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  To the girls who prefer a high-effort man.

You deserve him.
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“Okay, mom.” Those words are my shield. My inevitable best friend for when I’m sick of my mother’s voice.

Well, that sounded the most ungrateful I’ve been.

Why does she have to be so idiotic but definitely, extremely wiser than me simultaneously? 

It amazes me. 

Although, I would be a thick, fat liar if I say that’s the only thing that amazes me. 

This woman will daily remind me of how she wants me to be better than her, and yet, when I do or say something which stands with that thought, she will never fail to begin reminding me of how back in her days, blah-blah-blah-stuff used to happen. 

I’m twenty-six now! Why is that always ignored?

I love her, but today, I will have to ignore her request to make a quick run to the grocery store, and only because it’s never frankly quick. And—well—because I really, truly suck at doing anything that takes place in normal settings. 

A grocery store run would be too cute for my uniform, and I don’t do cute. 

Before I close the front door, I decide to yell, “Sorry, mom!” 

And I run.








  
  2

  
  
  Opra

  
  




Okay, never mind. The grocery store would have been far cleaner than the back of this building. It’s so filthy that I fairly think I’m being insulted. 

“Hey, Opy.” My best friend finally picks up the phone. 

“Hi, Kenzarina-who-has-been-ignoring-my-previous-calls.” I try to sound offended.

“About that,” I can imagine her wincing apologetically. “I was getting Jenna ready. We’re dropping her to my mom’s.” 

“Opy! I wanna talk to Opy!” Her daughter, Jenna is enthusiastic enough to spare the whole country even through the phone. 

I smile, chuckling. “Give her a hug for me.” 

I doubt Kenzarina heard me over the phone, and instead trying to persuade her obsessed 4-year-old. “You talked to her this morning, Jenna. Give mommy some time too.” there’s a pause. “Sorry, Opra, you were saying?” 

“Hug her for me, and you better give her so much junk food after that. You deprived her from a necessity.” 

“We’ll see about that.” She laughs lightly. 

“Yeah, anyway, I’m behind the building.”

“What building?” 

I sigh. “You haven’t read my texts either?”

She awkwardly clears her throat. “Uh, no…?” 

“I would’ve gotten so mad at you if I wasn’t on a secret mission we both supposedly planned.” 

Kenzarina and I have been planning this ever since what my ex-leader likes to call the all-in-one-fall. To take over Anwar’s HQ, that is. Starting four years from then isn’t something we planned for. As a matter of fact, we were done planning about a year after we escaped Letterford—which I didn’t know it was until long after—and only because I decided that if I continue working with Anwar, I won’t be accused of anything we do behind his back as quickly as if it were the opposite, which led me to going on a bunch of other missions that consumed too much of my time and energy. 

One thing I know is that Anwar trusts me way more than he did years before, considering that the Letterford incident was something he didn’t let me know was on purpose. He and Finn used to treat me like I’m a threat. 

But a lot can change in a span of four years. 

When we thought we were finally ready, Kenzarina realised she’s been pregnant for a while, and so it obviously wasn’t a good idea to keep moving, perhaps even running and jumping, with me in the many places Anwar visits. There is no way those areas won’t have anything packed with the type of action a pregnant woman wouldn’t tolerate. 

We lost touch after that news. She and Zayn were busy with their families and Jenna, and I was busy with the HQ and redeeming the trust of Finn, my leader

It took me a while to adapt to the new members that came in after that. Anwar had to trust me because he lost nearly everyone after that flight, including my friends—who no longer consider me a friend. Brian, Camellia, Marcus, Bonnie, and so many more even if my interactions with everybody wasn’t always significant. 

The only people who stayed even after the all-in-one-fall, are two of the most annoying human beings on the planet. 

Finn and Nara.

Finn was just Finn, but Nara was extremely confusing to try and befriend. She was the kind of girl that hated you one day and loved you the other but totally forgot you the moment she needed to seek validation from a boy she liked. In this case it’s Finn.

And let me tell you, she would do anything to me if only he asked. Like that one time in Letterford when she cuffed my arm to hers and dragged me with them. 

Most importantly, today, after four years of planning, is the first step to ruin that walking corruption we call ‘Anwar’.

“I’m sorry, Opy.” She does that thing with her voice to sound all innocent. “You know how busy I get living with two babies.”

I laugh. “I’ll tell Zayn you said that if you don’t check your phone next time.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

I hear the rolling wheels of a SUV, and realise I’m not even hiding at this point. “Oh no.” I whisper, staring at it and wondering why I’m still on this earth.

“What’s wrong?”

Of course he had to choose the empty back of the building where there is no parking lot or really anything. Who doesn’t do that?  

I have one option, and it’s the manhole next to me. 

Of course I won’t do that!

I grab the lid. 

“Hello?” Kenzarina tries again. “Are you okay? What are you doing right now?” 

“Getting inside a manhole.” I grunt when it doesn’t open. “I think I broke a nail, and–ugh, my hand is bleeding from a manhole! This is so stupid.”

“I didn’t need to know that.” She sounds like she’s the one who got hurt. 

“Use one of your blades or something.” 

“Yeah, hold on, I’ll call you in a little. Keep your phone with you.” I slide my phone into the pocket of my hoodie, and pull the hood over my head. 

The car is still moving to me, and I don’t know if I’m visible or not, but I can’t blow my cover on the first day. 

The blade helps me get a better grip on the cover of the manhole, and when it fully opens, I start breathing through just my mouth and plant my feet over the steps inside, sweating as I drag the cover back up. 

Dying in a manhole has got to be the most offensive place to be caught dead in.
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“Jenna, sweetheart, the butterfly is manipulating you.” I’m standing in a parking lot waiting for Opra to call back as I wait for my husband.

“What does that mean, mommy?” She’s still running around, jumping to reach the poor butterfly. 

“I thought you’re almost 5 and you suddenly know everything.” I tease her, the corner of my lips lifting. 

She stops for a second. “No, mommy, I’m only 4!” 

I don’t even bother trying to win that argument. I’ll never win, because apparently, Jenna inherited her father’s lawyer instincts. 

“It means the butterfly is tricking you into losing your way to me.” 

“But I want to take it home!” She stomps her feet. “It’s so pretty.”

“But this is her home, baby.” I softly explain, walking to her and fixing her deep black locks of beautiful, curly hair. I would say its color is something she also inherited from Zayn, but we both have black hair. 

Now we three do. 

“But how?” I can feel her tears approaching, so I decide to give her some more time.

“I’ll let you do your thing, but when daddy comes out, this game will be over, okay?” 

“Okay!” The butterfly doesn’t seem to be around anymore in any case, but my daughter is an optimist, moving like there’s a thousand of them. 

God, thank you for my family. 

The wait in the summer’s heat remains the most vivid memory of the island, but all I can think of is how great it is to breathe outside of it. Well—besides the fact that I’m waiting desperately for the ice-cream promise Zayn made as a compensation for coming home late yesterday from court.

Though, besides everything, I have been emotionally attached to the bittersweet trek the island has carved through our histories.

At this point, I’m worried Opra got too mad and killed everyone, but suppress the urge to call her in case I’ll cause suspicion if her phone isn’t on silent.

I pick my four-year-old baby girl up when she finally comes back from running after the tiny, orange butterfly.

“Now,” Zayn finally comes out, hair wet as he leaves the gym, probably because he just came out of a shower stall, a towel draped over one tanned shoulder.

“Where would my baby girl have hidden?” He grins as he walks towards us, Jenna digging her face into my shoulder when she hears him, giggling like he can’t obviously see her.

“Don’t laugh.” I whisper to her, smiling uncontrollably. Zayn exaggerates with his sigh, standing before us in mock-disappointment.

“Did you lose her, Rina? Really? She’s like—the only pretty toy I own.” He teases, winking at me, eyes on his daughter like he knows what is to come from her reaction.

“Daddy!” Jenna’s head is up, looking at her father with a frown, blowing away her horrible hiding spot. “I’m not a toy!” She pouts.

Zayn gasps dramatically. “So you aren’t lost.” He takes Jenna from my arm, tickling her until she’s laughing hard enough to turn a few heads towards us.

My smile is wide when I speak. “You owe us for the wait.” I state. “Not one, but two ice-creams today.” I cross my arms, and Zayn gives her a break, planting a few quick kisses across our four-year-old’s face, the grins on both their faces an effect of the humorous take they had moments ago.

“Don’t you think it’s a shame I come out of the gym only to buy us ice-cream and not a fresh, yummy, green salad?” He asks, already walking to the car with Jenna in his arms, leaving me trailing behind them, the view of them together like a long, warm hug from my grandma. Allah yerhamha.

“You’re acting as if you actually enjoy those.” I’m now beside him, and he wraps his free arm around my shoulders.

“I do.” He protests. “They’re fast, easy, and—”

“Salads are boring, right, Jen?”

“Yeah! No salad, yes ice-cream!” She nominates childishly as Zayn throws her over his shoulder, supporting her with an arm. She giggles as he takes his phone out of his pocket somehow with both of us occupying him.

“Fine. I honestly agree.” He approves in defeat, scrolling.

It’s true that it’s been four years since—as Zayn prefers naming it—the all-in-one fall, but it feels nothing like how long the period of time factually is. Even though a bunch of things happened during all those years, I feel like it was just yesterday that I got shot.

Sometimes people tell me I look way too young, and identically am, to be responsible of a child who looks like a sister rather than my own toddler. It’s hard to think they’re only complementing me.

But when I say a bunch of things happened, I mean it.

Zayn obviously had to repeat a year of college because we missed our finals when we crashed, then he spent his last year only attending for midterms and finals because he still hated university, and because he wanted to focus more on comprehending the things he didn’t know in order to become a successful lawyer rather than only the academic topics he may forget about, studied them from home, passed, and finally, graduated.

Now he’s a very busy lawyer, if I do say so myself. The position wasn’t extremely difficult to pursue since he had gotten semi-famous on the news, like all of us victims had, and people took his experience an element towards professionalism, and hence, gaining the job. It would be a little unfair if he wasn’t genuinely a superior lawyer. He knows that too. Zayn would never do something he’s aware is an act of injustice.

I, on the other hand, dropped out. 

Not because I hate university, not because I gave birth to Jenna, and not because of my shoulder injury, but because I had the desire to.

I find myself much better off with household chores and taking care of my family than I am with studying. And besides, I’m not planning on working when I have two walking responsibilities. Other than that, Zayn is financially very supportive, and was always that way even before Letterford.

I’m not sure if it’s an Arab-man-instinct kind of thing, or just what well raised men do, but he gets offended when I try to put my money into anything. Like, big time offended.

I used to work in random LinkedIn part time translation jobs from home, but stopped a while ago when I realised I was having Jenna, and really, I got persuaded into doing that by Zayn.

He drives us to my mother’s house, and when we ring the bell and the door opens, we’re met with the nanny who comes twice every week to my mother’s place, and what our families consider the family house, taking care of Jenna while I attend my horseback riding session, and Zayn his meetings.

“Plista!” Jenna exclaims in excitement, making the nanny pick her up.

“Hello, sweetheart.” Plista smiles back. Zayn, standing beside me, isn’t even focused with us because his eyes are on his phone as we speak. 

“Hi, Plista.” I greet.

She turns her attention from Jenna to me. “Hi, Mrs. Kenzarina. How have you been?”

I give her a knowing look. “Did I forget to tell you to stop calling me that? It’s so embarrassing, Plista. I’m barley 23.” I rant. “Just call me Kenza, K, or whatever. My name is long enough for you to mix and match. Just not Mrs.”

Plista chuckles. “I’ll try, believe me. It’s just the way I speak when I work. And for the record, you didn’t forget.” She beams.

I lean forward to kiss my daughter’s cheek. “We’ll be here by midnight.” I announce. “God willing, of course.”

“Ah, why so late?” Plista asks right before Zayn gets a phone call and walks away to pick it up.

“What can I say, Plista?” I sigh, agreeing with her confusion. “People to see, and places to be, as per usual.” I shrug. “Busy weekend. You know how it is.”

“I understand.” She nods, caressing Jenna’s short hair. 

“By the way, is aunt Lina inside?” I peak inside to see if I can catch sight of her anywhere.

“No.” Plista answers. “But she should be here anytime soon.” 

I look behind me briefly when Zayn’s shadow emerges. “Anyhow, I’ll see you later.” I look back at Plista, and Jenna wiggles from the nanny’s arms for Zayn to scoop her in his. 

“I’ll miss you, baby.” He kisses her hands. 

“When will you be back, daddy?” she asks the question with so much sadness you wouldn’t think she refuses to talk to us on the phone when we call my mom because she’s too busy building a pillow fort with Plista. 

“Before you know it, love. Just have lots of fun and tell grandma to call us if you need me, okay?” he doesn’t mention how she’ll probably be asleep when we’re back, tucking her wild hair back. 

It’s gorgeous, but she can ruin her curls too quickly at times. 

We hug and kiss her goodbye, then get back in the car, and as Zayn props himself in the driver’s seat, I turn on my phone, and realise Opra sent me a few messages. 

OPRA: I’m in a freaking manhole.

OPRA: I think I’m going to have the worst death of the century. Post the coolest pictures I have ONLY! 

OPRA: How long does it take for someone to die of bad odor? 

As she types the next one, I pile the desire to laugh. She’s hilarious in the most insane situations ever. Although, I pity her right now, and I’m supposed to be guilty since I had  to be out there with her, but I’m not sure we both can fit in a manhole.

I’m blessed with an understanding best friend, that I’m sure of.

“What’s this all about?” Zayn speaks, reacting to my sudden laugh. 

“Don’t worry about it.” I wave  him, off, reading the next text.

OPRA: THE SUV STOPPED RIGHT WHERE I’M SUPPOSED TO HIDE!!!!

“Is that how it is? Don’t worry about it.” Zayn continues dwelling, but I’m too busy thinking for a solution. 

I finally look at him, still mumbling his disbelief–just to catch my attention, I’m sure.

“Zayn, relax. You’re being dramatic. Can’t a girl have her privacy?”

“You don’t have privacy if you have me, sweetie. We went over this.” He tucks stray hair into the side of my pink hijab, smirking mischievously.

I roll my eyes, smiling. “Yeah, well, I didn’t ask you who you’ve been talking to since this morning.”

“I didn’t tell you not to.”

“It’s basic knowledge not to be nosy.” 

“I’m your husband. Who else will you piss of?” he says, shortly following that with a realisation. “Wait, are you calling me nosy?” He raises his brows, and I try not to laugh.

“Pretty much, yeah.” I nod.

“Then you surely won’t mind if I–’’ he leans over and kisses me. “Because, you know, I’m nosy and just all up in your space.” he then leans back in his own chair, pleased with himself. 

“If this is your definition of nosy, then I think our issue is much different.” 

His chuckle is a ravishing sound to hear, a reward. “So? You won’t tell me who made you laugh like that?” Zayn begins driving outside of the villa’s garage, draping an
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