higher and higher until he can see the clouds his mother told him that she catches. The family sitting in the shade with a picnic spread of akawi cheese, barbecued meat skewers, and fresh pomegranate juice splashing from plastic cups. The same girl, now a teenager, walking around the trees at midnight, whispering something into their trunks. Now she’s a young woman, no longer having that careless excitement in her expression. The lines around her eyes mirror the tree’s age circles. Her eyes look like mine. The same shape, the same color, that beautiful brown hair—

The front door closes, and I feel like I was just pulled from a deep sleep. Baba is back.

My heart is racing, and I push my hair back, finding my bangs are matted to my sweaty forehead.

Memories.

I blink, looking around the room. The sun has already set, the room a darker shade of gray. No. It’s not. The gray is there, but there are underlying colors slipping through. More than the others, there are hints of brown spread around the room. I scramble to flip the light switch on and look at myself in the mirror. Tears stream down my cheeks. Yellow filters into a deeper shade. My brown eyes are there, twinkling. The same eyes as my great-aunt. The color of warmth.

“Shukran,” I whisper, thanking the blessing.

I go back to the sketchbook, holding it reverently. There are so many things I could draw, but nothing makes more sense to this sketchbook than Mama and her life. I tap my fingers over the acrylic pens. The gray wavers, the colors coming in and out of view. The shades are getting deeper—red to maroon, blue to navy, green to olive. There is depth now. It hurts but that’s the price I pay for seeing colors differently now.

I know where each color in the box of pens is when my gray world comes back. I pick the yellows, oranges, and purples and lay them out in front of me. I see the picture before it’s drawn. It feels like I’m tracing over something that has always existed on this page. The colors dance in front of me, and my fingers become smudged with them, spotted with a sunset orange and plum purple.

I let go of the pens, close my eyes, and lie back onto my bed until the brilliant hues behind my eyelids fade away to black, to nothing, to the beginning.

And then I go back to painting.
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“Do you think the girl is the baby from yesterday?” Hayley asks over her plate of humongous waffles stacked so neatly on top of one another and drizzled with maple syrup.

The food in this café looks cartoon-made. Everything is clear-cut, no imperfections. I glance at the cheapest item I could find. Plain French-scrambled eggs with brioche toast. It’s delicious, and I could easily eat three plates of this if hunger was something I cared about. I wish I wanted three plates of this. But there is one thing I do want.

Everywhere I walk today, every other conversation I overhear is about the new mural. It came to life in place of the old mural, but the miracle has spread to farther locations. Some people are saying it was seen in Hoboken as well. The blessing is growing bigger.

Yesterday, I drew a girl, about ten, her entire silhouette and hair a golden yellow from the sun rising behind her. Her hair spread around her body in waves, her eyes closed, mouth pulled in a serene smile.

“Maybe the artist is doing something else each time,” Nicole says, taking a sip from her matcha latte.

“How are they doing it?” Jenny folds her arms. “They’re definitely not doing it alone. Oh my God, do you think it’s, like, a whole army of them? One video said it was aliens, though. Similar to how they leave these signs in fields, but with pictures now. Like trying to communicate to humans.”

“Okay, conspiracy theory.” Hayley rolls her eyes.

“You’re telling me there are no aliens?” Jenny counters.

“I’m telling you I don’t care,” Hayley replies. “I’m only alive on this earth for eighty years or so. I’m not spending it wondering if aliens exist.”

The girls giggle.

“What about you, Ji?” Alexis smiles at me. “Do you think it’s aliens?”

The other three girls turn toward me like they’ve forgotten I’m there. I half expect one to say, Jihad? When did you get here?

“Uh, u-um,” I stutter, thrown off balance. I clear my throat. “I think this universe is huge, and if it’s aliens, they’re really good artists.”

Alexis laughs. “I mean, you do believe in magic, so I’m not surprised.”

“Magic?” Nicole asks, and there’s amusement in her voice.

Heat creeps under my collar. Alexis gives me a quick apologetic look. “We all believe in magic a little, don’t we?” she says, looking around.

Nicole leans forward. “Yes, but what exactly do you believe in, Jihad? Tooth fairies or Santa Claus?” Her tone is playful, but I hear the underlying condescension.

“Actually, I meant the Easter Bunny,” I say, matching her tone, and her perfect eyebrow twitches.

“Okay, hold on, now,” Jenny says. “I believe in the supernatural.”

“What don’t you believe in?” Hayley exclaims.

“Shut up!” Jenny counters.

“Jihad?” Nicole asks, keeping her eyes on me. They’re full of curiosity, and she’s toeing the line of civility. The colors waver, and I can almost see them in this café. I want to give her the benefit of the doubt, but I know when I’m being made fun of. And I think now she wants to see me sweat a little, but behind her, outside the café door, is my mural on the wall. My blessing.

I shift in my seat, my voice calm, knowing it’ll infuriate her. “I believe it’s arrogant of us to think only what we see is real. There are so many unanswered questions in history. I’m not saying magic has anything to do with it. But there are things in this universe that are bigger than us. I mean, don’t you think it’s incredible how this whole world works? Planets in orbit. Meteor showers. The depths of the ocean. There are more things we don’t understand. That’s what I believe.”

They’re silent, staring at me with wide eyes, and I realize I haven’t ever spoken this much to them.

Jenny snaps her fingers. “That! Exactly. That’s how I feel. Thank you, Jihad.”

I nod with a small smile.

Nicole takes a sip of her tea. “That makes perfect sense.”

I glance at my mural.

The girl is suspended in the middle of the sea, infinite blue around her, surrounded by a bloom of jellyfish. Some line her arms. Others perch on her head, and one is cupped in her palm. The girl is smiling, breathing underwater. The jellyfish are supposed to be in shades of blue, green, and purple.

“You know, Jihad is an artist.” Alexis beams at me. “You guys saw how she transformed my room’s walls.”

“I remember.” Hayley plays with her straw. Her perfect eyebrows are raised, impressed. “You should consider making a career from that.”

I try not to look surprised. “Really?”

She nods. “People spend money on anything. I mean, you’re not Klimt, but you’re not bad.”

I glance at Alexis, confused. “Thank you?”

“You’re welcome,” Hayley replies.

Alexis taps her fingers on the table. “She’s been drawing ever since I knew her. She has this sketchbook from when she was nine. Tell them about the sketchbook, Ji!”

I fidget with my fingers, and Alexis gives me an encouraging look. I haven’t been the center of a conversation for so long, it feels like I’m learning how to walk again.

“Yeah, I got it for my birthday. It was kind of expensive, so I decided to only draw important things. Or whatever I thought was important at the time. I’ve been doing it ever since. It’s nearly finished, and I want to send it as part of my college application so they can see how I’ve grown as an artist. It’s a whole mess, but it’s got character, which I hope works in my favor.”

Jenny nods. “That sounds pretty cool.”

A beat of silence follows. I fiddle with my spoon.

“Anyway.” Nicole drags the word and then stares me pointedly. “We’ve stalled long enough. What happened with Jamie?”

The other three lean forward in their seats, eyes wide with hunger for my answer.

I squirm in my seat a bit. “I talked to him.”

“And?” Jenny says. “Speak faster!”

I clear my throat and tuck my hands under my thighs, sitting on them. “He said he’d like to talk to you about it in person. That it’s between you two.”

Another beat of silence with the words sinking in. Then they erupt in gasps and giggles.

“Oh my God, he likes you!” Hayley whisper-screams.

Nicole’s shoulders get shoved, but she has a giddy grin on her face, cheeks becoming flushed. “I can’t believe it!”

“I can!” Alexis squeals.

“Wait, wait!” Nicole says loudly, putting up her hands. She turns her gaze toward me, and I imagine her in a bloodred cape with ice-frozen jewels on her neck. “Did he say he likes me?”

“He—he didn’t mention anything,” I lie in a crystal clear voice. “He just said he’d like to talk to you.”

She bites her lower lip. “All right, this doesn’t mean he likes me. We celebrated too early.”

“He’d be crazy not to like you,” Jenny exclaims.

“Exactly,” Hayley adds. “Besides, if he didn’t like you, then he wouldn’t want to talk directly to you. Jihad was right there, and he’d have told her to tell you so it saves him the awkwardness. I mean, it’s what I would have done.”

“That’s true.” Alexis nods. “I didn’t want to tell Adrian I liked Mason. But if I didn’t like him, then it would have been easier to let Adrian carry the news back.”

At the mention of Adrian, my stomach squeezes a fraction before letting go.

Nicole looks more placated. “Right.” She taps the table with her palms. “This means Monday is going to be very critical. We need to know how I’ll do my hair and which outfit to take to school with me because we’re obviously going out after, and I’m not wearing the uniform.”

They launch into a whole conversation on different hairstyles and whether it should be an updo or casual. Blow-dried or air-dried. Which clips to use. Whether she should wear a dress or a skirt. The sundress with the peonies along the hem or the miniskirt that does great justice to her legs.

I’m forgotten, no one even glancing at me, and my muscles relax. I’m no longer under the microscope.

I get a text and glance at my phone. Amal sent me a picture of the yabra’a. The picture is a bit blurry thanks to the steam coming from the pressure cooker, but the yabra’a looks divine. It makes my mouth water. The stuffed grapevines are all exactly the same shape and size, a testament to my sister’s steady hand. The blessing she refuses to believe she has.


Amal: where are you?

Amal: I’m gonna eat them all



“I should get going,” I say when there’s a brief lull in the chatter, and reach for my bag. “But this was fun. Thank you.”

Hayley and Jenny give me twin smiles. Nicole just stares at me. Alexis’s expression falls, but she collects herself at the last second.

“I already sent you my share, Lexi,” I say to Alexis, nodding at her phone.

“Great!” Alexis smiles.

“Did you include tip?” Nicole asks, and Hayley snorts but masks it as a cough.

My face burns, but I say, “Yes, of course.”

I guess now that she got what she wanted out of me, there is no need to keep up the niceties. I’m such an idiot for thinking it was going to be different.

“Just making sure.” Nicole flips her mane over her shoulder.

“Why? Do you want me to cover you?” I say, and Nicole flushes. The rest of the girls go quiet, and I look at Alexis, but she’s become extremely interested in her phone.

I turn around and walk out. My steps are heavy, and I think I’m causing indents on the floor. I feel their eyes at the back of my head. My ears are hot, my heartbeat fast, but I’m glad for what I said. I hope not getting the last word in eats away at her.

My heart slows down to normal once I’m outside. My mural fills my entire vision. It spans the whole building in front of me, stretching on to the other nearby buildings.

Mama, ten years old and between the jellyfishes’ embraces, opens her eyes under the sea’s surface. Eyes golden like the sun, and when her gaze lands on me, she grins.







Amber Brown
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So how’s school?” Amal asks, sitting in front of me.

I pause between shoving three yabra’as into my mouth, relishing the slightly lemony taste and the rich spices in the rice and meat.

“Is this why you asked me over?” I ask through a full mouth.

She rolls her eyes. While my hair nearly reaches below my waist, Amal’s hair is sheared into a French bob. Her bangs make her look younger, and the whole style works extremely well with her square-shaped face. She’s always known how to be chic and use what God gave her. Although she loves expensive things, she’s able to create expensive looks from whatever she has.

Her apartment reflects that. It’s a two bedroom, and most of Amal’s and Marwan’s salaries go toward the rent. She keeps it minimalist, opting for a light green and sky-gray palette. She doesn’t like the floors, because they’re laminated when she wanted tiles, so she covered them with rugs. Mama called them poor imitations of the real Syrian ones in Souq Al-Hamidiye.

“This is a normal question.” Amal takes a sip of her coffee. “You ask me about my job, and I ask you about your school. Unless you’re feeling defensive for some reason?”

“Can I eat?” I answer instead.

“Fine.”

She watches me and pushes the bowl of yogurt toward me before getting up and pouring me a glass of ayran.

I pause, swallowing hard. “Why are you taking care of me?”

She frowns. “I always take care of you.”

I take another bite. “You never poured me ayran before.”

She stares at me for long second, long enough for me to finally realize she’s nervous. The yabra’a in my mouth turns to cement, and I find it hard to swallow. My fork clatters onto the table, and my stomach seizes with nerves.

“Stop it. Relax.” She takes the seat in front of me.

“What’s happening?” I swallow thickly. “Is it Mama? Don’t tell me it’s nothing,” I interrupt when she moves to say something. “Don’t you dare gaslight me.”

“Okay.” She holds her hands up. “I have news. It’s not bad; I promise.”

I loosen for a fraction, but my muscles hurt from how much I’m tensing them.

Amal takes a deep breath before placing a palm onto her stomach. “I’m pregnant.”

I gawk at her, and my guard shatters. “Oh my God!” I gasp.

I stand, rushing to hug her. She wraps me tightly in her arms, and I’m half on her lap as a fierce nostalgia sweeps through me, remembering when Mama used to hug me like this. Amal inherited her hugs, and I wish she’d hug me like this every day.

When we break apart, Amal’s eyes are misty, and I feel my own become watery as well.

“I can’t believe I’m going to be a mom.” Amal laughs shakily.

“You’ll be amazing.” True happiness creeps through the emptiness. And this time, it stays. I’ll be an aunt. I wonder what this baby will inherit from me, from Amal, from Mama, from Baba. From our ancestors that we don’t know. “Did you tell Baba?”

She nods. “I went to the gas station last week and told him. He was happy. Well, as happy as Baba can be.”

I glare at her. “You knew for so long?”

“I wanted to tell you in person,” she protests. “And you were busy with school. Ergo, the yabra’a is an apology.”

I sigh. “Okay. You’re forgiven.”

She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand.

“I don’t know why I’m crying.” She hiccups.

“I’ll get you tissues.” I skip toward the kitchen. “Your hormones are all over the place.”

“I was thinking of Mama too,” she says from the living room, and I pause, my palms becoming sweaty. “I was thinking how the baby will never know her.”

I stare at the box of tissues and don’t move.

“And I’m thinking, how will I tell the baby about her?” Amal continues, her voice wavering. “I’m thinking how she was pregnant with us; she must have talked to us all the time. And I know I was in her stomach, and I don’t remember any of it, but I hate that I don’t. I hate we had time with her we don’t remember. It’s so stupid. But I hate it. And every day, I’ll forget one thing about her, and I don’t know how much I’ll remember when the baby is old enough to understand it had a grandmother who died.”

My throat feels too raw.

“Our family was so small to begin with,” Amal says, and I think it’s easier for the both of us to listen and talk when we can’t see each other. “We don’t even keep in contact with our relatives in Syria because they’re strangers to us. Sometimes…I wish Mama and Baba never left Syria. I don’t know if we would have been worse off, but at least we’d have a family. Maybe what happened wouldn’t have happened. Maybe Mama would still be alive.”

I lean my head against the wall in her kitchen, closing my eyes. “If we stayed in Syria, you wouldn’t have met Marwan.”

She blubbers out a laugh. “No, he would have found me there.”

I open my eyes, staring at the salt and pepper shakers.

“Do… do you think about that?” Amal asks in a quiet voice.

“Yeah,” I croak. “All the time.”

“But then I feel guilty because we’ve been given so much. We’re not suffering because of what’s happening in Syria. I just didn’t think it had to be a choice like this. Staying and suffering or leaving and being in gh’erbe.”

Gh’erbe, I think.

[image: Text reads ‘ghir-bah’]

No word in English comes close to the true meaning of the word in Arabic. The root word of it meaning “to withdraw.” From it comes many words with the same meaning. The sunset. The absence of light. At its essence, it’s being a stranger in a strange country. A country that doesn’t feel the way home should feel. Strange in your skin that doesn’t fit along your muscles. It’s a never-ending ache every person away from their homeland feels for the rest of their lives. As Muslims, we always knew that word would become a part of us.

“It’s not fair,” she says. “But this life isn’t forever.”

“No, it’s not.” I think I want to tell her about the murals. I think she’ll believe me. I clear my throat. “Hey, Amal.”

“Yeah?”

“Did you see those murals out in the city?”

“Oh my God, yes,” she exclaims. “Stephanie hates them because our office building got an entire mural all over it. The conch and all.”

I scratch the wall. “What do you think of them?”

“Hmm, they’re all right. I love the colors. They remind me of how Mama used to paint in her sketchbook.”

I take a deep breath. “I think—”

“Okay, I can’t do this. Jihad, can you come back here? There’s something else I need to tell you.”

This time when my stomach twists on itself, it doesn’t stop. Something terrible is going to happen when I walk back into the living room.

Amal stands in the middle, fidgeting with her fingers and wearing an incredibly guilty expression.

I stare at her silently because my mouth won’t move. No sound would come out even if it did. I’m beyond terrified.

She swallows hard, pressing two fingers to massage her forehead.

“Marwan and I have been trying for a while,” she begins in a forced calm voice. “A month or so after we decided we wanted to have kids, Mama…Mama was gone. I—I couldn’t think of anything at the time but what happened. But then, I started thinking again. I want to have a baby; so does Marwan. We started looking for jobs outside of New York. We got a lot of rejections. But before we found out I’m pregnant, Marwan got an offer in Qatar. It all just came together.”

She goes silent, waiting for me to say something. But I don’t understand.

“Jihad, Marwan and I are moving to Qatar.” She moves toward me. Everything is happening in slow motion. “He signed the contract last week. We already have an apartment. A duplex, actually. The company will pay the rent. It’s bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. We could actually buy a house there because there’s no interest. Everyone’s Muslim. I won’t have to be scared I’ll be shot in the streets just for existing. My baby will go to school where I won’t worry every day there’ll be a school shooting, just praying they come back home. I’ll live in a place that’s home. It won’t be gh’erbe.”

She holds my arms, and I immediately push her away.

“You’re leaving?” I ask in a choked voice. “After everything—after—you’re leaving? You’re leaving me too?”

Her face crumples. “Jihad, I’m not—”

“Yes, you are!” I shout. “You’re leaving me here alone. How could you do this? You’re selfish; that’s what you are!”

“Jihad,” she says, lips trembling. “Listen—”

“Save it! Leave everything to me. Let me deal with Baba and all this shit while you go off and have an amazing life!”

Amal moves to grab my arms again to pull me to her. But I shake her off, and with cold hands, I tie my hair quickly before putting on my hijab.

“Jihad, please,” she pleads. “Listen to me. I’m not leaving you, okay? I’ll talk to you every day. We don’t even see each other here all the time. You’ll visit me in the summer. I’ll pay for your plane ticket. You could apply to universities in Qatar too. Or a job. I’m not leaving you behind.”

I let her talk to herself as I aggressively twist the hijab around my head and neck and grab my bag.

“Jihad, talk to me.” She follows me frantically through the apartment. “Jihad, please. This isn’t about me anymore. I’m going to be a mom. I have to take care of my baby.”

I wrench open the front door, and she puts a hand on it, stopping it from swinging wide. Tears are streaming down her cheeks, and, at any other moment, this would have tugged at my heart. But all I see are guilt tears. Manipulation.

“You want me to be okay with this?” I snap. “Does what I think even matter? I didn’t want to go to Braxton, and you and Baba made me. I don’t want you to go to Qatar, but you will. You do whatever you want, Amal, but I’m not going to be happy for you.”

Her grip slackens on the door, and I use that to tug it open and slip out.

“Jihad!” she shouts after me, but I ignore her and run down the stairs.

There are no tears in me. I feel as if Amal has taken a knife to my back. She just said our family is small, and now it’s even smaller. It’s practically nonexistent. I want to throw back every sentence she said. How could she do this now? Mama’s been dead for over a year. Buried in a strange country that has no inklings of her home. She doesn’t even have Syria in death. How will Amal visit her grave? How could she leave her here? Haven’t we lost enough? My phone vibrates with an incoming call I know is from Amal. She hangs up and starts sending a torrent of messages. I ignore that too.

A small whisper in my heart knows exactly why she’s leaving. I just didn’t think I would be left behind like this. But my anger covers everything. The colors are chaotic, the gray weakening like I’m punching through it.

Suddenly, this city feels like a monster opening its jaws to swallow me whole. It took everything from me and still wants more.
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I stop and look around, unsure of where I’m going. The white gate of Washington Square Park gleams in front of me. It’s a bright Saturday afternoon, and the park is filled with families and other people enjoying the very last summer days that are more sweet than hot.

The conversations around me create a lull in my brain, a sort of white noise that calms me. A man gets up from the bench in front of the fountain, and I take his place.

I cross my legs, pulling them close to me, and watch the fountain for a second before my eye catches on something. My mural is painted on the ground. I look down to see that all of it is here, magnified. Under my bench is one of the jellyfish settled on a strand of Mama’s hair. Children run around the jellyfish, making a game out of it, while a toddler is stomping her little feet on the water bubbles.

A sob builds in my chest that disappears just as quickly.

How could Amal do this? How could she leave us? How could she leave me to take care of Baba? How could she just move to the other side of the world and start anew?

I’m leaving too, I think fiercely. I’m not staying here.

There’s a whole life waiting for me in San Francisco.

I will get early admittance with a full scholarship to the Opus School of Art. I’ll graduate from Braxton, passing every single class. I will get a part-time job in San Francisco and move into an apartment that’s near the ocean. I will tell the jellyfish there about Mama, and they’ll pass her story all over the oceans and seas until it reaches the Mediterranean. Her story will reach her home.

“Jihad?” a voice says, and I look up, my gaze blurry then sharpening.

Jamie stands in front of me with an astonished look that turns into a grin.

This is the first time I’m seeing him outside school and out of uniform. He’s wearing linen pants and an unbuttoned white shirt with a turtle T-shirt.

“Hi,” I say, breathless. The switch in my brain from anger to surprise is jarring. The rest of my body needs a minute to catch up.

“Well, this just made my weekend. I was out for a walk.” He’s still smiling and then nods at the empty space beside me.

“Sure,” I say, still flustered. My brain is two seconds slower than reality. “How—why?”

“I live near here, in the West Village.” He sits, pivoting toward me. His smile falters for a second, and he squints intensely at me. “Are you okay? Your nose is incredibly red.”

I immediately rub at it. “I’m fine.” My voice comes out scratchy. I clear my throat.

“You sure?”

“I’m fine,” I repeat with an edge. “Sorry.”

He shakes his head. “I’m here if you want to talk about it.”

“Thank you.”

His expression softens. The irritation still hasn’t left my system, so I say, “Don’t look at me like that.”

He frowns. “How?”

“Like you’re pitying me.”

He lets out an incredulous laugh. “There are a lot of feelings I’m feeling, but I promise you, pity is not one of them.”

I hug my knees to my chest. He watches me while I watch the fountain.

After a second, I say, “Sorry I snapped. That wasn’t fair of me.”

I see him smiling from the corner of my eye. “Thank you.” A few moments pass, and then he asks, “Do you want to talk about it now?”

My lips twitch, and he says, “You can smile. I won’t tell anyone.”

I roll my eyes and glance at him. My lips fall in surprise when I finally notice I can see the color of his eyes.

Brown.

A warm, wonderful brown.

I think I’d like to paint them. They would look wonderful as a mural.

“What?” he says, self-consciously, rubbing his nose. “Is there something on my face?”

“N-no.” I clear my throat. “You have brown eyes.”

“Yes?” he says slowly. “I do.”

“What color is your hair?” I ask, and he tilts his head to the side. Frustration builds inside me that I can’t see all his colors. The red still beats in his soul, but I don’t know the shade of his hair, his skin, his lips, if I was right about orange being the color of his soul.

He scratches the back of his neck. “It’s blond now. I bleached it a while ago, but it’s supposed to be black. Does it not look blond?”

“It does,” I say. Gray has its shades, and I can see that his roots and a part of his hair are darker than the rest.

He pats the darker places. “Yeah, it needs to be bleached.”

“I think you should let the black grow out.”

His eyes glimmer, and I’m mesmerized by the contrast of the gray against his eyes. They’re so full of life, I think they outshine the sun. My thoughts surprise me, but I tell myself I’m looking at him through the eyes of an artist. Even so, there’s something so wonderful in being looked at with such warmth. To have someone be there for me like he has been.

“You think?” He glances up at the sky with a half smile. “I’ll do that, then.”

My cheeks heat up. “You don’t have to do it just because I told you.”

“I don’t have to,” he agrees. “But I want to.”

The gray wavers before settling back.

“Can I ask you something?” he says. “It’s a bit personal. You can absolutely tell me to screw off.”

“Screw off?” I say with a smile in my voice.

“Well, I’m not going to say the f-word in front of a lady.”

I shake my head, a quiet laugh melting away all my anger. “Sure. Go ahead.”

His easy demeanor falls away. “I want to ask how you deal with grief as a Muslim. Like about the afterlife, and how you make peace with that.”

I blink, straightening up.

His fingers tap on his knee. “My bà ngoại practices Confucianism. She raised my mom and me on it. There isn’t much about what happens in the afterlife. It’s more about being a good person right now and living ethically. The stuff with death is mostly honoring our ancestors during Tết Nguyên Đán. I respect that, and I live by it. But I always wondered about what happens after.” He looks around, smiling faintly at the life happening around us. “I researched, but I wanted to know something more than facts from the internet.”

I stare at him.

He raises his hands in apology. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll screw off. It’s too personal.”

“No, no.” I lean back against the bench, tightening my grip on my knees. “I guess in Islam, life and death are very much intertwined. We know exactly what happens after we die. What happens in the grave. We know death isn’t eternal. It’s just a moment in time, and the afterlife is what’s eternal. It doesn’t make losing someone easier.” I close my eyes, taking in a deep breath. “It’s more like something you hold on to while going through the grief. We believe that the dead hear us. I know every good deed I do in my mom’s name goes to her. I know when I visit her grave, she knows I’m there. I know she knows when I pray for her. And it helps to know she knows this.”

I swallow hard. “But it’s horrible knowing I’ll live the rest of my life without her in it. She’ll never see me graduate. I’ll have so many new moments in my life without her. There were so many things she had yet to tell me. I lost a lifetime with her. But you know what’s worse than all of this?”

He shakes his head, his face sorrowful.

“That there will come a time when this pain inside me is not soul shattering.” My voice trembles. “That I’ll be able to talk about her and smile instead of wanting to cry forever. I know this is a mercy time gives me. But I hate it. I don’t want to forget this feeling. I want this anguish to always be a part of me. Because how can I move on? I lost my mom. My mother is dead. She’s dead.”

It hurts to breathe, like I’m taking in winter air. I press the heels of my palms against my eyes, but I want to cry so loudly the whole world stops and listens. I lost my mother. She will never hug me again. How can I see the colors without her?

“You don’t have to hold back,” Jamie says quietly.

I can’t even answer him without sobbing. Instead, I wrap my arms around my knees, hiding my face, and let the tears find their path on my cheeks. My shoulders tremble, my breaths are choppy, and I know I’m making a scene, but I also know Jamie hasn’t left. If anything, he inches closer while still keeping a respectful amount of space between us. Just enough for people to know there’s a friend beside me.

When there are no more tears to cry, I wipe my eyes with the back of my arm. When I look up, Jamie is dangling a wrinkled tissue in front of me.

“It’s clean; I promise,” he says.

I accept it from him, dabbing my eyes and carefully blowing my nose. “I keep crying with you.”

“Well.” Guilt lines his expression. “I’m so sorry I asked that question.”

I snort, looking away. My eyes feel tight, stretched too thin.

“No, I’m serious,” he says. “I said I wasn’t going to ask you something that would hurt you. And I just did.”

I shake my head. “It’s not a bad question. We all deal with grief, don’t we?”

He smiles sadly. “I don’t think it’s wrong that a day will come when you don’t feel this grief. But I don’t think you’ll ever forget the pain. You’ll just have more joy in your life.”

I hope he’s right. “Why are you asking, though?”

He lets out a low whistle. “You can say I’m curious about the world? This life can’t just be it. There has to be something else. A way to deal with an inevitable pain like losing someone. Or even to deal with the everyday grief of being let down or wondering why your life is a certain way.” He goes quiet as if reassessing what he wants to say. “I’m interested in religions. I know for some it’s personal, but I feel when we have questions like this, it helps to know if others feel the same way, you know?”

I nod.

“I think about what’s happening in the world,” he continues, not meeting my eyes. “Innocents dying and people never finding justice, and I wonder if this is it. How could their lives be just that minuscule moment of pain. It’s all they knew.” He messes up his hair, smiling uneasily. “Forget it. I’m being weird.”

It’s strange seeing the colors in pieces like this. Like I’m trying to fill in a page, but I just can’t seem to do it. Slashes of color seeping through the endless gray.

He tilts his head, resting his chin on the arm stretched over the bench “Tell me about you. What do you like?”

My eyebrows lift, a smile tickling my lips. “You are… you’re something else.”

He grins. “Good something else?”

“I don’t know.” I try finding the words, but the sun is too bright and there are too many people around us. There are words I’d find if we were in a space and time suspended outside of reality. But sitting in this park, it feels like I’d be saying it to the whole world.

“But we’re friends, right?” he asks.

I think about that word. I give it such reverence in my heart, but I’ve known it only in rare moments. The night when Alexis and I were ten and her mom let her sleep over at my apartment. The summer day when her mom showed us how to bake cookies, and I got a sugar rush. The maroon paintbrush Alexis bought for my fifteenth birthday that I found delivered in our mailbox. Talking for hours on the phone when we started junior high in separate schools.

This is different. But I like it.

“Yeah.” Orange flares from the red in his soul. The color of kindness for me. “I’d like to be your friend.”

“As my friend, you should know I hate mushrooms,” he says solemnly.

“Oh, then I take back what I said.”

“There you go with your jokes.”

“No, I’m being serious.”

He laughs and glances at the mural on the ground, smiling. “This drawing reminds me of your mother.”

A zap of electricity sizzles through me. “What?”

He looks bashful, giving me an apologetic look. “You said she lived in a coastal town and on an island, right? And that she liked to paint?”

I take in a measured breath. “Right. I did.”

“I really like it.” He nods toward Mama. “I can actually feel the water on my skin, and I imagine the jellyfish are soft. The girl looks so peaceful.”

I lean forward, and my heart flutters again, crocus petals opening under the sun. “Really?”

He nods. “It’s like the girl is the sun in the sea. A beacon of light. I’ve never seen jellyfish like this before, though.”

He finally turns toward me, and I’m too late in schooling my expression. He blinks but then lets it go and stands abruptly. “Can I treat you to a drink? Hot or cold. Your choice. And I insist. If you don’t have any plans, that is.” He holds out a hand toward me before taking it back just as quickly. “Sorry. I forgot.”

I laugh, pressing a palm to my mouth. After everything that happened this morning, I didn’t think I’d laugh for a while. This boy who treats me like the person I’ve always wanted to be treated as. I can see how the whole school would fall for him. “If you don’t mind my company.”







Bruised Purple
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I ignore Amal’s messages and calls the entire rest of the weekend. Even Baba tries to convince me.

“Baba, talk to your sister,” he says from the doorway of my room, using the traditional word fathers call their children, but still unable, unwilling, to walk in. “Let her explain.”

“Okay,” I reply in a dull voice even though I want to scream. He doesn’t see me unless someone points it out. I’m scrolling through videos on social media, all discussing my murals.

He lingers for a few seconds before leaving me alone, and I go back to my videos.

A good number of people have deduced that the two murals are connected. They talk about how it’s a story and are waiting for what the next mural will be. There are some videos discussing how it’s spoiling the image of New York to have something like this splattered all over the city. I see it trending online as #MysteryMuralist, and that hashtag makes all of this very real to me.

My pulse picks up its pace, and I wrap myself in the cocoon of my hair, finding safety in it. My art is not hurting anyone. They can’t trace it back to me. I quickly look up New York’s population, and my muscles relax when I see it’s more than eight million. I’m a needle in a haystack.

But I know deep inside that not even the fear can stop me.

It makes me slightly dizzy. I open the Notes app on my phone, placing it behind a password so no one can access it. There are many moments in Mama’s life I want to illustrate, all leading to when she passed away. But she was more than what happened to her. I can give her a better ending. A peaceful one for the magical girl with an imagination so wide, it was endless. The jellyfish were her friends, and she spoke to the Mediterranean. He knew her, and she found herself in his waters.

I come up with a list, but I’m not committed to it. Maybe I’ll get inspiration for something different.

A message notification pops on my screen.

Amal.


Amal: talk to me



I swipe it away, but more follow.


Amal: please

Amal: you know this stress isn’t good for me or the baby

Amal: these are critical months for me

Amal: I’m leaving in three weeks by the way

Amal: I don’t want to leave with you not speaking to me



I chew on my tongue. The betrayal still feels fresh, and it hurts to know she’s been holding on to this for months. I get why she’s doing it, but I don’t understand how she could have kept it a secret. How she’s not easing me into this after everything we’ve been through.

I open the message and send an OK.

My phone immediately rings, and I let her sweat for three seconds before answering.

“Are you talking to me again?” she asks.

“I don’t know.”

“I’m sorry it’s like this,” she says sorrowfully. “Jihad, I have to… if I could take you with me, I would. You know you’re always, always welcome to visit anytime. We’ll talk every day. I promise.”

“With the time difference?” I ask dryly.

She hesitates. “We have some overlapping times. You know this isn’t easy for me either.”

“Well, it’s a decision you made.” I know I’m being unfair. “You said our family is small. We have no one else. It’s just us. And now we’re broken up even more.”

Amal shudders in a shaky breath. “I’m sorry.”

“How long until I become someone you don’t talk to?”

“That will never happen,” she says fiercely.

“Really? We barely see each other here. You don’t believe me when I tell you I can’t see the colors because of the blessing. How do you think our relationship is going to survive with you being on another continent?”

“Jihad, please.”

“It doesn’t really matter.” I look at the notebook beside me and hug it to my chest. Tears bubble inside me, but I won’t let them fall. Not for this. “I guess I’ll be leaving, too, and then it’s just going to be Baba alone here.”

She goes quiet. “I didn’t think of that.” I hear her tapping her forehead with her palm. “Damn it. Okay, all right, if you get an acceptance to Opus, I’m telling Baba to move to Qatar. He can’t be alone.”

I huff out a laugh. “He’s alone right now, Amal. I’m alone, too, but you wouldn’t know that, would you?”

The line goes silent for so long, I think she hung up on me. But then she says, “What are you talking about?”

I guess I’m not feeling very forgiving, because my blood spikes with anger. “You haven’t been back to this apartment since the funeral. You have a fancy life, and now you have Qatar. You ran away like you’re the one who’s suffering the most. What if I want to run away?”

“You are,” she snaps back. “That’s why I convinced Baba to put you in that school, because I know you want to leave New York. I’m sorry you’re seventeen with no high school diploma yet! I can’t snap my fingers and make it happen. I have a life to think about, Jihad. I have my baby’s. I’m doing what I can, but I’m not going to ask your permission on how to live it. I’ve been more than nice. I told you to come in the summer. I told you we’ll talk every day. I told you if you want to move there, I will help you. What more do you want?”

My jaw feels heavy, and my nose burns. “Nothing,” I croak. “I want nothing from you. Have a nice flight.”

And with that, I hang up before she can reply.

She doesn’t call back.
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Alexis doesn’t text me the entire weekend, even though I sent her three messages. I’m sure she and her friends discussed me extensively in their separate group chat. Monday comes too soon, and I don’t want to rehash everything with Alexis. I don’t want her to be caught between me and the girls, but I’m done trying to make nice with them.

My head is full of these thoughts as I’m walking to my locker. The hallways are pretty full, and I pass Mason and his friends, hearing him before seeing him. His locker is half open, and he’s leaning against it in deep conversation with the guy standing next to him. My eyes wander in his direction, and I do a double take when I catch sight of what’s plastered on the inside of his locker door.

He catches me and raises his eyebrows in question. “Yes?”

I clear my throat, shaking my head slightly. “Is… that Muhammad Ali?”

Mason glances at the black-and-white poster of Muhammad Ali standing over his opponent in victory. “Good job, Jihad. You know the sky is also blue, right?”

“You’re a fan?” I ask, trying to understand what I’m seeing and hearing.

“Who isn’t?” he replies, rolling his eyes. “He’s a testament to greatness.”

I’m speechless. Is he pulling my leg? Surely he knows what Muhammad Ali stood for, the way he fought for justice and proudly wore his identity as a Muslim.

“Right. He was. Awesome that he was Muslim too,” I say, and keep walking, not looking back to see the impact of my words. It takes me a second to realize what’s really bothering me.

For people like Mason, I have to stand out to be embraced. I have to cure cancer, be a heavyweight champion, establish myself as an essential human being who has contributed greatness to the world in order for my other “less attractive” aspects to be accepted. Or, if I’m being honest, ignored. Then it would be okay that my name is Jihad. Because then I’m not like the others. My people can’t exist as they are. We must prove ourselves worthy of a life.

It’s such an eye-opening realization that my shoulders sag a bit from it.

I get my books from my locker and make my way to calculus. My brain is buzzing, but my heart lightens when I see Jamie is already there.

“Good morning,” he says when I’m near, but then his smile falters. “Are you okay?”

I blink. “Yeah,” I say in a steady voice. “Yeah, I’m good. I did the homework too.”

He leans back in his chair, hands behind his head. “Excellent. Won’t be carrying you on my back anymore, huh?”

“Not me, you won’t,” I reply, smiling. It doesn’t matter. Mason doesn’t matter. A year from now I won’t even remember who he is.

My gaze catches on the people over Jamie’s shoulder.

Hayley and Nicole. And they don’t look too happy. Nicole, in particular, looks furious.

“Uh,” I begin, and Jamie follows my line of sight.

“Right.” He grimaces. “Nicole talked to me this morning, and as you can see, it didn’t go well.”

“That must have been awkward.”

He nods. “I suppose she felt I was leading her on, but I never thought I was doing that. I apologized for it.”

I frown. “You never treated her differently from anyone else from what I’ve seen. I don’t think you led her on.”

His shoulders straighten. “Really?”

“Yeah. She may have seen something that wasn’t there, but I don’t think she should be so… upset.”

He relaxes a bit. “Thanks. I kept second-guessing myself.”

When the bell rings, lunchtime injects everyone with a boost of excitement crowding toward the cafeteria. One boy catches up with Jamie to talk to him, and I slip through the crowds, needing some time alone to think about my realization.

Considering the way Hayley and Nicole were scowling at me, I decide it’s better to stay away from the cafeteria. Mason and Nicole are definitely in there, and I’m really not in the mood to be their punching bag. The art studio is thankfully empty.

“Hey!” someone yells behind me, and I whip around, heart in my throat. No one’s around but Nicole.

She stomps toward me, her black hair flying behind her. “I should have known you’d be a snake.”

“What?” I rear back.

She’s right in front of me now, my nose taking in a huge inhale of her perfume. Her eyes are bloodshot, the red vivid, her jaw strained. She looks like a viper ready to strike. I back away, but she only comes closer.

“You tell me to my face you’ll put in a good word for me with Jamie, but then you turn around and take him for yourself? Were you laughing at me the whole time?”

I blink, an incredulous laugh escaping, but this only makes her angrier. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She shoves her phone into my face, and I catch a glimpse of me and Jamie at one of the cafés beside Washington Square Park. I’m beaming in the photo, looking up at him, and he’s matching my smile. I’ve never seen myself look this happy before. We’re both holding smoothies. He convinced me to get mango passionfruit.

“So is that where you had to go after brunch?” She seethes. “For a date?”

I scoff. “Okay, calm down; it wasn’t a date.”

“Really?” she spits out. “It’s just a coincidence he turned me down today. Just a coincidence this all started when you transferred here. I always knew you were a desperate bitch, sucking up to fit in. But I can’t really blame you. I mean, all stereotypes have a degree of truth.”

Beneath the shock and the mortification, fury swims in my head.

“So have fun with Jamie,” she sneers. “What did you do to get him to go out with you? Did you tell him you’ve never had a boyfriend before? That he’d be the only one who scored? That you’re so desperate you’d do anything?”

I ball my hands into fists. I want to punch her. I want to throttle her, but I know even if I was able to land a hit, I wouldn’t come out a winner. I’d be expelled, and there’d go Baba’s hard-earned tuition money and Opus. I’d be back home for God knows how long, stuck with a ghost. And that would be the best-case scenario, if she didn’t press charges.

It takes everything in me and more to turn from her and walk away, my legs and arms shaking. I’m about to explode, becoming a mural myself, the anguished, enraged colors in me splattered all over this school. She must not have expected me to do that, because she doesn’t follow me.

I have no appetite and I’m still shaking hours later, still wanting to let out a scream that’s choking me.

I avoid Jamie at all costs during the rest of our shared classes, walking in late and getting reprimanded by the teachers, to the class’s amusement. Alexis avoids eye contact with me.

When the last bell rings, I leave early to get my things from my locker and head home. But when I get there, I see a crowd gathered around it. The panel is wrenched open, all the contents inside spilling out. The papers from the textbooks are all over the floor, some with shoe prints like someone walked all over them.

“Did you photocopy the textbooks?” someone asks, and I don’t know if they’re poking fun at me. I don’t even know who they are, because I refuse to look back. “Oh my God, she did.”

I have no choice but to kneel and collect my papers. I hear a camera go off and bite my lip. The humiliation is so palpable, I feel it like a second skin. It’s slimy, making my stomach turn. A couple of people leave, having had their fill. Once I have all the papers, I get up, my mind whirring. I try to think, debating putting them back into the locker. But it’s broken, so I have no choice but to put them into my bag along with everything else that was spilled onto the floor.

I gather what’s left of my dignity and stand, facing the crowd. I force my head up, not letting anything show on my face. A group of younger girls separate so I can pass between them, giving me pitying looks.

When I look up, I see Audrey is among the crowd, watching with her lips and eyes parted in shock.

I find my tongue and say, “You want to write about this?”

She looks at me like I’ve slapped her and steps back before turning and walking away.

But my humiliation isn’t over, because among the other faces is Jamie. He stands at the back, clearly having seen the whole thing. I hate that he saw everything, even more so when I notice the hesitation in his expression. I know this hesitation. I’ve seen it countless times on the streets when someone who needs help is looking for it in the eyes of strangers.

But then he slowly steps forward, and it’s too much for me. I move, nearly running away. I don’t look back.

I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t hesitation. Shame burns through me, and I imagine how pathetic I looked on the floor like that. I’m not someone others would defend in a heartbeat. My worth is seconds of unease and indecision. The worst part is, deep down I know Alexis wouldn’t have defended me either. She would have hesitated. She might have walked away. For some reason, I just didn’t think Jamie would be like that. Not after how he rushed to my aid with Adrian.

I thought when he told me he’d like to be friends, it meant something. He doesn’t know what those words meant to me. That I’ve always wanted to be the person who was picked and not left behind. That growing up shy, growing up with a mother who teetered on the verge of death made everything difficult for me.

But words are just that. Uneven ground that crumbles at the slightest pressure.

My insides become heavier and heavier until I know I can collapse into myself and became a statue. Maybe then I won’t feel a thing. Maybe then I will be left alone. A ghost among the living.







Sandy Yellow
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I take the long way home, walking past all the murals I can find. They’re reaching towers, Mama’s eyes as a child watching the skyline of New York. People pose in front of them, others taking pictures from every angle, and I wish I could see them the way everyone else in this city does.

I can’t believe something I painted has people stopping to admire it. It’s not just buildings, but it’s also on benches, on the ground in parks, over billboards. When it’s not the entire mural, it’s pieces of it. Mama’s eyes on the exterior of the subway, studying the passengers. The jellyfish peppered along a staircase. Waves of the ocean swirling around lampposts. She is everywhere and nowhere.

Back home, I open my sketchbook, the one I’m sending to Opus, leafing through the pages until I come to an empty one.

I draw a body, the insides decayed, flowers growing along veins and the heart now wilted. There is a vast emptiness inside, memories fading away. It’s an abandoned shell. This body was once a home—its owner loved it. Grew in it.

There’s no pain inside me. The frustration I felt at school is gone. Nothing they can do to me is worse than what happened. They can’t hurt me more than I’ve already been hurt. Now, here with this realization, my hands are steadier.

I fish out Mama’s sketchbook and close my eyes.

The blank page glances at me eagerly, waiting.

I draw Mama. Only now she isn’t ten years old, but in her teens. Eighteen with hair that rivaled mine. I make her magical, an ethereal version of herself. I draw the sea in her hair, the waves folding over one another. Half her face calm, the other solemn. Life overtaking dreams. I draw the jellyfish weakly wrapping their tentacles around her ankles, urging her to come back, but she’s leaving. Color leeches away from the solemn part, the realities of the world erasing it. She promises she’ll come back with a hand stretched behind her, open-palmed, even though she’s looking away.

She wants to see the world and to tell the jellyfish about it, just as they tell her about their travels.

She’ll keep her promise. She’ll come back. But she doesn’t know it will be for the last time.
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“Oh my God, as soon as I saw it, I started crying,” one girl narrates over a video of my mural. The video pans over several buildings across Fifth Avenue, showcasing my painting of Mama from every angle.

The murals are now all over New York and New Jersey. I’m trending again the next morning, and there are iterations of my art from other artists posting it on their feeds. A few news websites have picked up on it, and the comments are either filled with support or people accusing me of being an attention seeker. One video with over fifty thousand views has gone into a deep analysis of the colors used, the type of jellyfish, and theories of how this could be an unveiling of an even bigger mural or an ad by a PR company for an art show.

The girl recording the mural on Fifth Avenue pans the camera to the crowd of spectators. Apparently, there’s now a group of people who have taken it upon themselves to hunt for all the murals, checking them off their list. Looking for new ones.

The enormity of what is happening still hasn’t fully sunk in. I can’t watch more than a couple of videos before the select few negative comments start to bang around my head. But clearer than that is the genuine awe of the larger number of people who find beauty in them, who see the story.

“Something about it is so haunting,” continues the young woman on Fifth Avenue. “I know that’s the same girl from before with the jellyfish. And it feels like she’s leaving, but I have no idea where from. Is someone forcing her? Did someone find out she can speak to jellyfish and she’s leaving to protect them? It’s filling me with such melancholy, you guys. Whoever drew this is a genius. The emotions are so intense. Also, absolutely in love with the sea turtle in her hair.”

I exit the video, refreshing my messages, hoping for one from Alexis to pop up. I haven’t heard from her for three days now, and the messages I sent her last night have all been delivered. I’m not sure what it means, but I think Nicole must have told her I tricked her. I tried explaining it in the messages, but I don’t know if Alexis believes me.

It doesn’t surprise me I don’t have any messages from Jamie. I was confused when he sent me the school notes from yesterday, but I think this just has become something he does—keeping a promise.

Nerves weigh me down when I get to school, and I strain my ears, looking over my shoulder. I make it to my locker and, to my shock, find it fixed. The lock is back in its place, and if it weren’t for the small dent in the door, I wouldn’t have known it was ever broken. Someone must have washed it as well because compared with the others, it’s gleaming.

I stare at it for a long moment and move to open it only to take my hand back.

This could be a trap.

I could open the locker and be splashed with expired fish soup.

I step back and head to class.

Alexis’s friends firmly ignore me, as does the rest of the class, which is all the better for me. I lower my guard a fraction and am able to focus on the lesson and take notes. But then Alexis glances over and gives me an apologetic grimace, to which I give her a shoulder shrug. A second later, I get a message from her.


Lexi: let’s talk after class.



I glance at it, typing out now you want to talk? before backspacing.


Me: ok




Lexi: art studio?




Me: sure




Lexi: ok I’ll see you there



When the period ends, I hang back to let everyone walk out and make my way to the art studio.

Alexis is already there, biting on her nails and tapping her foot on the floor.

“Hey,” I say, and she straightens up. The door closes behind me with a quiet thud.

“Hey.” For a while we just stare at each other.

“So I—” she begins, and I say, “What are—” at the same time.

We fall silent.

Something has changed between us. It might have been gradual, but it feels so sudden. Our usual relationship has vanished. Talking doesn’t feel easy anymore. I fidget with my hands, staring beside her head. I’m too embarrassed to talk about the bullying, about Nicole, and she doesn’t seem to want to bring them up either.

“You okay?” she finally asks, and I think that’s the closest we’ll get to talking about it.

I snort. “Yeah, I guess.”

She stretches her fingers, running her teeth over her lips. The air is heavy like a humid day, the perspiration beading on my skin.

“I can see some of the colors now,” I say, trying to salvage something.

She nods absently, and heat rushes to my cheeks.

“That’s great, but I think we need to focus on the whole Jamie thing.”

I straighten my back, hiding my hands in my pockets. Her eyes trace every part of me, and I suddenly see myself the way she sees me.

Poor little girl who lost her mother. A burden she has to carry in her senior year. Making apologies for me to her friends. Asking them to give me chance after chance even though I wear the boys’ uniform and rarely smile. Her friend who still believes in magic, but she humors me because she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. Irritation pricks like tiny needles all over me.

“Why are we friends, Alexis?” I ask, and she’s taken aback.

“What?”

“Why are we friends? Why do you put up with all of this?”

“Because you know me,” she says in a clear voice, eyes fierce. “And I know you. We’ve known each other for thirteen years. Why are you asking this now?”

“You know what happened to me yesterday?”

She blinks, closing her mouth and looking away.

“And you didn’t even call me. You didn’t even check up on me.” I feel like a child who’s throwing a tantrum. I hate how needy I sound to my ears. I groan, pressing a hand to my forehead. “Forget it. Forget what I said. I don’t care what Nicole thinks. She’s horrible.”

“No, she’s not,” Alexis exclaims. “Really. She’s just being jealous, but you can tell her you don’t date. She’ll believe you.”

“I don’t want to explain myself to her.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s racist,” I snap, and Alexis flinches. “Not just Nicole, but Jenny and Hayley too.”

“What?” she breathes.

“You heard me.” My heart is racing, my stomach clenches, and I think I might throw up, but there’s a lightness on my tongue. Like I’ve been holding on to these words for so long.

She holds up her hands like she’s trying to calm me down. “Okay. I’m with you on how mean they’re being. But you can’t jump to racism as a conclusion. I wouldn’t be friends with racists. And I swear, the girls had nothing to do with what happened to you yesterday. Nicole was upset, so we all went out for coffee right after the bell rang. You think I’d let them do something like that to you?”

It hurts to be excluded. It still hurts, and I hate myself for it.

“I’m sorry I didn’t answer your texts. I was really busy this weekend,” she continues.

“Right.” I try to swallow, but my throat has swollen to double its size. There will always be excuses.

“I’m sorry someone did that to you.”

“Me too,” I whisper.

We stay quiet for a while, the awkwardness creeping in again. The light filtering through washes away the gray, and I can see her colors in a lighter shade. Like the contrast has been put on low.

“I’ll talk to Nicole and the girls,” Alexis says. “I’m really tired of all of this. I did not see this happening.”

My jaw feels heavy. “Okay.”

“Your locker is fixed, right? Like, is it okay now?”

I nod. “Yeah… did you do that?”

She hesitates before giving me a small smile. “You’re still my best friend.”

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it. Maybe I was wrong about how she sees me.

She shoulders her bag. “Of course. I have to go, though. I told the girls I’m going to the restroom, and I don’t want them to think I have diarrhea or something.”

I manage to smile. She squeezes my hand when she passes by and waves before leaving.

I stare at the door, basking in the silence and the muffled conversations outside, wishing I could stay in here forever.
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I haven’t seen Jamie all day. I think he’s hiding from me, although I’m not sure why. Maybe Nicole asked him if we’re together. But everywhere I go, I hear bits of conversations.

“…Jamie…”

“… told me they made out…”

“… she’s never been with anyone so she’s dying…”

It’s enough to make my nerves clench, and I barely make it to my next class. Jamie isn’t there, and I’m starting to think he didn’t come to school today.

Maybe I shouldn’t have either.

Later, I hide in the bathroom until I’m sure everyone has gone to their next class and then sneak out. I get reprimanded by the teachers, but I don’t care. My nerves are frayed, like they’ve been zapped with too many electrical currents and are now blackened and withered.

I don’t go to lunch and choose to sit in the art room.

I’m aware the number of days is dwindling until Amal leaves for Qatar. And the fact that she’s leaving makes me want to escape all of this even more. I eat my labneh sandwich and pull up my application for the Opus School of Art.

My sketchbook is nearly finished. I think it’ll be my ticket in. It’s my manifesto, a collection of all the snippets of my life. I hope it’s like nothing they’ve seen before. While the sketchbook can come off as chaotic, every line, color, and sketch was done with feeling. I know this sketchbook has a soul. Amal had tears in her eyes when I showed it to her. I’m applying on a prayer because on top of that, I’m submitting a request for a scholarship. One of their major funds is for underrepresented artists who require financial help, but I don’t know whom I’m competing with.

I let myself imagine that life for one second. The ocean is my backyard, and there I’d learn to speak to the jellyfish or maybe even to the whales. Maybe there I can find out if Mama’s stories were true or not. I’d live in a small apartment with a roommate I’d have inside jokes with, and we’d bake desserts passed down from our families. It would be easier to smile, to paint. It would be far away from Baba and even farther from Amal, but that’s okay because we’d make it work.

Loud conversations outside the door bring me down to earth.

To get there, to make that dream come true, Braxton is a means to an end. A necessary hell I have to survive. I cannot let all this pain and effort go to waste. They won’t win.

Sighing, I pull myself to my feet.

But before I walk out, the door is flung open and my heart shoots up to my throat. I debate fighting for my life or leaping from the window.

Jamie stands there, panting, chest heaving up and down. He’s not in his uniform but in simple jeans and a shirt. His face is flushed, and his hair is plastered to his forehead. He must have been running.

He relaxes a fraction when he sees me and marches in, closing the door behind him.

I’m so surprised, I forget I’ve given up on him.

“What are—” I begin.

“You’re the one behind the murals, aren’t you?” he interrupts, voice breathless.







Rose Gold
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What?” I gasp, but it comes out as a wheeze.

He pushes his hair back, shaking his head. “No. No. We’re not going to play this game. It’s you, isn’t it?”

I laugh. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about. What murals?”

He breathes in deep, and it shudders along his frame. “Jihad, don’t act stupid.”

“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.” My mouth is dry, and my stomach churns with acid until I know it’s going to dissolve me from the inside.

He sniffs, taking a step toward me, and I take one backward. “I saw the way you draw. And I felt like those murals’ style looked familiar. And then you acted strange after I said that mural of the girl with the jellyfish reminded me of your mother. For some reason, I couldn’t shrug it off. It kept replaying in the back of my mind, but I thought it was nothing. And then yesterday, all of… that happened. And today a mural shows up, and I thought of how they were showing up after something… bad happens to you. I saw that sea turtle in the girl’s hair, and it hit me that I’ve seen it before. On the cover of your notebook. It’s exactly the same. And those jellyfish are not like any jellyfish I’ve ever seen. So I google them, and guess where they’re mostly found.”

My throat is closing up, my chest compressed like something is sitting on it.

“How are you getting around town so fast?” he asks breathlessly. “Do you have a crew?”

“Are you going to tell someone?” I ask quietly, because it doesn’t matter if I deny it from now until the end of time. It doesn’t matter if it really wasn’t me. If he tells the principal or the police, I’ll be in a whole load of trouble. It will be seen as damaging property, which would be a misdemeanor. I looked it up. Defacing multiple buildings could land me in jail. I know being Muslim and named Jihad will only add oil to the flame. The judicial system in this country isn’t kind, and I might end up in a juvenile facility, and that would ruin my life. The media will spin it whichever way they want. No proof is needed, just one person to point a finger at.

He stiffens. “Of course not.”

I can’t swallow past my closed-up throat.

“It’s you,” he says, but this time there’s no accusation in his voice. There’s wonder and awe.

I can’t look at him. I feel like an exposed wound. Those murals were a forgotten gift from my great-aunt. They were words I couldn’t say. No one was supposed know because no one would understand. They can have their theories on what they’re supposed to be, what certain things mean, but the true meaning is mine to have.

But he’s been watching me. Listening to me.

My voice is momentarily gone with fear, so I just nod.

“Wow,” he breathes.

I clear my throat. “Why won’t you tell?” I croak.

He stares at me like I’ve grown two heads. “Why would I?”

I shrug.

He pushes his hair back and takes a seat on one of the chairs opposite the easel. He gestures at me to do the same.

“They’re beautiful,” he says quietly. My heart flutters at the reverence in his voice. “Is the girl your mom?”

I nod.

He leans back in his chair, rubbing his chin. “I… have so many questions.”

I massage my eyes. “I’m sure you do. Look, I don’t know what this is. We’ve…I’m…” Words fail me. I can’t forget looking up and seeing him stand there.

His cheeks become ruddy, and he glances away. “I owe you an explanation.”

“I didn’t want your help,” I find myself saying.

He bites his lower lip. “Even so. I hesitated. I didn’t know what I was looking at, and I just couldn’t move. It’s a shitty excuse, but it happened so quickly.” Guilt sears his tone.

I don’t know how to tell him I hope he forgets what he saw. The shame is still branded in my bones. If it happens again, I don’t want to tell him. I don’t ever want him to see me like that. I don’t want anyone to. Not Baba. Not Amal.

“I’m sorry,” he says. This time when I look at him, he holds my gaze. “For not being there for you. I didn’t want to come in today, because I was embarrassed of what I did. But when I realized it was you painting those murals…You don’t have to tell me how you’re getting your murals out there. I won’t ask, and I promise you; I won’t tell anyone. But if someone from your crew can’t do it, I can.”

I stare at him. “If you’re caught, you could be arrested.”

He shrugs. “I’ll be fine.”

“Why would you do that?”

There’s something about his expression, like he sees too much of me. “Because people should see what you draw.”

I scratch the chair’s arm. “There isn’t a crew.”

He frowns. “What do you mean?”

“You won’t believe me if I tell you.”

“Try me.” His colors brighten up a little. And yellow springs up for a second; the blond wavers to gray and back. But the contrast holds for a bit.

I take in a deep breath, debating with myself on what to say, what to hold back. I suppose telling him about the sketchbook won’t make sense unless he knows the entire story. “My mom used to tell us about how the women in our family have blessings.”

He leans forward, taking in everything I’m saying with wide eyes, his lips parted. He doesn’t interrupt. My voice is quiet, tripping on my sentences, but I find it easier to speak the more I say. I tell him about my great-aunt and the tree that made the sketchbook. The memories the tree showed me. Mama, the jellyfish, and the Mediterranean. I tell him how I lost the colors.

“Is… is that why you asked me the color of my hair?”

I nod.

He whistles. “And now?”

My heart lifts. “You believe me?”

He laughs. “The evidence is right outside. Unless you’ve hired a hundred people to run the streets at night, all painting the same picture.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have enough money for that.”

He snorts and then asks, “Can I ask what you’re drawing?”

My hands feel heavy on my lap. “My mother’s story. Somehow it felt right. The sketchbook was supposed to be hers, but she’ll never know about it now. It’s kind of an ode to the life she lived that no one knew. She had cancer.” I clear my throat. “Lung cancer. She said New York air didn’t agree with her.”

Jamie’s expression falls. “May she rest in peace.”

“Ameen.” The Arabic word slips out before I can stop it. Being so outwardly Muslim has made me feel I should tone down all of who I am. The hijab is loud enough. But Jamie just nods.

“I can’t believe you recognized my drawing style.” I try to move on from the moment.

He looks bashfully at me. “How could I not?”

Baba probably doesn’t see much of anything these days. But Amal must have seen thousands of my drawings, and even she didn’t see how that was me out there. Just shows how busy she’s become, how her life has broken off from mine, and I know this is what happens in life. I know this, but I didn’t think it would happen to us. Not after Mama died. I thought we’d become closer.

“I’m half convinced I’m dreaming,” I say. “I’ll wake up any second now, and I’ll be back in my bed and find out only two days have passed since Mama’s—and it would have just been a grief-filled depressive manic episode, I suppose.”

“So I’d only be a figment of your imagination?”

“Unfortunately so,” I say matter-of-factly. “I mean, they say people we see in our dreams aren’t made from our brains, because our brains can’t create faces, but it’s people we’ve seen before. I might have seen you on the subway or, I don’t know, walking down the street.”

A smile pulls on his lips. “And you think I wouldn’t have stopped and talked to you?”

My stomach tugs. “I—I—”

“Because I would have. If this is just a grief-filled depressive manic episode and you wake up, trust me, I’ll find you.”

My face warms, but it’s a different kind of warmth. “Why would you do that?”

He’s quiet for a moment. “Because meeting someone like you is a rare occurrence.”
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Jamie leaves, telling me the school think he’s sick. I’ve gotten used to the teachers’ tempo, able to take notes and listen at the same time. When Dr. Garcia picks me to answer a question, something she loves doing to make sure we’re paying attention, I answer it perfectly.

“Good job, Jeeha,” she says with an impressed smile.

I don’t even care she didn’t say my name right.

After the last class, when everyone is packing their backpacks, Alexis slides into the chair in front of me.

“Hello? Why are you making this difficult?” she hisses.

“I’m not allowed to talk to Jamie now?” I ask, irritated.

“Not in an empty classroom with no lights,” she snaps back. I’m not even surprised she knows. It’s not like the hallways were empty when we left the art studio. “It’s becoming really hard to explain all of this to Nicole. She’s convinced because your parents don’t allow you to date, you’re secretly dating him behind your dad’s back.”

My stomach feels hollow. “What?”

“I don’t think that. I know you don’t date.”

My irritation turns to anger. “I don’t have to explain the intricacies of how I date to Nicole. But how could you think I’m not allowed to date?”

She blinks. “Because you’re Muslim? Like, you don’t kiss and stuff before marriage.”

“And the only type of dating that exists is what you do? How do people in other cultures get married, Alexis?”

“I—I—” she flounders.

I stare at her, a horrible thought slithering into my head. That she doesn’t see me as someone like Nicole or Jenny or Hayley. Or any of the girls who are walking outside in the hallways. That even if I hadn’t lost Mama, I would always live my life to a lesser degree than she does because I’m Muslim. Because I wear the hijab means there are so many things I can’t do that she can. I can’t fall in love, because she thinks I’m not allowed to. That my parents would shame me for it. That the Islamic way of getting to know someone is wrong because the term dating encapsulates only her meaning. It’s an unconscious bias, but it’s one that makes me sick to my stomach.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her eyes tearing up. “I didn’t know this would offend you.”

I need time to think. I always thought she saw my pain as an obstacle, not my identity.

I nod.

“I’m—Mason asked me out this weekend. The girls are coming over so we can pick an outfit. Do… would you like to come?”

Stuck in a house with Nicole and Linda, munching on lettuce and carrots. I probably would have said yes before I discovered the sketchbook, before the colors started coming back.

I shake my head. “I don’t think the girls would be too happy if I joined.”

She scrunches her nose. “Who cares? I want you there.”

I like this Alexis, when she’s not with her friends. “I know. We could do something you and I next week.”

She nods. “I’d like that.”

I wait a second after she’s gone to dash out, not wanting to be alone in the classroom in case Adrian shows up, but I also don’t want to fifth-wheel stiffly behind them until we go our separate ways.

When I’m out of the gates, I get a text.


Jamie: do you have time to meet me here?



He sends me his location, somewhere on Fifth Avenue. It’s not far from the school.


Me: yeah. I’ll be there



He sends me a thumbs-up.

Even though I haven’t walked down Fifth Avenue much, I know exactly where he is.

The mural.

Jamie is sitting on a bench outside Central Park with an uninterrupted view of the mural on a beige building. He doesn’t hear me walking up to him. He’s staring intently at the mural like he’s trying to memorize every line and color. There’s a certain dreamlike look in his eyes, his whole body relaxed. I can’t help but admire the way he looks. So sure of himself.

I sit beside him, keeping a healthy amount of distance between us.

“Beautiful.” He smiles softly at the mural before turning toward me. “Thanks for coming.”

I stay quiet.

“I want to talk about what happened yesterday,” he says, and I jump.

“We already did.”

“No, I—”

“I really, really don’t want to.” My heart beats painfully. “What would you have done anyway? Just let it go. It happened. Whatever.”

He runs a hand along his face. “How do you do that? How do you make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal?”

“Because this is the price I pay for attending this school,” I retort, and he stares at me. “It’s a price I pay every day out in the streets. I don’t want you to look at me and see the bullied girl. Nothing happens when people who look like me speak up.” I shudder in a breath. “Believe me, I’ve tried before. I don’t have the power you do.”

His throat constricts. “I know. I’m aware of what I can do. How I look. And it’s because of that I should have done something.” He closes his eyes for a second. “Bà Ngoại used to get a couple of comments when we were out. I used to go quiet because I’d look at her, see what she’d do. She was the adult. I was the kid. Sometimes she fought back; sometimes she didn’t. I slowly became more conscious of how society sees me.” He runs a hand over his hair. “I should have done something. That’s all. I shouldn’t have left the first time when Hayley said that horrible thing about your name.” He doesn’t meet my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

My mind finally registers he’s apologizing. That he apologized in the art studio. There’s raw sincerity in his voice, and my heart aches in a different way.

“Thank you,” I say quietly.

He finally looks at me. “How are you feeling?”

I swallow hard. “Terrified,” I whisper. “I hate this.”

His expression twists with sympathy. “I hate this too.”

I nod, comforted by someone acknowledging my pain. “It’s just this year, and then hopefully I leave New York and all the horrible memories here.”

He blinks. “Where to?”

I smile instinctively. “San Francisco. Hoping to study at this really good arts college. Opus.”

Recognition lights up his eyes. “I’ve heard of it. A lot of artists who win awards graduated from there, right?”

I nod. “What about you? What are you doing after school?”

He smiles, but it’s somehow sad. His eyelashes are unfairly long, brushing his cheekbones. There’s a freckle right beside his right eye, and I think he would be perfect in an animation. All his emotions and feelings so openly written on his face.

“I want to go back to Wisconsin. Learn to run the farm with Bà Ngoại.”

“And college?”

He shrugs. “Colleges are scams because of the tuition, but my parents want me to go to Yale or Harvard.”

I snort, and he straightens his back. “What?”

“That is the most privileged thing I’ve heard anyone say.”

His cheeks become pink. “Yale and Harvard?”

I shake my head. “Choices.” At his questioning look, I continue, “Tuition is definitely a scam because of how high it is, but a rich kid like you probably doesn’t have to worry about student debt. You don’t even have to go to college, because you’ll inherit an entire farm, which definitely is worth a lot of money, along with your parents’ company. But for the rest of us who don’t live like that, we don’t really have a choice. It’s college and student debt to get the job to pay off that debt. There’s just one path. A vicious circle.”

His eyes stare straight ahead, a seriousness in his expression. “You’re right. I didn’t even think of it like that.”

I shrug a shoulder. “If you want my opinion, I think you should go to college and study something that helps the farm.”

His lips part, brown eyes shining. “Yes. Yes, exactly. Wisconsin has colleges.”

I blush at the way he’s looking at me. “It’s just an idea; you don’t have to humor me. Think about it. Maybe you want to do what your parents do.”

“Can I tell you something?”

“Sure.”

“I have no idea what they do,” he says solemnly, and I burst out laughing. “No, really. I interned there for a summer, and I know less than when I first started. I can’t sit behind a desk in an office for the rest of my life. Can you see me in a suit, talking about shares and mergers?”

“Not really, no,” I say, amused.

He cracks his neck from side to side. “They won’t like it. Me going back to Wisconsin. I know they won’t have a cow, pun intended, but it’ll be a tense conversation. Among others.” He sighs. “They brought me here so I could be closer to them, but nothing’s changed, really. I rarely see them.”

I poke at a stray piece of lint on my pants. “My dad and I haven’t had a proper conversation in over a year, because he’s so depressed. And I don’t know how to help him, and I’m angry at him for leaving me alone. I lost Mama too. He doesn’t even know I applied to a school in San Francisco, because he never asked. He thinks I’m going to stay here. And I don’t know how to tell him, because he stopped listening to me.”

It feels easier to speak to Jamie when he gives pieces of himself. It’s like we’re holding those pieces in our cupped hands, each tentatively showing the other. Alexis was there to see me when the pain was at its crux, and then I got scared she would get fed up, so I kept the rest to myself.

Jamie runs a hand over his jaw. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’m so sorry too,” I say. We sit in our silence for a while.

He lets out a long exhale. “I keep thinking of Bà Ngoại. She’s getting older, and she won’t be able to pick up the sheep anymore.”

“What?”

“The sheep sometimes like to run at full speed toward you, and you have to catch them,” he says matter-of-factly. “They think it’s a game, and it is until they’re sitting on you.”

“That… sounds awesome!” I exclaim, and he grins. “They sit on you?”

“Trust me; it’s not as cute as it sounds. They’re heavy and usually have been running in the mud. Their little legs are adorable, though.”

“So lucky.” I know we’re both thinking the same thing. We’re going to be separated in less than a year. I wonder if we’ll still talk. If he’ll reach out from time to time.

“You can visit whenever you want.”

My heart pitter-patters. “Really?”

He nods enthusiastically. “It’s a big farm, and we don’t just have sheep. We have horses too. I could—Bà Ngoại could teach you how to ride. Plenty of things to draw and paint too.” His eyes widen like he’s realized something. “I mean, if it’s all right for you to visit me. If it’s okay for you as a Muslim. Bà Ngoại will cook halal.”

I bring my knees to my chest, hugging them, and I find no awkwardness when he mentions Islam. There’s no hint of a condescending tone. No exasperation. “Thank you. That’s really kind.”

“It’s an open invitation.”

“I think in another life in Syria, my family could have had a farm too. Do you ever think about that? What kind of person you’d be if you’d grown up in Vietnam?”

He hums. “All the time. I speak Vietnamese because Bà Ngoại was adamant I learn it. Mom isn’t as fluent as I am. Bà Ngoại regrets not teaching it to her as much as she wanted to. She was still learning how to live here, worried if she pushed Mom, Mom might be resentful. And even though I’m fluent, I don’t think it’s as strong as it would have been if I grew up in Vietnam.”

“Me with Arabic.” My chest feels lighter. “I’ve never been to Syria, and I sometimes think if I ever go there, it’s not going to feel like home. And then where does that leave me?”

Jamie nods. “I know what you mean. It did feel strange the first time I visited Vietnam. For the first few days, it was like I was trying too hard. Everything I did felt forced. I got some weird looks when I spoke Vietnamese because…” He gestures at his face. “I wasn’t fitting in, and it sucked. But one night Bà Ngoại and I went for dinner at one of those food markets, and it was just after the sun set. The sky was a clear deep blue. It was crowded, the smell of cooked fish and rice everywhere. I could hear the sea. And it just clicked.” He inhales slowly, a soft look in his eyes. “I could actually see an alternate version of myself who lived there his whole life. There wouldn’t be a farm, but there would be the sea.”

“What would you have done then?”

He grins. “Raised a whole fleet of fish, that’s what.”

I snort.

He glances back at the mural. “For someone who’s never been to Syria, you do draw her with so much love.”

“Her?” I ask.

Jamie scratches his hand absently. “When you told me you’re Syrian, I went back and researched it. For a country so old, that has seen so much, I believe she’s alive.”

I stare at him. “I think so too,” I murmur.

He smiles at me, but then his smile changes for a second. Becomes something like curiosity, like understanding. It then vanishes, and for some reason, his cheeks turn a shade darker.

Something stirs in my heart, but it feels too foreign, so I nudge it away.

He clears his throat, looking ahead. “What will you draw next?”

I rest my head on my arm, looking at the mural as well. “Something happy.”







Pomegranate Red
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The something happy is Mama when she went to Damascus.

“Best days,” she said. “I made lifelong friends, and the city was beautifully historical. Oh, I pray you’ll see her one day, my girls. You can feel the souls of everyone who has ever lived there walking with you. She’s a blessed city. The bricks that made the Umayyad Mosque and the cracked pavements all over the city. The arabesque art that decorated the mosques. And you know, there are certain stalls in Souq Al-Hamidiye that were passed on from father to son for hundreds of years. You find that this family has always sold rugs. They’re able to trace their ancestors all the way to the Prophet SAW’s time. They’ve lived their entire lives in Damascus, in Syria, and know where their grandparents are buried.”

“What about us?” I asked. “Do we know our ancestors?”

Mama hesitated before smiling. “They’re all back in Syria.”

I understood then that we were the broken branch, snapped off from the mother tree. When Mama was buried here in New York in a small plot, I worried about whether the soil was too cold for her. Too uncomfortable so her body still couldn’t find rest after death. She lived such a difficult life away from her homeland, and her body yearns for that home.

“Anyway,” Mama then said cheerfully. “I stayed with my aunt. She had this wonderful Damascene house. Paradise from the inside. You know our homes are like pomegranates. Unassuming from the outside, but once you open it, you find rubies. A fountain with goldfish and cherry trees growing in the courtyard. The goldfish knew me well. They’d hear me coming out of the kitchen with their food, and they would swim toward me. They didn’t know much about the world except the sky above them. I’d wake up in the morning and pluck a cherry right from the window.”

Even though I was only thirteen, my heart ached for something I’d never known.

She told us we’d go one day. When Syria was back to the glory days, when we had enough money.

One day never came.

The mural shows the inside of a pomegranate where a whole universe exists. Ruby-red seeds glisten on Mama’s knuckles and arms and in her long raven-black hair. Her dress is teal, arabesque designs stitched right across it. She’s midlaugh, goldfish swimming around her ankles and a paintbrush in her fingers, dripping golden liquid that splashes all over. The background is a hazy skyline of Damascus. And I know I’m toeing the line with anonymity. The last murals were generalized with obscure Easter eggs.

But I don’t care. I don’t want to censor my culture and heritage.

And when I get a message from Jamie the next day saying I think this one might be my favorite, my heart smiles so wide, it aches.
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Two weeks pass, and my time at this school doesn’t get any better, but it doesn’t get worse either. It’s a couple of boys, mostly ones I see with Mason, and though I can’t prove it yet, I know Nicole is in on some of it. Most of the students at school don’t care, and I think of them as passive watchers. Not that I expect anything.

One morning when I walk into class, passing two of Mason’s friends, one of them shouts, “Hey, jihadist, I have a question!”

His friend guffaws.

I clench my jaw, remembering how I didn’t walk away from that table during lunch when I should have.

I turn around to face them. Two blobs gape at me, and I refuse to let my vision give them any features. “Do you seriously want to use your very last brain cell to ask me something when you need it for the rest of the year?”

And without waiting for a reply, I turn on my heel and spot Jamie sitting at his desk in the corner with an empty seat beside him.

He heard everything, his expression ping-ponging from annoyed to amused.

I sit, taking out my notebooks, firmly ignoring all the eyes on the back of my neck.

“What are you looking at?” Jamie asks loudly in the direction of the blobs. They turn away, and Jamie focuses his attention on me. “You okay?”

I press a hand over my queasy stomach. “Yeah.”

I spoke up. I said something. It’s terrifying and it’s everything. But I feel like all my energy has drained away.

Alexis has stopped checking in on me. I gave up on my locker when I found a bunch of old, dirty socks shoved in there Monday morning. I have no idea who put them there, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was Nicole.

But today is Saturday, and it’s the day Amal is leaving for Qatar. I’ve been dreading it since she told me. I haven’t seen her since I was at her apartment.

It’s a bit jarring to see her now at JFK. Her pregnancy hasn’t started showing yet, but her cheeks are fuller, and she’s looking more like Mama. Marwan is by baggage check-in, depositing their bags, while Baba, Amal, and I stand awkwardly beside one another.

“You’ll visit, right?” Amal asks suddenly.

I jump. She’s looking straight at me; her eyes are watery, but she’s not allowing herself to cry.

I nod, unable to say anything because the lump in my throat hurts.

“Baba, you too,” Amal says.

“InshAllah,” Baba replies absently. He’s physically here, but mentally he’s detached himself from the situation. It’s been a while since I took a good look at him. His hair and beard are whiter, and the look in his eyes is more broken than usual. I think there’s a crookedness in his back like he physically can’t hold himself up. Amal leaving is destroying parts of him as well.

“Baba, think about coming to live with us, okay?” Amal latches on to his arm. “You’ll be closer to your grandkid. Being in a Muslim country… you won’t have to be scared. Retire in Qatar. It’s better for you. Even Jihad is thinking about studying college there.” She gives me a meaningful look. Lie.

“And leave your mom?” he says hoarsely, shaking his head.

What about me? I think.

“You can’t live your life here forever,” Amal continues. “You can’t be stuck in the past. It’s hurting you. Mama…” She swallows hard, shuddering in a breath. “We can only pray for her. But Jihad and I need you. So please, think about it. You have time until Jihad is done with school. And I want you to see your grandkid.”

Baba nods, his lips turned downward, and I think he’s halfway into the afterlife; the only thing keeping him here is us. And now one of us is leaving.

“All right,” Marwan says, walking over and giving Amal’s passport to her with the boarding pass tucked inside. “Boarding is in two hours.”

“Okay.” Amal gives him a watery smile, and he pats her back. She clears her throat. “I think we should move toward the security thing.”

“We don’t have to go in now.” He takes her bag and drags the carry-on. “We have time to say goodbye.”

“Okay.” She sniffs, and when we walk toward the security check, she grabs hold of my hand, squeezing it tightly to her chest.

The lump in my throat dissolves, and the dam breaks behind my eyes. My tears pour down my cheeks, and I know Amal is crying, too, but we’re not looking at each other.

I want the walk to TSA to take fifty years, but we’re there too soon and she rounds on me.

“Message me every single day,” she says through hiccups, and wipes my tears away with her palms.

“I’m sorry for what I said,” I whisper, my breaths choppy. Guilt sours my tongue. Why didn’t I go over to see her every day the past three weeks? Why did I let some stupid sense of pride rob me of more time with my sister?

She shakes her head quickly before grabbing me into a tight hug. “I love you. Okay? I love you. And we’re always going to be a family. I am here for you forever.”

I bury my face in her shoulder, holding her just as close, inhaling her apple-blossom scent in mouthfuls.

She doesn’t want to let go, so I do it for her, and her eyes are a bright red, her tears rivers. She turns to Baba, grabbing his hand to kiss the back of it, but he raises hers and kisses it.

“Allah yerda aa’laiki,” he says gruffly, and for a split second, I see my dad. The colors that were muted, gray and translucent, are back. He doesn’t say anything else but hugs her. Amal is once again a kid in her father’s arms.

When they let go, Amal pulls me to the side and hugs me before kissing my head. “I think I’m going to call it off. I’ll just live here. It’s fine.”

I let out a blubbery laugh. “I want that so bad.”

“Promise you’ll visit in the summer. I’ll have given birth by then, and the baby will be so cute, and you have to meet your niecephew.”

“Niecephew?”

“We don’t know the gender yet. So niece plus nephew. Promise.”

I glance at Baba, who’s standing beside Marwan, too far to hear our conversation. “I might be on my way to San Francisco then.”

She brushes away her tears. “InshAllah, you will be. But you’ll have time. I know there’s a direct flight from Doha to San Francisco. I looked it up. July you’re with me, okay? Promise. It’s the only way I’ll get through this.”

“I promise.” It lights up something in me. That this isn’t the end but the beginning of something else. Maybe Mama felt the same way when she left Syria. The conflicted feelings, doubting whether it was right to leave or not.

Amal straightens, kissing my cheeks twice, and walks over to squeeze Baba’s hand once. Marwan hugs Baba goodbye and nods at me. He holds Amal’s hand as she walks backward, not taking her eyes off us.

She keeps waving goodbye until she’s out of sight, and a new silence weighs heavily on us. A new loneliness settles in our lives.
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Baba doesn’t say anything on the way back, and it’s only when he stops by the gas station that I realize we’re not going home.

He gets out of the car, and I follow him before my limbs freeze.

Someone has spray-painted terrorist all over the front with some crude pictures beside it.

“What the hell is this?” I ask, shocked.

Baba doesn’t answer but unlocks the doors to get something from inside. I’m rooted to my spot, watching the ugly lines of those letters and the uneven shapes of the pictures.

Baba comes out, carrying a pint of white paint and a roller. He opens the pint and dips the roller into it before starting to cover up the wall.

“Baba, what is this?”

“Just some kids,” he answers in Arabic.

“When? Did you call the police?”

He paints in silence.

“Baba!” I yell.

He turns toward me. “Yes, I called the police. They said they’d look into it. They haven’t called back, so it’s nothing serious, Jihad. And doesn’t happen often.”

I gape at him. “What if it escalates?”

He sighs, dropping the roller into the pint. “What would you want to do? Do you want me to stake this place out and beat them up when they come? What can I do, Jihad? What can I do to stop this?”

I stare, my jaw trembling with helplessness. I don’t know what he can do. We know that not even our deaths would spur the police into action. This is why nothing I say to the teachers at school will have any effect. We have no power, so we can’t fight for justice. I’m seventeen, and the only way I can fight is through my paintbrush. Baba works at a gas station; the only way he fights is with a paint roller. I think of the day when I’m stronger. When the ripples in the sea become rogue waves.

When I don’t reply, Baba goes back to painting over the words, over the pictures, and I sit on the ground, watching him, my heart breaking all over again.
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“Hey, Jihad!” Hayley calls out to me on Monday.

I turn around, confused. It’s the break between classes, and I’m on my way to third period.

She’s smiling brightly at me, her large, stylish curls bouncing with every step she takes. I find myself jealous of how perfectly her uniform fits her, knowing she must have had it tailored.

“Hey?” My confusion deepens when she wraps her arms around my shoulders.

She leans back, her hands sliding to my back. “I haven’t seen you around!”

“Busy with studying,” I say, unnerved.

“Ugh, same. I had to stay in this weekend because of the stupid calculus exam.”

I nod, unsure what to say.

She scratches her mouth. “Do you want to have lunch together? Nicole calmed down, and I was sent as a peace broker. I mean, I told her it was unfair how she was treating you, by the way. It’s not your fault Jamie doesn’t like her.”

I grimace. “I don’t know about lunch.”

“Oh, come on,” she whines. “It’ll be fun, I promise. Mason and his weird friends won’t be there either. It’ll be just us girls.”

I swallow hard and nod. “Okay.”

She jumps up and down, clapping her hands. “Awesome! Honestly, Nicole was real bitchy, wasn’t she?”

I don’t say anything, confused about what’s happening.

Hayley laughs. “Come on. You can say it. If someone treated me the way Nicole treated you, that bitch would be dead.”

“I guess. Look, I really need to get to class. But I’ll see you at lunch?”

She nods enthusiastically. “Absolutely!”

Jamie isn’t with me in my next class, so I sit by myself. At the end, I look at my notes, feeling extremely proud of myself. I won’t even have to listen to the recording I took. My stomach growls, and I grab my bag, glad and nervous that I’ll be eating in the cafeteria.

I hear giggles following me and then a loud laugh.

I’m not sure if it’s about me, so I hurry along. But then something sharp hits me on the side of my shoulder. It stings and I stop, looking down to see a quarter.

“I paid up!” a guy calls.

Something else gets thrown at me, but it doesn’t hurt. A twenty-dollar bill lands beside my shoes.

“I don’t carry coins,” another says as four boys gather around me. “So does that mean I can rent you for the whole week?”

My heart stops beating, and I try to walk past them, but they block me.

One takes out a hundred-dollar bill, shaking it in front of my eyes before rolling it and tucking it between my hijab and cheek. “This’ll feed you for a month, right?”

Bile rises in my throat. I don’t understand what’s going on.

“Okay, move on,” a girl says behind them. Audrey stands with her arms folded against her chest. Her hair is gathered into a tiny ponytail, and I finally see it’s dark brown. “Joke’s over.”

“It’s not my fault, Audrey,” one of the guys says. “She’s the one advertising it.”

I feel their eyes on my back. My hands scramble, touching a paper stuck to me. I rip it off, and my blood freezes when I read what’s written.
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“Did you do this, Wyatt?” Audrey snaps.

Wyatt’s face is pink with laughter. “No, I didn’t, but it’s brilliant.”

I yank out the hundred-dollar bill and throw it at him. I wish it were a brick so it would crush his organs. All I feel is anger.

“Whoa!” Wyatt says, raising his hands. “Calm down.”

I’m shaking. “Screw you.”

Audrey takes my elbow and steers me away from them. Once we’re out of sight, she turns toward me. “Are you okay?”

I wrap my arms around myself, unable to look back.

“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” When I don’t answer, she rubs her nose. “I’m sorry it’s happening, but I was thinking maybe the principal doesn’t know about this. You should tell him.”

“It’s not going to help,” I finally reply. “He won’t do anything, because we don’t know who did it.”

“But you know,” Audrey insists, her cheeks ruddy and freckles disappearing. I’ve gotten used to the gray for so long that seeing most of the colors is jarring.

“Why do you care?” I ask.

She chews on her tongue and pushes her glasses up her nose. “I couldn’t sleep after what happened to you. What I saw. I felt disgusted with myself, okay? The least I can do right now is go with you to the principal.”

I study her. “You think something will come out of it?”

She nods. “This is still Braxton. This shouldn’t be happening here.”

Maybe she’s right. It did happen in front of everyone, unlike what happened with Adrian. Maybe Audrey as a witness will help. “Sure.”

“At the very least, the principal will know.”

When we get to the administration office, we’re told to wait. We sit on the couches, and while Audrey looks as cool as a cucumber, I’m shivering. I haven’t met the principal, and I would have liked to keep it that way.

“Did someone really put a bunch of socks in your locker?” Audrey asks, drawing me out of my panicked haze.

“What?”

“Socks. Locker.”

I nod. “I don’t know who, though.”

She mimes gagging. “That’s disgusting.”

“Girls, Dr. Mérieux will see you,” the administrator calls from her desk.

Audrey walks in like she comes here every day and has coffee with Dr. Mérieux.

Dr. Mérieux himself looks exactly how someone who runs a school for the wealthy would look. A tailored three-piece black suit, and I’m sure he has a monocle peeking out from a breast pocket that also houses a multicolored handkerchief. He can’t be older than fifty with the fine lines around his eyes and an impressive mustache. His eyes are piercing blue, and I avoid looking at them. His hair doesn’t seem to have aged, brown with a few stray silvers in it.

“Hello, girls,” he says warmly. “Have a seat.”

We do, and my stomach pulls and pulls.

Dr. Mérieux settles behind his mahogany desk. It’s empty save for the wide-screen monitor and one Moleskine notebook. Behind him are shelves filled with leather-bound textbooks from top to bottom.

He smiles. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Audrey looks at me, but my bravado has abandoned me. When I don’t say anything, she takes over explaining from her own perspective.

Dr. Mérieux gazes at me intently the whole time, and I try my best not to look guilty. I suspect he must be thinking I made the whole thing up, put the paper on my own back to try to trap the boys of this school. To ridicule them and get them into trouble.

When Audrey finishes, he presses his lips together, looking grave.

“Well, thank you for letting me know,” he finally says, and turns his attention at me. “Are you all right, Miss Dabbagh?”

I nod.

“Do you know who did this to you?”

I glance at Audrey, who raises her eyebrows.

“I—I’m not sure,” I say quietly.

“There’ve been other things too,” Audrey chimes in. “Old socks in her locker. There’s a rumor about who can steal her hijab. I’m not sure where it came from, but I heard Adrian talking about it.”

I suppress a shudder.

Dr. Mérieux frowns. “That’s not good.”

We then fall quiet. Audrey looks at Dr. Mérieux, waiting for him to say something, and I look anywhere but the door. I just want to leave.

Dr. Mérieux nods again and then stands. “All right, I will personally look into this.”

Audrey’s expression relaxes, and she stands as well. “Thank you, Dr. Mérieux,” she says, pronouncing his name in a perfect French accent.

When we’re outside she turns to me, smiling. “Didn’t I tell you it would help?”

I want to laugh at how innocent and naive she’s being, but I don’t. “Thank you.”

All I want is to leave this place and go to the art studio, where I can be alone.

She crosses her arms. “You don’t sound so sure.”

“I guess I’m an ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’ kind of person.”

“Fair enough.”

We stand awkwardly, and I feel like I have to break the silence. “Thanks for saying something.”

She waves a hand. “Honestly, it wasn’t anything. I’ve known Wyatt since we were in kindergarten. He’s just an asshole.”

I consider her for a while. “You have to know, telling the principal won’t do anything. I know you’re being kind and helpful, but trust me, nothing ever happens. When you try to get people to help, it almost never leads anywhere, because no one wants to do anything. You have to do it yourself.”

She goes quiet, mulling over my words.
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“There you are,” Jamie exclaims when he finds me in the art studio hiding behind one of the easels. “I don’t know why I checked the theater, cafeteria, and gym before coming here. Of course you’d be here.”

I mumble a mmm from where I’m crouched out of view. It’s last period, but I have it with Alexis and her friends and I don’t want to see them. So I skipped. I haven’t spoken to Alexis since last week. I don’t want to hear whatever excuses on Hayley’s behalf she’ll have this time. Our friendship is hanging on by a loose thread.

Jamie walks up and sits beside me, leaning his back against a cupboard.

I stay quiet, legs tucked to my chest as I scroll through my phone. Of course, still no messages from Alexis. Plenty of texts from Amal, though. She sent pictures of the view from her apartment, which is all the way up on the twenty-sixth floor. It has a balcony that overlooks the Arabian Gulf. There are also several pictures of the inside of her penthouse. It’s wide and beautiful and sandy colored, like the desert molded itself into a house.


Amal: I love it here

Amal: waking up to the athan. I never realized how much I missed this without knowing I did

Amal: people speak ARABIC

Amal: halal P.F. CHANG’S

Amal: I know I’m not helping but oh my god I can’t wait till you visit

Amal: your room is going to be so cute

Amal: call me when you’re free



I’ve looked at the pictures until I can draw them from memory.

Amal being gone is still a raw wound. While she has a new life to soothe her wounds, I have nothing but the sketchbook and dreams of San Francisco beaches. It’s a fire in my chest I hold on to.

“If you’re here and I’m here,” Jamie says, “then who’s taking notes in class?”

His tone is jovial, too careless for my liking. It’s salt in the wound.

I snap my head up. “What?”

He doesn’t flinch at my tone. He doesn’t even register it. I finally see the anxiety gleaming in his brown eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, worried.

He lets out a laugh and musses his hair. Then he drags his hand over his face, blowing a long breath.

I stare at him.

“I—” he begins, then shakes his head. “Damn it, why do I feel embarrassed?”

I frown. “What’s happening?”

His jaw flexes, and then he stands, pacing around for a minute. “There’s—I want your help.”

“Yes?”

“I think—no, I do. I want—” He goes quiet, and pink smatters all over his cheeks.

“Jamie, what is going on?”

He looks away from me, training his eyes on the floor. “I want—I want to become Muslim.”







Forest Green
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I don’t move, not quite understanding the words he’s saying.

He finally looks up at me, eyes wide. There is more than anxiety happening behind his eyes, and there’s a determination in the angles of his face. Still, I can see these words terrify him.

“Wh-what?” I ask.

He clears his throat. “I’ve been thinking about it for so long. Way before I met you. And I’ve researched and read people’s experiences, and it just clicked with me. I just—I liked what I read, so I researched more.”

My breaths come in and out in short puffs. “I—what?”

His shoulders slump, and the red deepens on his cheeks. “I thought you’d be happy. I thought—” He looks away, one hand covering his face, angling away from me.

“No,” I say quickly. “No, no, I am. I just—are you sure?”

He turns toward me, and there’s no more frenzy in his expression.

“I’m sure,” he says steadily. “This isn’t a decision I made overnight. I told you I was raised Confucian, and there’s so much I like about it. The ideologies are something I believe in. I think everyone would agree on them. To live as a good person. But I always wondered about this universe. How things came to be and what happens after. You know if the percentage of oxygen was one degree higher, we’d all burn? And if it was lower, we’d suffocate.”

His voice becomes dreamlike. “So I started looking a long, long time ago. In ninth grade, we had a project on different countries and their histories. I got Algeria but somehow fell into a research hole going through different Muslim countries. I watched videos of mothers from Bosnia and Iraq and how they were after their children died in genocides. Their steel strength mixed with the grief. I read stories of people who lost everything, but they kept saying alhumdulilah.” He looks at me to check the pronunciation, and I nod. “Algeria is called the country of the million and a half martyrs. I wanted to know why. To find out about these people who didn’t just die for their country but for their religion as well. And it’s the same in every Muslim country.” He goes quiet, staring faraway. “It made my world bigger, you know? I’ve never believed in anything this fiercely. I want to. I looked more into Islam. I saw so many similarities with what Confucianism believes in.”

He takes in a deep breath, closing his eyes for a second. “Bà Ngoại raised me to think for myself. She never forced me to practice the way she does, but she would let me decide. And I always joined her. I liked how it brought us closer. You know there are Vietnamese Muslims? Not just converts but a whole ethnic minority community called Cham. I mean, there are Cham who practice Hinduism, but the Muslim Cham are Muslim. They’re both Vietnamese and Muslim.” He swallows hard. “I was… worried being Muslim would replace being Vietnamese, but that’s not a thing. I am both. I mean, I can be both.”

He glances at me, his Adam’s apple dipping. It’s as if someone has raised the contrast because all the colors come back full force for one glorious minute. I see the striations the green makes, the slow heartbeat of the red, the endless horizon of the blue. The yellow in his hair that reminds me of dandelions, and his brown eyes that reflect the sunlight to create an amber shade. And that sunrise-orange color of his. He’s incredibly beautiful in this moment. I realize I’ve always seen him as gorgeous; I just never put the thought into words.

My breath vanishes. I stand, reaching out a hand toward the colors, and they wash me whole in all the hues.

“Jihad?” Jamie asks.

I blink, distracted. “Don’t you see it?” I ask in a hushed voice.

He looks around. “What?”

“The colors.”

Realization dawns on him. “What do you see?”

I try to capture every second of this. “Everything. Some are so bright. Others so deep. I see every little change in them. The brown wood on that easel isn’t just one color. It’s many different shades. But every main color flows differently. Like musical notes.” I tear my gaze away from them to look at him. He’s watching with me an expression I don’t really know what to call. But it’s soft and gentle, and it’s been so long since someone looked at me like that. “I can see you. All of you.”

He smiles. “What’s my color?”

My heart stutters. “Orange. Like the sunrise.”

His eyes light up. “What do you see?”

“It’s red in your heart and soul but branches out into orange. It’s a rich shade. I’ve only seen it once during the summer. A sunrise, and my whole room was bathed in orange. It was so warm.”

His lips part, and he takes a step toward me.

I jump. “I’m sorry, you were telling me about how you decided to convert.”

He shakes his head. “No, this just makes me feel sure of my decision.”

I clear my throat. “You’re right about that, you know. I mean that being Muslim doesn’t make you any less Vietnamese. I’m Syrian and Muslim. But you know people, even good ones, look at us and think we’re confined to one space. That we can only exist in one box because they think being Muslim means being limited. It’s an unconscious bias. As if being Muslim is some sort of hurdle to overcome or something. Or a crutch. It’s condescending.” I exhale loudly, so many moments in my life replaying in my mind.

In middle school, we were asked to present on something we liked. I decided to talk about the architecture of Alhambra that my ancestors built. My teacher was surprised I knew anything about history. I think of how shocked Linda was when she found out Baba has a degree in civil engineering. Or Mason and his poster of Muhammad Ali. It’s always this little stunned expression before their eyes clearly say, Well, they’re not like others.

“You’ll meet so many people with preconceived ideas of how they expect you to act,” I tell Jamie, even though I know this is more of a reality for me as a hijabi than it will be for him. My whole image screams Muslim, while he has the privilege of ambiguity. Not that he wouldn’t face discrimination. But it wouldn’t be the way I face it. “And when you shatter those ideas, they will pat you on the back for not being the stereotype. Because fundamentally they think the stereotype is what’s normal. This happens with everyone. Even with allies.” I breathe in deeply, hold the air in my lungs before letting it go. “You will spend so much time trying to convince people you’re just a human being.”

He nods slowly. “I know.”

I smile, and it feels effortless.

“I’ve been looking for peace for so long,” he says quietly. “I found it with Bà Ngoại and the farm, but it comes and goes, you know? I don’t have it in New York. I thought it would be a chance for my parents to make up for the past.” He looks suddenly alarmed. “Not that they did anything wrong. I get why they work. But I thought it would be the start of something. I think…I think I will find my peace in converting.” He laughs lightly, running a hand over his face. “Just saying it makes me happy.”

I stare at him for a beat. “Can I ask why now? Why today?”

He thinks about it for a second. “I’ve been postponing it for a while with no real reason. But I woke up this morning, and I just… decided. Why am I putting it off when I’ve been thinking about it for so long? Am I waiting for a miracle to fall from the sky?” He laughs. “Well, a miracle did happen. Your murals.”

He goes quiet, closes his eyes, his expression raw and honest.

My chest expands with a mouthful of air. The colors are back and they’re beautiful. There’s an added richness, a deepened color like I can see every atom making them up.

“How can I help?” I ask quietly.

His eyes flutter open. “Could you take me to the mosque? I know that’s where you convert.”

Something’s changed in his face, and I don’t know what it is. Something unexplainable. It’s like the curtain has dropped. I can see him whole.

“Yeah,” I say in a hoarse voice. “Yeah, I can.”
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We’re silent on our walk to the mosque. We go to one closest to the school. It’s not one my family and I attend. Even though we’re not talking, Jamie grows quieter; it’s like he’s not breathing.

I glance at him. He’s looking straight ahead, studying everything around him like he’s seeing it for the first time. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking, what he’s feeling. But the orange in his soul glows like a fire opal. It’s a rare sunny autumn day, and the breeze rushing past our silhouettes feels like it’s walking with us to the mosque. If my great-aunt were here, she’d tell us the trees are congratulating Jamie, sending prayers to the heavens.

I try to hold on to this moment. It’s a happy one, but I know they don’t last as long as you want them to. I memorize the color of his peacoat, a navy blue, and that one ray of sun that turns his blond hair golden. The wisp of his curls along his cheekbones. That one bee snuggling on a flower we pass by.

The mosque is in a plain building, no domes or minarets, and my heart aches that he’s not doing this in a Muslim country where mosques are a works of art. This one is just as precious, but his conversion deserves to be celebrated in a way that rings loud across the skies. Somewhere like the Umayyad Mosque.

I think of Jamie in Syria, walking along the crooked alleyways of Damascus, stopping at the stalls to look at what the merchants are selling. He’d probably buy a rug that would be in the living room of the farmhouse and an arabesque painting of Quranic verses to hang in his room. I wonder what he’d be like in my hometown. I don’t know what I would be like. Maybe I’d be more myself, more saturated, borrowing color from the nature around me. The seaweed giving me the green, the Mediterranean the blue, and the red from the pomegranates growing in our gardens.

I want this life for me so bad, it hurts to think of it.

There are just six people in the mosque, one of them being the imam. Some of them shed a few tears when Jamie tells the imam why he’s here.

Jamie’s trembling. I can see it from where I’m standing at the back of the mosque. His voice shakes when he repeats the shahada, the Muslim declaration of faith, his breath hitching.

My head spins from how this is actually happening. That I’m standing here watching Jamie do this. I feel a rush of strength, a comforting hug. I’m not alone, and I see my identity through his eyes. Something precious and wonderful to be proud of. Everything that my ancestors achieved and gave to this world so I could stand here.

When Jamie’s done, the imam pulls him into a hug, and the rest of the people in the mosque all take their turn, patting his back and giving him their phone numbers if he needs help with anything. They invite him to come in on Saturday, as the mosque becomes a school to teach Arabic and Islam to kids but also to others who need it. They ask him to come during lunch, making him promise because they’ll be preparing a whole feast.

Jamie looks overwhelmed, his face a bright pink, and he keeps chancing looks at me like he’s seeking approval.

It’s endearing, and I can’t help the smile on my face.

The imam gives him a small booklet before he leaves, and Jamie shows it to me proudly.

“Your Islam for Dummies.” I smile.

Jamie doesn’t hear me, staring at the booklet like it’s a lifeline.

“Jamie?”

He looks up, blinking.

“This—did I really just do this?” he asks in a hushed voice. “In my school uniform? I’ve imagined this moment for years. I never thought it would be like this.”

I nod gravely. “You must now declare yourself as a Muslim to every TSA agent you come across as you’re entitled to an entire body check at airports.”

He grins. “Entitled?”

“Entitled. Subjected. Potato, potahto.”

We put on our shoes and Jamie skips down the steps, looking up at the sky. The afternoon sun is syrupy, soft in her light, giving a magical air to everything around us. Like anything is possible in this bustling city and that tomorrow may be promised to no one, but it’s ours for the taking. I think I’ll remember this day forever.

The roots of his hair are darker, the new hair growing black, but the blond curls look like the sun.

He swirls around, watching me where I am up the stairs.

“How do you feel?” I drink in his joy.

There are universes in his eyes. “Not sure. I don’t really feel like myself right now. This is an out-of-body experience.”

“Can I treat you to a cupcake while your soul hovers beside us?”

He glances at the thin air around him. “How about it? Yes? Thought so.”

I snort so loudly I startle a pigeon and immediately clamp a hand on my mouth.

He looks delighted. “Oh, I’m gonna need to hear that again.”

“Never.” My cheeks are warm as I climb down the stairs and walk past him.
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We settle on cupcakes from an adorable bakery down the block. A New York cheesecake–flavored cupcake for me and salted caramel for Jamie. We sit side by side on a bench by the street, people passing us by. It’s a sunny yet somewhat cold fall day. We’re in a part of the city where the mural is in fragments all around us. A group of people is taking pictures with Mama’s eyes and the pomegranate seeds on the ground. One girl, who looks like she’s in her early twenties, is drawing abstract shapes beside Mama’s eyes. I like them; they give the mural something different. People adding their own twists to the art just makes it more beautiful.

“Bismillah,” Jamie whispers, and takes a bite. He nods empathetically when he sees my impressed expression. “Oh, yes. All the research.”

I cross my legs on the bench, pulling my ankles close. “You know you… you inspired me today.”

He blinks. “Seriously?”

I nod. “I don’t know if I’d have the courage to do what you did. It’s not that I don’t want to be Muslim or wear my hijab. I’d never give it up for the world. I mean, the hijab is more than a part of me. It would be like asking me to detach my…” I frown, trying to think of something profound. “My arm.”

Jamie laughs.

“You get the idea,” I say, and he nods. “I know it would be easier for me if I took it off. I could hide and blend in. But I can’t do it. It doesn’t even exist in the realm of possibility for me. It’s incredible how my main offense is wearing this piece of cloth on my head. If I wasn’t wearing it, Braxton would be difficult, but it wouldn’t be like this.” I blow out a puff of air. “But this is something I’ve known all my life. I don’t come with negative biases a lot of people have toward Islam. I separate the religion from the people. But you… you’ve lived a whole life on the outside, and I just find it amazing you looked in.”

“I read Malcolm X’s biography last year.” He sets his cupcake down beside him. “What struck me the most is when he mentioned going to Mecca and seeing every single race and ethnicity standing side by side for prayer. That there is no difference between rich and poor. Between any color. What matters is who you are as a person.”

I get what he’s trying to say. “Because living in a society that judges you on how you look is a broken society.”

He nods, eyes clear. “It’s like the people there in that place embodied that knowledge. It wasn’t just words. It wasn’t something idealistic. It was real.”

“Our community isn’t perfect… and there are some bad eggs, but what he wrote is how it should be,” I say. “Muslims have to believe it. You’ll see it when you go to the mosque here. I imagine it’s the same in Muslim countries. I like to think it is. People striving for equality.”

He looks away. “I guess I was, and still am, a bit worried I might not fit in being a convert and all. Kind of like those first nights in Vietnam.”

“I don’t think so. There’s what’s right, and there’s reality. What’s right is that it doesn’t matter if you’re a convert or born Muslim; there’s no difference between me and you, and you will fit in. The reality is that this world treats us both very differently. You can get away with a lot of things I can’t. No one will ever know you’re Muslim unless you tell them. And being white passing will give you privileges I don’t have. But I will always fall back on what’s right, not what the world tells me is right.” I smile, shrugging a shoulder. “Besides, you fit in with me.”

This time he does look at me, brown eyes molten like honey and warm like the earth. Something stirs in my heart, like it did before on that bench outside Central Park. The thought that occurred to me in Washington Square Park. And I know what this could mean, but I don’t want to think it. There’s no place in my life right now for whatever this is. Even if, with him now being Muslim, I could let myself think about something like that.

But I do let myself say one thing. Just to see what it’ll do. “You know the first thing I thought of when I saw the color of your eyes was that I’d like to paint them.”

“Really?” he breathes.

I take a small bite from my cupcake to avoid answering. He lets it go but doesn’t stop staring at me like he’s counting every eyelash and freckle on my face.

“Are you going to tell your parents?” I ask, scratching my knee.

This sobers him up. “Not sure. Not now, though. They’re barely home, so springing this on them when the last proper conversation we had was which classes I’ll be taking this semester will give them a heart attack for sure.”

“Will you tell your bà ngoại?”

He smiles, nodding. “Yes. She’s coming over during Christmas. I think I’ll tell her then.”

He inhales the last part of his cupcake, then says, “You have a sister, right?”

The familiar lump appears back in my throat, and I try to swallow through it. “Yeah. She, uh, she moved to Qatar last weekend.”

He sits up. “Oh.”

I stare at the gravel in front of me, feeling the heaviness of my phone in my pocket, where her messages live. Where she lives now.

“I’m sorry. I know what it feels like,” he says quietly.

I nod, biting my lip. “It’s hard living sometimes. I have all these emotions, all these feelings and thoughts and conversations I thought I’d have with Mama, and now she’s gone. Thoughts or conversations I wish I’d had earlier and there’s no place for them to go but inside me. They just wander about lost. Now Amal’s moved to another country, and she left me to deal with everything. And it’s just so lonely.” The cupcake sits like a stone in my stomach. “Those murals are a lifeline for me. A way for those feelings to go somewhere.”

Jamie turns toward me, crossing his legs. “When Bà Ngoại first came here, she said she hated it. She felt she’d moved through universes and there was no way to go back home. Back then, she didn’t really know if the war in Vietnam would end. Or how it would end. If she’d ever see her family again. She had so many unspoken thoughts with nowhere for them to go either.” He clasps his hands, pressing his lips together. “Grandpa was… he was a good man for his time. But he didn’t get her. Not with the basic Vietnamese he learned. Not in the way his heart wasn’t a match for hers. She eventually found a way for those thoughts and stories and conversations to be told. She told them to the ancestors, to the sheep, to the sky, and to me. She found that closure in me when she taught me Vietnamese.” His features are softer than I’ve ever seen them before, and there’s a gnawing ache in his eyes.

My eyes prickle with unshed tears.

“I think there’s so much to see in this world,” he continues. “So many people to meet. I didn’t know you a year ago. And you didn’t have those murals. Did you ever think you would be here in October in a city that can’t stop talking about the murals you’re painting?”

I draw in a shaky breath. “No.”

The smile he has is full of serenity. “So imagine what more is out there for you. For the world. Maybe you’ll remember me saying this when you’re thirty.”

The words open up pockets of imagination in my mind. Like looking through a telescope and glimpsing a possible distant future. And even though it’s hazy, blurred in and out of focus, I know it can be mine.

Hope is a fragile bird nesting in my ribs. I press my palms against my chest, praying it doesn’t fly away.

“Your paintings will sell for millions,” he says. “Do you ever think about that? The type of art you’d make?”

I nod, my gaze anywhere but at him.

It’s strange talking about the future when the past has wrapped itself around my arms and legs like twine. “Some time ago, when I could still see the colors, I came across this one post online of a destroyed house in Homs in Syria. Among the rubble, there was this painting with a broken frame. There was dust on the painting, but you could still see what it was supposed to be. It was the middle of the ocean, and it had every shade of blue. It was mesmerizing. I could see all the shades and how they merged with one another. It was alive. I think about the person who painted it because the talent is incredible. The post didn’t say who it was. Whoever did it must have passed away or left. But I imagine they lived in that house. Had a whole life and loved to paint.” I look up at the sky and can see the painting so clearly in my mind. “I’d like to recreate it. It’s strange to say, but it gave me hope. Like this painting persisted even with all the pain.”

“You should do it,” Jamie says instantly. “You should paint it.”

I smile. “Where do you see yourself at thirty?”

He lets out a low whistle. “Still in Wisconsin with Bà Ngoại. But I’ve been thinking about doing something big for the farm.”

“What do you have in mind?”

He looks shy. “I was thinking about what you said. Studying something that helps the farm. Agricultural science sounds interesting, and I think focusing on horticulture would elevate it.”

“Horticulture?”

“Study of growing plants, fruits and flowers. We can grow cherry and fig trees so families can come in the summer and pick them. In autumn we’ll have pumpkins and roasted corn. Strawberry lemonade in the summer. It becomes not just a farm, but an experience.”

His dreams are a beautiful golden color, like morning sunrise. It washes him whole, spilling onto the pavement.

“Where do you think I’ll be?” I find myself asking, staring at the waterfall of gold.

He breathes in slow. “You’ll be all over the world. San Francisco is just the beginning. Your murals will shoot you up all the way to the sky. People will say your name in awe and wonder. I’ll see you pop up on the news because you invented a new way to draw.”

My lips twitch.

“You’ll be glamorous. Tokyo would be a weekend trip for you, and you’ll have a whole room in your mansion just to paint. You’ll have a long line of customers commissioning you for murals and paintings. You’ll get invited to fancy parties where they serve little mushrooms on snails or something.”

We both burst out laughing.

“I’ll be out with friends, and you’ll be on the cover of Vogue, and I’ll point at your picture and say I knew you. They’ll call me a liar, so I’ll pull up the yearbook.”

My heart twinges. “Knew?”

He pauses, and his expression turns shy. “You wouldn’t want to be friends with a small-town farmer.”

“A small-town farmer who goes to Braxton and lives in a town house in the West Village and his bà ngoại owns, from the sound of it, a multimillion-dollar property?” I say teasingly.

He nods solemnly. “Exactly.”

I shake my head at him, smiling.

He goes quiet for a while, and I sit in that future he illustrated. It floats beside me, offering me glimpses, teasing me with the possibilities.

I don’t think it’ll happen as he described, but I hope some of it will. Having my own place where I can paint. To allow myself to dream of something bigger than San Francisco feels electrifying, a different shade of joy I forgot about.

Jamie clears his throat. “I think I should get going. Back home, I mean. I gotta read the booklet and see what I should do.”

I nod. “Yeah. Sure.”

We stand at the same time as a strange silence descends between us.

“If you have any questions, just text me.”

“Yeah, I will.” He raises his hand as if to pat my shoulder and then takes it back just as quickly, settling on a wave.

I wave back, watching him walk away.







Emerald Green
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A message pings on my phone. It’s a photo of gummy bears.


Jamie: no gelatin!




Me: congratulations! You’re getting good at finding hidden gems




Jamie: is it frowned upon to buy out the stock?




Me: I’m not the law

Me: but yes do it. be responsible for the halal gummy bear shortage in this city



The moment of shyness between us on that bench was a blip.


Jamie: found another article online about the wonderful murals in the city. Would you like to see them?




Me: I don’t know who you’re talking to. I don’t like art



He’s been sending me snippets of articles online. Pictures of the murals he runs past. I don’t read them, trying to keep distance between the world and my art. I swipe past videos and comments. I’ve asked Jamie to let me know if there’s anything out of the ordinary being discussed.

But in case there are eyes in our phones and laptops, we keep the conversations vague and general.

It’s been eye-opening and surprisingly wonderful to discover what it means to be Muslim through his eyes. I find more appreciation for waking up before the sun rises to pray Fajr. He misses some prayers, remembering too late or sleeping through his alarm for the morning prayer. But the way he tries heals something within me. He starts going to the mosque every other Saturday, proudly showing me the Arabic alphabet he’s finally able to write.

Things are different now with Amal in Qatar. She sends me pictures every single day, and I don’t have the heart to tell her I don’t want to see them. That they make me feel left behind.

“I forget I don’t have to read the ingredients when I go grocery shopping here,” she says to me on the phone. It’s three in the morning for me but nine a.m. for her. She woke me up, but I don’t care. I haven’t spoken to her in weeks. “I can’t explain how amazing that is.”

I grunt in response, my eyes half closed.

“How’s school?”

I make a face. “Fine.”

Conversations between Alexis and me have gone dry. The last proper text she sent me was a month ago when Nicole threw a fit about Jamie. I’ve tried reaching out twice, but she answers days late. She still smiles at me during classes but sits with her friends and has stopped asking me to join them.

Amal tells me about Marwan’s new job and the crib she picked out for the baby. We say goodbye because she has to get ready for a housewarming party her neighbor is throwing for her.

I lie back in my bed, all sleep gone.

I sigh and lean over to my nightstand to grab the sketchbook.

I’ve drawn five more murals in the past month, since the day Jamie converted.

People have put together that the character in the murals lives in the Middle East. Probably from the Islamic architecture I’ve been painting. The sparkling domes and the crescent adorning Mama’s jewelry.

Mama and her stacks of sketchbooks like she’s living in a bubble of imagination.

Mama’s face constructed from arabesque architecture, different hues of blue and green swirling together to make the sea and country.

Mama reunited with the jellyfish, who can’t believe how much she’s grown.

The inside of Mama’s rib cage, where her heart houses her family.

And Mama falling in love with Baba, the color in her hair turning red and spreading pink and orange shades all over her body.

I was nervous painting the last one, even though I’ve been a bit liberal with Mama’s features. Baba and I were in the car heading toward the gas station when he saw it. He didn’t say anything but did a double take.

“What’s wrong?” I asked carefully.

He stared at the mural until the car behind him slammed the horn.

But throughout the day, he had a faraway gaze like he was looking at the past. At night, he looked at me and asked, “That woman in the painting looks like your mother, no?”

My heart fluttered. I suspected he would recognize my art sooner or later. “Do you think so?”

He hummed and then shook his head. “Maybe I’m seeing her everywhere.”

The murals, the sketchbook, the conversations with Jamie—they’re all an escape from school. It doesn’t get better, and it doesn’t get worse, but it’s on the precipice of becoming unbearable.

The janitor gave up on my locker, which now has a forever-broken lock. I figure if it’s going to be like that, I might as well have some fun. I take a few colored papers from an old notebook, cut them into little pieces, and tape them all over the locker. It’s a bright spot in the middle of endless gray lockers. Boys, especially Mason’s friends, still ask me to take them into a closet for some fun. I don’t let the disgust show on my face, looking them up and down before walking away. All of this happens when I’m alone, an easier target that way.

I can take all of this and more when I’m still looking through the telescope. When my future self no longer has tired lines around her eyes and her fingers are smudged from expensive acrylics.

Jamie and I make it a habit to spend lunch in the art room. It works for me to be away from everyone in the school. There’s genuine friendship here, what I always thought I had with Alexis. He replies quickly to every text I send him and emails me all the notes he took. Outside the classroom, he’s wonderful. I don’t know what he’s heard from the other students about what happens to me, what rumors there are about me. Though sometimes, he comes to class looking a little rattled and frustrated, and he won’t tell me why.

“When are you sending your sketchbook to Opus?” Jamie asks me one November day. He sits cross-legged in front of me. His lunch is a poached salmon he made himself since that’s something halal he could get from the grocery store without making his parents suspicious.

“I have until June. But I want to send it as soon as possible. I have two pages left to draw in. I hope I figure it out before the deadline.” I feel as if I could break into hives every time I think about it. I take a bite from my zait and za’atar sandwich.

Jamie watches me carefully. “You will.” Then his gaze falls to my sandwich, and his expression falters.

“What?”

There’s a crease between his brows, and his stare becomes laser focused, like he just realized something. “What are you eating?”

I glance at my sandwich. “It’s just zait wa za’atar. It means olive oil and thyme. But like ground thyme and other herbs?”

“You’ve had that all week, right?”

“Yeah?”

He raises his eyes to me and smiles, but I know his smiles now, and this one is somewhat strained. “Looks delicious.”

After lunch, Jamie and I have a period together, and I can walk to the classroom without looking over my shoulder. A couple of people watch us, but Jamie moves around them without a care in the world. I know every time Nicole hears about it, she adds another pin into the doll she made of me.

“Jihad!” I hear Audrey calling me.

I pause, glancing back to see her moving toward me. Jamie also stops.

“Hey, how are you?” she asks. I see her colors so clearly today. A deep mauve around her silhouette that ripples like waves. Her hair falls over her shoulders, and I think she looks absolutely adorable.

“Good.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you, but I got too busy. Did anything come from Dr. Mérieux?”

I blink and Jamie goes still. “No. Not really.”

Her expression falls. “Damn,” she whispers. “I’m sorry, Jihad. I really thought…”

“And I hoped I was wrong,” I reply.

She grimaces before leaving, and I turn to see Jamie watching me.

“Yes?” I ask.

“Why did you go to the principal’s office?”

My mouth goes dry. I don’t want to tell him. It’s too embarrassing, which I know is irrational, but I want to keep this part far away. Maybe if I don’t think about it, it’s not real. “It’s nothing.”

He raises his eyebrows. “You want to carry this on your own?”

I remember when he asked me if there was anyone to help me after Adrian cornered me in the chemistry classroom.

I take a deep breath. “There was an issue with some boys, and Audrey suggested we go to the principal. Nothing came from it. That’s all.”

He stills. “Is it still happening?”

“Not much. Besides, it’s nothing I can’t handle.” And I know I’m right. It’s just a couple of people whose barks are worse than their bites. A couple of remarks and a broken locker? That’s nothing compared with what could be.

Jamie follows me but he’s distracted the whole class, and every now and then, his gaze falls to my wrists. It’s confusing, and I’m not sure what’s happening.

“What?” I whisper, rubbing my wrists, and he looks up at me, like he’s seeing me for the first time.

“What are you doing after school?”

“Nothing.”

“Will you go somewhere with me?”

I nod.

He smiles and goes back to his notes. When I look around, I see Nicole starring daggers at me.

After school, I find myself trailing after him out the school gates.

Autumn has let the cold in, and it bites at my fingers. I pull the sleeves of my coat over them. Jamie notices and he takes off his own gloves before shoving them in my direction.

“I don’t—” I begin, but stop at his intense staring. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

I put them on, smiling to myself at the warmth seeping into my skin. The gloves are bigger than my hands but as soft as an alpaca’s wool and already warm from him wearing them.

We walk to another subway station and ride it for several stops before getting off. He doesn’t say a word the entire time, and I don’t ask where we’re going. There’s something comforting about turning off my brain for a while and just following.

The streets outside the subway are filled with people commuting home, and the sun creeps out from behind the clouds, although her warmth doesn’t reach us. I raise my gloved hands to my face, rubbing circles on my cold cheeks.

I recognize we’re beside Washington Square Park, where we met that one time, eons ago. But he doesn’t go there and instead takes another turn until we’re in a half-empty alleyway where balconies are stacked in the opposite buildings.

I look to where he’s standing.

It’s as if the restaurant was born into the building fighting tooth and nail. Just like everything else in New York. It’s a bit crooked, like it was built into an uneven street. The aroma from the cooking hits my nose and makes my stomach growl. There’s no name above the restaurant. There are a couple of people inside, slurping noodles from large bowls. One is waiting on a takeout order. I get the sense its customers are loyal. I bet this place feeds the entire building it’s based in.

Jamie walks up the little brick stairs, swiping away the plastic curtain.

One of the cooks, a middle-aged man with graying hair, notices him and grins wildly. He starts speaking in another language, and only when Jamie replies in the same one do I realize they’re speaking Vietnamese. He says something, and the cook laughs.

Jamie’s demeanor becomes softer, like the Jamie I’ve come to know, the one who talks freely to me about his life and dreams.

But there’s something else. He’s showing me a side of him I don’t think anyone at the school has seen. Just as I’ve hidden my Arab culture, he’s hidden his Vietnamese heritage. I hid my true self from Alexis. I realize now it’s because I never felt safe with her. Not really. But even before Jamie became Muslim, I didn’t feel any snags, any hesitation to talk about myself entirely.

He looks whole here. This place, speaking his grandmother’s language, it makes his color shine brighter.

The cook nods at me before suggestively raising his eyebrows, and Jamie splutters a reply, his face growing pink. The cook laughs again.

I can assume what he asked, but I’m pretending I don’t know.

Jamie turns to me. “This is a Vietnamese restaurant.”

I look around. “Yeah, I figured.”

“I found it one day when I was just walking around, discovering the neighborhood. I smelled the noodles from a mile away. They reminded me of Bà Ngoại’s food, and I just followed the smell until I got here. Chef Vương was the only one working then, and there was no one else here but me. I’ve been coming here ever since.”

“Gave me a scare when you started speaking Vietnamese.” Chef Vương chuckles while chopping the onions at the speed of light. His English is lightly accented. “I thought, where did a white boy learn all of that so perfectly?”

Jamie gives me a sheepish smile, and I say, “Nah, Jamie is Vietnamese through and through.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Chef Vương replies, smiling at Jamie fondly.

Jamie looks at me, his eyes soft with gratitude, and I shake my head lightly. I know exactly what he was feeling. The fear of not belonging in a culture you grew up in. The fear you’re too American to be Vietnamese or Syrian and too brown to be American. I often wondered whether the jellyfish would talk to me like they talked to Mama. Would they reject me because my words didn’t sound like hers?

Chef Vương tells us we can sit anywhere we want, and Jamie leads me to a table that’s by the window. We take off our coats and place them over the chairs. I stuff the gloves into the pocket of my coat.

“This place has many halal options.” Jamie sits opposite me. “Chef Vương isn’t Muslim, but he wants everyone to be able to eat here.”

“I wish Braxton would hire Chef Vương,” I say, and Jamie laughs.

“If they did, I would start eating at the cafeteria. I never liked the food there. Not even the vegetarian stuff. It’s like it’s trying too hard.” He slides a menu toward me, and I pick it up. “Have you ever had Vietnamese food before?”

I shake my head.

“Then I think for beginners phổ is a good choice. And we’ll level you up from there.”

“Okay.”

He gets up to tell Chef Vương our order and comes back.

I sit up straight, hands folded in front of me. “So are you going to tell me why we’re here?”

He mirrors me, adopting a serious expression. “Because I’m hungry.”

I raise my eyebrows.

He sighs. “Honestly? I thought you’d like a break from school.”

I nod and, after a second, let the residual tension carried in my shoulders melt away. “But the real reason is to get me to talk about school?”

A quick smile quirks his lips. “Not if you don’t want to.”

I consider him for a long second. “It’s… it’s embarrassing to talk about.”

He frowns. “The bullying is embarrassing for you?”

I massage my forehead. “It’s an irrational feeling.” I catch his expression. “So how much do you know?”

He inhales deeply. “I know about the locker and what Mason’s friends say about you. I didn’t realize they were… asking you to do things until one of them asked me if we…” He looks away, brow furrowed.

I grip my knees tightly, keeping my breaths steady.

He clears his throat. “Anyway, it nearly turned into a fight, but the teachers were there. I thought—hoped—it had stopped.”

I blink. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He shakes his head slightly. “What would I say? I talked to the teachers about your locker. I tried to do something, but nothing came from it.” He holds my gaze. “You’re right. It doesn’t work if you don’t do it yourself.”

I lean forward; the banged-up armor I’ve put on is on its last legs. I’m exhausted, my energy existing in wisps, but I say, “Don’t look at me with pity. Just because that’s happening at school doesn’t mean I’m helpless.”

He frowns. “You’re absolutely not helpless. I’ve seen the way you fight back. Not just with your art but talking back. I’m worried it’s getting to you.”

I quirk a half smile. “No. It’s not.”

Chef Vương is at our table, balancing a huge tray filled with food. Two large bowls of steaming noodles and several other dishes of different foods.

“Here you go,” Chef Vương says, placing the tray in front of us. “Two phổ tái for the lady and gentleman. Bánh cuốn filled with beef.” He places the dish with rice rolls, decorated with cucumbers and parsley, onto the table. “And bánh xèo filled with shrimp.” Two crepes folded beside each other with lettuce on the side and topped with cilantro. “As the English would say, bon appétit!”

This makes Jamie and me laugh, and Chef Vương grins.

“Cẳm ơn, Chef,” Jamie says, and mouths to me, “Thank you.”

I repeat it and earn smiles from Jamie and Chef Vương.

“You’re welcome. Let me know if there’s anything else,” Chef Vương says.

I feel the warmth from the phổ’s broth before I taste it. The aromatics are wonderful, hints of ginger and onion.

For a while, we don’t say anything. Just letting the phổ melt the cold that clung to us. I haven’t had a proper meal like this in ages. I’ve been surviving for so long off za’atar and cheese sandwiches, I’ve forgotten what a real meal is.

I’ve been hungry for so long, and I haven’t noticed. It unlocks memories I’ve hidden away. Cooking and baking with Mama, her holding my fingers as we traced the handwritten recipes in her cookbook. Tears brim in my eyes, and I start crying right into the phổ.

“What happened?” Jamie says in alarm. He drops the chopsticks and spoon, reaching for me before taking his hands back. “Jihad?”

I don’t answer, just shoving more of the broth and the noodles into my mouth, not caring how it burns my tongue and throat. I eat until every part of me sags with relief.

Jamie watches me for a while before going back to his bowl.

I cry silently, trying not to dribble the broth onto my clothes, and Jamie pushes the napkins on the table toward me. I take them, spreading one over my lap and using another as a bib. I keep crying, but the tears slowly stop as I get fuller.

Afterward, when the bowl is wiped clean, no drop of broth left, I hiccup and dry my tears.

“Are you okay now?” Jamie asks.

I nod. “This was so delicious,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

He takes in a shaky breath and closes his eyes for a second. “I’m glad you liked it. Do you want more?”

I shake my head. My stomach has ballooned up.

“Try the bánh cuốn.” He picks one up with the chopsticks and places it on the empty plate beside me before drizzling a sauce on it. “It’s really good with nước chấm. It’s fish sauce.”

I take a bite, and it’s a burst of flavor. It’s not heavy, which is a blessing for my already filled stomach. I eat one more and then one of the bánh xèo Jamie nudges toward me.

“I’m full.” With my stomach satisfied, my tears have all gone. The world around me looks laxer, the colors sweeter and hazy as if I’m waking up on a quiet Saturday morning.

Jamie doesn’t push me to eat more. “Good. I still think about that zucchini lunch you got first day of school.”

“Oh, mehshi. Literal translation is ‘stuffed.’” I laugh a little at how funny that sounds to my ears.

He grins. “So you stuff zucchini with rice and meat, right?”

I nod. “Potatoes and eggplants too. Even tomatoes. It can also be vegetarian.” I smile, remembering how Mama taught me to use the vegetable corer to remove the zucchini’s insides. “I used to cook a lot with my mom.” I blink, gazing far away. “How did I forget that?”

Jamie leans forward.

“It’s grief,” I say slowly, feeling the ripples of that word along my body. “She made this huge breakfast every weekend, and Amal and I used to help. She baked everything from scratch and taught me how to create the perfect fatayer shape.”

Jamie looks at me questioningly.

“They’re savory pastries. For Eid, we made atayef, little Syrian pancakes filled with pistachio and cream.” I press my hands to my cheeks. “I can’t believe I forgot that.”

“Not entirely,” he says gently.

I smile. “What about you? Did you cook with your Bà Ngoại?”

He nods. “Oh, yes. It was one of the ways she felt close to Vietnam. I’m guessing it was the same with your mom.” I nod, and he continues, “She loved making this one noodle soup from her childhood called bún cá, which is fish noodle soup. Her mom came from Hanoi, and she made it that way. It’s amazing, but there are some local ingredients that were difficult to find here. Like this plant called doc mung, so we have to substitute celery.”

“Oh, same here. Sometimes we can’t get the good brand of labneh, which is strained yogurt, so we make it ourselves by literally straining yogurt.”

He smiles, a deep look in his eyes. “There’s something about cooking food your great-grandparents and ancestors cooked, and every time, it’s slightly different, but it’s still the same dish. Like it connects you to them. Things change around you, but the food is there.”

I mull over his words. “Makes you feel less alone.”

He nods.

From where he’s sitting, the afternoon sun peeking in slivers through the alleyway paints him in gold. I really like how brown his eyes are. A color that exists only in certain places on earth. The velvety texture of the soil, the flecks in a supernova, crystallized ambers. But when the light hits them, they become the sun itself.

I change the subject. “Black hair looks good on you.”

He runs a hand through it self-consciously. “Thank you.” He hesitates, then says, “Can I ask why your parents named you Jihad? I know it doesn’t mean what the media says. But why would they name you that, knowing how hard it would be?”

I’ve been expecting this question. “Mom was in labor with me for thirty hours.”

He lets out a low whistle.

“For some reason, her pregnancy with me was difficult. And the birth was full of complications. The doctors said I was breeched, and they’d have to do a C-section, but then I decided to just come out the natural way. They were already doing the C-section. For about ten seconds, I didn’t have any oxygen. The doctors worried it was going to affect my brain, but I was okay. I was a fighter.” I scratch the table. “My parents looked at each other and knew this was my name. Names in Arabic all have meanings. And as Muslims, we believe the meaning of the name represents the person. So we like to give our kids good names. Jihad means to strive. To battle something big. I fought for my life and won.”

Something shifts in his gaze like his understanding has grown. Like he’s seeing more of me now, when before he saw parts.

“It’s the same in Vietnamese. With names having meanings, I mean. Bà Ngoại said it’s a wish parents give their child. But Mom was worried about me getting bullied for my name here, so they settled on Jamie. But I do have a Vietnamese middle name.”

I lean my elbows onto the table. “And what is it?”

He smiles, and I think this is an eager one. “Hải.”

“Hải.” I taste the name, the colors that come with it. “What does it mean?”

This time the smile is playful, like he’s hiding a secret. “The ocean. Or sea.”

My heart pitter-patters for a strange reason I can’t name but can definitely feel.

“Sea,” I repeat.

He nods.

“What was your bà ngoại’s wish?”

He looks out the window. “I suppose to have a heart as big as the sea.”

I study his profile, the slope of his jaw and his eyelashes feathering along his cheekbones. My fingers itch with the want to sketch him. And I think if the world were kinder to me, then I would think of those thoughts I’ve hidden.

Afterward, when I move to pay the bill, Jamie tells me it’s already been taken care of.

I frown at him but don’t get the chance to say anything when Chef Vương comes out of the kitchen with two plastic bags weighed down by food containers.

He hands one to me and one to Jamie. “For dinner or breakfast or lunch. Heat with care. I placed the noodles and broth in separates boxes, so they don’t get soggy.”

I glance at him, bewildered. “Wh-why?”

“I make a lot of food,” he says. “This is your first time trying Vietnamese cuisine, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you like it?”

I nod. “A lot. Thank you.”

“Then have some more.”

I open my mouth to say something, then reconsider. “Th-thank you.”

“Don’t fight it,” Jamie says to me, and thanks Chef Vương, who sends us off with a goodbye.

Outside, I stare at Jamie and hold up my plastic bag. He mirrors me.

“He does this all the time,” he says. “Sends you off with a little something.”

I swallow hard, peering through the plastic bag, and my heart feels full of the kindness that no longer tastes strange.







Earthy Brown
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I left a bowl of phổ tái for Baba warm on the stove before I went to bed. Chef Vương so graciously wrote down the names of the dishes and what they were on each food container. The flavor strangely reminded me of the yalanji Mama used to make. The taste isn’t anywhere near the same, but something about the dish itself feels like home.

When I wake up the next day, the noodle soup is still on the stove, but it’s half eaten, which makes me smile. The bedroom door is open, meaning Baba left early.

After that dinner at Chef Vương’s, I’ve started thinking more about food, the dishes Mama used to make. Creating a Syria in New York. I think Jamie has the same thought to cook as well because a few days later during our lunch in the art studio, he comes with two pieces of Tupperware filled with food.

“I made stir-fry last night.” He proudly presents it to me where we’re sitting in our usual place at the back of the classroom. “Try it.”

I stare at the assortment of vegetables in their bright colors and the shiny pink shrimp laid expertly over white rice.

“This is a long way from your sad chicken breast. I’m impressed.”

He laughs and pushes one of the Tupperware pieces toward me. “Yeah, and I made a lot. An entire tub, actually. I can’t finish it on my own, so please help.”

I stare at him, something gnawing at my insides. “Are you feeding me?”

He rolls his eyes. “What? I can’t feed you?”

I poke my tongue against my cheek. He holds my gaze with a determined expression, as if daring me to argue.

I know what he’s doing, and the bruised part of my soul starts weeping. He’s rubbing a healing balm over the wound that’s been ripped open for ages now. I think about the times I was at Alexis’s house, with her salads and breads.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He relaxes, his happy smile coming back. “Thank you.”

It doesn’t make sense why he’s thanking me, but I don’t say anything and take the stir-fry.

My appetite has been slowly coming back. But now Jamie is making food for me as well, I want to return the favor. I think I want to recreate the memories I’d almost forgotten. I want to make something. So I ask Baba if I can do the grocery shopping, and he gives me some money. I go to the store we always go to, beside our apartment building, and walking through the aisles fills me with a sudden rush of nostalgia about when Amal and I would come here with Mama. I get what I need and visit the halal butcher for some chicken and meat.

On Sunday, when the world is still caught in the darkness of sleep, I pad toward the kitchen and take out Mama’s recipe book she put in the drawer beside the utensils. Her beautiful handwriting greets me, and I can’t help the smile on my lips.

She told me these recipes were her mother’s. Leafing through, I settle on making keshk, a yogurt-based breakfast soup we eat in Syria during the winter. And now with the cold weather, I think Jamie would like it.

Baba hears me working in the kitchen and shuffles toward me, his eyes wide, but when he sees me, they dim a fraction.

“All good?” he asks, and I nod.

It doesn’t take long to be done, and I tear pieces of pita bread into two bowls before pouring the steamy soup over them. I inhale the sour yogurt mixed with the fried garlic, and it warms me to my toes and my stomach grumbles.

I go for seconds and thirds. Even Baba eats two bowls.

The next day, I bring it in a Tupperware for Jamie during lunch, my heart in my throat.

He stares at the Tupperware, lips parted before glancing up at me. “What’s this?”

“I don’t know if you’ve ever had Syrian food before,” I say hesitantly, and he shakes his head. “Mom used to make this for us for breakfast during the winter.” I take out a bag of pita bread and tell him how to prepare it.

“You’re remembering,” he says with wonder.

I can’t help the smile in my voice. “It felt like she was with me.”

Tuesday morning before I go to school, he sends me a picture of a red bowl filled to the brim with keshk.


Jamie: I’m obsessed.

Jamie: thank you



It makes my heart expand to three times its size, and those feelings I’ve been firmly ignoring escape from their confines before I push them back.

I open my messages with Amal.


Me: hey what did you eat today?



She answers when I’m nearly at the school.


Amal: biryani




Me: recipe?




Amal: you cooking?




Me: I will be attempting



She sends me the link to the recipe followed by call me if you run into any issues.

When I get to English class, Jamie is already there, and he perks up when he sees me. I walk past Alexis, and we make eye contact, but she looks away. A dull weight drops in my stomach, and I think that’s that.

The world moves slower in December, frost overtaking banisters and branches. It feels as if I’m standing in the eye of the storm, knowing if I step toward the whirling winds, it’ll take me away. I’ve drawn one other mural of Mama trying to find her blessing in New York, with faded jellyfish surrounding her and her colors disappearing from parts of her arms and legs.

“This feels like a modern Mona Lisa,” one video Jamie sends me says. “There’s a sad determination on her expression, but it’s still determined. I think she’s somewhere the ocean can’t hear her. Or the jellyfish, but she’s doing everything she can to find them.”


Jamie: do you have anything this afternoon?



It’s a Saturday morning, and I’m going over the notes I wrote for chemistry and comparing them with Jamie’s. Baba is at the gas station, and Amal called me this morning to tell me about the room she’s preparing for me.


Me: no. why?




Jamie: wait let me call you



My phone rings a second later, and I stare at it, the noise strange in this quiet, lonely apartment.

“So you’re going to find this very funny,” Jamie begins when I answer. His voice is so near, it makes goose bumps run all over my arms.

“What happened?”

“Bà Ngoại is here,” he says brightly. “And I planned to have dinner with her and tell her I converted. But guess what?”

“What?”

“I told her as soon as I saw her.”

I press my lips together.

“I couldn’t keep it in!” he exclaims, and I hear feet shuffling like he’s pacing back and forth. “Mom and Dad were still at work. I got her from the airport. We were home alone, and I didn’t know if I would have a chance like this, and I didn’t know if I’d chicken out later, so I just told her.”

I draw a daisy in the corner of my notebook. “Well, what did she say?”

He sighs deeply. “She was surprised. Shocked, maybe. I don’t know. I was seeing everything and nothing at the same time. She went to put her stuff in her room, and then I made us tea, and she asked me questions. I think it went well. But she wants to meet you.”

I straighten up so fast, I nearly get whiplash. “What?”

“I told her all about you. And she wants to meet you. So would you care to have a late lunch with us?”

I stare at my notebook, the letters jumbling.

“Jihad?”

“I—I—why?”

“Well, I couldn’t stop gushing about you, and I think she thinks we’re dating.”

Heat creeps up to the roots of my hair.

“I told her we’re not,” he rectifies quickly. “But she still wants us to have a meal together. Please? Trust me, she’s really cool, and I know you’ll love her.”

“I don’t doubt that,” I whisper. “I’m just worried she won’t like me.”

He laughs loudly. “That’s impossible. Would you meet us at Chef Vương’s?”

I swallow hard. “Okay.”

“Three p.m.”

“Sure,” I say faintly.

From everything Jamie told me about his grandmother, she’s a force to be reckoned with. I didn’t have the opportunity to know my grandmothers, both of them long gone in Syria. I wonder how it would have been if they were alive.

I settle on hand-me-down jeans from Amal that have white daisies sewn on one leg and an oversize gray collared jumper that hangs loosely around my frame. It’s freezing outside with no chance of snow, like New York has solidified. I put on my boots and coat and leave, sending a message to Baba that I’m out. He replies with a thumbs-up when he sees it.

I pass by parts of my mural, filling my eyes with them. I’ve drawn everything about Mama, and now I’m coming to the final stage. For the reason she was gone and taken away.

A light flickers in my brain when I’m on the subway. I don’t have to give her the ending she got. I could give her a new one. I could make it better than what happened to her.

I get off at the station with a newfound fire burning in my heart. The streets are beautiful, all adorned with lights and ornaments, and I pass the Christmas tree in Washington Square Park.

When I reach Chef Vương’s restaurant, I see Jamie is already there. He’s in deep conversation with the older woman sitting opposite him. Her hair is raven black, caressing her chin. Other than the wrinkles around her eyes, her skin is flawless and her lips bright red. She wears a white wool dress, and I wouldn’t have guessed that this is his bà ngoại who runs a whole farm and has, as he told me, yanked birthing calves out of their mothers with her bare hands.

I heat up under my coat, and Jamie notices me standing outside before waving enthusiastically at me. I feel their eyes on me when I climb up the small steps and walk into the restaurant.

“Jihad!” Chef Vương exclaims as the warmth of the restaurant engulfs me. “Happy holidays and welcome!”

“Thank you.” I nod warmly at him. “You too.”

Jamie stands abruptly when I come closer to the table. I can’t help but think this feels like meeting your boyfriend’s parents. Or in this case, his beloved grandmother.

“Hi, I mean, salam alaykum,” he says eagerly.

I smile. “Hi, I mean, wa alaykum elsalam.”

I turn to Bà Ngoại, who’s watching me with an interested expression.

“Hello, Mrs. Bennet.” I extend my hand to shake hers. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

She smiles widely, and I know now where Jamie got his smile from. She stands and holds out her arms. “Pleasure to meet you. May I hug you?”

I nod, thrown off kilter, and she wraps her arms around my shoulder. She smells like a flower bouquet in the middle of winter.

“Sit, sit.” She gestures to the seat beside her. She looks incredibly intimidating, but her smile is as disarming as can be.

Jamie sticks out his hands. “Can I take your coat?”

I give him a strange look. “You’ve never offered to take my coat before.”

“I’m offering now,” he quips. He’s taller than his grandmother, and the love in her eyes for him is unmistakable.

I shrug it off and hand it to him. “Thank you.”

“Jamie’s told me all about you,” Bà Ngoại says, her perfectly manicured hands folded together. She speaks with an accent the way Mama did. Like English bows to her. “I really wanted to meet you. I know it was short notice, so thank you for agreeing. We have a whole thing planned this week with Christmas. You see, my son-in-law is Christian, so we have the dinner and the tree and everything.”

I nod. “It’s no issue. Jamie has told me so much about you, I feel I’ve known you all my life.”

Bà Ngoại smiles. “So we’re friends?”

I glance at Jamie, who’s beaming so widely, my own face hurts.

“I hope so,” I reply.

“Ready to order?” Chef Vương asks, holding a notepad.

Bà Ngoại asks him something in Vietnamese, which he answers, and then Jamie interjects. Chef Vương nods and waves a hand, to which Bà Ngoại points at the menu before pointing at Jamie. Jamie answers and then looks at me. I stare blankly back at him.

“Sorry, sorry.” He winces. “We’re asking if you’d be okay with duck?”

“I would be, yes. Thank you.” I feel I’m intruding into someone’s family, like I have no business being here.

“Anything to drink?” Chef Vương asks.

“Water for all of us,” Bà Ngoại says.

Chef Vương nods and leaves.

Jamie glances from me to his grandmother. I think I know what’s on his mind. I thought she’d be grilling me about being Muslim and asking if I had any influence over Jamie’s decision.

Jamie’s gaze catches on mine, and then he asks his bà ngoại in a low voice, “Are you disappointed?”

Bà Ngoại takes a deep breath, staring at her napkin for a second before gazing up at her grandson. “I won’t pretend and say I wasn’t shocked. Confused too. I still am.” She looks at me. “You told me about Jihad, and I wondered if she was the reason.”

Jamie shakes his head. “No, I’ve been thinking about this for so long.”

Bà Ngoại nods. “And then I remembered the questions you used to ask me when you were younger. Why so many people believed different things. If they’re all speaking to the same God. Why are we born if we’re just going to die. They were big questions. I was worried I wasn’t able to fully answer them.”

“But you always told me to keep asking,” he says quietly.

She places her hand over his. “I did. You were looking for something more. I just never realized it. But now you’re walking a different path than our ancestors took. I will always love you, but the confusion needs time to go away.” She looks at me. “This was the reason I wanted to meet you. I don’t care much about what the news says with their biases. I prefer making my own opinions. And from what Jamie told me about you, you’re quite something.”

Bà Ngoại smiles kindly before gathering my hands in hers. I stiffen but don’t draw back.

“Please forgive me if I’m being too forward,” she continues. “But Jamie told me about your mother.”

I nod, a lump forming in my throat.

“How are you feeling?” Bà Ngoại asks me, still holding my hands.

I dissect her words, trying to think of an answer. I’m not sure how I’m feeling. I’m scared to be happy again because I won’t survive if that happiness is ripped away from me. I think of my uncertain future and my sister who lives thousands of miles away. I just thought of a mural I could draw that would change Mama’s story for the better. I think of wanting to go to Opus so badly, I could physically bleed. I think of how scared I am I’ll never escape the apartment and Mama’s ghost.

I stare at the tablecloth. “Many things.”

“When I came to this country,” she says, “it was difficult for many years. And then one day I woke up and I realized it wasn’t difficult anymore. That it hadn’t been as difficult for a while, but I didn’t notice. My daughter was ten, and I remember I woke before the sunrise, and something about that light breaking the horizon stayed with me. I’ve seen countless sunrises, but it’s that one, insignificant day that I remember.” She taps my wrist. “This will happen to you too. It’s the natural course of life. I’ve been alive for sixty-six years; you can trust me when I tell you this is not forever.” She smiles. “Next time I ask you how you’re feeling, you may have a different answer.”

I take in a shaky breath.

Chef Vương comes to our table, balancing a huge tray of food. Roasted duck with crispy skin and steamed rice placed beside it. Three bowls of beef noodle soup with bean sprouts and parsley floating on top. Several fat rolls filled with shrimp, drizzled with a sauce. Crepes with slightly curled edges, the beef filling nearly oozing out.

My stomach rumbles at the smell.

“Cẳm ơn,” Jamie and I say in unison, and Bà Ngoại smiles at me.

“Please, dig in,” Bà Ngoại says. “Xoài, here have one.” She lays a shrimp roll onto Jamie’s plate and then leans over to me. “His nickname is Xoài, which means ‘mango,’ because his mother craved mangoes during her pregnancy.”

Jamie turns pink.

“Okay, Mango,” I say, teasing.

“She used to go through an entire crate in three days. I thought she would throw up.” Bà Ngoại leans over to squeeze Jamie’s cheek. He looks resigned to his fate. “But that’s why he’s so sweet.”

“Bà Ngoại, please,” Jamie says, exasperated.

She taps her chopsticks along the bowl before asking, “Will you still be able to work at the farm now that you’re Muslim?”

He smiles. “Yes, of course.”

“Very good,” she continues, and then she turns to me. “I like her.”

The meaning drops heavily onto the table, and Jamie and I share panicked looks.

“We’re not dating,” he splutters, and I shake my head.

She winks. “Sure, you’re not.”

“No, I swear, we’re not.” I try not to blush as hard as I am.

Bà Ngoại frowns. “Are you not allowed to date?”

“It’s not that.” Jamie keeps his stare on his grandmother. “There is dating. It’s just different. I’m just saying, Jihad and I are friends.”

“Huh.” Bà Ngoại pouts slightly. “What a shame.”

Jamie and I avoid looking at each other while Bà Ngoại orders dessert. A layered pandan cake that feels like biting into a cloud and a silky crème caramel suspended in a coffee-flavored syrup.

The sun has already set when we step out of the restaurant.

“Thank you for this,” I tell Bà Ngoại, who insisted on paying, swatting my and her grandson’s hands away.

“You should visit our farm,” she says. “I think you’ll love it there.”

“That’s what I told her!” Jamie exclaims.

“Excellent.” Bà Ngoại claps her hands. Her red lipstick did not smudge one bit. “I’ll be expecting you this summer.”

“Oh, um,” I stammer. “I’m visiting my sister in Qatar.”

“Then spring break,” Bà Ngoại counters. “Whenever you want.”

There is warmth in my heart that keeps the cold around me away. “Thank you for all of this. I should get going. It was very lovely meeting you.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Bà Ngoại nods at the sky. “It’s nighttime. You can’t take the subway.”

“No, it’s—”

“Don’t fight it,” Jamie says as Bà Ngoại does something on her phone. “She won’t let you.”

“Put in your address, please,” Bà Ngoại says, handing me her phone.

After five minutes, a sleek silver car rolls up in front of Chef Vương’s restaurant.

“Get in,” Bà Ngoại says. “You let Jamie know when you’re home.”

I’m at a loss for words, so I keep parroting, “Thank you.”

She pats my cheek. “You’re a good kid.”

I get in the back seat, rolling the window down, and Jamie comes closer. “Text me when you’re home?”

“Will do, Mango.”

He rolls his eyes, and I don’t know if the pink on his cheekbones is from the cold or something else.

“She’s amazing,” I say. “You take so much from her…Hải.”

His surprise turns into a wide smile, and I think of it all the way home.

In my room, I take out the sketchbook, opening a new page. I have the power to give Mama a different ending. I draw her walking into the sea. She’s halfway through, her arms and legs already dissolving, like she’s becoming a part of the sea, free to swim wherever she wants. Her yellow dress mingles with the sun’s rays reflecting on the sea’s surface, her face away from us, but she’s looking ahead. Her hair, raven black, is as long as mine. There is no harm on her. No pain. No ache. No regrets. No blood.

I close the sketchbook and go to bed.







Mauve Purple
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I wake up early as dawn breaks, heart in my throat, and check all my social media accounts but find nothing. Just my old murals circulating.

I jump out of bed, pull on a hoodie, and grab the first hijab lying around before running out of the house and into the streets. I walk several blocks, not finding any hint of my painting anywhere. My hands are freezing, and my nose is runny from the late December air.

But everywhere I look, it’s all bare.

I come back home, heading straight to the sketchbook to find the drawing there. The sea, the jellyfish welcoming Mama home, the serenity.

But it’s not a mural.

My heart pounds painfully. Is the blessing fading away?

That can’t be it.

I look up to see Baba already dressed and slipping on his winter jacket. He turns to look at me, brows raised in confusion.

“Where were you?” he asks, glancing at the clock. “Are you okay?”

A thought comes to life in my mind. Quiet but clear—I didn’t draw the truth.

Mama’s death was not peaceful, and I tried to change that. I’ve been avoiding thinking about it, shutting down anyone who asks or talks about it. I haven’t let my thoughts wander far away in case I relive that day over and over again.

“No,” I whisper.

Bà Ngoại said one day I would wake up and the difficult life will have changed. But how can it change when I haven’t let myself think about the worst part of it? It’ll follow me until I die.

“Baba, what’s wrong?” he asks, coming closer.

My throat is dry, my stomach seizing, and I know the nausea is next. I’ve blocked that memory for so long that pulling it out is going to make me faint. “I was thinking about what happened to Mama.”

His expression becomes cloudy, gaze shuttering.

“I’m thinking how we don’t talk about it,” I continue, voice hoarse.

“There’s nothing to talk about now,” he says in Arabic.

“Yes, there is.”

He inhales sharply. “What do you want to talk about, Jihad? How the police didn’t do anything? How there’s no justice for us? What do you want to do? Because talking about it won’t solve anything. Your mother is gone, and the world moved on. That’s all.” He takes out his shoes from the closet.

“So we pretend she never existed?”

He stares at me. “You think that’s even possible? Jihad, I see her in my dreams every night.”

“Then talk about her!” I cry out. “Okay, nothing came out of the investigation, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t talk about her.”

His face is ashen now. “I don’t have it in me to do that yet.”

“When, then?” I ask, heart hammering. “Because I will not let any of us go on with our lives with her being someone we can never mention. I nearly forgot how she used to cook.”

He stares at me for a long time and then gives a slow nod. “I have to go.”

He closes the door behind him.

I breathe through my nose, hold the air in before letting it out. Over and over again until the nausea ebbs away and I run to my room.

I open the sketchbook to a new page and take one color.

Red.

Because that’s how Mama’s life ended. In a flash of red spilled over the pavement.

I draw the memories. The cancer had left her alone. Her lungs were strong enough to breathe on their own. The color was coming back to her face. Her hair was growing. She was putting on her mascara and lipstick. Her voice was stronger, singing all over the apartment. She even brought out her easel once to paint. My mother was coming back to life. The dark cloud that had engulfed my family was dissipating. For good this time.

And then one late afternoon, she was coming back home from getting groceries. She was waiting for the bus when someone decided she didn’t deserve to live. Four gunshots, and she fell to the ground. The bullets punctured her lungs that had tried so hard to fight the cancer, but they couldn’t fight metal. She bled out on the streets with no one daring to help her. People stood by and watched because they were scared. No one dared take the first step. The murderer was gone. The police said it was a mugging incident, and the case was closed.

In just ten minutes, I lost Mama, and the colors vanished with her.

I don’t remember where I was when they told me she was killed. I don’t remember who told me. My brain has blocked that out, and I’m in no hurry to find out. All I know is fear stopped people from doing anything. Maybe they could have helped, or perhaps it would have had no effect. But there’s no way to know.

I breathe deeply and glance down at what I drew. Mama alive but shrouded in a red cape that’s wrapped around her like a shield. The cape is made from individual red droplets, like a waterfall of blood, going into her veins, keeping her alive.

Mama’s expression isn’t serene. It’s angry. A quiet anger like the rumbling of the ocean before a storm. A righteous anger. She’s staring directly at whoever looks at her, her lungs translucent, with four holes in them.

My chin trembles, and I move the sketchbook away from me, so my tears don’t smudge the art. I grab my phone and call Amal before thinking twice about it.

She picks up on the second ring.

“Hey,” she says. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I answer, my voice scratchy.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asks gently.

I sniff. “You know, for a long time, I didn’t think about how Mama died.” I hear Amal breathing deeply. “I couldn’t, you know? She was in remission, and I felt our life was starting again. I had hope. And that hope was stolen. Is there a bigger word than stolen? Ripped, I guess.”

“I know,” she says quietly. “I couldn’t leave the apartment for a whole month after.”

“I ran everywhere and was always home before sunset.”

“I didn’t answer the phone.”

“I couldn’t wash the glass Mama drank from that morning.”

“I kept hoping the blessings she talked about were real, and I would be able to see her. You know, like one of the distant aunts who knew when someone was going to die.”

The tears pause. “I don’t remember her.”

“I’m not sure how she was related to us, but I remember Mama told me she knew if someone was close to death. It wasn’t a bad omen in the village, but actually it meant the person had time to say goodbye. It was a mercy.” She sighs. “I wished I could see the dead. Just a blessing so I can see Mama.”

“But you do have a blessing,” I whisper. “We all do.”

“Yeah,” Amal says quietly. “I guess it’s in the eye of the beholder. Tell me. Is everything okay in school?”

I almost tell her about the bullying, but I can’t bring myself to. I don’t want her worried sick about me, feeling helpless because she’s not here. Baba is here, and he won’t be able to do anything. Not him against the entire school full of lawyers’ and judges’ kids. Mama was murdered, and the police didn’t help. So there’s no reason to bring up anything.

“Alexis and I aren’t friends anymore,” I say instead.

“Oh. That’s horrible. I’m sorry.”

I shrug. “It’ll be okay. I just feel stupid.”

“What happened?”

I chew on my tongue. “Her friends didn’t really like me, and we just fell apart.”

Amal makes an annoyed sound. “Okay, I hate her.”

I laugh.

I hear Amal shifting. “My stomach popped out, and they don’t tell you enough how uncomfortable that is. The baby thinks my bladder is a squeeze toy. But listen, friendship breakups are horrible. They happen to everyone. They’re definitely going to happen to Alexis. You don’t usually get definite closure, but you’ll move on. To way better friends.”

“Well, I did make another friend.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

“His name is Jamie, and he recently converted to Islam.” I try hiding the smile from my voice, but my sister hears it all the same. I’m glad I’m telling Amal about him, and if Mama were alive, I’d have told her too. Even Baba, if he weren’t a ghost to me.

“Friend or…” she begins, dragging out the word.

“Friend,” I say firmly.

“You sure?” she singsongs.

“Oh my God,” I mutter, and she laughs. “He’s Vietnamese and has the personality of a golden retriever. And he grew up on a farm. He sends me all the notes from class every single day.”

“And he likes you? The black-cat personality?”

“How dare you? I’m a ray of sunshine.”

We both burst out laughing at the same time.

“I’m glad you have someone on your team,” Amal says, happiness in her voice. I falter, but she continues, “Other than that, and I don’t want to make you upset, do you want to talk to a therapist? You said the colors are back.”

I glance around my room to see them swimming hazily.

“They are. I have a lot on my plate right now. But I’ll think about it.”

“Good,” she says, sounding relieved. “I have to go pee. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I need to study for AP exams to deserve halal P.F. Chang’s in Doha.”

“Oh my God, Jihad. I’m literally making an Excel sheet of all the places we’ll be eating at. I don’t care if you’re full. You’re eating.”

I grin, daring to think about next summer.

When the mural shows up the next day, Jamie bombards my phone with his messages.


Jamie: this needs to be on a huge huge painting

Jamie: bà ngoa·i took a lot of pictures

Jamie: I saw a whole crowd standing in line beside the macy’s in times square

Jamie: it reminds me of klimt



#WomanInRed trends on social media, and I see so many close-ups of the mural online. There’s one with just Mama’s eyes, the brown in them darker, the slight shift of her eyebrows. It’s wonderful, and I feel like the world isn’t tilting on its axis like it was before. For some reason, things make sense a bit right now. There’s a clarity I didn’t have before. It’s not the light at the end of the tunnel, but I can see the tunnel.







Peachy Red
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Amal and I keep missing each other with the time difference. Our conversations soon become late-night text messages.

One day after the holidays when I’m walking with Jamie at school, we run into Mason and Adrian. And just behind them, I see Alexis and her friends.

“Oh, hey, nearly walked into you,” Mason says to Jamie, holding his hands up.

“It’s all right,” Jamie answers, though his eyes are on Adrian. I’ve never seen them this devoid of warmth. The colors around us shiver, and the tension can be cut with a knife.

Mason glances between Jamie and me. “You two sure are friends.”

Jamie snaps his eyes to him.

“Or more?” Mason asks with an easy smile.

Nicole stiffens beside Jenny, who holds her hand.

“Or maybe it’s none of your business,” Jamie answers in his own nonchalant tone.

“Damn, she feels that good?” Mason says. “Weird, because I heard she’s been giving it away for fifty cents.”

I tamp down the humiliation burning my blood, snuffing it out before it hurts me.

“Is that the best you can do?” I say in a bored voice that I hope doesn’t sound brittle. “Am I supposed to sit down and cry right now?”

Mason’s smirk doesn’t break. “It’s just nice to know you’re such a progressive Muslim.”

“I know you love the sound of your own voice, Mason,” Jamie says, “but you really need to learn how to shut up.”

Even with the nonchalance everyone is affecting, it’s clear that one wrong move could strike a match. The only thing keeping the fire at bay is the few teachers walking along the hallway.

I move past Mason and his friends, staring at Alexis, but she refuses to meet my gaze. Jamie follows, and when we’re out of earshot, he turns to me and asks, “Are you okay?”

I press a hand to my stomach, trying to drown out the words Mason said that my ears latched on to. “Yes.”

“You don’t have to be.”

I straighten my back. “I know. But honestly, who cares what Mason thinks?”

Jamie’s brow furrows, but he nods.
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When Ramadan arrives in February, Jamie takes it upon himself to wake me up with a torrent of messages every single day.


Jamie: wake up it’s feeding time




Me: I’m not a sheep




Jamie: you might not be but I am. All warm and squishy. That’s me.



I ignore that message. Especially the last sentences. It’s Ramadan, and I won’t be thinking about anything unholy during this month.

Amal sends me a Happy Ramadan rotating GIF, and I send her one back. She texts me about the iftars she and Marwan are invited to. Baba and I have iftar together, and he goes to the mosque for taraweeh after, while I study and pray at home. From Mama’s recipe book, I bring her meals to life. When I make the lentil soup she used to make in Ramadan, Baba takes a sip before a tear slips from his eye.

“It tastes exactly the way your mother used to cook it,” he says, and something in me gives and builds and heals.

Jamie and I exchange daily Tupperwares of the food we made for iftar the day before. I haven’t dabbled with the more complex recipes, but I’ve become quite good at the ones Mama used to always make. Like kabse, and fasulye, and even mehshi.

But one day when Baba has to stay late at the gas station, I try going to one of the iftars hosted by the mosque my family used to visit. They rented out a community center space for all Muslims to attend. The iftar spread is over several tables, and I find so much joy in seeing Jamie interact with other Muslims. I find joy in being here myself. These are my people. Jamie is in an animated debate with two other boys our age about stolen art in the 1920s.

As soon as the Athan rings, he brings me a plate of dates.

“Let me be the one who breaks your fast.” His cheeks are pink, and I fight a smile, accepting one.

Afterward, we all pray Maghrib together before eating. There are many families, parents bringing their children to a place they can connect with their culture and religion. I fill my plate with dishes from various cuisines brought by members of the community. Egyptian, Sudanese, Malaysian, Moroccan, Uighur, Syrian, and Yemeni.

During dessert, Jamie hands me a plate of atayef drizzled with rose syrup and sits on the bench beside me. This dumpling is one of my favorite desserts in the world. The outer crispy pancake giving way to the rich filling of sweet cream.

“Mama used to make this every Ramadan.” I take another bite. “Amal and I would help fill them with nuts. Those were her favorite, but Amal and I loved the cream ones.”

Jamie smiles.

“I miss coming to the mosque,” I say through the cloud of nostalgia. “I didn’t like it when I was a kid. I thought it was boring. I mean, I was a kid. I just wanted to have fun. But now, I’m happy here.”

“I like it too.” Jamie watches the kids in the corner skipping rope. “I thought I’d feel like an outsider, but everyone is so kind. They treat me like I’ve always belonged. Being here, I can’t imagine how I ever believed anything in the media. I mean, I didn’t obsess over it or think Muslims were bad. I thought there were a lot of good ones, but also many who aren’t. Or they followed some backward religion. This isn’t backward.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Stories,” he says. “I’ve watched a couple of videos from converts who talk about their journey. I like the word revert. How we’re all born with this natural inclination toward the truth. Like you said before, they were on the outside looking in.”

We’re quiet, and I think I can say it. Painting Mama’s story, cooking her recipes, accepting the truth, and talking about it with Amal and Baba—it’s all made it easier to say the words I’ve been so afraid of.

“There’s something I want to tell you,” I say, and he nods. “You never asked, but you always assumed my mom died from cancer.”

“Yeah?”

I bite my lower lip, staring at my sneakers, and tell him the whole story. He doesn’t say one word to interrupt me, but when I’m done, I notice the tears on his hand. I glance up, and he looks away, wiping his eyes with the back of his arm.

“Xin chia buồn,” he whispers, and I remember it from the time in the library. I’ll carry part of your sadness with me.

“Thank you,” I whisper back. I sniff, clearing my throat. “See, for a long time, my parents raised me and Amal to not be seen, because it’s safer that way. If we were at the supermarket and someone spat in my face, I would have to wipe it off and walk away. They were scared we’d die. That we’d get kicked out of the country even though we’re American. Even though this is my country.” I take a deep breath. “But that’s not how I want to be. I can’t let those people at school just say whatever they want. I have to say something. I think I’m fighting back, but I don’t know if it’s working. It’s scary to draw those murals. I’m always worried it’ll be traced back to me. But even knowing that could happen, I still paint. I can’t stop. That’s how I fight back.”

Jamie stares at me a little longer, brown eyes shining like twin stars. He finally looks away, sniffing.

“Yeah,” he says in a hoarse voice. “Yeah.”

We don’t say anything after that.

The last night before Ramadan ends, I’m on my prayer mat, praying for Opus. I want out of the pit of the sea. I want to be floating among the waves and jellyfish.

Baba and I have iftar together, and I make Mama’s favorite dish, wara’a eneb. He just smiles when he sees the little wrapped vine leaves.

We eat in silence, and after a while he says, “I…I have work tomorrow. I’m going to the mosque beside the gas station.”

I look up, chewing slowly. Eid used to be a celebration in my home. We didn’t always have new clothes, but we always did have new pajamas we’d wear the night before. Mama would decorate the apartment with paper crescents she painted, and Amal would bake a chocolate cake. Baba would get us knafeh from a Syrian patisserie shop. We’d all go to the mosque for Eid prayer in the morning and spend the day doing something fun. Maybe a picnic Mama put together.

But this is another Eid without her. No paper crescents, no singing, no new pajamas.

“Okay,” I whisper.

I’m in my room, wondering what to do tomorrow. I could stay home. I don’t have school, seeing as it’s a religious holiday for me.

My phone buzzes with a notification from Jamie.


Jamie: after eid prayer tomorrow, do you have plans with your dad?



He asked me what I’d be doing for Eid a week ago, but I hadn’t thought of it. I told him I might be doing something with Baba even though we hadn’t talked about it.


Me: no he’s working




Jamie: do you wanna do something?




Me: don’t you have school? it’s not a holiday for you unless you told people




Jamie: nope not yet. But it’s Friday, so who cares. I’ll get you the notes and recordings



I chew on my tongue.


Me: yes. let’s do it.



I wake up for Eid with a newfound strangeness beginning in my heart. Not going to school today has washed away the anxieties. I open my closet, fiddling with the hangers before settling on a dress I haven’t worn in over a year. Mama would have liked to see me in it this Eid.

It’s a white dress with lace stitched into the pattern and a baby-pink light cardigan on top. The cardigan belonged to Amal, who gave it to me after she got bored with it. Even though it’s the end of March and spring is waking up, there are still some elements of winter to the wind. So I wear wool tights under my dress and pair the outfit with Mama’s beige peacoat and the hand-me-down boots I got from Amal. They’re a bit scuffed from the side but comfortable.

I almost don’t recognize myself in the mirror.

There’s a hint of Mama on my face that makes my throat close up.

Swallowing hard, I grab my phone and some cash, and then leave.
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Eid prayer is a joyous occasion. Homemade sweets are passed around, chocolate-stuffed dates, crumbly pistachio-filled mooncakes, and fancy chocolate in golden wrappers. Children are usually given big baskets of sweets they shyly offer to people in the mosque.

I sit in a corner of the mosque, watching my community greet one another, congratulate each other on another Ramadan passing with blessings, and catch up on news.

It’s sort of peaceful, watching from where I’m sitting.

I spot Jamie after the prayer, standing outside the mosque, hands in his pockets.

He’s chosen all the colors of spring in a white sweater with a popped robin-blue collar, a blue tie that matches his wide blue corduroy pants, and a black funnel-neck coat. I’ve never seen him dressed this smartly. Even his hair is styled, like he woke up early to make the stray curls dangling by his eyes look so effortless. It’s almost entirely black now, and it feels like I’m seeing him for the first time. He raises a hand to run through his hair before stopping himself.

I bite back a smile. Definitely woke up early.

He looks around at the crowds emerging from the mosque, clearly looking for me, and it makes me feel giddy. When he spots me, his face shines like the sun.

“Hey,” he says when I’m nearby. His eyes sweep over me. “You look… you look…”

He doesn’t finish the sentence, stumbling on unspoken words.

“Thank you,” I say, putting him out of his misery. “So do you.”

“I do indeed look.” He grins. “Come on.”

“Where?” I follow him.

“Breakfast,” he simply says.

We stop by a café that has florals all over the walls and rustic chairs. A friendly barista takes our order of bagels and coffee before giving me a punch card.

“You’re not paying today.” He swipes his phone over the cardless machine before I present my cash to the barista.

My cheeks heat up, and I catch the barista’s eyes; she gives me a wink.

“I’m not comfortable with that,” I say quietly to him when she moves away to prepare our order.

“I’m not comfortable with you paying.” He stares firmly back. “I didn’t know if you were doing something with your dad, and I asked you last minute. So I planned the whole thing.”

I laugh. “What?”

“Yeah. This is my first Eid, and I want it to be special. With you. So I made the plans, therefore, I handle the finances. Next time you plan something.” He accepts the hazelnut latte the barista places on the counter.

I chew on my tongue.

He peers intently at me. “All right?”

“I’m not—”

“A charity. I know. You really think I see you like that?” His voice is serious, worried.

I shake my head. “No.”

His shoulders relax. “Take your coffee.”

I pick my paper cup up, and the giddiness spins in my head. It’s a tentative joy, like I’m not sure if I’m allowed to be happy. But it’s so hard to be worried in the warmth of this café with a coffee and a bagel in my hands. I chose a coffee flavor I’ve never had before. A toffee-nut crunch.

“What do you have planned for today?” I ask. “Do you wanna sit or go somewhere?”

He turns toward me. There’s a new type of nervousness in his expression. Hesitation. “I—I want to pay my respects.”

I blink, the heat leaking from the cup sleeve, marking me, but I don’t put it down.

Mama.

“I remember you said the people who passed away can hear us.” He stares at the floor. “And I know this might be too forward of me, but if you’d like, we can visit her and say a little prayer. If it’s too much, we don’t have to.”

My breath hitches. The last time I visited Mama’s grave was last Eid, Eid al-Adha. She’s buried so far away because there are almost no Muslim graveyards in New York City.

I clear my throat. “She’s… she’s in Washington Memorial Park in Long Island.”

“We can go. Is this something you’d want to do?”

I swallow hard and nod.

His eyes crease. “We don’t have to—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

I shake my head. “No. Thank you for asking. But it’s going to take us more than two hours to get there and multiple connections. I’m fine with it because Braxton is on the other side of the world, but—”

“We’re taking a taxi,” Jamie interrupts, frowning.

“But it’s much more…” My voice trails away, and my grip tightens around the paper cup. I don’t want to discuss cheap and expensive things with Jamie.

“Faster. That’s true,” he finishes for me, and nods at the door. “Come on. Let’s go.”

He hails a cab within record time and opens the door to let me get in first. He sits in the back with me with the middle seat acting as a buffer between us. The driver asks us where to, and Jamie tells him.

Taxis were considered something of a luxury in my household. It was always the subway or walking if Baba wasn’t there with the car. Even when Mama was really sick and had to visit the hospital, she took the subway.

“Okay?” Jamie asks me, and I give him an appreciative smile.

His own smile becomes something I can’t quite name. We don’t talk the entire way there, and the closer we get to the graveyard, the more jittery I feel. The coffee tastes too sweet, and the bagel sits heavily in my stomach.

“Hey,” Jamie whispers when we’re twenty minutes away. His voice is strange in this small, enclosed cab. Like he’s speaking through a vacuum. “It’s going to be okay.”

I nod, my mouth dry.

The taxi drops us off at the entrance. This part of Long Island is so different from New York City, with endless thickets of trees every which way, and I can see the gravestones after the sign welcoming visitors.

Jamie stands beside me, pulling his coat tighter around him.

Even though it’s noon with the sun out, there’s a little chill in the air. I hope Mama isn’t cold in her grave. I hope it’s a piece of heaven on earth, holding her in a warm embrace.

“Should we go in?” he asks.

I rub my nose and walk inside.

Mama died when spring began to wake up. A cruel twist of fate that when everything was coming to life, she was gone. Her funeral was small, attended by close friends on a particularly sunny day, and I remember the smell of roses as clearly as if I’m smelling them right now. They permeated the air, painting it red and white. When they put her into the ground, I couldn’t stop thinking of how the soil smelled like it was infused with flowers. A blessing like the earth knew her.

And now it’s almost two years, and the soil is once again alive after winter’s slumber. And yet, I feel numb. So do my feet. I look down to see that the color has been leeched from them. It spreads into the ground, making it all colorless.

“Jamie,” I say in a raw voice, but he doesn’t answer. I look around to see he’s not beside me but has walked over to where reception is. A small floral stall stands there, an old man sitting by it wrapped in a huge, fluffy blanket. Jamie picks the largest bouquet, a mix of blue hydrangeas and white calla lilies.

He jogs back to me, wearing a wide, shy smile. “Okay, I’m ready.”

There’s an ache in my heart, but when I look down at my feet, I see the color has returned.

I know exactly where she is, even though I’ve been here only three times. I wish I could come as much as I want, but she’s so far away.

“Baba had to pay about ten thousand dollars for her to be buried here,” I say quietly, and Jamie comes closer to listen. “There aren’t any plots for Muslims in the city, so it’s either here or Jersey.”

“You can’t bury your mom in Jersey,” he says, and I smile.

“We liked it here.” I look up at the gray-blue sky. “Open field. Close to the ocean in a way. Not landlocked like the one in Jersey.”

We reach the Muslim section of the cemetery, where an Arabic sign reads:
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“It means ‘Heaven’s Door,’” I tell Jamie, and he nods.

Mama isn’t far away, and I feel like I’m retracing my steps from her funeral. I can see myself, dried tears on my cheeks, listening to Amal hiccuping, seeing Baba and the other men from the mosque holding her coffin up, and the smell of flowers everywhere. Seeing the colors slowly fade away, getting lighter and lighter.

“Salam alaykum, Mama,” I whisper when we finally reach her.

Her headstone reads:
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TO ALLAH WE BELONG, AND TO HIM WE RETURN

ZAINA ALQUDSI

BORN 15TH OF NOVEMBER

DIED 7TH OF APRIL



I raise my hands in prayer, reciting the Fatiha under my breath, and Jamie follows suit, tucking the bouquet under his arm.

Mama, I’m here, I think. Can you hear me? Can you feel me?

I miss you so much. I miss you in moments I never thought I’d miss you in.

I knew I’d miss you in the big moments. In the morning when I wake up. When I draw something particularly amazing. When there’s something I want to tell you.

But I miss you when the saltshaker is empty. I miss you when I cook your recipes. I miss you when I see a leaf. I miss you in my bones. I miss you in all the conversations we’ll never have.

I’m okay. I might look shaken up to you, but I’m okay. Your aunt left you a blessing I found, and it’s changed my life. The colors listen to me, and I can see them. Everything I paint is all over New York.

Amal is okay too. I don’t know if she told you, but she’s pregnant. You have a grandchild.

And I want to leave for San Francisco. I never told you that. But I want to leave. I have to. I’m sorry. Forgive me for leaving you.

Tears drip down my cheeks and nose, and I sink to the ground, hugging my knees.

Jamie carefully places the bouquet by her gravestone and crouches beside me.

I sniff, wiping a hand across my nose. “During Eid in Syria, we visit family members who passed away. Thank you for suggesting coming here.” I place a hand on the soil, digging my fingers into its rigidness but barely scraping the surface. I can’t smell the flowers. Not even the ones Jamie bought. I’m desperate to smell anything besides the icy air. My nostrils are solidified. I look at Jamie, giving him a watery smile. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“It’s no issue,” he says in a rough voice, and then looks at Mama’s gravestone. “May I say something to her?”

I blink. “Yeah, sure.”

He clears his throat. “Mrs. AlQudsi, Jihad’s mom, Salam alaykum. I’d like to introduce myself. My name is Jamie Murphy, and I’m eighteen years old. I’ve recently become Muslim. I’m pretty good at soccer, and my favorite food is anything my grandmother makes. I’m Jihad’s friend, and I think I’d like to tell you about her. I’m not sure if anyone has. She’s…” He smiles, eyes faraway above her headstone. “Brilliant. I know you’ve seen the art she draws, but I can tell you she brings life to it. And not just because they’ve turned into murals all over New York. Yeah, everything she draws in the sketchbook she found is on nearly every building. But that’s not what I’m trying to say. There is emotion in every color and sketch. She’s funny and kind. She shines so brightly in school that everyone can’t help but look at her. She thinks they’re staring because of her name and hijab, but I know most of them are staring because she simply glows.

“When I first talked to her, I felt incredibly intimidated because as kind as she is, she’s brave. I know she doesn’t see it. She tries to keep her head down, but I’ve seen her not back away when someone tries to hurt her. She doesn’t let them get to her. The times when she does smile, I can’t help but stare. She told me how you spoke to the jellyfish and whales and how you breathed in the Mediterranean. I think she could do the same. I think when she goes to San Francisco, she’ll find the relatives of those jellyfish because I know they talk to one another. I just know they’ve heard of her. I want you to know she’s changed my life, and I’m just the beginning of a long list of people who will absolutely love her. Thank you for her. Thank you for naming her Jihad.” He finally looks at me, smiling. “She’s all the colors of bravery.”







Coral Orange
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I stay quiet for a long time, answering Jamie in gestures or one-syllable words. He doesn’t look the least bit worried that I’m upset, and I’m not. Because the silent, stunned expression on my face says it all. Jamie’s own expression is strange. There’s a splash of frustration mingling with the melancholy. He looks like the Mona Lisa, and I know why.

I’m dazed out of every word.

No one has ever said anything of that magnitude or depth about me.

My parents did shower me and Amal with love, but I don’t think I was ever praised for who I was. I was seen for the art I drew and the studying I did. But me… the essence of who I am, the little things I do, was never spoken about.

He asks me if I’d like to know where we’re going next, and I shrug.

“All right,” he says gaily, all the melancholy gone. “It’ll be a surprise!”

We look like an odd couple. Him smiling so wide he might get permanent lockjaw, and me with a blank, shocked expression.

I want to analyze everything he said. I try memorizing the words to repeat them to myself or at least write them down somewhere, but already I’m forgetting the exact wording.

Jamie orders a taxi that meets us outside the cemetery, and I’m not sure whether the rich have access to more instant taxis than the rest of us.

“You hungry?” Jamie asks when we’re inside the cab, warming our hands in front of the heater.

I shrug again.

“I don’t think there’s halal food where we’re going.” He frowns, his nose scrunching. “I keep forgetting to check for these things.”

“It’s okay,” I say quietly, and stare out the window.

I’m funny and kind, and I shine.

I’m brave.

There’s a bit of traffic on the way, but I don’t notice it. The cab finally stops, and I peer outside to see the huge Coney Island sign.

“Oh my God,” I breathe out. “I haven’t been here since I was twelve.”

Jamie pays the fare, and we get out.

On a Friday, Luna Park is a bit empty, but there are some Muslim families with their children and a few other people walking around. The hum of the roller coasters rumbles through the air, and the noise from the whole park isn’t as loud as it’ll be this evening. Still, I can smell a hint of the hot dogs and sugary waffles wafting toward us. The lines for the rides aren’t long.

“We don’t have to wait,” Jamie says, light shining in his eyes. “Come on.”

I stay in place, not moving, and he looks back, eyebrows raised.

“Are you scared of roller coasters?”

I shake my head. “No.”

“Then why is your voice trembling?”

“Because I’m cold?”

He tilts his head to the side. “Are you?”

Frenzied laughter-screaming echoes from the Cyclone, and my stomach drops.

“All right.” He sighs. “If you don’t want to do it—”

I’m brave.

“I’ll do it,” I interrupt. “It’s just that… it’s so fast. And it knocks you from side to side.”

He studies me. “We really don’t have to.”

“I want to,” I say firmly, and march toward the ticket booth, where a curly-haired woman with heart-shaped glasses greets us.

“Hello, what can I help you with?” she asks.

“Two of those ultimate wristbands, please,” Jamie says, and with one beep from his phone, she hands us our wristbands, and we put them on.

“Cyclone first?” Jamie nods toward the famous wooden roller coaster.

I eye it warily and wince when another bout of screaming reaches us. “Sure. Let’s get it over with.”

He looks like he’s fighting a laugh.

There are a couple of people in front of us. Jamie bounces on his feet while I try searching for anything that looks loose or wobbly, but aside from a slight trembling that has to do with physics it looks okay.

“You know, it was opened in 1927,” Jamie says. “Was made into a New York landmark in 1988.”

My stomach seizes. “That is a very long time ago. No one here was born then.”

“Pretty sure there are people alive from 1988.”

More screams. “Is it up to code? Why does it look so… worn down?”

“Definitely up to code. And I think that’s just the vibe. In 1977, for its fiftieth anniversary, some guy called Michael Boodley rode it one thousand and one times. And that was 1977. They didn’t even have Bluetooth back then.”

“Uh-huh.” I hold on to the barrier for support. “Why are you parroting facts?”

He shrugs, hands in his pocket. “You know I like to research. I googled where we’re going and fell into a deep hole of facts on Wikipedia. We’re in the southwest part of Brooklyn. Right there is the Atlantic Ocean, whom we’ll say hello to after a couple of rides. Fun fact: Coney Island was first known as Konijn Island by the Dutch settlers because there were a lot of wild rabbits here.” He grimaces. “Not a fun fact because they killed them all.”

“Next!” one of the attendants working the Cyclone shouts, and the people in front of us rush forward. They check their bags and race to claim their seats.

Most of the red compartments are quickly filled, which leaves Jamie and me to take the one at the very back. He hops in, and I don’t know how he fits with his long legs, but he makes it work.

“Come on!” he calls to me, and I press my hands together.

I climb in slowly, clutching everything with a death grip.

One of the attendants makes his rounds, ensuring we’re all strapped in safely.

“It’s not going to unlock, right?” I ask.

“Nope,” he says reassuringly.

“You swear?”

He chuckles. “I swear.”

“Have fun!” the operator yells from his station.

I brace myself as the train jerks into motion. My brain goes through all the worst possible outcomes of the tracks being weathered from wear and tear, a nail loosening, one of the wooden planks breaking, and me falling to my death.

Jamie raises his arms above his head, whooping. “Let’s go!”

“Put them down,” I growl, trembling from head to toe and clinging to the handles with an iron grip.

“Hell no!” he shouts.

The March wind rushes past us, and I’m glad I secured my hijab tightly around me.

The train inches upward at snail speed, which I’m sure is just to prolong the torture. Someone laughs in front of us, and I don’t understand how they’re not freaking out when the higher we go, the more certain it is we’ll die.

“How you holding up?” Jamie asks, and I shake my head.

I can’t speak, just grabbing on for dear life, and I close my eyes for good measure.

“Seriously?” He laughs. “Open your eyes. You need to see the horizon! That’s why we came here.”

I shake my head again.

“The ocean is beautiful. You’re missing out. Could be some inspiration for your murals.”

I crack one eye open. The ocean zooms in and out of focus, the blue glittering under the sun’s rays. My limbs relax a fraction, and I open my other eye to take it all in. I can feel the quiet of the ocean from where I’m sitting on the roller coaster. The blue reminds me of how Mama described the Mediterranean.

A crystal blue. Like a diamond. A blue so lush, you think the color would stain your hands if you touched it. A blue you know you could breathe under, she said.

Maybe parts of the Mediterranean are here. They are linked like mother and daughter, holding hands through a strait.

“Wow,” I breathe, and a tentative smile pulls at my lips.

I want to stand in the waters.

“Jamie, I—” I begin, and the roller coaster drops.
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I get off on shaky legs with Jamie hovering beside me, trying to help without touching me. His hands flail, and he chants apologies I barely hear. My heart is finally going back to its normal beating, and the blood is warming up my numb fingers.

The attendant hands me my bag, and I wobble down the stairs.

“You okay?” Jamie asks, worry creasing his brow.

Some of the people who were with us snicker when they pass by.

“I never knew you had such lungs on you,” Jamie continues, sounding impressed despite the worry. “I mean, that scream must have broken the sound barrier.”

I gulp in a mouthful of air and glare at him.

“You’re fine.” He grins. “So? Wasn’t it fun? I really wanted you to see the horizon from the top.”

When I’m sure my voice won’t break, I say, “It was.”

Triumph is in every inch of his expression, and he fist-bumps the air. “I knew it!” He claps his hands together. “All right! Let’s do that one next!” He points at another twister roller coaster that looks straight out of a nightmare labeled Soarin’ Eagle, where the people riding it are strapped to the seats standing up.

“Nope!” I yelp. “No way.”

“Fine. We’ll build up to it.”

“The hell we will.”

In the end, he suggests we get something to eat, and right on cue, my stomach growls. Luckily, the noise of the people and rides around us drowns it out. We get crispy fries, fried shrimp drizzled with a honey barbecue sauce, one large vegetarian pizza, and two lemonades.

“You’ve unlocked the level-three skill at finding halal-friendly food,” I say, and he looks particularly pleased with himself. “New York has a lot of halal places, but Coney Island still hasn’t caught up.”

With food in my stomach, the cool air on my face, and the rare sun warming me, I relax and find myself sinking into conversation with Jamie. I forget about school, Baba, Amal, and everything that’s an open wound. We go through so many topics, I’m not sure how one ends and the other begins.

He tells me how he chipped his tooth falling from the apple tree on the farm and how Bà Ngoại practically dragged the town’s dentist from his home on a Sunday afternoon. I tell him how I tried talking to the fish like Mama had told me she did by grabbing a goldfish at PetSmart, and the manager all but kicking Amal and me out. He laughs so hard, lemonade almost bursts from his nose. We talk about the things we love and the good memories we wish we could go back to. It’s nothing like our deep conversations from before, and it means everything. It’s light, and it makes me think of how normal this is, and how I longed for it.

Afterward, we play a couple of arcade games, winning nothing. Not even with the hack Jamie found online. I slip away and get us two cotton candies. He thanks me before taking a big bite from his sugary pink cloud. It makes me laugh, seeing bits of cotton candy stuck to the sides of his lips, and he looks delighted.

We go on a few more rides, and I agree to try one of the other roller coasters. I pick the least intimidating-looking one, but looks can be deceiving, and I spend the entire ride cry-laughing at my decision.

When we’ve had our fill of Luna Park, we make our way to the boardwalk.

“Look.” I point at the long line waiting for the Cyclone.

“We’re so smart for being here early.”

“You are,” I say, and he ducks his head, blushing. I get a secret thrill out of being able to fluster him like this. “How are you holding up?”

He glances at me, eyebrows raised.

“Being Muslim. Your first Ramadan and Eid.”

His lips quirk in a small smile, looking ahead. “Honestly? It hasn’t sunk in yet. But I realize it the most when I’m home. Like if my parents get takeout that has pork or non-halal meat, and I have to tell them I already ate. Locking the door when I pray so they don’t accidentally walk in on me. I don’t think they’ll be that upset, but I’m not ready to have that conversation. It’s…” His expression is calm. “It’s lonely. When I’m not with you in school, I’m lonely. You’re the only one here who knows all of me.”

His smile is gentle now, and the orange in his soul becomes deeper.

“I’m ecstatic I did this; don’t get me wrong,” he continues. “But it’s difficult.”

“I never thought of how it would be for you,” I say quietly. “I can’t imagine it.”

His smile turns sad. “It’ll get easier, right?”

I nod.

The sun sparkles on the ocean beside us, droplets of light dancing from wave to wave. Parents push their children’s strollers, holding their toddler’s hands. We pass a few Muslim families who say salam alaykum to us, and Jamie jumps at the chance to say it back, his voice eager and wavering a bit at the end. I love seeing him like this; it makes my heart soften.

“Do you want to say hello to the ocean?” Jamie asks after we’ve been walking in silence for a while.

I look at him to see if he’s teasing me, but there’s only sincerity in his expression.

I don’t feel silly when I say, “Yeah.”

He scans the beach and nods toward the other side. “There. Not a lot of people.”

The last time I came here was when Mama was still alive. It was a cold February, but Mama got it in her head after one gnarly cancerous episode she needed to come here. Baba piled us into the car, and we drove for more than an hour. Without saying a word, she got out, wrapped in the same navy-blue coat she’d worn when she arrived in this country, and trudged to the shoreline. I don’t remember which part of the beach it was, and I’m glad of it. I don’t make any effort to remember.

I tell Jamie this, and I don’t think he notices how pliable his body becomes, bending to each word I’m saying.

“I was half afraid she was going to walk into the ocean.” I relish the way my boots sink into the sand. The breeze tickles my nose, and I lick my lips, tasting the salt. “Amal and I called after her, but she didn’t look back. She didn’t answer. Dad caught our hands and asked us to stay back. To give her some space. I was scared because I couldn’t recognize her. Her eyes were hollow like she was seeing something we couldn’t. She stood there, facing the ocean. Dad went to her, but she didn’t want to come away from the water. I think she was trying to call the jellyfish.”

We’re right in front of the ocean, and I haven’t looked at Jamie at all throughout the whole story.

“You think certain people are born with a higher affinity for certain things?” I ask, and sit on the sand, not caring that it’s wet. Jamie sits as well, crossing his legs. “Like Mama was a fish out of water. Or someone who has a love for forests and trees, they wouldn’t be able to live in the city.” That the blessings happen because of that, I think.

“I think so.” Jamie runs his fingers through the sand. “I don’t think you’d be able to survive somewhere dull.”

I glance at him.

“For your artistic inspirations,” he says with a smile.

“What about you?”

He takes in a deep breath, glancing around. “I suppose I have an affinity for wide open spaces.” He laughs. “Something abstract, I know. This city is beautiful, but you can feel so constricted in it. Like there’s no space for my heart to expand. If it weren’t for the ocean here, it would be a bit suffocating. I’m glad you’ll have the ocean in San Francisco.”

“It might not work out.”

“But what do you feel when you think about it?”

“Happy.” I shrug. “Calm. Like everything makes sense.”

“When I think of us going our separate ways, I feel like my heart might stop.”

I blink and look at him. He’s staring intently at me, the brown in his eyes hazel from the sun and moving like the waves beside us. We haven’t come close to this conversation. I still don’t know how I feel about it. I’m not sure if I’m allowed to think of this possibility.

“But I might stay,” I find myself saying.

He swallows hard. “My heart stops when I think of me leaving as well.”

My breath stutters. “What are you saying?”

He finds a shell in the sand beside us, picks it up, and wipes away the sand stuck to it. “I’m not going to say anything that freaks you out.”

I let out a laugh. “Jamie, nothing fazes me anymore.”

But I don’t think I’d believe what he says even if he does say it. In the grand scheme of what my life was, is, and will become, this doesn’t even register on it, because it doesn’t make sense. Because it doesn’t fit. How would it? Two teenagers from wildly different backgrounds, meeting only in this moment in time before life separates them.

He reads my expression, and whatever he was going to say disappears from his lips. Instead he asks, “You said my color is a sunrise orange. What’s yours?”

I’m taken aback, going quiet.

“Shit. Is it a personal question?” he asks, alarmed. “I’m sorry.”

I shake my head. “No, no.” A small smile tickles my lips. “It’s just no one has ever asked me that.”

I glance at my hands, my smile feeling more carefree. “Blue. A twilight blue when the whole world is quiet, contemplating the end of the day.” I trace my fingers over the lines in my palm, watching the way the blue splinters into tiny vessels. “It’s a warm, beautiful color.”

“I know the exact color you’re talking about,” he says with a smile in his voice. “I saw it in Đà Nẵng last summer. Endless deep blue. The sky, the sea, the sand, the city. Me, as well.”

He smiles then, and I think this is my favorite smile. The gentleness, the way it makes me think he doesn’t smile at anyone but me like that. He takes a deep breath, humming contently, and stretches his legs in front of him. Leaning on the back of his hands, he says, “You’re going to be famous, Jihad.”

I blush under his gaze, under the way he says my name full of awe. “I don’t…That’s not what I want.”

He shakes his head. “Too late. With a name like that, you’re going to change the world.”

“You keep saying that.” I bend my legs, hugging them to my chest. “You don’t know.”

He scoffs. “I have an affinity for predictions.”

“Really?” I snort.

“You’ll see.”

I pivot toward him. “You mentioned the jellyfish at Mama’s grave…Do you really believe that?”

“Absolutely,” he says without a shadow of a doubt.

I lick my lips, my hands clammy. “No. I don’t mean in a metaphorical way. The blessings I told you about. You actually believe what I said about my mom breathing underwater and talking to the jellyfish.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Yes, Jihad, I do. Do you?”

I nod. “Why?”

“Why do I believe?”

I nod again.

He glances up at the sky. “Why not?” Then he looks at me. “I just know you can too.”







Vermilion Red
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The apartment is too quiet when I get home, and even though the colors are beginning to show up there, they’re not as strong as they were on Coney Island. But I hold on to the joys of Jamie and the future awaiting me in Opus. I haven’t drawn anything for the murals in over a week, being busy with school and my sketchbook submission.

“I’m sending my sketchbook tomorrow,” I say on Monday to Jamie, who sits cross-legged opposite me on the art studio floor, with our food in front of us. He tried his hand at making yabra’a, which floored me. He sent me a video of the vine leaves in one plate and the minced meat and rice in another. He told me it can’t be more different than making cà chua nhồi thịt, a dish that involves stuffing meat in tomatoes, and he wanted to make something Syrian for me.

He watches me take a bite, anxiety in his eyes, and I don’t think he heard what I said. The yabra’a tastes amazing, and my eyes widen. “Um, is this the first time you’ve made this?”

He nods.

I stare at him. “This is perfect.”

His face breaks out into a relieved grin. “I was scared I left them too long on the stove.”

I take another one, dipping it into the yogurt. “This is the best thing ever.”

He watches me eat and nudges the Tupperware toward me. “Eat as much as you want. I made it for you.”

My cheeks burn, and I try not to think about what he wanted to tell me on the beach.

“So you filled all the sketchbook pages?” he asks. He was listening.

I nod. “I’m going to the post office after school tomorrow.”

He stabs his plastic fork into a yabra’a. “Shouldn’t you have done this last year?”

“The process has two steps. First is sending your application within the normal deadlines, as with all colleges. If they approve it, you go to the next step, which is sending in your art piece. Last year, I got cleared for the next step. If I’m admitted, I’ll be able to get the scholarship as well, because it was in my application. They want to see your work from your final semester, because what if you think of something to write or draw later that would get you in, but you didn’t have it by the standard application deadline? It would be a lost opportunity to you. So they operate on a rolling deadline.”

He looks impressed. “They’re going to love you.”

I blush. “I hope so.”

When I’m back home, I pick up my own sketchbook, thumbing the worn-out cover and smiling to myself at how many times I’ve cracked the spine open to draw in it, to write something, to paint something that spans several pages. I ended it with a tree taking up the last two pages, branches holding up different fruits, all found in Syria. A hopeful ending. The sketchbook is too big to put into an envelope, so I scour the apartment until I find a small cardboard box that will fit it.

I hardly sleep that night, my heart pounding. I think of how far I’ve come. How much I’ve lost and how close the end is. My hands tremble, and I press them to my chest. I roll over and call Amal. It rings for a bit before the line cuts off. We keep missing each other. Sighing, I tug at my hair strands, wrapping them around my fingers over and over again until I fall asleep.

At school, I’m so giddy I don’t even mind having gym before lunch.

I choose a locker in the corner, away from the other girls, and change into my gym clothes. I don’t have the same sweats as the rest of the girls. Mine are a pair I’ve owned for years and aren’t a part of the school uniform. But they’re such a similar gray color and style to the school ones that I hoped I’d be able to fly under the radar. I did have to get the official white shirt because the school logo is on it, and I wear a white long-sleeve shirt from home under it to hide my arms.

I hate PE, where I’m usually the cliché of the unpopular girl who’s picked last or not picked at all. But today, I’m surprised when Nicole’s team picks me among the first choices for volleyball.

I walk slowly, finding Audrey on Nicole’s team.

She smiles at me, and I return it.

“Worst class ever,” she mutters, and I half laugh.

“Hey, Ji.” I hear Alexis behind me and turn around.

“Hey, stranger,” I reply.

She grimaces. “I deserve that.”

I shrug. “I’m not sure if I did something wrong? Is it because of what happened with Mason?”

She glances over at the other girls. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Mason was out of line. I’ve just been busy with school. I’ve been put on a wait-list for Yale, so my parents have been coming down hard on me.”

“Oh,” I say. “Okay. Sorry about that.”

She waves a hand. “It’s all right. Who cares, I got into NYU and that’s what I want anyway.”

She looks flawlessly pretty in her sweatpants and T-shirt, her hair pulled into a high ponytail. Her shirt is tight, giving her a perfect cinched waist, and her sweats hang low around her hips. Every girl is wearing them the exact same way, and I feel a pang of jealousy at how they all look great while I’m a shapeless blob.

I take in a deep breath and let the feelings out when I exhale. It’s not their fault. It’s not mine either. It’s like Bà Ngoại said. This moment isn’t forever.

The gym is divided into two parts with two nets in between. One for the boys, and one for the girls.

Nicole gathers us around, flexing her fingers. “All right, whoever gets the ball, pass it to me or Jenny. We’ll be able to score. Okay?”

The other girls nod, and one rolls her eyes.

“What if you’re too far away?” one of them asks, and I think her name is Lena. She has her blond bangs gathered with a butterfly clip.

“We won’t be,” Nicole says firmly. “And if we are, just pass it between you or something.”

“Ugh, who cares?” the girl who rolled her eyes says, and I have to agree with her. So does Audrey, who nods as well.

“I do, Brittany,” Nicole says. “You can sit this one out if you want.”

“Oh my God, relax. It’s not that serious.” Brittany rolls her eyes again but is already stretching her arms.

Nicole doesn’t reply, but her stare could burn Brittany alive.

No one tells me what I should do, so I move toward the end corner, but Nicole grabs my arm.

“No, I want you right here.” She places me in the middle right in front of the net. “If anyone hits you, just yell ‘hate crime.’”

I blink, not sure if she’s joking or not. She doesn’t look like she is.

“But I’ve never played—” I begin, but she’s already moving on to talk to Hayley.

The ball hits me multiple times, and one time it smacks me on the cheek. The heat on my cheeks is more to do with the embarrassment from the laughter I hear. I try ignoring them, trying to hit the ball, and I’m able to do it once before it slips from my fingers and falls.

“Damn it, Jihad!” Nicole barks from where she’s standing.

I swallow hard, sweat pouring down my forehead and neck all the way down my spine. It was a mercy not being picked, and I wish could go back to that right now. Audrey tries to help, but she’s just as bad as I am. I run and jump and am finally able to pass the ball to Brittany, who grabs it like she doesn’t care. She doesn’t even move from where she’s standing, and the ball slides from her hands and bounces to the floor again.

Nicole doesn’t say anything to her. “Okay, let’s try again.”

It goes like this until the PE teacher blows her whistle.

“Okay, everyone. That’s enough for today. You got about fifteen minutes until lunchtime, so hit the showers.”

I walk up to Nicole, who’s talking to Alexis and laughing, not one hint of her annoyance from the game on her expression. I toss the ball forcefully at her as soon as she looks up, and she catches it at the last second with a small grunt.

“Got it out of your system?” I snap, and leave before she says anything else.

Everyone breaks out into little groups, chatting with one another, hurrying toward the locker room.

Audrey catches up with me, brow furrowed. “Was it just me or was Nicole…”

I nod. “Yeah.”

She lets out a low whistle. “She’s got issues; that’s for sure.”

The sound of the water running muffles the conversations, and I grab my bag, a towel, and find an empty shower stall near the end. I place my bag out by the door and strip inside the stall before washing my hair and body. I crank the water on the colder setting, relishing the way it cools my overheated skin. I take a bit more time with my long hair. When I’m done, I grab the towel, dry myself, and pull my hair into a tight bun.

Opening the door, I crouch and rummage through my bag, looking for my school uniform. My heart begins pounding restlessly when I realize the only thing in my bag is my gym clothes. My school uniform is gone, and so is the cardboard box that has my sketchbook in it.

I wrap the towel around me, running and nearly tripping to the lockers, praying I somehow forgot them there. But there’s nothing.

My chest hurts.

“Hi, did you—did you see my uniform here? And a cardboard box?” I ask one of the girls, who’s slipping into her skirt.

She shakes her head and goes back to pulling her sweater on.

My vision spins, and I think I might throw up from the way my stomach is clenching.

The locker room is slowly emptying while I search everywhere. People either stare at me with pity or like I’ve grown a second head, but they all leave.

I collapse onto the bench, trying to breathe through it all, but my chest hurts and seizes.

Soon enough, I’m the only one left, the echoes of everyone outside fading away.

There’s nothing for me to wear but my dirty gym uniform.

I bite back my tears, grinding my jaw, which feels too heavy, and go back to the shower stall.

My skin crawls when I put my joggers and both shirts on. It’s as if I didn’t take a shower at all. But none of that matters when I remember I can’t find my sketchbook either.

“Nicole,” I whisper. My fear eclipses any anger I have as I see my future fading away through a telescope.

I swallow hard, breathing through my mouth, and look for my hijab.

But it isn’t here.

My mouth goes dry.

No. No. No.

I can’t find it.

They took it too. She took my hijab.

A sob bubbles in my chest, acidic and painful.

I sit on the bench, my empty bag beside my feet, the humidity from the shower dewing on my skin and my dirty gym clothes sticking to me.

I gasp through choppy breaths, feeling like I’m about to burst from the inside out.

I can’t stay here forever. No one will come looking for me. No one will ask where I am.

My phone is still in the small pocket of my bag, and I don’t know if they left it there on purpose or if they were in a hurry and forgot it.

I could call Jamie. Ask for his help, but I can’t. I can’t let him see me like this. Audrey could help, but she already left before I got out of the shower, and I don’t have her number.

I have no one but myself.

I glance down at my T-shirt and get an idea. It’s the only thing I have that I can wrap around my head.

When I fasten it, making sure there are no stray hairs, and look at myself in the mirror, I want to cry all over again.

My eyes are swollen, my nose red, the long shirt wrinkled. And the makeshift hijab looks comical. It bunches on the side, and I look like I should be committed. I can smell myself, and it makes me want to gag.

The humiliation is searing, branded on me, and I don’t think it’ll ever go away.

I don’t want to leave the gym, but I have no choice. I need to find my sketchbook. If I don’t have it, I have nothing.

I splash cold water onto my face and smooth down the shirt-hijab.

The hallway outside is empty. Everyone should be at lunch. I take out my phone and call Alexis.

She doesn’t pick up on the first try, so I call again.

This time she picks up on the fourth ring.

“What’s up?” she says lightly.

“Did you know?” I ask in a scratchy voice, throat raw and voice tight from tears.

“Know what?”

“What Nicole was going to do?” I hiccup. “Take my—my sketchbook.”

There are loud conversations in the background, and I imagine her surrounded by her friends and boyfriend, having the time of her life.

“Ji, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Alexis says, her tone concerned. “Are you okay?”

“No,” I snap. “I am not fucking okay. Your friends stole my sketchbook. I need it back now.”

I hear her shifting in her seat. “Okay, I have no idea what you’re talking about. We were together the whole time, and they didn’t touch your things. Do you really think I would let them do that?”

I laugh, and it hurts my throat. “Alexis, they took my hijab. My school uniform. I’m wearing my gym clothes. I have a shirt for a hijab. Don’t you dare gaslight me. You know they did this. Tell them I need my sketchbook. I need it.”

Alexis sighs. “Ji, I’m sorry this happened to you. Where are you?”

I lean my head against the wall, banging it slightly. “Just ask them if they have it. Or I’m going to the principal.”

“Okay, fine.” Then out loud, away from the phone, she asks, “Hey, girls. Hey! Listen, did you take Ji’s stuff? Her sketchbook?”

I hear a high-pitched giggle, and then Nicole says, “No, of course not. Why would we do that?”

“Yeah, we have a life, Alexis,” Hayley says nonchalantly. “Oh my God, truffle fries!”

“They don’t have it,” Alexis says to me. “Where are you?”

I stay quiet, biting my tongue so hard I can taste blood.

“Ji, are you there?” she asks.

“You know what, Alexis?” I rasp. “Fuck you. And fuck your friends.”

I end the call before she can say anything else.
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The administrator’s eyes are wide when she sees the state I’m in. She asks me to sit while she lets the principal know I’m there. The colors in front of me are splashed in fiery shades, a vermilion red underlining them. They rage against their borders, spilling into one another all over the walls around me. They scorch the earth.

Dr. Mérieux’s eyebrows raise a fraction in surprise, and he gestures for me to sit down.

“What happened?” he asks, and I see him recoil a bit when the smell of my dirty gym clothes hits him.

I tell him. He listens carefully, hands joined in front of him. My voice wavers, but I dig my fingers into my thighs to ground myself. When I’m done, he stares at me for a long time before leaning back in his chair.

“Are you absolutely sure it was Nicole, Jenny, and Hayley?” he finally asks.

“I—” I falter.

“This is a serious, serious accusation, Miss Dabbagh,” he says gravely. “If they have done this, if you saw them do this, if anyone else can corroborate what you said, then they will face severe consequences.”

My ears ring. “I’m—I didn’t see them.”

Dr. Mérieux grimaces. “Then you can understand my hands are tied with this. It will be a she said, she said situation, yes? And I can’t have disgruntled parents come in here asking why I suspended their children with no evidence.”

“Look at me,” I say, my jaw trembling. “I am the evidence.”

His gaze is pitying, and it burns me. “I know. I believe you. But there is nothing I can do.” He scratches his chin. “Do you have a friend you could always be with? Maybe the buddy who was assigned to you. Don’t go to places on your own.”

I gape at him, stuttering in a breath. “Right,” I whisper. “That’s it?”

He raises his hands. “If you can get someone to back up your story, then I can do something. Last time, you had Audrey, and I took care of it. Best I can do is move you to another gym class for the rest of the year. But you will have to attend your other classes.”

I don’t move, shocked out of my despair. He didn’t do anything. The jokes continued.

There’s no help for me here.

“Okay,” I finally say. “Okay.”

Dr. Mérieux gives one last sigh, and I sense this meeting is over, so I stand, thank him for his time, and leave.

Once I’m in the halls, I debate whether to go home or not. The makeshift hijab T-shirt is annoying, digging into my chin, and it’s squeezing my head in a way that’s giving me a headache.

I decide to go home and nurse my wounds. My sketchbook is gone for good, and I need to think of something else to submit to Opus. The I-80 is vanishing from the telescope.

Everyone I pass openly stares, and laughter follows me until I’m by the front doors. But a group of students gathered in the inner courtyard draws my attention, and dread circles me like sharks.

I walk slowly, pushing the glass doors, and those near the door glance back at me.

“Jihad?” I hear Jamie behind me and turn around to see the horror on his face.

Shame festers inside me. As if it’s my fault I look like this right now.

His eyes are drawn up, and I follow them.

“Oh no,” he whispers, and it’s like someone dragged a knife across my stomach, spilling out everything inside me. I’m the court’s jester, drenched in tomatoes the masses threw at me. I’m the punch line to the joke, and nothing I do matters. My dignity is a phantom, and I’m the only one desperate to keep it intact.

Because up there on the flagpole, torn and muddied, is my hijab, wrapped into a knot out of reach.







Void Black


[image: ]

My cheeks nearly melt off my face.

A flash of a camera goes off around me, and more flashes follow.

Faces blur; voices become garbled in my ears.

I will my legs to move.

Above all the noise, my legs listen. I turn around, half running toward the inner courtyard doors and out of the school. My bag bumps into my hip with every step, and my heart hurts from the fear and humiliation.

It’s not until I’m at the school’s gates that a hand shoots in front of me, and I stop dead in my tracks.

Jamie gasps in air, hands supported on his knees. He looks up, pushing his hair out of his eyes. “Wait.”

My voice doesn’t work, so I stare at him.

He straightens up and stares back. Tries saying something three times before going quiet.

“What?” I finally whisper. My voice has been stolen from me.

He looks at his shoes, a harsh red marring his cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

I draw in a sharp breath that feels like a knife in my chest. “That means nothing to me.”

“Who did this?”

I back away. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.”

I hate he’s looking at me when I’m like this. That he’s seeing me at my lowest and most fractured. I hate how helpless he looks. It breaks my heart to know it’s the hijab on my head that makes me an obvious target. Something that I’m supposed to love and wear as a badge of honor is being made into something humiliating.

I push past him. My mouth is too heavy to say anything else without the dam I’m holding back in my eyes breaking.

Jamie doesn’t try to stop me, doesn’t yell wait again.

I’m glad he doesn’t say anything. My humiliation burns away, and all that’s left is red-hot anger. There’s a volcano inside me, and all I see is Mama’s limp hand when her friends washed her body before her funeral. All I see is blood, and all I hear is Alexis’s nonchalant tone. All I hear are her excuses over and over again.

I don’t know how I make it home, but I’m suddenly standing in the middle of my room, looking at myself in the mirror.

My gym shirt hangs loosely from my head and neck, a couple of strands of my hair escaping and plastered to my cheeks.

In the privacy of my room and the quiet of this empty apartment, I let myself cry.

The tears splatter onto the floor, and I cry as noisily as I want. I wish Mama were here to hug me. I wish Amal never left for Qatar. I wish Baba would storm the school and rain hell on them for what happened to me.

I’m so alone in this, I feel my bones fracturing, a wound punctured in my heart, bleeding me out.

I peel off my gym clothes and throw them into the corner and study myself. Even with my appetite back, my frame is narrower than it was a couple of years ago, my shoulders sticking out at odd angles. My hair, once something that gave Mama joy to see, falls around me in clumps, half wet and limp.

This hair that I loved and grew for Mama doesn’t belong here.

I rummage through my desk and drawers, and my hair cradles me as if sensing what I’m about to do, pleading with me to reconsider.

I find my scissors, draw my chair right to the mirror, and begin. Something about it is strangely cathartic. The excision, the satisfying sound of the scissors shearing my hair and watching it fall to the floor.

When I’m done, I stand and my shoulders feel lighter, a coolness tickling my neck and ears. The weight is gone, lying in brown waves at my feet.

It’s a messy job, some strands longer than others and all of them jagged. But I like it.

I look down at the rest of my hair, and a sudden sob bubbles out of me. I sink to my knees, holding my stomach and heaving in gulps of air.

It was supposed to be hers.

But these tears are different. They’re a heaviness disappearing, rain falling from congealed clouds that part. These tears are healing.

I sniff, blow my nose into a tissue, and gather my hair together before finding a plastic bag and putting it in. It was a part of me, and now that it’s not, it needs to be buried.

I take another shower, washing and scrubbing the day off me until my skin is raw and pink. I slip into my favorite green pajamas that say flowers for a healthy life and lie in my bed, twirling my hair between my fingers. The absence of the rest of my hair is jarring, like a ghost limb.

I don’t bother checking my phone. If Alexis texted, I don’t care. Once upon a time our friendship was real, but the years and her passiveness wore it down. I didn’t see the signs at first, because I wanted to see her as the six-year-old girl who had lunch in my apartment. The one who asked about the blessings, until she didn’t.

In the corners of my heart, I hope she reaches out.

But I know she won’t.

All the lies I told myself are uncovered. The way her mother would look at me and how she hated saying my name. The passive-aggressive comments about my hair and hijab. How one-sided this friendship was, me bending over backward for her and Alexis never lifting a finger in return. Not standing up for me, so she doesn’t ruffle any feathers. Never asking about me and being Muslim, like that part of me doesn’t exist. Like it was a burden.

My chest hurts when I remember that my way into Opus is gone. The frustration nearly cleaves my heart in two. I press my pillow against my face, gripping it so tightly, I nearly tear through it.

“No,” I half scream in a broken voice.

I roll to my side, facing my desk, where Mama’s sketchbook waits patiently for me.

The anger is still in my bones. Enough has been taken from me. Enough has been done to me.

My fingers itch, and it’s like my room becomes doused in sunlight. The colors are on fire, burning.

A thought blooms in my mind, spreading all over from me and into the room around me in rivulets.

I don’t think twice and get up to grab the sketchbook, open it to an empty page, and start sketching.







Red, White, Blue, and Green
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I don’t sleep much that night.

It might be my imagination amplifying everything around me, but I can almost hear my mural come to life on the buildings outside. This will cause an outrage, I’m sure. Somehow this will get me caught.

I hear Baba shuffling back home around midnight. My bedroom door opens a fraction, and I hear him murmuring a prayer for me before closing it again.

I doze off around three in the morning and wake up just as suddenly at six. My heart hammers in my chest as I lie awake, staring at the ceiling and debating whether I should go to school or not.

If I do, I’ll be fodder for jokes at best and prey for racism at worst. If I don’t go, then Nicole and her friends will know they got to me. That they won.

It hurts to get up and trudge to the bathroom, but I know it’s the right thing to do. I do a double-take when I see my reflection. I forgot I cut my hair. Now that I slept with it half wet and sheared short, it curls around my neck, each strand pointing in a different direction. I twirl my finger through one, liking the way it clings to me, wrapping around my finger like a cocoon. Like a jellyfish’s tentacles. Even my bangs are individual curls, clinging to my eyelashes. I never knew my hair could be like this.

My heart gives a low pang when I remember I won’t be telling Alexis about this.

I go through the motions of getting ready for school, putting it out of my mind. There’s something much bigger awaiting me outside.

My mural should be up all over, and for the first time since the first one, I resist the urge to check online to see people’s reaction.

I want to see the mural on my own for the first time.

The lights aren’t on, so the apartment is in alternating shadow and light. It reminds me of Saturday mornings when Mama would wake up before all of us and prepare a whole Syrian breakfast. I’d get up to keep her company, knowing those moments were when she was happiest. When her family was all together at home sleeping and she was there to take care of them.

“Why don’t we turn on the lights?” I asked once when I realized she always worked without them in the kitchen.

Mama spun around, wearing a white-and-pink apron that Amal and I had bought for her birthday around her waist; she had sewn ruffles on the shoulders and hem. Those were the days before she realized something was wrong. She woke up feeling better and thought whatever sickness was there had left.

“It’s more romantic this way,” she said in Arabic, and pointed at the onion frying in the cooking pot. “Can you please make sure the onion doesn’t burn? I don’t want to have burned keshk.”

I stirred the onions. “Romantic? Like in love?”

She laughed while breaking the eggs perfectly, yolks intact, into the pan. “It’s not just that love. It’s being in love with this world.”

I close the front door behind me and make my way down and out of the building toward the subway.

Weirdly, I don’t see any pieces of my mural anywhere and begin second-guessing whether I drew it or not. But I know I did. Did the sketchbook lose its powers? Is the blessing gone?

I finally check my phone to see a torrent of messages. Most of them are from Jamie.


Jamie: I’m sorry

Jamie: tell me what to do

Jamie: please tell me you’re all right

Jamie: I need to know if you’re okay



I swipe the rest away and see a message from Amal.


Amal: we keep missing each other. do you have time today? I feel like I haven’t heard your voice in forever

Amal: I went to a water yoga thing yesterday. For women only. Isn’t that crazy? No hijab. No leering men. Just yoga and vibes



No messages from Alexis. I hate that I’m disappointed.

I swallow the bile rising in my throat and pocket my phone. I just want to see my mural. I just want to be vindicated. I want this whole city to see.

But there’s nothing.

Not on the walls of the subway. Not on the ground. Not anywhere.

Unease slithers around me, wrapping itself around my limbs. When I reach my station, I get out and climb up the stairs, taking two at a time, praying it’ll be there.

But it’s not.

The same building that faces the subway station that had all my murals splattered all over it is empty.

Something’s not right.

I swallow hard. Is it because what I drew had nothing to do with Mama’s story? In a way it does, but not directly.

I pull my backpack tighter around my shoulders and head toward the school. The closer I get, the more people I see, and my confusion deepens. There’s a huge crowd around the gates, loud voices mingling together, and I don’t understand a word.

Not everyone here is a student, but each one has their phone out and is taking pictures.

Someone tugs on my bag strap, yanking me back, and I immediately get defensive, reaching up a hand to slap them. I freeze when I see it’s Jamie.

“Hey,” I say dully, tugging my bag and folding my arms.

But Jamie looks distracted, something akin to terror in his eyes. “Why weren’t you picking up your phone?”

“What?”

“Follow me,” he says, looking around, moving out of earshot. I stumble after him, beyond confused about what’s happening. He turns toward me, running his hands through his hair, and then massages his eyes.

“Did you draw something yesterday? In the sketchbook?” he asks in a low voice.

I shrug. “Yes? But nothing showed up.”

The color drains from his face. “It did.”

I stare at him for a long second, the wires in my brain firing, and then slowly turn toward where the crowd is gathered around the school. From where I’m standing farther away, I can see parts of it. I see the red, white, and blue inked onto the school’s building for everyone to see.

“Oh my God,” I whisper.

My mural was a cry for the world to see me. To see my hijab and myself.

I drew the Statue of Liberty as she was intended. A Muslim woman in traditional green Egyptian clothes. And I added the American flag as a hijab wrapped around her head and neck. Her face is that of royalty, her features strong and proud, the look in her eyes unwavering.

She is everything I want to be.

They took my hijab, tore it, stepped on it, and raised it on a pole. So I will take the American flag and make it worth something on the Statue of Liberty. I will take their humiliation and make it my pride.

Seeing my mural all over the school gives me the relief I’ve been looking for. At this moment I’m not afraid. I’m not angry. I am the Statue of Liberty. I am her.

As if she hears my thoughts, she fixes her gaze on me and winks.

“Jihad,” Jamie says, jarring me back to reality.

His eyes are bloodshot as if he hasn’t slept either.

“What?” I say defensively. “It’s not even wrong. She was originally supposed to be a Muslim woman, but it was too expensive for the Egyptian government to commission.”

He inhales sharply. “I wasn’t asking for a history lesson. This is not going to be good for you.”

“Because it was going great before?” I snap.

He tugs at his hair. “You know what I mean. They’re going to blame you for this. You’ll be expelled for sure. What happens then? How will you attend Opus?”

“You don’t know,” I say quietly, then laugh when he raises his eyebrows. “There is no Opus. Nicole and her friends stole my sketchbook.” My chin wobbles, but I dig my fingers into my arms to steady myself. “I can’t apply. I have nothing.” I take a step back. “I know you’re trying to help, Jamie, but just leave me alone. You don’t know what it’s like to be me. You can pretend. But you just see it, and then you go home to your rich life while I still live in this one. Your biggest issue is that people don’t know you’re Muslim. Wow, that must suck so much not to get the hate I do every single day.”

His jaw tightens, and hurt flashes in his eyes, but I don’t care. He moves toward me, but I back away.

“Leave me alone,” I bite out. “I mean it.”

In a split second, I make the decision to walk into the school building. If I go back home, any suspicions of my involvement will solidify. I couldn’t have predicted this happening, and I realize that even if I knew it would, I’d still have done it. I would do it all over again. Let this school suffer for a change. Let them lose their minds over something made from acrylic paint and spray bottles.

Stares burn the back of my head when I push my way to the gates and slide in. I hear someone shouting something, but I can’t make out what it is.

I pass under the Statue of Liberty, and I swear her gaze follows me until I’m inside.

It’s mayhem.

There are ten minutes to the first class, and the atrium is filled with students excitedly talking to one another. A large group of parents stands in the administrative office, their brows furrowed and their expressions annoyed. One parent jabs a finger at the receptionist and then toward the principal’s office. His face is red, matching his tie. The din makes it hard to hear anything, and blessedly, I slip through all of them and head to class.

The classroom is empty, and I sit at my usual desk, right at the back in the corner.

Jamie bursts in a minute later, and I jump. He closes the door behind him. There’s no more fear on his face. He makes a direct beeline toward me, striding down the steps, and drops his bag right beside me.

I look up to see his lips tight, his nostrils flaring. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him angry before. For some reason, I like that look on him.

“You don’t get to decide what I do,” he starts in a shaky voice. I realize that while the anger suits him, he’s not familiar with it. It’s like he doesn’t know how to use it. His voice betrays him. “You’re not a charity case. I wouldn’t do this for anyone, but I do it for you. You don’t get to decide to push me away because you feel like you have no one. I’m here.”

I stare at him.

He takes in a sharp breath, steadying himself. “I’m scared out of my mind how to tell my parents I converted. I’m scared what this will mean for my future. But all of that doesn’t matter when I’m with you. And just because you gave up on your dream doesn’t mean I did. We’re going to find a way for you to get in. Mark my words.”

He grabs his bag and storms to the other side of the room before turning around. “And for your information, I’m sitting here because you want your space.” He sets his bag on the desk before aggressively yanking out his laptop and books. Then he turns to me once again. “You know I spent the entire night sick with worry about you. I’m sorry I don’t know what to do—” He breathes in deep and loosens the first button of his shirt. “I’m not going—”

The doors open before he can finish his sentence, and the entire class comes pouring in. Some do a double take when they see me. The bell must have rung without us hearing it. I train my eyes on my notebook, pretending I don’t feel everyone staring at me.

I look up and see Alexis. Our eyes meet, and it feels like everyone in the room has stopped to stare at us. She doesn’t say anything, and I can’t make out the expression on her face. It’s as if she gained new expressions since that phone call, just like how I’m someone else with my hair cut short. The frayed thread of our friendship is torn. My eyes burn with tears that won’t fall. Nicole pulls Alexis’s arm before giving me a dirty look, and they sit together near the front of the class.

And that’s that.

I don’t have time to perform an autopsy on the past thirteen years of my life, because the professor walks in right after.

“All right.” Her heels click on the floor, and everyone quiets down. “I know you all saw the mural outside, but right now we’re in this classroom, and I will not tolerate any distractions. You have AP exams coming up, and trust me, that distasteful mural won’t be a question.”

A couple of people turn around to look at me, and I go right back to my notebook.

The class drags on for ages, and I barely hear a word the professor says, so I’m glad I recorded the entire lecture. Finally, the bell rings and everyone leaves for the next period, not sparing me a look.
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I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop as I walk to my classes, but it’s still hanging in the air. I’m more cautious, looking over my shoulder. My hijab was just the beginning of something more sinister, I’m sure.

But nothing happens.

Not even the principal calling me to his office.

I have my lunch alone in the art studio, barely able to eat any of the kabse I made two days ago.

My haze of anger has faded a fraction, and guilt roars through me. I shouldn’t have lashed out at Jamie. He’s been nothing but kind. A lump lodges in my throat, and I move to the back of the room. Hidden behind the easels and brushes, I open my phone and try calling Amal.

She picks on the third ring.

“Aren’t you at school?” she asks. I close my eyes. I’ve missed her voice so much.

“Yeah,” I croak. “Lunch, though.”

She hums. “That’s okay. What’s up?”

I hug my knees to my chest and look around. The cupboard behind me is a comfort, keeping me steady.

“Jihad?” she says when I’m quiet for a long second. “Everything okay?”

I clear my throat, sniffing. “Yeah. Yeah. It’s fine.”

There’s no point in telling Amal. She’s thousands of miles away, and harassing the principal through constant phone calls can do only so much. Besides, she’s pregnant, and I don’t want to dump something this stressful on her.

“You sure?” Her voice is concerned.

I nod, knowing she can’t see me, but I can’t say anything with my throat closing up. “I just miss you.”

“I miss you too. I keep seeing things and thinking Jihad would love this. I found this really cool brush that changes color in the sun, and I bought it. I think you’ll love it when you visit this summer.”

This makes me smile despite the emptiness in my chest. “Can I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

I scratch the floor. “Did Mama ever tell you anything about the vanity in her room?”

“Hmm, she said… it was a wedding gift. I don’t remember anything else. Why?”

I clear my throat. “I found this sketchbook inside. It was dedicated to Mama from our great-aunt. Nahla. She talked about her, remember?”

“I guess. She said she used to talk to trees, right?” Amal blows out a puff of air. “Damn, I forgot about that.”

“What if it was real? Everything. Like really real.”

I can feel Amal tensing. “Jihad—”

“I know we never saw Mama talk to the jellyfish. Maybe sometimes the blessing is something private that happens to just you. Something others can’t see. I couldn’t see the colors, and now they’re back. I—”

“Jihad, stop,” Amal says forcefully. I hear her breathing quietly and then a rustle. “I knew I should have signed you up for therapy. I knew you weren’t okay even though you said you were. I was thinking of the money and—” She lets out a loud sigh.

“Stop.”

“Clearly, something’s happening. I hear it in your voice, and now you’re talking about Mama’s stories being real? Jihad, please, make an appointment. Wait, I’ll look for someone and make—”

“Stop it,” I say, my voice trembling. “You—I’m not crazy.”

“Hey, I didn’t say that,” she replies sharply. “But so much has happened to you, and you need to discuss this with a professional. You need to discuss what happened to Mama—”

“Stop talking!” I snap. “You know what, this was a mistake. Bye.”

“Jihad—” she begins, but I end the call.

She calls back four more times before giving up.

I take in a deep breath and let it out. My future has fallen apart, and I’m stuck unable to move forward. Opus is vapor in my hands, and no matter what Jamie says about being on my side, it doesn’t matter. There is nothing he or I can do.

For Jamie this is a passing moment in his life. For me, this is forever.
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I run into Audrey on my way to sixth period. She stops abruptly, looking me up and down. Her expression is blank, only the flicker in her eyes betraying her.

“You okay?” she asks.

I stare at her. “What do you think?”

Her face drains of color. “You know the picture of you yesterday has been shared on all the school group chats. It’s…” She takes a deep breath. “What are you going to do?”

I knew that. If I see it—my face blotchy and red, that makeshift hijab around my head, I might die from the humiliation.

“Why are you asking me?” I say. “Why should I be the person who comes up with solutions?”

She scratches her nose, avoids looking at me. “I’m sorry. I…I think…What can I do?”

I shrug. “Audrey, I’m tired. I know you feel bad. But I can’t be the one to tell you what to do to lessen your guilt. I’m trying to survive this school.”

I walk past her and am a couple of minutes late to sixth period. Everyone is already inside. Conversations die down when I walk in. They’ve been talking about me.

Alexis sits huddled with Nicole and Hayley and Jenny on one side of the room. She firmly ignores me while the other three stare daggers at me. I notice they’re all wearing the same butterfly clip in their hair. Hayley holds Alexis’s hand, murmuring something to her. Alexis shakes her head in response.

Someone is already in my usual place in the corner, so I’m forced to take a seat in the middle rows. The girl sitting beside me inches her chair a fraction away from me.

Some stares become a shade more hostile. I am debating whether to leave the classroom when the professor arrives. He sets his bag on the table and starts fiddling with the remote for the projector.

“Okay, class.” Dr. Lowe squints at the remote. “I know you’ve heard the same speech from the other professors about the mural. You know the drill. Focus on the lesson, and don’t worry; the school is launching an investigation in cooperation with the police.”

Nicole turns in my direction to flash me a victorious smile.

My blood runs cold.

I can’t focus on the lesson.

They’ll definitely blame it on me. I get bullied yesterday, and this morning the Statue of Liberty is a hijabi? It’s only a matter of time before I get called to the principal’s office.

I don’t care about being expelled anymore, because the only reason I was here was for Opus, and now I don’t know what to do. I have no idea what to submit for my art piece. The art pieces go through several judges, and their decision on admissions has to be unanimous. I didn’t even have a guarantee my sketchbook was going to get me in. They post their students’ art online as examples. One from the previous year made an interactive installation of a tree with metallic branches and a glowing core. When a person comes closer, the tree senses it, and the leaves flutter. When the branch is touched, light trickles all over the tree.

That is what I’m up against.

I bang my fist against my forehead. I was applying on a hope and a dream. A hysterical laugh gurgles in my chest. In what world did I think a sketchbook that has me drawing strawberries in a bowl when I was ten was going to get me into Opus?

I press a palm over my mouth, trying not to laugh out loud. The girl beside me gives me a look.

But it’s the involvement of the police that unnerves me. Even though there have been so many versions of my previous murals painted by artists online, I won’t be able to use that as a defense if they somehow get Mama’s sketchbook. Even if it doesn’t prove the murals are based on my paintings, it will show at the very least that I found the murals inspiring. That will be more than enough evidence for them. Will I be arrested? Will I go to jail? Baba won’t be able to hire an attorney.

My palms become slick with sweat, and I spend the rest of the lesson with my heart in my throat.

After class, I pass by the administration office to see if there are any cops hanging around, but it’s eerily quiet. Like a trap waiting for me to step right in. There’s nothing for me to do but wait for whatever the outcome will be.

The rest of the day goes by with unease wrapped around my neck like a coiled snake. No one bothers me. No one bumps into me. No one does anything but stare at me.

But I know this is just a facade. Something more is going to happen.







Dusky Gold
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I’m an exposed nerve. Every brush of wind feels like a thousand knives, and I don’t know how my heart can keep up with all the electrical jolts frying it.

I keep telling myself that no one can trace anything back to me. Amal tries calling one more time when I’m home, but I ignore her. Jamie walked with me to the school gates before leaving, and I couldn’t find the courage to apologize. Not when we were surrounded by the whole school and local reporters.

I keep typing a message before deleting it. When he upset me, he apologized in person. That’s what I should do.

I try focusing on my schoolwork and reading, but my mind keeps drifting to the mural. I haven’t opened a single video regarding it. But more than the mural, the loss of Opus is a visceral pain. I’m out of the race before I even started. I guess next year I’ll be home, helping Baba with the gas station and applying to community college. I doubt I’ll be able to think of an artwork that’s Opus-worthy. I’ve been building this application ever since I was nine.

I don’t know how I sleep, but I do.

What feels like hours later, something vibrates aggressively somewhere beside me. Groggily, I raise my head, and it takes me a whole minute to remember I’m in bed.

The vibrating stops before starting again.

“Wha—” I mumble. My room is wrapped in night, and I blindly grab in the direction of where my phone is vibrating its heart out.

Squinting from the harsh light from my screen, I make out Jamie’s name.

“Hello?” I answer, my voice scratchy. “Jamie?”

“Jihad?” His voice is loud and full of life. Like he’s been running around. “Oh, thank God.”

I push myself to sit. “What the hell? It’s two a.m.”

“I know. I know. But this can’t wait until tomorrow.” His voice is near frantic, and sleep vanishes from my eyes.

“What?” I snap. “Did something bad happen?”

“What? No, listen. Listen.” His breath comes out choppy. “Your mom’s sketchbook.”

I fling myself from the bed, tripping to the drawer in my desk where I kept it, and relief sings through me when I see it there. “What? What about it?”

“Submit it to Opus.”

Silence suspends between us.

“Jihad?” he asks, concerned.

“What are you talking about?”

His voice goes back to being animated. “I’ve been thinking about this the whole day. I couldn’t eat. Couldn’t sleep. And it hit me. It’s so obvious. Jihad, your sketchbook. Submit that. That’s your way in. You think they wouldn’t take you then?” He’s choosing his words carefully like he’s worried someone is listening in. And maybe they are.

“But… you know, how?”

Excitement seeps into his voice. “I’ve thought of this. You don’t have to explain it. There’s no reason for you to do that. They have the technology to really determine it’s yours, and honestly is there any harm being done? Those paintings disappear. There’s no lasting damage.”

I sit heavily on my bed.

“You’ve either been home or with me every time the murals have appeared, and there are cameras all over New York’s subways. If you were there, they’d have seen you,” he continues.

I clear my throat. “I just…”

“What?”

“I just never thought of my blessings like that. It was… always so personal. They happened to the person who had it. And now…”

“I know,” he says gently. “Are you worried you’re betraying your ancestors?”

I blink. “No. It’s not that. It was an intimate secret, and now it won’t be.” I stare at the shadows eating up the floor. “Jamie, I’m sorry.”

“Why?” he says, surprised.

“For what I said. It was unfair and cruel. And I shouldn’t have belittled what you’re going through. I think I just realized you need me like I need you.”

It’s easier saying these words at night when no sun’s rays can expose the magnitude of truths.

He’s quiet, his breathing slow. “I do. But not in the way you think.”

I still, clutching the phone tightly to my ear.

“I don’t need you because you’re the only one who knows. Or because you’re the only Muslim friend I have. I need you because you’re you.”

His voice is low, sending shivers all over me, and that feeling I ignored for so long flares.

“You still there?” he asks.

“Hmm,” I say, and he chuckles.

“Think about it. For Opus.”

“I will. Though I know what I’m going to do.”

I can hear the smile in his voice. “They have no idea who’s coming to their college. I envy them.”

I press a hand over my heart, trying to calm it.

“Good night, Jihad,” he says softly.

“Good night, Jamie.”
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I wake up the next morning with a newfound sense of hope from the lingering effect from Jamie’s phone call. He thought of me the whole day and night. He stayed awake, trying to find a way for me to apply to Opus.

My heart patters again. I decide to wear the gloves he gave me.

On my way to school, I take a deep breath and open a browser search on my phone. The first recommendations are articles written about the murals. I swipe past them. I go online to see what is being said about the mural on the school. All the videos on my feed are about the mural.

“Why would the artist choose Braxton as the only place to put up the mural? Is it a message of some sort? Is there anything shady going on inside?”

“Look at the colors they used on the Statue of Liberty. It’s not the same shade of green as the real statue but the same shade that jihadists use!”

“The artist could be an Islamist, or this might be the start of a new genre where they tackle different social issues. I’m more interested in knowing how they’re doing it? This is absolutely not the work of one person. It’s definitely a team.”

“Loving the way the Miss Liberty is looking. Personally, I feel she’s always meant to wear the hijab. I did read somewhere that the original Statue of Liberty was meant to be a Muslim woman. Oh my God, imagine if it actually happened? Not one racist would have a leg to stand on when a Muslim hijabi is guarding America.”

“Look, I love art. Love murals. I even like some of those weird contemporary artworks that look like a toddler just went all ham on them. Or like you threw a bucket of paint onto a canvas. But this? This isn’t art. And if it is, it’s in poor taste. Some things you don’t, for the lack of a better term, deface. Some things are sacred. I wouldn’t go to Rome and paint a mural of the pope in fishnets.”

I close the feed, swallow hard, and think of anything other than what I watched. I don’t want them to get into my head. My goal was clear from the beginning: draw Mama’s story. But after what happened, I just couldn’t. I couldn’t just go back to drawing her happiest, most treasured moments. Because the pain exists as well.

Only a few people have wondered about Braxton and why the mural was there. Everyone else was asking about the mural itself. The result. Because that’s what people see. They forget the why.

There are still reporters and social media influencers outside the school gates. The reporters are trying to interview anyone walking in, but all the students are waving them off and hurrying inside. I’m sure each of my classmates has a whole PR agency backing their family, advising them on everything.

Before I’m close enough for the reporters to notice me, a hand grabs my arm, and I immediately jerk back.

Alexis clasps my hands. “Stop, it’s me.”

We stare at each other. I’m breathing hard while her lips are pursed. She looks spotless, like someone ironed and styled her.

“What?” I ask more harshly than I intended.

She doesn’t flinch, but there’s a clench in her jaw. “I know it’s you.”

“What?”

She bites her lower lip. “I know you’re the one who did the mural.”

The noise gets fuzzy in my ears, but I manage to laugh. “Really?”

Her face flushes pink. “The magical stories your mom always talked about? The colors you stopped seeing? I should have known it was you. That’s your art style.”

I’m rooted to the ground. “You’re going to tell the principal it was magic that did this? You’re going to say I’m the one who has been going all over New York with magic, painting murals?”

She flushes. “I don’t know about the rest of the murals, but this is definitely you.”

“Right,” I say slowly, the panic settling in tiny waves all over me. “If you’re going to accuse me, shouldn’t you have proof?”

She purses her lips. “I heard you, Ji.”

I’m frozen. “Heard me.”

“Yesterday, you were right here talking to Jamie. I heard everything. So magic or not, I know it’s you.”

My skin itches, but I resist showing how rattled I am with every fiber and molecule in me. “Okay.”

She blows out a puff of air. “Okay?”

I shrug, and it catches her off guard. “Still no proof. It’s my word against yours.”

She comes closer. “I don’t need proof,” she says quietly, her blue eyes shining. “I know you did that after… after what happened that day. And I can just walk into Dr. Mérieux’s office and tell him I think it’s you. Once you’re gone, all of this will end, right?”

I stare at her, my jaw dropping. “Who the hell hurt you? Why would you do this?”

A gleam of satisfaction flashes in her eyes that she finally got to me, but it disappears when guilt twists her expression. She lets go of my arm and steps back.

“I don’t want to tell him anything.” She takes in a deep breath. “But you know you did this. I know you, Ji. I know when you’re lying. There are police in the school right now, and they will find out. And if it comes out I knew and didn’t tell anyone, I’ll get expelled.”

“But you don’t know anything,” I argue. My fingers have become ice-cold under Jamie’s gloves. “You’re literally speculating.”

She takes a deep breath. “I talked about this with Mom, and I’m sorry, but I overheard you. I don’t know if those magic stories are real or not. But I’ll have to tell Dr. Mérieux what you said if you don’t come clean.”

She gives me one last look before walking toward the school, jogging to get in quickly when she reaches the reporters.

My heart beats strangely, and beads of sweat gather at my forehead. I never thought it would come to this. Alexis choosing her friends wasn’t the shock of my life, but I thought she’d leave me alone. But this… this I wouldn’t have guessed.

I try calming myself and fail. My lungs won’t hold air long enough, and I don’t know if I should go home or not. If the cops are after me, they’ll find me at home. If I leave, I can’t guarantee what Alexis will do. She might go straight to the principal because she’ll think I’m running away. Even with the threats inside the school, I can’t look suspicious. I have to go.

One of the reporters notices me and says, “Oh my God, she wears the hijab.”

The rest of the reporters glance from me and back to the school building, where half the mural is now being painted over. And in one voice they start clamoring, “Did you do this?”

“Are you the artist behind the mural?”

“Do you hate America?”

“What do you know about the mural?”

“Is there anything going on in the school that would lead to this?”

I push past them, my chest constricting more and more.

They call after me until I’m inside the school, breathing hard.

It’s business as usual inside, as if the storm outside doesn’t exist. There are fewer parents here than there were yesterday.

“Miss Dabbagh,” a woman says, sticking her head out from the reception desk, “Dr. Mérieux would like to see you now. Before class.”

I can’t seem to swallow past the solid thing stuck in my throat, so I nod. A few students hear what she says. Soon enough the whole school will know. I notice there are three cops walking around reception and one climbing the stairs toward the classes, and nausea sours my blood.

My legs are made from metal, and I drag them toward the administration office. As soon as the person working there sees me, he says, “He’s expecting you. Go right in.”

My hands are icicles, my stomach churning on itself. Did Alexis speak to him already? Did she lie by telling me she’d let me have a chance?

I knock on the door, the sound echoing all over the school.

“Come in,” Dr. Mérieux says.

He’s behind his desk, hands folded in front of him and wearing the same expression he always does. But there’s an edge to it. The slight tightness of his brows and the way his lips thin.

“Jihad,” he says gravely. “I’m sorry to see you in such circumstances, but it’s vital we get to the bottom of this.”

I nod, my mouth dry. I keep standing because he hasn’t asked me to sit.

“We’ve launched an investigation as to why that graffiti defaced our school. The police are also looking into the matter. This is very serious, as I’m sure you know.”

I nod again. My voice isn’t working.

“The graffiti appeared right after the alleged unfortunate situation you found yourself in. Now, there could be no correlation, or it could be the definitive reason. All I know is that I have seen you in my office far more than I would have liked.”

He watches me carefully, but my expression is blank.

“The police may interview you, asking where you were around the time it appeared at night, but I would like to as well. I would like to give you the chance to defend yourself.”

“I—I—” I croak before clearing my throat. Defend myself? “I was home. I left school early because I was humiliated, and no one did anything to help.”

His lips tighten.

“Can anyone corroborate that?” he asks, dismissing what I said.

“No. I was home alone. My dad works late. Besides, I don’t go out at night in New York when I look the way I look.” Not after what happened to Mama.

This time his jaw clenches for a fraction of a second. He taps the table with a fountain pen. “So you have no idea how the graffiti took place?”

“No clue,” I say with as much nonchalance as I can. I don’t want to push my luck by saying something that could get me in trouble, so I just think it. Just as you had no idea who humiliated me, even though I told you.

He nods. “All right. Thank you for your candor, Jihad.”

I take it as my cue to leave, but when I reach the door, he calls me again.

“If there is any evidence you were behind this,” he says, holding my gaze, “we will have no choice but to expel you at best. And if the board of directors finds we should press charges for the damage that happened to the school, then that’s what you’ll be facing as well.”

I nod.

Once I’m outside, I finally take in my first deep breath.
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News has spread across the entire school that I’m the number one suspect. Whispers follow me, and the police investigating give me lingering looks like I’m a real threat who, at any second, will start attacking. When they ask me questions, I give the same answers I gave Dr. Mérieux. I don’t like looking at them. I don’t want to talk to them. This they’ll make into a tragedy to be discussed for years to come. But the cold-blooded murder of a woman who looked like me is just another unfortunate and unimportant something that happened.

Alexis gives me looks the whole time that scream, End this now and tell him.

I ignore her.

Jamie comes in and drops right down onto the seat next to me, firmly ignoring everyone around us. He doesn’t say anything to me, just takes out his books and laptop. When the professor walks in, beginning the class, and I start writing in my notebook. Jamie leans over to my side and scribbles on the top of the open page: Everything okay?

I want to tell him about what happened with Alexis, so I write in the margin. We’ll talk during lunch.

We have separate classes for the next three periods. He nods at me before leaving.

“Art studio?” he asks. I nod, my heart feeling lighter just looking at him.

I’m in the bathroom washing my face when Audrey storms in, closing the door behind her. She quickly checks the stalls, and when she finds them empty, she turns to me. I watch her in the mirror warily.

“Interesting how the mural showed up after the gym thing,” she says. Her hair is in two short pigtails, and there are smudges under her eyes like she’s been up at night.

“Are you here to tell me that you also think I did it?”

“I don’t care if you did it. I’ve been thinking about what you said. Doing something. Because… because someone has to. Someone has to take the first step. You know why I work on the school paper?”

I shrug.

She walks over, leaning against the sink, and turns her head toward me. “My whole family are literature nerds, to put it lightly. We have Pulitzer winners and, they like to say, we’re related to Alice Munro.” I raise my eyebrows, and she frowns. “The 2013 Nobel Prize winner in Literature.”

“Ah, okay,” I say, because I don’t know what else to reply with.

“I grew up with that path made so easy for me to take. I mean, we have an entire library dedicated to first edition books. We have a first edition of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice.”

“I don’t know why you’re telling me this.”

She takes in a deep breath. “I was surrounded by people who made a difference. Whether I knew them from books or my family. I wanted to be like that. I write articles in my free time to make myself a better writer. I don’t just write columns about the new students. I’m sure you haven’t read our school newspaper. Nobody does, but I don’t care, because I’m doing it for me. For my future.” She glances up at the ceiling. “But how can I have a career in journalism when I’m not using what I have to start it the right way?” She looks at me, her eyes on full volume. “We could get into a lot of trouble. Unfortunately, you more than me. But I want to write about you and the school and what’s happening.”

My hands become clammy. “Wait… so my name and everything else about me would be in a school newspaper article that talks about how I get bullied for being Muslim, my name, and economic status?”

She nods.

I shake my head. “No. No.”

Her brows furrow. “What do you mean, no?”

I swallow hard. “I’m not a victim, Audrey. I get this is a good way to show what’s going on, but I can’t have my name associated with ‘bullied victim’ for the rest of my life. Anything posted is forever. Especially if it’s going to mean that people will think I’m the one who did the murals.”

She studies me for a long second. “I’m trying to help you. You said you needed it.”

I nod. “I do, and I’m grateful you’re offering; I really am. No one else has done that. But you need to know that if an article like this gets published, at best, it’ll be contained to the school. They may or may not expel Nicole and her friends. But then I would spend the rest of the school year scared of the retaliation that will come. Because Nicole can fight back with her family, and no school newspaper will stop it. At worst, I get expelled because they’ll say I’m the one responsible for the murals. My life will be on display for everyone to read about. People will… they will find things about my family, and my name will be everything they need to make me the bad guy here. It’ll be really difficult to get into colleges, to get jobs. I have it hard as it is. I’m not…” I turn on the faucet and splash water onto my face. “I was wrong. Thank you for offering, but I don’t need help. Not now. Not here. Maybe after I graduate from Braxton, I can tell the world what happened. When I’m away, far away.”

Audrey stares at me for a long time. She finally says, “What if it gets worse?”

We go our different ways, and the thoughts twist in my mind until they cloud my vision. Before I know it, I’ve tripped on something, landing hard on my shins. I look up, cheeks smarting, to find Mason smirking down at me.

“Look where you’re going,” he says, and walks away.

Another shade of apprehension drips into my anxiety. My humiliation the other day was just the beginning. It doesn’t matter there are police here. They’ve tested the boundaries of how far they can go, and there were no consequences.

I pick myself up, ignoring everyone around and the pain in my knees before going to class.
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Jamie stares at me for a long time after I tell him about Alexis’s threat.

“She can’t do that,” he finally says, horror coating his words.

“It feels like she can.” I lay my head against the wall, closing my eyes. We’re in the art studio, sitting across from each other. A headache blooms from the center of my brain. My shins are somewhat scraped, but my pride has taken the biggest hit. You’d think after everything that’s happened to me, my pride and dignity would be stripped down to nothing. But that’s what I fiercely try to protect the most. Even with my torn hijab raised as a flag and my humiliation branded on my cheeks, I have kept my dignity. I’d sooner die than let racists have control over it.

“Fine, if it comes to it, then I’ll go with you to the principal and tell him you were with me the whole time,” Jamie says, clutching his bent knees tightly. “They have security cameras all over the school; let’s see them find you there.”

I smile at him. “Thank you,” I whisper.

He shakes his head. “Not doing it to be thanked.”

“I know.” I think my heart is healing. I think I can be stronger than what’s happened. I think I can live beyond it. Find the joy and the colors. “But I was never really someone who people wanted to protect. So this means a lot to me.”

His gaze crumples with sadness. “I wish I knew you back when we were younger. Maybe we’d have been classmates from first grade. I’d have tried to borrow your crayons, and you’d have smacked my hand.”

I laugh. “But I would share them after you brought a lamb to show-and-tell.”

He grins. “I actually did that.”

“What?” I groan. “Now I really do wish we were in the same school.”

“Still a possibility in your future,” he says, and I become warmer under my uniform. “Not the school. The farm.”

I stare at the space between us. “You’ve invited me already.”

“And I’ll keep doing it until you come.” He stretches his arms.

And I think, yes, my heart feels like it’s healing.







Bloodred
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Before last period, I tell Jamie I need to borrow a book from the library, and he tells me he’ll save us two seats in our class.

It’s when I’m walking down the hallway that I let my guard down. My mind full of possibilities that grow from improbabilities. The torn hijab, the missing sketchbook, the dirty gym clothes, and the laughter still hurt, but hope is trying to burst with color inside me.

A door opens as I’m walking by an empty classroom, and I’m suddenly shoved inside, nearly losing my bearings. The door slams shut, and my breaths cut off with it.

Nicole stands in front of the door, flanked by Hayley and Alexis, while Jenny stands a little farther off with an anxious expression.

“What the hell?” I snap.

“Alexis told us everything,” Nicole says, nostrils flaring. Her black hair is sleek, pulled into a high, tight ponytail, and there’s a red shadow along her eyes.

I stare at Alexis, who has the decency to look somewhat guilty.

I fold my arms to steady myself. “And what? You’re the school’s vigilantes now?”

Nicole flushes and steps closer. “I don’t like you, Jihad. And not because you’re poor or Muslim or any of the stuff you told Alexis you thought was the reason. I don’t like you, because you’ve been weird ever since you got to this school. And I have no idea what you said to Jamie to fool him. Now, I don’t know if it’s because your mother was murdered and you feel like you want to take it out on us, but that’s not going to happen.”

My stomach squeezes.

“Alexis told us you think it was a hate crime. So you think if you can’t catch the murderer, we’ll do, right? Is this why you painted the Statue of Liberty as a Muslim woman? Like a threat? I mean, how stupid can you be? As if we wouldn’t know it was you?”

I don’t hear half the things she’s saying. Blood thunders in my ears, and I’m shaking.

“Hello?” she says when I’ve been quiet for a while. “Can you hear me?”

She says it slowly like I’m someone who doesn’t understand English.

I don’t think I’ve hated many people in my life. Hate is all-consuming, and grief has drained the life out of me. But I do hate Nicole.

Suddenly she shoves me back so hard, I nearly trip trying to steady myself. I guess my staying silent infuriates her more than anything. The door opens, and I see Jenny slipping out. But then Nicole grabs my bag, yanking it out of my hand, and throws it to the other side of the classroom.

“You won’t need to study after this school expels you,” she spits out. “Not even community colleges will take you.”

“Are you okay?” I say, breathing heavily and tapping my forehead. “Like in here?”

This makes her face turn red, and she lunges at me, but I jam my elbow into her shoulder, and she hisses out in pain.

“You bitch,” she snarls, and I’m astounded at what I’ve done. This might get me kicked out of Braxton, but at this moment, I don’t care.

The door opens again, and, for a brief moment, I think a professor is here to save me. But it’s not a professor. My heart drops when I see Mason and Adrian.

I move backward to grab my bag, but Adrian beats me to it and holds it far away from me.

“We passed Jenny looking a bit upset. What happened?” Mason asks.

“She hit me,” Nicole snaps, rubbing her shoulder like I’ve sliced it open with a knife.

“Of course she did,” Mason says, and then he settles his gaze on me. “Don’t you have an eye for an eye in your Quran? I mean, there should be justice here, right?”

Ice-cold water washes over my nerves.

“Is it bruised, Nicole?” Mason asks, and she rolls down the collar of her shirt.

“It’s beginning to,” she says, even though there’s nothing on her skin. “It’s red.”

“Eye for an eye,” Mason says, advancing on me, and I back away, my mouth stuck, my voice gone. Of course this would happen. The fact that there were no consequences before has made them even bolder.

I’m terrified, and I feel my bones shaking, but I can’t move. There’s nowhere to run. I can’t even scream. The fear is so potent, it becomes painful. And all I can think of is Mama. They sense my fear even if my expression is blank. They smell it in the air, and it excites them. This feels like a scene out of a movie, but I know how common this violence can be. How easily people can fall into it. There are countless stories with much darker endings.

I think I might have tried to run because now someone is holding my hands behind my back. I think it’s Adrian. My stomach lurches at him touching me again, but I don’t have time to fully process it when Mason jabs his elbow into my shoulder. It’s a concentrated stab of pain, jolting all over my arm. I feel it like shock waves radiating over and over. I bite my tongue, not letting myself scream out.

“Your turn, Nicole.” He steps back. “Until it bruises. That’s only fair. Right, Jihad?”

Her smile is vicious, elated at humiliating me. At the support she has from her friends. And just like what happened to Mama, no one steps forward. No one says this is wrong. No one stands up for me.

Nicole digs her elbow into my arm over and over again until I cry out. Sweat beads on my forehead, dripping down my cheeks. Adrian has tightened his hold, and I think my arms are about to snap off. I don’t look at Alexis, not wanting to see her expression. Hatred is all I feel.

“All good?” Mason asks Nicole. “Do you feel like justice was delivered?”

Nicole hums, eyeing me up and down. “I don’t think she got the message, though.”

“I agree,” he says, and holds my chin, jerking my head up. “Maybe a reminder?”
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When they’re done and gone, I’m on the floor, my hands shaking and my nose dripping blood into a small puddle in front of me. Pinching my nose with one hand, I reach for my bag with the other, hiccuping and trying to breathe in, trying not to cry.

My blood smears along the front of the bag, but it’s barely visible against the black color. I fumble with the zippers, trying to remember where I placed my pack of tissues. I find them on the third try, squeezed between my books, and this time, the blood does stain the notebooks.

She punched me hard in the face until I bled, until my right eye felt raw.

They all stood and watched, and Mason made me look into the camera and smile.

My stomach heaves, and I want to scrub that memory out of my mind. I don’t want to think about that. I don’t want to think that he has a picture of me humiliated like this.

The last period bell rang twenty minutes ago. There’s no way I’m walking out of the room looking like this.

I use up my last tissue to wipe away the puddle of blood, but it’s not enough, so I use the end part of my hijab. I will not leave a mark of my pain here. My legs tremble when I stand, and I grab my bag. I don’t go to the bathroom. I don’t want to see how I look. To see what they did. I just want to go home.

I walk quickly but not fast enough. A couple of students in the hallway do a double take when they see me.

A tissue pressed to my nose, a swollen eye perhaps, looking like I just escaped hell. If the picture Mason took of me is spreading throughout the school, I don’t want to be here. He took it knowing he’d get away with what they did. A trophy of me in that position. Audrey warned me it would get worse. Jabs that became more vicious, that turned into my hijab being stolen, that mutated into physical assaults. The natural progression of bullying that feeds off passivity.

When I reach the stairs of the first floor, a hand holds my arm, and I look up to see Jamie, staring down at me with a horrified look. “What happened?”

Oh God, not again.

I press the tissue harder against my mouth, trying to get out of his grip. I just want to leave.

The color drains from his face. “Was it Nicole?”

My jaw is too heavy and bruised to talk without bursting into tears, and I’m barely keeping it together. With my last iota of strength, I jerk out of his grasp and run down the stairs and out of the school.
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Back home, I inspect the damage. Thankfully, New York isn’t a stranger to eccentric people, so no one asks me about the bruised eye and the bloodied nose on my way home. I wish I was able to hide my face a bit better, because I think I’ve enforced some stereotypes.

The blood has stopped flowing, but there’s a smattering of a blooming purple around my nose and upward to my right eye. I’m going to have a black eye. Tentatively, I raise my hand to touch my nose, praying it’s not broken. Relief weakens my muscles when I find it’s not.

I take a shower, letting the water run as hot as I can bear it. When I get out, my skin is blotchy and red, but it’s soothing. I’m glad my hair is shorter now. Less to deal with.

I flop down onto my bed, exhausted to the bone and at a loss on what to do.

Do I stop going to school?

What do I do?

School is ending soon. Finals are coming up.

I can do this.

I can do this. I am brave. I am Jihad.

My breath shudders out of me, racking my lungs like a ghost running its finger along my ribs.

There are no tears in me. I may have cried when Nicole punched me, but I can’t remember. The tears may have mixed with the blood. I try to cry now, try to let out this pent-up anger inside me. This volcano burning me alive, this earthquake destroying the fragile hope I built, this tsunami drowning me on land. But my tear ducts are dry.

What I feel is disgust. At myself for the way I ran after Alexis’s friendship and love. How she had this place in my life when she didn’t deserve any of it. I groan, covering my eyes with my hand, embarrassment making my chest constrict. Why did I spend an hour on public transportation for a week to go to her house to paint that stupid art on her wall? Why did I praise her bare-minimum efforts? Why did I smother the way it bothered me how she never tried to get to know me? Never asked to come over to my home?

I slide off the bed and take the sketchbook from the drawer.

Nothing I draw in it will hurt them, but I can get out of here.

Jamie was right.

This sketchbook can be the answer.

I want to draw something that heals me. There are four pages left. I want to fill them with Mama, and while her life was cut short, I know she’s in heaven. I know her soul is immortal. I know it’s not goodbye. And that gives me comfort, knowing the person who did it won’t get away with it. Knowing no matter how much I miss her and want her to be here, I will meet her again. I will meet her again.

I draw Mama with her lungs trying to breathe an air that’s not Syrian. I draw jasmine flowers on her hands, pomegranate seeds trying to fight the cancer growing in her. I draw them succeeding. I draw the battles lost and the wars won. I draw her beautiful and alive and smiling because the one thing they can’t do is take away her smile. It disappeared so many times, but it always came back.

The next morning, social media is ablaze, and pictures of my mural are everywhere. It gives me the boost of courage I need to get out of bed. There are no messages from Alexis or Jamie. Not that I expected anything from Alexis, but I was hoping Jamie would say something.

My face feels too tight—my black eye is worse, and even my nose is a bit swollen. I take out an old foundation bottle that belonged to Amal and is the wrong shade for me, but there’s not much else I can do.

I apply it with a feather touch that still feels like I’m punched in the eye all over again. It hides most of the bruising, and anyone passing by wouldn’t notice unless they were standing in front of me.

My arms won’t move to slip my shirt on, but I force them to.

It’s Friday. The weekend is just hours away, I tell myself. And there’s just less than two months left for school.

Braxton had a unique study set up where the curriculum for final and AP exams was done a few weeks before exam season started. We were now in review mode, where our teachers were going over the important chapters.

So, technically, I survived Braxton.

I put on my uniform and stare at myself in the mirror, then at my hijab lying innocently on the bed. This all happened because of my name and what I wear on my head.

I think of how different my life would have been if I’d lived in Syria my whole life. If Syria were free. If Syria were mine. My parents would not have moved here. My freedom here is not true freedom. My freedom here is borrowed time; it’s me apologizing for existing. I don’t have freedom in my countries, and I don’t have freedom here.

But if I were in Syria, the real one that was always promised to her children, I wouldn’t have a black eye or a bloodied nose. Baba would have built his house right beside Seti’s, and I would wake up to her singing Fairuz’s songs. He would have been an esteemed engineer, and Mama an artist famous in the Arab world. I wouldn’t be a stranger in my country. I would know every ancient nook and cranny and where the sweetest honey was. If my countries were allowed to thrive, I would holiday in Palestine and Iraq and walk the pathways my ancestors forged. I wouldn’t be standing here, watching my hijab with a wary expression, doubts filling my mind.

I open the door quietly to make sure Baba is either asleep or gone. He’s not home.

I pull up Amal’s phone number, my thumb hovering over the call button. Maybe… maybe she can help. Maybe she won’t judge me for the thought that has spawned in my head.

Then I remember how she never backed down at anything in school, at work, in her life.

I exit the screen and, without overthinking it, take my hijab and stuff it into my school bag before leaving the apartment. It’s sudden, and the colors squirm uncomfortably against it.

The weirdness of it all is striking, and I hate it.

I hate the feel of the wind on my hair. I hate the emptiness where my hijab should be. I fidget and tie my hair into a ponytail. It’s blunt, short, but a bit better than having it untied. I hate the sickening feeling in my stomach and heart, knowing this was a choice forced upon me.

To conform or to be hurt.

The sun is too hot on my head, and I feel like everyone’s staring at me, knowing exactly what I’ve done.

How I caved in.

I told Jamie this hijab is a part of me. It’s infused with my soul, and now I have torn my soul apart.

I hate it all.

And still I walk, hoping this will appease them. That this will make them stop.

It’s only when I’m sitting on the subway, getting closer to my stop, that I feel like an idiot.

What am I doing?

I put my hands over my head, trying to hide as much as I can and cursing myself for not wearing a hoodie. I was drunk on this absurd idea and just acted.

As soon as I get off, I rush behind one of the large columns and fish out my hijab and undercap. Once I have them on, I feel like myself again. My lungs expand with air, and the colors sharpen, hugging me, when before they were blurry and hazy.

Still, my courage is increasingly wispy the closer I get to the school. Glimpses of my mural bring a smile to my face, and I miss Mama more than I thought possible.

The few stubborn reporters still at the gate crowd me with questions again.

“Hello! Were you the injured girl yesterday? Rumors are going around that a girl in a headscarf got hurt? Could you tell us what happened?”

“Do you know who’s behind the mural at this school? You could just describe them!”

I push past them and walk into the school, stopping dead in my tracks when I see my bullies. Like they’ve been waiting for me. My mouth runs dry, and I see Nicole zeroing in on the patchy old foundation.

“Hey, Jihad!” Adrian yells, and a couple of people stop to listen.

I pretend I don’t hear him and skitter away to the hallway opposite them.

“We’re talking to you!” Mason calls as I half run, half jog out of reach.

I look over my shoulder to see Mason, Adrian, and the girls following.

I shouldn’t have come. They now know how far they can go.

I try to find a professor or any adult to take shelter with, but I have no idea where I’m running, my heart in my throat, and everything blurs around me. I can’t find anyone, and none of the students I’m passing say anything.

Is this how Mama felt when she was on the ground, looking for anyone to help her?

“Where are you going?” Nicole’s shrill voice comes, and she’s laughing.

I push the doors of the first room I see and find myself in the school’s theater. It’s massive, with over two hundred seats, and I almost trip, running down the stairs to hide. My school bag digs into my side painfully, and sweat drips down, washing away the foundation.

I swing myself behind the large curtains, balancing on a large platform and tucking my feet out of sight the second the doors open.

“Where’d she go?” Nicole asks.

My breaths are shallow and quick, and not enough oxygen is reaching my lungs. My heart is thundering in my ears, and I think they can hear it.

“She couldn’t have disappeared this fast,” Adrian says. “She’s either here or in the other two rooms.”

“Come on, you guys,” Jenny says. “Isn’t this a bit too much?”

“What’s too much?” Mason asks.

There’s an awkward silence as Jenny struggles to answer.

“We could get into trouble,” she finally says. “What if she goes to Dr. Mérieux?”

“Mérieux won’t do shit.” Mason laughs. “She went to him twice, and he did nothing.”

“He might with that fucking black eye she has,” Jenny argues. “Damn, Mason, we didn’t know you were going to maim her!”

Mason lets out a scoff. “She’s not maimed. What do you think, Alexis?”

I manage to peer through a sliver in the curtain and see them all on the top of the stairs. The emptiness of the theater and the impressive acoustics the school probably paid thousands for carry their voices as if they’re standing right beside me.

Alexis doesn’t answer at first, but then she says, “I just don’t want to get into trouble. You guys know my dad isn’t, like, super connected like yours are.”

Mason drapes an arm around her shoulder, tugging her closer to him. “You’ll be fine. And what would you be in trouble for? You didn’t do anything wrong.” Then he nods. “We got ten minutes until first period, to find her so we can have some fun. I mean, the nerve on her to show up.” He laughs again.

“It’s like she has a death wish,” Hayley finally squeaks out, and her voice is a bit shaky. “I wouldn’t have come back.”

“Yeah, but that’s because you got brains, Hays,” Mason says. “Hey, Jenny, if it makes you feel any better, we’ll just ask her not to go to Mérieux.”

Adrian starts going down the stairs, and his face becomes clearer and clearer. I feel sick even though I didn’t eat anything for breakfast. He climbs up the podium, and I start looking for a weapon. Anything to defend myself because I’m realizing ten minutes is a long time, and they won’t be interrupted.

Just last Friday, I was in Coney Island.

Now I’m here.

Adrian is getting nearer, and I glance down at my nails. I think they’re sharp enough to shock him so I’d get a head start to get away.

But just then the door of the theater opens, and someone walks in.

“Jamie!” Nicole squeals out. “Hey! Hi! How are you?”

I’m stunned, not understanding what’s going on.

“Good,” Jamie answers in his signature cheerful voice. “What are you all doing here?”

The girls look at one another, but Mason answers, “Just hanging around. Looking for someone.”

Jamie nods. I’m dizzy, trying to make sense of his tone and reconciling it with how he defended me from Mason last time. Dread trickles down my spine. What if I was being played?

“Jihad, right?” he asks.

“Right,” Mason says. “Don’t you have an issue with that?”

I can see Jamie’s grin as clear as day from where I’m hiding.

“Nah,” he says lazily. “Just having some fun with her.”







Steel Gray
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What’s up with the two of you anyway?” Mason asks. “You’re always together.”

Adrian has stopped searching and is making his way back to where the others are.

Jamie leans against the wall. “Be more specific.”

“Okay, I’ll be specific,” Mason says. “Did you date?”

Nicole stills for a beat while Jamie lets his answer hang heavy in the air.

“No,” he finally says, and I think I see Nicole breathe out in relief.

“So I can ask the real question.” Mason grins. “Did you do her?”

Jamie fixes his gaze on him and smiles. Mason takes it as an affirmative and lets out a “You dog!” Nicole shrinks back into her friends, and I see Hayley hold her hand.

I don’t understand what’s going on.

“Okay, my turn,” Jamie says. “What did you do to her yesterday?”

Mason tells him and then takes out his phone to show him the picture.

Jamie has gone incredibly still, his hand still holding onto the phone. “Who else has the picture?”

“Me. Adrian. That’s it. Been thinking on what do with it, you know? Print it out and give it to everyone in school. Maybe even put it on a billboard? There’s so much that could be done.”

“Is it on iCloud?” Jamie asks with a smirk.

“No,” Mason scoffs. “You think I’d have anything incriminating like that out there? If I print it out and put it in a classroom, no one would know where it came from. That’s the whole fun of it.”

Jamie hums. “Send it to me?”

“Why?” Mason asks. “No offense, but you’re way too close to her, even if you’re just having fun.”

Jamie laughs. “Oh, come on. You think Jihad is like any other person you’ve ever met before? She’d smell the fake off you if you were pretending. It’s all about the ‘real moments.’ At least it is for her.”

I close my eyes, nausea building up in my stomach.

This seems to convince Mason. “There you go,” he says. “You got it?”

Jamie is quiet for a long second before pocketing his own phone.

Then in an instant Jamie grabs Mason’s phone and throws it onto the floor before slamming the heel of his oxford right onto the screen. It makes a crack like a twig breaking. One of the girls screams, and Mason swears loudly.

“What the hell!” he yells, lunging at Jamie, but Jamie dodges him. Then he stamps again on the phone, crushing it even more. Jamie raises his head, and even though I can’t see his expression clearly, I feel his fury.

“You hurt her,” he says quietly, and I know it’s because he’s trying to control his anger. “You humiliated her. And now you’re trying to find her for more.”

Mason lunges at Jamie again and is able to nick him along the jaw, but Jamie uses his moment of triumph to bring his knee up. He slams it hard into Mason’s gut, and Mason drops to the floor, coughing and spluttering.

The girls back off, tripping on themselves, but Jamie isn’t even looking at them. He’s heading toward Adrian, who raises his hands and says, “Dude, I didn’t do anything—”

“Give me your phone,” Jamie cuts him off.

“I’ll delete it!” Adrian takes his phone out and swipes it open. It nearly slips from his hands. “Look, I’ll delete it. I need this phone, man. It’s got a lot of pictures from my… you know. I’ll just delete!”

Jamie snatches it from him and smashes it on the floor as well. The phone is in a million pieces, and I watch with my hand tightly pressed against my mouth. Adrian lets out a yell, but before he can do anything else, Jamie grabs Adrian’s hand, bending his fingers at an awkward angle.

Adrian tries pulling away, but Jamie holds him in place. “I know what you did to her. I know you touched her. You did it because you thought she wouldn’t be able to do anything.”

I hear a finger cracking before Jamie lets him go. Mason is still wheezing but manages to sit up, spitting swear words at Jamie. Jamie ignores him, walking down the steps.

“Jihad!” he calls out loudly. “Are you here?”

The fear still has my lips frozen. I open my mouth and try, but only a scratchy whisper comes out. My throat closes up.

“Jihad!” he calls again. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

I force my legs to move, my arms to push back the heavy curtain, and when he sees me, his expression floods with relief.

“Can you walk?”

I nod, my mouth still wired shut. I won’t give them the satisfaction of knowing how afraid I was. I walk up the stairs with my head high and my eyes on Jamie’s for support. He nods encouragingly at me, and from the corner of my eye, I see the girls cowering against the wall, their mouths dropped open. I don’t even look at where Mason and Adrian are lying on the floor. I won’t subject my eyes to them.

Jamie doesn’t say a word to them, just opens the door so I can walk out before following me.

My cheeks are aflame, and I feel embarrassed at what just happened. Like this is all my fault. We walk in silence, my mind reeling, and only when we’re near the front part of the school by reception and there are students around us do I ask, “How did you know?”

He stops walking and I pause. The anger on his face is gone, like it never existed. “One of the girls from our class—Maria—saw me looking for you and told me where she saw you running.” He looks at me intently. “Did they do anything?”

I shake my head and glance backward. “You know they’re going to raise hell over this. They’ll go to the principal.”

“I don’t care,” he replies.

“Don’t care?” I repeat, and the full realization of what happened descends on me. “Jamie… you…I…I don’t know what trouble we’ll get into. Mason’s dad is a judge. I don’t know about Adrian or the rest of the girls, but this is serious.”

He studies me carefully, his jaw straining. “Would you rather they found you?”

A shudder runs over me. “No. No. That’s not what I—”

He raises a hand, and I instantly flinch, a reaction I never thought I’d have. He pauses.

“I would never touch you,” he says with pain his voice. “I would never betray your trust like that.”

“I know,” I whisper.

His gaze drops to below my eyes, where I can feel the foundation has cracked, streaming in streaks down my cheek; I know slivers of the bruised skin must be appearing. “I don’t care about the consequences. I don’t care what happens. I saw…Damn it, Jihad, I saw.”

The picture.

I can only imagine how I looked. I feel sick, my stomach revolting, and I want to throw up but there’s nothing but bile. I hate that he saw it. I hate it so much I could be ripped out of this body of mine. This body I hate right now. It feels disgusting, like a dirty suit I’ve been forced to wear. It’s been less than a day, but I feel I’ve lived ten lifetimes since that camera flash.

I want to forget it.

I want him to forget it.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I say through gritted teeth.

The sweat has dried on my forehead, and I feel cold in my bones.

“I’m not looking at you like anything,” Jamie argues, but I see the angle of his eyebrows and lips. He’s pitying me.

“Don’t look at me like I’m a wounded puppy you found on the side of the road,” I hiss, feeling irrationally angry. Maybe it’s because he took my revenge for me. But I have no idea how I would have been able to take it. There’s nowhere for this energy to go.

“I’m not supposed to feel bad for what happened to you?” he snaps, and the volume of his voice draws people’s attention toward us.

I ball my hands into fists. I don’t know how to explain it. The gratitude. The fear. The anger. The doubt. Then all at once, my thoughts go quiet.

“What do you want to do with the picture?” he asks. “We could go to the—”

“No.” My voice comes out sharp, full of fear. “No, no one is seeing that picture. Please delete it.”

He stares. “Jihad, this is evidence.”

“I know what it is.” I hug myself tightly. “But if it gets out, this is all people will see when they look at me. Nothing I ever do will let me escape it. I didn’t let them get to me once this whole year. Not the stupid comments or the jokes or anything, and I know it made them angry. That I never backed down. Which is why they did this. But this picture means they did win, and they didn’t.” My eyes burn with tears, but my gaze is angry. “They didn’t win.”

Even though my voice trembles, my expression is steel. He takes out his phone, pulling it up.

“There. Deleted.”

“Thank you,” I say, and rub my eyes. “God, I know they’ll pin it on me. I’m going to get expelled. My dad is putting all his life savings into this. I can’t—”

“Jihad, it’s okay,” he says quietly, and I look up at him. “I did this. Not you. And I would do it all over again. So what if I get expelled? It’s not the end of the world.”

Breathing hurts. “The police were here for a mural. What do you think will happen when a judge’s son was hurt?”

He looks unbothered, maddingly calm. “I’ll take responsibility. It was all me. I won’t let them pin this on you.”
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By second period, the whole school knows what happened.

Rumors spread between the truths, and I hear flashes of them. That Jamie threatened Mason and Adrian with a knife. Mason had pictures of me without my hijab, and I asked Jamie to beat them up. I slapped Nicole and called her a bitch while Jamie took care of the boys. The more plausible rumor, which may be true, is that an ambulance came to the school to take Mason and Adrian to hospital. That Mason was suffering from a ruptured stomach or something. I don’t see them the whole day, and my anxiety rises.

One girl I’ve never talked to before gets the courage to ask me if Jamie and I are dating.

“No,” I reply vehemently.

“Okay, fine, jeez.” She rolls her eyes. “You really live up to the stereotype, don’t you?”

Before I can ask her what the hell she means, she’s gone.

Jamie sits with me during classes. He’s distracted, his knee jumping, and now that the adrenaline has calmed down, it’s dawning on him what happened.

It’s third period when Alexis and her friends make an appearance. They pointedly ignore me and Jamie, and I notice that Jenny’s and Hayley’s eyes are rimmed red like they’ve been crying. Alexis makes such a point of pretending I don’t exist that it’s painfully obvious. Nicole is carrying herself like she’s been through war and survived. A couple of girls she passes by hold her hand, and she squeezes back reassuringly. And that’s all the proof I need to know how this narrative has been twisted.

Just before lunchtime, Jamie gets called to the principal’s office, and I don’t see him for the rest of the day.

No one comes near me. No one bothers me, and even though I don’t hear a word of any lesson, it’s the first time in forever I have a somewhat normal day at school. By the end of the day, I’m half dead with worry, and all the messages I sent Jamie are unanswered.

The last bell rings, and I let out a long breath. I pack my things and leave the class, heading toward the front doors when Audrey calls my name. She’s by her locker, which has bee and meme stickers all over its door.

“So because a fight happened, Mason, Adrian, and Jamie got suspended,” she says without saying hello.

I grip the straps of my bag tightly. I’m not surprised, but it feels horrible to hear Jamie was affected by this.

“Mason’s dad came to school,” she continues, looking over her shoulder. “A friend of mine volunteers at the office from time to time, and she saw him. He went to the hospital.”

“Is his stomach really ruptured?” I ask, mouth dry. God, Jamie could get arrested.

Audrey shakes her head. “Just bruised.” Her lips go into a thin line. “Even if it was ruptured, he deserves it.”

I chew on my tongue. “It’s still not good. Jamie was defending me. So the reason for their suspension was a fight? Not because of what they did? They just get away with it?”

She gives me a sad smile. “You told me they would.”

But it’s not fair, I think like a child. This whole thing isn’t fair. Were they supposed to find me? Was Jamie supposed to sit back and watch me get brutalized? Why is it when we fight back we’re the ones in the wrong? Why can’t we be angry? Why can’t I hate? Why must I swallow hit after hit and never protest? Why must I pretend that what they did wasn’t a big deal? Why are we the oppressors when we say “enough”? When Jamie says “enough”?

She closes her locker. “What are you going to do?”

I think about this. If Jamie got suspended, then my turn is next. There’s nothing to lose except all the money Baba spent. I frown, an idea blooming in my head. I have all the notes, and I’m ready for the AP exams. If I get suspended or even expelled, there could be a way for me to sit for the exams, and worst-case scenario, I go to public school with the notes I have. It’s the long way around, but it’s a solution.

“You know what?” I say slowly. “I do know what I want to do.” She brightens up. “I just need to clear my head, and I’ll let you know. Can I have your number?”

Audrey grins, taking out her phone, and one second later, my phone is ringing.

“My friend who works in the office gave it to me,” she says, sticking out her tongue.

Back home, I consider calling Jamie, but I’m not sure if I should. Not sure what’s happening to him. So I settle on another message.


Me: hey. I hope you’re okay. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I got you involved.



I sit on my bed, then tip over, hugging my knees to my chest. It was my fault. I have the right to be angry, and even though Mason and Adrian got what they deserved, I dragged Jamie into this whole mess. And I don’t know how to make it right for him. Maybe I should walk into the principal’s office on Monday and take all the blame. If I get expelled, everything will go back to normal. Jamie would go back to school.

I frown, wondering why I didn’t get called into the principal’s office with him today. The whole thing happened because of me.

My phone rings, and I sit up when I see Jamie’s name flashing on the screen.

“Hello?” I say breathlessly.

“Hey. Do you think you could send me notes just this once?”

I let out a sudden laugh, and the tension eases a fraction. “I wasn’t able to concentrate on anything. But we just reviewed important chapters for the exams.”

“That’s good.”

Silence spreads between us.

“How bad is it?” I ask, dreading the answer.

“Well,” he says in a voice that feels like he’s forcing himself to be cheerful, “my parents got called in. They were not happy. I told them the truth. Mason and Adrian were there. So were their parents. And they, of course, did not agree with the truth. They said they never laid a hand on you. Nicole backed them up, but the other girls stayed quiet.”

I make a disbelieving sound.

“Oh yeah,” he says with a hint of laughter in his voice. “I think it’s the If she can’t have me, she’ll destroy me trope.”

“I don’t think that’s a thing.”

“It is with her. Anyway, the school has a strict no-violence policy, and I think to appease everyone, Mason, Adrian, and I got suspended. Though their suspension is just three days. Mine is indefinite because they looked messed up and I was okay.”

“But didn’t anyone ask what happened?” I argue. “Why wasn’t I called in?”

“I did ask that. And apparently, the reason doesn’t matter. What happened to you—sorry, what allegedly happened to you—is separate from what I did. I was told if I saw something happening to you, I should have called one of the teachers. Not inflicted my own justice.” He says the last sentence in an over-the-top posh accent.

“Allegedly? Did I give myself that black eye?” I demand.

“Mérieux said you should have reported it.”

Another pin-drop silence falls, but this one is like the ground shaking before an explosion.

“Reported it,” I say hollowly. “Right. Like the times I reported it before, and he didn’t do anything.”

“That’s the one,” Jamie says with disgust.

I close my eyes, resting my head against the wall.

“It’ll be okay,” he says gently.

“It’s not okay now,” I whisper. “You’re suspended. What did your parents do?”

I hear him shifting. “They’re shocked. Got their attorneys involved in case Mason and Adrian sue. Surprisingly, they’re not.”

My eyes fly open. “They don’t want my story to get out.”

I can hear the smile in his voice. “Yeah.” Then before I can mull this over, he says, “I think my parents suspect you and I are dating.” I feel like I’ve been thrown into the deep end of the ocean.

“What?” is all that I’m able to croak out.

“They believe me,” he says, and I think he’s trying his best not to laugh. I’m not sure how he can be so casual about the whole thing when with every second passing by, I feel like a string being pulled tighter and tighter. “About… uh…”

“Helping me,” I add helpfully, still in a stunned daze.

“Yes,” he says, and I hear the bashfulness in his voice. “They wish I didn’t have to do what I did, but they get it. And then immediately assumed you and I are together.”

“What—what did you tell them? Do they know I’m Muslim?” Why do I sound distressed?

“They’re not bigots,” he says with a laugh. “I told them we’re friends.”

My muscles loosen, and I relax my back. Friends feels like a good, safe word. Something easily said and understood. I would protect him like he protected me. But friendship barely touches on what I feel toward him. What I think he feels toward me. It’s not just love. Not the romantic kind anyway, but more as if he sees my soul, and I see his, and it’s comfortable being myself. It’s not forced. It’s compatible silences and knowing there’s no part of me I’d hide from him. Maybe that’s what friendship is. My only other experience was with Alexis, and look how that turned out.

But I’ve caught myself thinking of the color of his eyes, the rich honey brown that is so sweet, the curve of his smile, and the way the sun catches the gold in his hair and makes the black look like the ocean at midnight.

So maybe it’s not friendship. Maybe it is love. I just don’t know how this would work. We’re both going our separate ways. Even if I stay in New York, he’s going to Wisconsin. So whatever I’m feeling, these heartstrings being tugged, it doesn’t matter because it won’t end up anywhere.

“That’s good,” I say, and there’s a small pause between us.

He doesn’t elaborate, doesn’t ask me if it truly is friendship, but the silence doesn’t feel awkward.

“What are you going to do now?” I ask.

“Well,” he says with a yawn. “Probably take a nap that will turn into a hibernation. I deserve it after this whole year. But on a bigger scale, classes are already finished, and all that’s left is the exams. So the attorneys are going to try to arrange for me to take them.”

I let out a sigh of relief.

“But there’s the whole high school diploma thing. Not sure how that will work out. Might not,” he says, and my spirits plummet.

“I should have known Alexis was… like that,” I say bitterly. “It’s pretty amazing how much I was willing to ignore and pretend didn’t happen because I knew her for so long. Because she was sometimes nice. She really was a good friend. At one point in my life. She made me cupcakes for Valentine’s Day. She always called me at midnight on my birthday, and we’d talk until morning under the blanket so our parents wouldn’t hear us. She fixed my locker the first time it got destroyed.”

“She what?” Jamie says, voice quiet with shock.

I blink. “What?”

Another bout of silence hangs between us, but then he says, “Jihad, that was me.”







Navy Blue
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I lie awake in bed, my brain churning through thought after thought.

Jamie and I talked for a long time until sleep laced his voice, and he mumbled his words before snoring quietly. I smiled when I heard him breathing softly. The sky was a lovely periwinkle then, my room flooded in blue hues, and it felt like a moment outside of time.

It felt like my color.

But now, I’m thinking of the days ahead. There’s no pain in my heart over what they did, because it didn’t end with my dignity in shambles. Despite everything they tried to do, I still won. I’m breathing. I’m alive. And for brief moments, my murals are all over the city. This school is not the end of my story. This year isn’t the final brushstroke on my canvas. My black eye will fade, and the pain will disappear. But I will be here. I have so many years ahead of me. And in each one I will be looking for Mama, looking for myself.

My heart thrums in my chest at all the possibilities laid out before me.

At what Jamie says becoming a possibility. My art laid out all over the world. Murals I would paint by my own hands rather than through a sketchbook. My name no longer a whisper but a roar.

It could happen. It could.

Rolling to my side, I take out my phone and open the last text-message chain between me and Alexis. The keyboard is alight, waiting for what I’ll type, and I try a couple of sentences before backspacing.

Closure from this friendship will be its own trial. I’ll always be reaching for it, but it’ll never be there, like a phantom limb. It makes me feel queasy; I know in my head she was no friend, but my heart still hurts.

It was Jamie who showed me how I’m a priority. Made me realize I’m important. And because of that, I need to fight back.

I’ve barely slept a wink when my alarm rings for Fajr. I pray and call Amal without thinking it through.

She picks up on the fifth ring.

“What?” she says, voice hurried, and I hear the snap of her shoes on the floor. “I have an appointment. Can we talk later?”

“No, we can’t.” I don’t sound like myself. It’s an out-of-body experience, and I’m watching someone who looks like me, sitting in the middle of my room with her earphones. “I need to talk to you.”

Amal stops walking. “Okay. Let me cancel the appointment. I’ll call you in a minute.”

The minute stretches on forever and ends in the blink of an eye.

I pick up and she says, “What happened?”

Warmth spreads over me and tears prick my eyes.

I tell her everything that happened, taking moments to gather myself and breathe. Amal listens and doesn’t interrupt me. I tell her the murals in New York are mine because of the blessing our great-aunt left for us. She’s stunned, doesn’t interrupt, doesn’t try to challenge it. My voice breaks when I detail what happened to me with Mason and Adrian. I even tell her I think Adrian may have assaulted me by my locker, but I’m not sure. Amal’s silence becomes deadly.

“That’s all,” I say, and a load of bricks I didn’t realize I was carrying on my shoulders falls.

“That’s all?” Amal repeats in a strange tone, and I think she’s crying. “That’s all.”

“I’m okay,” I whisper.

“No, you’re not.” I hear a low thud like she sat on the floor. “I can’t—this fucking school.”

“Don’t swear,” I joke, and she lets out a choked laugh.

She takes in a deep breath. “All right. Do you want my help, or do you know what you’re going to do?”

I tell her my plan, and she hums in agreement.

“That could work. But it could also lead to a lot of unwanted attention on you.”

“InshAllah, I’ll be accepted to Opus and won’t have to deal with it for long. In any case, I’m visiting you in June.”

“Really?” Amal exclaims. “Oh my God. Okay. I’m booking your and Baba’s flights right now.”

“Wait!” I say, laughing. “Don’t you want to check with Baba first?”

“Fine. But I’m calling your asshole principal.”

I groan. “What good will that do?”

“It’ll make me feel better,” she says fiercely. “He can take his stupid monocle and shove it up—”

“Oookay, that’s enough.” I glance at the clock. It’s nearly time to go to school. My phone lights with a text from Audrey, and I smile. “I should get dressed. I’ll tell you how it goes.”

“I’ll tell you how it goes,” she replies, and then her voice softens. “I love you. And I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

I don’t want to cry. Not now.

“You’re here now.”
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Baba noticed my black eye during the weekend. I didn’t have it in me to tell him the truth yet. Telling Amal was more than enough for me, so I said I hit a pole while walking. He didn’t look like he believed me, but didn’t press any further.

For the rest of the weekend, I spend my time healing bit by bit and getting my thoughts together. Still going to school knowing Jamie won’t be there feels different. He sent me a message apologizing for going to sleep on me on Friday, and I told him I recorded his snoring for blackmailing purposes.


Jamie: wait I’ll send you a higher quality snoring dot mp3 audio tonight



It makes me laugh.

There are fewer reporters by the school today, which is still good. Even one is enough.

But when I approach the gate so the security guard, a burly man in his fifties with an oversize newsboy hat, will let me in, he stops me. “You’re wanted at the principal’s office.”

He darts furtive looks at the reporters, worried whether they heard him or not.

I nod. This makes my life easier.

The school is in a somber mood, not much of the usual loud chatter that I heard the first morning here. Could be the looming AP exams, could be what happened yesterday.

As soon as the administrator sees me, she gestures for me to knock on Dr. Mérieux’s office door.

“Come in,” he says, sounding tired.

His expression doesn’t change when he sees me, and he gestures for me to sit. His office still looks like it always did. The old books, the mahogany shelves.

“I’m sure you know why I called you,” he begins.

I feel nothing of the anxiety or fear from when I was first here. I don’t feel like a lamb sitting in front of a lion. There’s no embarrassment or shame at my nuisance of an existence. And I know this feeling will come and go in waves. But for now, I hold on to it.

I am brave.

“Yes,” I say in a clear voice. “Because of the price Mason and Adrian paid for what they did to me.”

I didn’t bother applying foundation to my black eye this morning.

His gaze flickers to it, and a sliver of trepidation flashes on his expression.

“You didn’t report it.” He folds his hands in front of him. “So you must pardon me if I have trouble believing you.”

I shrug. “I’ve reported the other stuff they did, and you didn’t believe me. So why should I report this one?”

“And that’s why you decided to take justice into your own hands? Goaded Mr. Murphy to ‘exact punishment’” he says, using air quotations.

He’s giving me a way to take blame for this. And I would for Jamie. But I won’t let Dr. Mérieux get away with it. I won’t let the school make me its personal punching bag. I won’t let my future pay the price.

“There were multiple witnesses who saw what Mr. Murphy did to those two boys,” he continues, emboldened by my silence. “But Mr. Murphy has a spotless record. Frankly, I’ve never seen him in this office, and his teachers have nothing but glowing reviews. So do his peers. But you”—he gazes down at the papers in front of him—“abrasive, rude, unfriendly, and not very bright. Most of all, forgettable by your teachers.”

My skin itches, and I want to scratch it off. I doubt my teachers said any of that.

“Who said that?” I ask.

“Pardon?”

“Which teachers said that?” My stomach hurts from speaking above a whisper. “Because I have excellent attendance. I answer every question they ask me, and I ace my quizzes.”

He peers at me, annoyed. “Not everything is as it seems. We looked into your background before you were admitted to school. There were no red flags from your old school. Your father has held a job since you’ve been living here, albeit a… low-paid one, and with your mother passing away—”

“Murdered,” I interrupt, my blood heating.

He lowers his chin to stare at me. “Excuse me?”

“My mother was murdered in a hate crime.” I hold his stare despite how erratic my heartbeat is. “She didn’t pass away. She was murdered.”

He shifts in his seat, eyes narrowed, and there’s a slight discomfort in the way he’s pulling his lips together.

“All in all,” he says, as if I hadn’t said a word, “I felt this school would be a second chance for you. I thought we’d be doing good letting you in. Your father boasted about you and your artistic talent. Showed me a couple of examples of what you drew. But now I know these were just the ramblings of a parent. You’ve made a mockery of this school with the mural you drew. Yes, Miss Williams told me what she overheard what you said.”

I knew she’d tell him, but this still feels like a knife to the heart.

He looks vindicated at whatever my expression is.

“Because of this, I have no choice but to suspend you as well until the board decides whether to expel you or not.”

He waits, and I realize he’s expecting me to beg. He has nothing but Alexis’s word, which is why the police aren’t here.

“All right.” I still feel hollow, even though I expected this. It’s incredible how knowing something will happen never translates to how you feel about it when it actually happens.

“I was told Nicole will be filing a restraining order against you,” he says, and I think he’s trying to get a rise out of me, but this just makes me want to laugh.

It dawns on me that anger has its moments, but so does being calm. Anger was justified when Jamie used it against Mason and Adrian. But in Dr. Mérieux’s office, my calm is maddening him.

“Will I still be taking finals?” I ask, and he looks befuddled at me not caring about what he said.

“It’s up to the board,” he says through gritted teeth.

I pick up my bag, slinging it over my shoulders, and leave without saying goodbye.

As soon as I’m outside, I realize my hands are shaking as I press stop on the recording on my phone. I take a deep breath and call Audrey.

“Hey,” I say as soon she picks up. “Do you have time now?”


[image: Icon of a jellyfish with elongated tentacles and a rounded bell shape.]
Audrey meets me outside the school.

“Did you have class?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

“Yeah, but we’re just reviewing chapters. And you said you’d let me know on Friday.”

“Yeah, sorry. I got caught up with everything. Do you want to go somewhere? I feel like this is going to be a long talk.”

She grins and pats the bag across her shoulder. “I’m so ready.”

We sit at a near empty café not far from the school, which will give us privacy for our conversation. It also faces one of my biggest murals. Mama turns her head to me, winking, butterflies fluttering from the ends of her eyes.

Audrey takes out her notebook, flipping it to an empty page. “I won’t record this. I’ll just take notes.”

“Thank you.”

“All right. Let’s begin.”

I smile, nodding at the mural. “I did that.”

She stares at me.

I pull out the sketchbook I’ve been gripping tightly under the table. “The murals are all mine. I don’t want to talk about how they came to be all over New York. Banksy doesn’t, so why should I?”

Audrey is still frozen. I wave my hand in front of her, and she comes to life. “Are you kidding me?”

“You said you didn’t care if I was the one behind the murals,” I say, astounded.

“That’s because I didn’t think it was you,” she retorts, pressing her hands to her face. “I thought if you did a mural, it was going to be the one at the school.” She slams the table with her palms. “Oh my God, that was you too. Holy crap! Holy cow! How are you not on the cover of Vogue right now?”

I laugh. “I don’t want that. Audrey, I won’t tell you how I do it. And I don’t want this article to have my name on it. When you describe me, make it vague. You talk about the school and the things they let happen. But don’t name Mason and Adrian. Don’t incriminate yourself.”

She nods frantically. “You could go to The New Yorker with this. Or The New York Times. Pulitzer too? No, they don’t have a newspaper. Oh God, I’m freaking out. Why did you choose me?”

“Because you told me why you want to be a journalist. You were honest and real, and I think you’ll do it justice.”

Her cheeks become a rose pink. “I’ll give it my absolute best.”

“You sure? This might cause trouble.”

She shakes her head. “My aunt is a journalist, and she can tell me exactly how to write a piece without any legal action being taken against us. I’ll run it by her. Plus, the school only told me not to write smut or gore. This is neither.”

I laugh and turn to the latest page in my sketchbook, where I drew and roughly painted the latest drawing this morning on my way to school. Mama holding two pomegranates, cradling them in her arms, her tears falling onto their surface with a Mona Lisa smile.

Audrey doesn’t take the sketchbook but traces the edges in wonder.

“This will be up tomorrow. That’s how you know it’s me. I don’t want my name to be out there. I know there will be people who might make the connection, but I want the anonymity. For now.”

Audrey closes her eyes, takes in several deep breaths. She shakes her head, cracks her knuckles, and whispers to herself, “You trained your whole life for this.”

Then she taps her pen on her notebook. “There’s been a pattern to these murals. Kind of like a story. But the one at Braxton felt like a deviation. Is that right? Or are they all part of the same concept?”

I take in a deep breath and tell her everything. She lets me finish before asking questions that open up to more answers I never thought of. She writes it all down, doesn’t record anything, which puts me at ease. She listens to the recording I did in Dr. Mérieux’s office and breathes forcefully through her nostrils at what he says.

By the end of it, she glances down at her notebook and says, “We can’t really use the recording. But this… this is a story.”

“I’m not the exception,” I tell her, needing her to understand. “There are Jihads everywhere with their own similar stories, made to feel exactly like me. Or worse. This story is not about being a victim. This is not a story people should read and feel pity. I told you because people need to bear witness. Because I need to fight back.”

She gives me a strange look. “Pity? There is just awe.” She taps her notebook, filled with everything she wrote. “I’m going to need some time to gather my thoughts. But it should be up on the website on Friday.”

I nod, inklings of anxiety flaring up.

“This is going to be amazing,” Audrey reassures me. “This is… a once-in-a-lifetime event. Your art is beautiful, Jihad. People love it. You’ll find so much support from everyone. There’s nothing to be scared about. I’m so happy for you and for all the doors this will open for you.” She lets out a small laugh. “Man, and I thought you’d get in trouble for me writing this article. There’s so much evil in this world that goes by unaccounted for, and when we have something like this”—she nods at my mural—“that’s where we draw the line? Nah, I don’t think so. Besides, I don’t know how you did it. No one does.” She winks. “Maybe it’s you. Maybe it’s not. Who’s to say?”
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Amal checks on me later in the afternoon and is relieved when I tell her it went well.

“He hung up on me,” Amal says, telling me how she spammed Dr. Mérieux’s lines until he answered. “I called him many colorful words, and he didn’t like that.”

“He did act like a colorful word.”

“Was scared too. I’m sure he saw the Qatari number, didn’t know what it was, and panicked.”

I laugh, and my phone vibrates with a message from Jamie. “Hey, I’ll call you back, okay?”

“Hmm. I deserve a whole slice of a mousse cake after today. No, wait, Not just a slice. Gonna make Marwan get me a whole cake.”

“You do.”

“So do you. I’ll send you a little something to treat yourself, okay?”

“Thank you.”

Five seconds after we hang up, I get a notification that she sent me a hundred dollars.

I pull up my messages with Jamie. He doesn’t know what I did, and after this long day, I don’t have it in me to repeat it.

He tells me he slept in and ran for an hour around Washington Square Park.


Me: do you have some room in the suspended Braxton students club?



He calls me immediately.

“No,” he says in horror.

“Alexis.”

“Well,” he says, stunned. “I should have expected this plot twist. How are you feeling?”

“The knife wounds on my back and chest are healing nicely.”

“They won’t even scar,” he says confidently.

I hear the key turning in the front door of the apartment and stand. It’s nearly eight p.m., the sun nearly gone, and now Baba’s home.

His heavy footsteps shuffle by the welcome mat, and I hear him grunting when he picks up his shoes to place them on the rack.

“Hey, Jamie. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

“Sure, Jihad.”

Baba’s keys clang on the mantelpiece beside the front door, and I give him enough time to wash up and settle down before looking for him.

He’s in his room, on the prayer mat in the last position of the Maghrib prayer.

I’ve rarely seen Baba in this room, avoiding it as much as I can when he’s home. And now, looking at my father, I feel as if I haven’t seen him in a hundred years. Are those new gray hairs on his head? A new wrinkle by his eyes?

“Baba,” he says when he’s done, surprised to see me standing there. His voice falls awkwardly in this room. It’s too loud and too quiet, not finding the spaces to settle in. “Everything okay?”

His eyes focus on me for a bit before wandering off. It’s an improvement from before, when he couldn’t even look at me. When all he did was try to chase Mama’s ghost with his eyes, but she danced away at the last second.

“InshAllah,” I say, and he fixes his stare on me again. “Baba, I have something to tell you.”

He straightens up. “Yes?”

I take a deep breath. “I’m not going to NYU. I didn’t even apply. I want to go to Opus. It’s an art academy in San Francisco, and I’d be great in it. I’m applying for their scholarships and housing, and I think I might get it. But I don’t want to stay in New York. I can’t be here anymore. And I don’t think you can either.”

He blinks at me. Our relationship has been slowly healing since December, after I confronted him about Mama’s death, but now he looks lost.

“What?” he finally says. “But your mother is here. Isn’t…Amal left and now you?”

I close my eyes. “Mama is here, and it’s killing me to leave her. But I am also dying here, Baba. You’re barely alive yourself. You have a grandchild about to be born, but you don’t look like you care. Mama wouldn’t want this.”

He stares at me, and I see the lines around his eyes. My father looks so old, so human, so fragile.

“I think you should move to Qatar.” I get courage from Amal, who talked about this a long time ago. “I think you should be with Amal and Marwan and the new baby. I think you need to find a purpose. Because this isn’t a life, Baba. We can’t just be sad the entire time. I can’t do that. I can’t do that to Mama. You were both sad, and you tried to be happy for us. She was sad because she missed Syria.”

“Don’t tell me what your mother was,” he says, anger seeping into his voice.

“Then I’ll tell you what you are to me.” My nose burns, and the backs of my eyes ache with tears. “You’re barely a father. I have to put in the effort to get you to see me. I talk about Mama’s murder. I cook her recipes. I’m trying to see the colors that were taken from me, and I can see them now. But you see me as an afterthought. You don’t know how school is going. You just don’t know. This apartment is… this apartment is too painful for us. You need to move. I need to move.”

His expression crumbles in hurt, his chin wobbling, and he looks away.

“I’m…” he begins before clearing his voice. “This isn’t what I wanted when I came here. It’s not what I dreamed of.”

I know he’s talking about moving from Tartus to New York.

He runs his hands over his face. “It’s not what your mother deserved. Living here in this apartment. She was a bird, and I put her in this cage. I thought…” He breathes, but it rattles somewhere in his chest.

“What?” I ask, transfixed.

“I thought it would get better,” he says quietly. “I thought we’d move from here. Bigger apartment. Maybe your mom goes back to school. Maybe life gets better. It just… didn’t.”

I think back to all the times with Mama and when Amal was here. Life wasn’t what my parents expected it to be. It wasn’t Alexis’s mansion and fancy schools. There was gray in between the colors of the rainbow, but those colors still existed. Mama, Amal, and I laughed and had our own inside stories and jokes. We made memories in this apartment. Even with the cancer, Mama laughed so we wouldn’t be scared.

“Life was life, Baba,” I finally say, the tears escaping. “Mama made the best out of it. She gave us all she could. It wasn’t better, and it wasn’t worse. It was just life.”

He turns away from me, but not before I see his own tears.







Sunflower Yellow
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When Audrey publishes the article on Friday, she sends me a message.


I hope I did your story justice



She did.

It feels like I’m reading about someone who isn’t me but has all my features and characteristics. Audrey acts as a mouthpiece for me, beginning the story with Mama, nothing specific—she could be anyone walking down the streets of New York, but distinct enough that you know this person is special. She weaves poetry about the murals, linking them to moments in Mama’s life. She makes a fictional character out of Mama where she represents every Muslim hijabi woman out there whose dreams and lives were violently taken. Where she couldn’t live in her home country and sought a life elsewhere for herself and children. Audrey writes about how the murals are an artistic resistance against a silent, slow, and deliberate genocide happening. She writes about how this Muslim woman, as proud as she is of her identity, should be seen as a human being and not be boxed into neat little packages with her identity being the only way she’s recognized. She intertwines that with rumors about the school whose students enjoy the privileges of their skin color, old money, and status to treat the world as their plaything. How bullying there progressed from verbal to physical, with the help of apathetic eyes that only watched, and ultimately resulted in the indefinite suspension of two marginalized students. She worries for the future of this nation if “rotten, spoiled bullies who never outgrew childish tantrums now become adults who bully the entire country.” She writes about dignity and the reason why the Statue of Liberty exists and her early origins as a Muslim woman who rallied the people in the cause of freedom for all. She talks about me—the Artist, she calls me, although she’s been toying with different monikers. She compares me to revolutionary artists like Banksy and Frida Kahlo in the weight of their art that makes people stand for hours on end just to see every brushstroke. She ends it by saying that despite all the evil in this world, it’s people like me who rise above it and change it for the better.

By the end of it, I’m in tears and send Audrey a whole paragraph thanking her. Her reply is just one sentence: it was all you.

By Saturday, it’s gone viral online, linked on several other websites, all reporting on the murals and Braxton. I know Audrey is getting emails and phone calls, asking her about the article.

Jamie calls me in a daze.

“Hello, whistleblower,” he says, impressed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say with a smile. The anxiety at having this article published is still there, but Audrey assured me it was all right. Her aunt reviewed it. Nothing said in the article would lead to any legal action against me or Audrey.

“She’s been doing this a long time,” Audrey told me. “She’s written about so many CEOs, man.”

“Is that why you didn’t sound upset that you got suspended?” Jamie asks.

I swivel in my chair in my room. “Well, Braxton will need to bring us back immediately if they don’t want the world to figure out that those two students are us.”

“You’re terrifying,” Jamie says after an amazed silence.

“Thank you. Besides, we just need to sit for the exams and get our diplomas. It’s not like we have any classes left.”

“Thank God for that.”

And sure, enough an email arrives in my inbox Monday morning from Dr. Mérieux himself, lifting the suspensions and allowing me and Jamie to sit for our exams.

The board of directors has reviewed both your cases and found you innocent, he wrote. It doesn’t escape my notice how I had to go above and beyond with several people’s help to be able to go back to school, while Mason and Adrian just existed.

While some reporters stayed outside the school gate for a few days, they are all appeased with a statement from the school condemning any acts of bullying and soon leave.

My black eye fades with each day, but I never cover it up when I go back to school for my exams. Students and professors do double takes, most looking uneasy.

When I see Jamie again at school, it’s the morning of our AP chemistry exam. I haven’t seen him since he was expelled. He spent the week before AP exams at home studying with the tutors his parents got for him while I went to school every day, getting all the important notes I can squeeze out of the review classes. Even though we talked every single day, quizzing each other, I feel some shyness, seeing him leaning against the wall in the hallway, going through his notes.

His hair is entirely black now and cut shorter; he’s gotten rid of the blond ends. He looks like a different person. Sort of like me when I cut my hair. Mine is growing faster than I anticipated, and I wonder if this is a blessing in itself. I’m enjoying looking at myself from different angles seeing how I’m changing like a tree through the seasons.

“Hey,” I call out, and he looks up, smiling wildly when he sees me.

“Hey, Jihad.”

We take our exams and soon enough, they’re done.

All that’s left is the summer. Amal booked me a flight out in June, returning in the middle of August, so I have enough time to move to San Francisco if I get in. I drew my last three drawings the end of May and sent the sketchbook to Opus. I ended it with Mama back with the jellyfish. She’s older now, the same age she was when she left us, the marks of time, pain, happiness, and life on her face.

Somehow, a lot of people knew it was the last mural. I cried drawing it and cried when I saw the emotional reactions online.

“We’ve been on this journey since the beginning,” one girl with faded purple hair says, wiping a tear from her eye. “It feels like saying goodbye to a friend. Whoever you are, Artist, thank you for making us feel like this.”

My anxiety spikes each day June gets closer to end, and I don’t hear back.

Jamie tries to distract me. He takes me out every chance he gets. Although now with the summer giving me more time, I’ve been spending it with Baba. Either helping tidy up at the gas station or sitting with him at home while he tells me about our history in Syria and talks to me about Mama, stories I never knew. He decides to move to Qatar when Amal video-calls us from the hospital, crying and holding her newborn son in her arms.

“Baba, this is Hisham.” Her eyes shine; she looks tired but more alive that she’s ever been. Her hair is stuck to her forehead as she raises my nephew into view while her husband holds the phone.

Baba’s eyes flood with tears, and I gasp. She named him after Baba.

“You have to come, okay?” Her voice is frantic now. Poor thing is delirious with sleeplessness. “You guys will be here in three weeks, right? Oh my God, that’s so soon. Marwan, remember we have to get extra pillows. The nice ones. Also, I think we need to make reservations at the Shami restaurant.”

“Amal, relax,” I shout so she can hear me. Our voices always seem to rise whenever we talk to each other through video. “Just take care of the baby, okay? Is there anything you want us to get from here?”

“Yes. Get me onion bagels,” she says instantly. “The ones here are good, but it’s nothing like home.”

I’m excited to visit her. It’ll be my first time on a plane. My first time in an Arab, Muslim country.

I don’t hear from Alexis ever again. The last time I saw her was during our final exams, and she didn’t even look at me. I’m not sure if she got off the Yale wait-list, and I don’t even care. But Audrey got accepted to Oxford, as she told me when she invited me out for coffee.

A few days into the summer break, Jamie takes me to a Syrian dessert shop for booza—stretchy, creamy ice cream. When we walk inside the café, the door opens again right behind us, and Jenny stands there, catching her breath.

Jamie and I look at each other in confusion. She wipes her hair from her face, looking summer ready with her flowery pink shorts-suit and tanned legs.

“Hey,” she says, sounding nervous.

I don’t reply.

She shakes her head, scratching absently at her shoulder. “I—I want to apologize for… for everything.”

I stare at her. Her face is red, but it’s more from shame than the heat.

“I’m sorry for being a part of what they did. I’m sorry I didn’t call the teachers when Mason and Adrian hurt you. I—I was scared I’d get in trouble with the boys. It’s no excuse. You don’t have to forgive me, but I’m still sorry.”

The cafe’s air-conditioning beats down on me, and I don’t know what to reply, so all I say is “Okay.”

She nods, gives a half-awkward wave before putting her hand down. “Hope you two have a great summer.”

Then she leaves, and I glance back at Jamie, who just says, “Huh?”

Jamie and I don’t talk about how summer for us together is barely a month. He told his parents he’s going back to his grandmother and the farm and that he’s been accepted to the University of Wisconsin–Madison. They were upset because he also has acceptances to Yale and Stanford, but that isn’t where his heart is.

He’s going to Wisconsin, and if I don’t get an acceptance to Opus, I’m staying longer in Qatar seeing as Baba is moving there permanently in September. He already handed over the gas station to someone else. There, if necessary, I can apply to other colleges and see what happens.

It’s five days before my flight to Qatar that I get the Envelope. It’s wedged into our mailbox and slips from my hands several times as I run up the stairs.

“Baba!” I scream when I rush into the apartment. “Baba!”

He emerges from his bedroom in fear, clearly expecting me to be hurt. But he just sees me holding up the Envelope in my trembling hands.

“Open it!” he says. “InshAllah khair, just open it!”

I try, but my hands don’t seem to work, so he takes it from me and rips it open. Several papers fall, and I kneel, trying to read, but the letters are swimming in front of my face.

“Look!” Baba exclaims, thrusting the paper he’s holding in front of me. “Accepted. I read accepted.”


Congratulations! We are thrilled to inform you that you have been admitted to the Opus School of Art for the upcoming academic year. Enclosed you’ll find—



I stare at the words. I understand them. My brain understands them. I’m trying to make them fit into my life. Trying to grasp how the beaches of San Francisco and the redwoods will be a reality.

I grab another paper to see I got a full scholarship, including housing, to the entire program. Another is a personalized letter from the dean, gushing about my sketchbook.


I personally cannot wait to meet the Artist herself.



Baba is chanting Alhumdulilahs and dialing Amal’s number while I sit on the floor, surrounded by the papers I always wanted to get.

This all happened because of Mama.

The pain she went through. Her leaving her Syria and the Mediterranean, the homesickness, the cancer, the murder. I get to have this life at her expense. I begin to sob, my ribs heaving from the force of it.

“Amal, she got in!” Baba shouts into the receiver. “Jihad, do you—what happened?”

He drops the phone and wraps his arms around me, pulling me to his chest.

“It’s okay, Baba.” He pats my head. “It’s okay.”

His shoulder becomes soaked with my tears, and I don’t know how to explain it to him. He’ll tell me it’s not my fault. That this isn’t how the world works, and I’ll know that. But I know how much she lost. How much she sacrificed. And she’s not even here to see it.

I lean away, hiccuping and gathering the papers to find my great-aunt’s sketchbook, sent back with them.
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Jamie and I are back in Coney Island. It’s the last day of the summer for us. I’m leaving for Qatar tomorrow, and he’s going back to Wisconsin in two weeks with his parents. He’ll tell his parents he’s Muslim there. It’s his safe place, his happy place, where he’ll get strength from his surroundings and Bà Ngoại will be right there with him.

I’m leaving for San Francisco two weeks before August ends. I’ve already been assigned a roommate. Serwa, a girl from Ghana whose art style is reminiscent of Monet’s. She and I have already been in contact, messaging back and forth. She’s the eldest of three siblings and has been painting ever since she was six. I’m excited to meet her, and it feels like the beginning of a friendship.

Jamie and I are where we sat during Eid. He throws a pebble into the ocean, and it sinks instead of skipping along the surface.

This might be the last time we see each other. We didn’t make any plans for the future. New York will no longer be home for me. I’ll come back to visit Mama, but I wouldn’t stay. His parents don’t seem like they’re going to be moving, so he’ll be visiting them. I have no business in Wisconsin, and he has no business in San Francisco.

“I’m going to miss you,” he says suddenly, balancing his arms on his bent knees, staring at the horizon. He looks at me, his eyes translucent. “Jihad, I’m going to miss you.”

The heart is a strange thing. Mine is pulled into two directions. To him. To San Francisco.

“Me too,” I whisper, swallowing past the lump in my throat.

“You’ll text me, right? When you get to Doha?”

“Every single day. You’re going to get sick of me.”

“Never,” he says with a tremor in his voice. He pivots toward me. “Jihad—” he begins, and I know this tone. I know what he’s going to say. “I’ve—I’ve played around this subject. We both have. I’ve been testing the waters. But it’s now or never. I have to tell you this.”

I want him to say it. I don’t want him to say it.

He closes his eyes for a second, lashes brushing his cheeks. “You know how I feel about you. I—I care about you. More than a friend. I love you. So much.”

I hug my knees to my chest, where my heart has become so soft.

“Jamie—” I begin, and he knows this voice of mine. Hurt fractures his hopeful expression. I’ve let myself think about this since summer started. “This wouldn’t work.”

“Why?” he whispers.

“You’re still finding yourself,” I reply, even though it’s painful to say. “I’m still finding myself. I haven’t been myself in so long. I’ve learned so much about me, my family, my blessings this past year, and there’s so much more to learn. You as well. To know who you are as a Vietnamese Muslim. We’re eighteen, living in a moment of time. These feelings you have for me will go away when you see more of the world.”

His smile is sad. “No, Jihad. These feelings will never go away.” He tilts his head to the side. “How do you feel about me?”

I don’t say anything, drawing my eyes back to the horizon. He doesn’t press me to answer, because he knows what it is.

And I think just there, between one wave and the next, I see the tentacle of a jellyfish.







Epilogue

or Blue, the Mediterranean’s Color
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I’m back in Arwad, standing on the cliff Mama used to stand on. I can feel her right here, the ghost of her fifteen-year-old self beside me, holding my hand.

She was right about the Mediterranean. His blue is so infinite and deep, I know it will paint me whole.

It’s a warm June day, a whole year after I got admitted into Opus, and now Syria, my Syria is free. Now I know what Mama used to talk about.

I’m staying in Mama’s old childhood home in Tartus, which one of my aunts still lives in. I sleep in Mama’s room and see the world through her eyes. The colors in Syria are unlike any other place I’ve seen them. In Tartus, they were rippled with joy like the auroras, singing me back home. In Arwad, they’re a lullaby of soft pastels, spilling in shades all around me.

The grass curls around my ankles when I walk barefoot, and the birds chirp like they’re talking to me. I visit the trees my great-aunt knew, and even though they don’t speak to me, I know they know who I am. The branches that move closer to protect me from the sun and the soft moss bed under the roots for me to sit on are all the proof I need. I don’t know where the tree my great-aunt made the sketchbook from was, but I tell the trees all about it.

I think they are happy because one of them drops a pomegranate in my lap.

I want to tell Jamie about this and send him a picture. Life quickly became very busy for the both of us. His studies at college and working at the farm keep him occupied, while Opus and creating art I’ve been commissioned to do takes up all my time. There are long periods where we don’t text, though he still sends me pictures of the sheep, the sunrise, the twilight, and once, Lake Michigan.


Jamie: it’s not the mediterranean but I think you’d love it. it’s like an ocean.



It’s his subtle way of asking me to visit. And I will. One day.

I sometimes wonder if he’s moved on from something between us that didn’t even begin.

“Salam alaykum, Mediterranean,” I whisper as the breeze rushes past me. The sunlight is dancing on the surface, beckoning me to jump. “It took so long for me to come here. I’m Jihad. Zaina’s daughter. She knew you when she was growing up here in Arwad and Tartus. She told me how you welcomed her into your waters, and the jellyfish were her friends. She’s not here with me today. She passed away in New York four years ago.” I close my eyes, murmuring a prayer for her soul. “I know she would have wanted to be buried here. In her home. But I’m here, and I’m hoping we can be friends.”

I step closer, a few pebbles falling. “Bismillah.”

And I jump.

The wind rushes past me, and one second later, I’m in the water.

My eyes are closed, my heart beating in a way that aches, but there’s a sensation in my limbs I’ve never felt before. I realize the water isn’t cold, making me want to gasp. It’s cool and inviting. Like I always belonged here.

I open my eyes, and an infinite blurriness stretches in front of me. I can’t see the bottom, and I turn around, trying to make sense of what I’m feeling. The answer is right there, but I can’t seem to find it.

And then suddenly, like a switch, everything changes. The murky blurriness is gone, a turquoise blue settling in. The sea’s floor illuminates, and seaweed dances from side to side. Coral reefs come alive under me. I see a starfish inching through the sand and a school of golden fish zooming past me.

Tears line my eyes, which get dissolved in the water.

When I turn around again, I see them. A bloom of jellyfish. Their bobbing bells and the countless tentacles, exactly how Mama described them. They surround me, a small one coming closer before tapping its head on my arm.

A sob builds in my chest.

I open my mouth and say, “We finally meet.”







Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

I’m not sure if this is the first book you’ve read by me or if you’re already a part of the Lemon Trees family. If the former, welcome and thank you for picking up this book. I hope it makes your world a little bigger and your heart much kinder. And if you’re looking to have your emotions even more wrecked, please allow me to suggest my debut, As Long as the Lemon Trees Grow. Readers have described it as “throwing it against the wall in shock” worthy. To the latter, welcome back to my stories. We had quite the journey with Lemon Trees, didn’t we? And now you’re back for some more heartbreak. You’re just like me because same lol.

Eons ago, when I had a Twitter, back when it was Twitter, I tweeted something along the lines of “why are there are no main characters called Jihad? Because that name, that word, is not what the world has been led to believe it is.” It’s the case with a lot of Arabic words that have been abducted by the media and had their meanings mutilated. Unfortunately, those mutilated meanings have also been used by people who think they’re doing good. The words Jihad, Allahu Akbar, sharia law, intifada aren’t the boogeyman. They are not words to be used to describe the worst of people or the worst of situations.

Our words, beautiful, full of love and history and life, have been vilified. And I have decided to take back our meanings. This book is a love letter to the Arabic language, which is an ethereal language when it’s spoken, sung, and scripted.

On more than one occasion when I was talking to my mother on the phone in Arabic, I had the people around me ask me if I was angry. This notion that they have doesn’t just happen. When Hollywood casts Arab Muslim characters, the actors are almost never Arab, are always under a very racist, stereotypical light, and when they speak Arabic (if correct), the tone is harsh and aggressive. People watch these movies and TV shows, and it programs their perception regarding Arabs and Muslims and the Arabic language.

I’m also no longer content with being tolerated. With the assumed, unsaid expectation for us to hide parts of ourselves. When it’s okay if we look a certain way because then we’re not threatening. Something along the lines of “Oh, he’s not going to implement sharia law. Look at his wife, bro.”

This novel is here to make a statement. It’s visceral and real and loud. It is kind, but it is not weak. This novel will ask you to sit with yourself and examine whatever notions you’ve held on to without knowing it because, trust me, we know it. 

This novel is for all the Muslims out there, teens and adults. It took a long time for me to be proud in a loud way. And even though it’s an art I’m still trying to master, I think I’ve become quite good at it. To live with a pair of lungs that inhale oxygen so deeply because this world was made for me. It was made for you, and there is absolutely no reason for you to silence yourself. I want you to live, and scream, and laugh, and cry, and love, and exist so loudly. I want you to take pride in who you are and where you come from and your ancestors who saved this world. I want you to know your history and your religion and your language and wear it in your eyes. You are the descendants of warriors. You are everything.

This novel is also for everyone who isn’t Muslim to take comfort in. I want you to see yourself in Jihad. I want her to be a hand holding yours through any difficult time you might be going through, and her art to make your lungs expand with oxygen. I know this story might seem to be just for the Muslims, but I never want my books to be just for one group of people. We are all human. We all experience the entirety of what it means to be human. I want you to see how she’s proud of who she is, which makes you be proud of who you are. I want you to see the brave decision Jamie takes and know you can be brave in your life too. That this world was also made for you and you should exist in it with no hesitation.

When I was writing this story (and I rewrote it multiple times), Syria became free. That greatly influenced the ending. It was supposed to end with the final chapter, but I never thought I would live to see a free Syria, so the epilogue had to be written. The whole book, in a way, is a love story from a diaspora child to her country that she’s never seen.

This novel is going to be a bit different, which is the case with all books written. It is a bit more “young adult” than Lemon Trees was but that doesn’t make it any less relevant for adults. Lemon Trees dealt with a situation that, I pray, we will not face. I pray we never hear the sound of warplanes flying above, not knowing if this moment we’re living in will be the last. I pray we never go hungry. I pray we never possess a fear that numbs our extremities.

Some might find the situations Jihad is in to be exaggerated caricatures of bullying, but unfortunately, they are not. I will never forget the video I saw of Syrian boys being physically assaulted in their schools or the faces of the Syrian children who committed suicide due to the bullying they went through. I can’t think of what Jihad goes through and not think of the Muslim toddlers who were killed in Staffordshire or the countless hate crimes that Muslim children are exposed to every single day. This is ongoing and until it stops, we won’t stop talking about it. What happens to Jihad is reality—done by people who either are outwardly hateful or by ones who pride themselves in being forward thinkers. Misconception leads to violent consequences.

And this is just the hatred that’s on full volume; we haven’t even gotten to the quiet, insidious ways racism operates within societies. But that is a discussion for another book.

This book deals with a situation that can so easily be a part of our lives. We may be passersby, watching without raising a voice. We might say, This doesn’t concern us. I don’t want to cause problems. We may know someone who is going through something similar. We may ourselves be that someone. In this book, unlike Lemon Trees, you are not a tourist in a foreign land, watching a war that will not touch you. In this book, you are a student at Braxton Academy. You are someone Jihad knows. You are there, and you’re witnessing it all. In the end, you decide what you do.

It takes bravery to make the right decision.

I hope you find it.

With love,

Zoulfa
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