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​Chapter 1: The Lizard Lover and the Shiny Gold Vest
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"Brother Jameel," I said, "may I speak to you openly?"

"Of course, Brother Bilal," Jameel replied respectfully.

"What I am going to say might hurt your feelings."

"Not at all, sir. I am patient."

"Alright then. Listen..."

No, wait. Pause for a moment. I have made a mistake.

I do not know if this happens to you, but whenever I try to tell a story, I have a big problem. I never know where to start! It is very tricky. If you take too long to start, people get bored and leave. But if you start too fast, like a cat running away from water, people get confused. They will look at you and say, "What are you talking about?"

I realize I have made a mistake already. I cannot just start talking about Brother Ghassan, Sister Maryam, my Cousin Anisah, my Aunt Dalal, Uncle Tahir, and the cook, Brother Ahmed. That would be too confusing.

I must go back in time a little bit. I think the story really begins when I went to the city by the sea for a summer break. If I had not gone to the seaside, I would not have met Maryam's father. If I had not gone, I would not have bought that shiny gold vest. And if I stayed home, Aunt Dalal would not have lost her favorite scarf in the wind.

Yes, the seaside trip is where it all started.

Let me organize my facts. I went to the coast around the beginning of June. I left Jameel behind at home because he wanted to attend a special class on Tajweed (Quran recitation) at the local Masjid.

I traveled with my Aunt Dalal and her daughter, Cousin Anisah. Anisah’s future husband, Brother Tariq, was supposed to come with us to speak with her father, but he was busy working. Uncle Tahir, Aunt Dalal’s husband, stayed home because he hates the humidity near the ocean.

So, that was the group: Aunt Dalal, Cousin Anisah, and me, Bilal.

Is that clear? Good.

We stayed by the sea for two months. It was a nice trip, Alhamdulillah. The only problems were that Aunt Dalal lost a friendly horse race and was very grumpy about it, and Cousin Anisah got scared by a large crab while walking on the beach with her brother.

On July twenty-fifth, looking healthy and tanned, I returned to the city with my aunt and cousin. We arrived in the evening. Aunt Dalal and Anisah went to their big farm house in the countryside. They were expecting Brother Tariq to visit them soon. I went to my own apartment to unpack, make Wudu (ablution), and pray Maghrib. After that, I planned to go to the Halal Restaurant for some biryani.

II

I was in my room, drying my face with a towel after washing up. Jameel was there, helping me unpack. We started talking about this and that.

"Well, Jameel, we are back," I said.

"Yes, Brother Bilal," he said.

"It feels like I have been away for a very long time."

"Yes, sir."

"Did you have a good time at your Tajweed class?"

"It was very beneficial, Alhamdulillah," Jameel said.

"Did you learn a lot?"

"I memorized a good amount, thank you for asking, sir."

"Masha'Allah, that is good. So, Jameel, what is the news? Did anyone call me or visit while I was away?"

"Brother Ghassan has been visiting very often," Jameel said.

I stopped drying my face. My mouth fell open. I was shocked.

"Brother Ghassan?" I asked.

"Yes, sir."

"You do not mean the Ghassan who lives far away in the village?"

"Yes, sir."

"But Brother Ghassan never comes to the big city!"

"Yes, sir, it is him."

"SubhanAllah! I am amazed."

Let me tell you why I was so surprised. I could hardly believe it. Brother Ghassan is a very strange person. He is one of those people who cannot stand the noise of the city. He lives all alone in a tiny village in the middle of nowhere. He never comes to visit. Once, I asked him, "Ghassan, do you not get bored sitting in the village all day?" He said no, because he has a pond in his garden and he studies the lives of small water lizards.

I could not imagine why he would come to the city. I thought he would never leave his lizards as long as they had water to swim in.

"Are you sure?" I asked Jameel.

"Yes, sir."

"Did you hear the name right? Ghassan?"

"Yes, sir."

"This is extraordinary. He has not been to the city in five years. He always says the city gives him a headache. He usually stays glued to his farm, surrounded by water lizards."

"Sir?" Jameel asked.

"Lizards, Jameel. Small amphibious creatures. Ghassan loves them. He is obsessed with them."

"Oh, yes, sir. Those are small creatures created by Allah."

"Exactly. Well, Ghassan has always loved them. Even when we were young boys in school, he kept lizards in a glass tank in his room. It smelled very bad, I remember. We should have known he would grow up to be strange. But you know how boys are. We were busy playing and didn't think much about Ghassan's weird hobby."

"Indeed, sir," Jameel said politely.

"The problem got worse as he grew up," I explained. "When he became a man, he moved to the country to spend his life with these silent little animals. I think he tried to stop, but he loved studying them too much."

"That happens sometimes, sir," Jameel said.

"It is true. For the last five years, he has been a hermit. He refuses to see people. He only cares about putting fresh water in the lizard tank. That is why I am so shocked that he is here. Maybe you made a mistake, Jameel. Maybe it is a different Ghassan. The Ghassan I know wears big glasses and has a face that looks a little bit like a fish. Does that sound like the man who visited?"

"The gentleman who came here wore big glasses, sir," Jameel said.

"And did he look like a fish?"

"He did look a little bit like a fish, sir," Jameel admitted.

"Then it must be Ghassan! But why did he come to the city?"

"I can explain that, sir," Jameel said calmly. "Brother Ghassan told me why he came. He is here because a young lady is here."

"A young lady?"

"Yes, sir."

"Do you mean he wants to get married?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, I am shocked. I am truly shocked, Jameel!"

I really was surprised. Even if Ghassan had decided to get married, why was he coming to my apartment? He usually avoids me. We were friends long ago, but I haven't heard from him in two years.

I asked Jameel, "It is strange that he came to me. It must have been sad for him to find out I was away."

"No, sir. Brother Ghassan did not come to see you," Jameel said.

"Wake up, Jameel! You just told me he has been visiting my house every day!"

"He came to speak to me, sir," Jameel said.

"To you? But you have never met him!"

"I had not met him before, sir. But Brother Sameer, a friend of yours, told Brother Ghassan that I give good advice."

Now I understood. Everyone knows Jameel is very wise. Whenever my friends have a problem, they go to Jameel. When he helps one person, that person tells another person. It is like a big circle of people asking Jameel for help. Brother Sameer had asked Jameel for help when he wanted to marry Sister Khadijah, so he told Ghassan to come here too.

"Oh, so you are helping him?" I asked.

"Yes, sir."

"What is Ghassan's problem?"

"It is the same problem Brother Sameer had, sir. Brother Ghassan wants to marry a pious woman, but he is extremely shy. He cannot bring himself to speak to her father to ask for her hand."

I nodded. "I remember. Sameer was also very scared. He got cold feet."

"Yes, sir. Brother Ghassan tries to propose, but he gets scared and stays silent."

"But if he wants to marry her according to the Sunnah, he has to speak up!" I said.

"Precisely, sir."

I thought about it. "Well, this was bound to happen. Ghassan has lived alone with lizards for too long."

"Yes, sir," Jameel agreed.

"He hasn't spoken to a woman in years. This is a lesson for us, Jameel. We should not lock ourselves away in the countryside. You cannot be a strong, confident Muslim man if you only talk to lizards."

"No, sir."

I felt bad for Ghassan. He was a good brother, just very awkward. The last time I saw him, he brought two green lizards to the lunch table. He was smiling at them like they were his children. Then, one of the lizards fell into the soup bowl! It was gross. I did not think a man who drops lizards in soup would be very good at impressing a wife.

"Tell me, Jameel," I said. "Who is this sister Ghassan wants to marry?"

"I have not met her, sir. But Brother Ghassan says she is very wonderful."

"Did he tell you her name?"

"She is Sister Maryam Basim, sir."

"What?" I shouted.

"Yes, sir."

I was very interested now. "SubhanAllah, Jameel! It is a small world!"

"Do you know the young lady, sir?"

"I know her and her family very well! This makes me feel much better."

"Really, sir?"

"Yes! Before you told me her name, I thought Ghassan had no chance. I thought no woman would want to marry a man who smells like a pond. He is not exactly a rich prince."

"That is true, sir."

"But if he wants to marry Sister Maryam, there is hope! She is exactly the type of person who would like a strange man like Ghassan."

Let me explain. Sister Maryam and her father were also at the seaside with us. My cousin Anisah became friends with her. I saw Maryam often when I visited her father, Uncle Basim.

But to be honest, I found it very hard to talk to Maryam.

You know how some people are. They are so serious and poetic that you don't know what to say to them. When I sat with her father and her, I would become quiet. I would fix my thobe and look at the floor because I felt silly.

She was not ugly. She was nice looking in a modest way. She wore a full abaya and Niqab (face veil), so she was very covered, Masha'Allah.

But it was the way she talked. She was always saying things that sounded like poems. Once, she asked me, "Brother Bilal, do you not think the stars are like the Tasbeeh beads of the Angels?"

I didn't know what to say! I just said, "Maybe?"

We were not a good match. But for Ghassan? It was perfect! Ghassan is also a dreamer. He sits and looks at lizards for hours. If he could just find the courage to speak to her father, I think they would be very happy together.

"She is the perfect type for him," I told Jameel.

"I am happy to hear that, sir," Jameel said.

"We must help him, Jameel. Do your best!"

"I will, sir," Jameel promised.

III

Everything was going well. We were agreeing on everything. But then, suddenly, things changed. The happy feeling in the room disappeared. A storm was coming.

Jameel coughed a small, unhappy cough.

While we were talking, I had been getting dressed. I put on my clean white Thobe. Jameel had been unpacking my suitcase.

He stood up holding something. When I saw what it was, I knew we were going to have an argument.

When I was at the seaside, I saw something very popular in the market. It was a shiny, bright gold vest. It had sparkling buttons. It was very fancy. I bought it because I thought it looked cool. But I knew Jameel would not like it.

Jameel is very strict about clothes. He likes simple, modest clothes. He thinks men should look dignified, not flashy. He believes in avoiding Libas al-shuhrah (clothing worn just to show off). But I really liked this gold vest. I wanted to wear it to my friend's Walima (wedding feast).

I decided to be strong.

"Yes, Jameel?" I said. I tried to look tough.

"Brother Bilal," Jameel said, holding the vest with two fingers like it was dirty. "I fear you brought home a vest that belongs to someone else by mistake."

I looked at him seriously.

"No, Jameel," I said. "That is mine. I bought it."

"You... wore this, sir?" Jameel asked.

"Every night at the seaside!"

"But surely, sir, you will not wear it here in the city?"

"Yes, Jameel, I will."

"But, sir..."

"What?"

"It is not suitable. It is too bright. It hurts the eyes."

"I disagree, Jameel! It is stylish. I plan to wear it tomorrow to Brother Pongo's feast. It will be a big hit. Everyone will say, 'Look at Bilal's amazing vest!' Do not argue with me. I am wearing the vest."

"Very good, sir," Jameel said sadly.

He went back to unpacking. I had won the argument! But I felt a little bad.

"Jameel," I said kindly. "I am going out for dinner now. Why don't you take the evening off? Go read Quran or relax."

"Thank you, sir, but I will stay here," he said.

"Are you angry, Jameel?" I asked.

"No, sir. I must stay because Brother Ghassan said he would visit me this evening."

"Oh! Ghassan is coming tonight? Well, give him my Salams (greetings)."

"Very good, sir."

"And make sure you give him some tea and dates."

"Very good, sir."

"Right then, Jameel."

I left the house and went to the Halal Restaurant to see my friends. I met Brother Pongo there, and he talked for a long time about his feast. It was almost eleven o'clock at night when I got back home.

I opened the door and heard voices in the living room.

I walked in and saw Jameel. Standing next to him was a man who looked like he had lost his mind.

It was Ghassan. But he was not wearing normal clothes. He was wearing a strange costume that looked like a bright red tomato!

"Assalamu Alaikum," I said, staring at him.

Ghassan looked at me through his thick glasses. "Walaikum Assalam, Bilal," he said nervously. "I... I needed advice on what to wear to the costume party... but I think I made a mistake."

Jameel looked at me, then at Ghassan, and then at my shiny gold vest hanging on the chair. He did not say a word, but his eyes said, See? This is what happens when people wear silly clothes.

I sighed. It was going to be a long night.
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​Chapter 2: The Tomato, The Lizard, and The Wisdom of Jameel
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I

"Assalamu Alaikum, Brother Ghassan," I said.

I tried to keep my face straight. I tried to look calm. But inside, I was extremely confused. If you looked at Brother Ghassan, you would be confused too.

Usually, Ghassan is a very shy man. He is the type of person who gets scared if a cat meows at him too loudly. He prefers to sit in the corner of the Masjid and read his book quietly. He does not like crowds.

But right now, he was standing in my living room wearing a giant, round, red costume. He looked like a giant walking tomato.

Yes, a tomato.

He was dressed as a ripe red tomato for a "Healthy Eating for Kids" charity event at the local school.

It was very strange. I did not want to laugh and hurt his feelings, because a good Muslim is kind to his brothers. So I acted like everything was normal.

He looked at me through the face-hole of the tomato suit. He looked very embarrassed.

"Walaikum Assalam, Brother Bilal," he said miserably.

"It has been a long time since I saw you," I said. "Would you like some Zamzam water?".

"No, thank you," Ghassan said. His voice echoed inside the tomato suit. "I have to leave in a minute. I just came to ask Brother Jameel if I look okay. Bilal, be honest... how do I look?".

The honest answer was: You look like a giant vegetable that rolled out of the market. But as a host, I had to be polite.

"I hear you are in the city," I said, changing the subject quickly.

"Yes," he sighed.

"You haven't visited in years."

"Yes."

"And tonight you are going to... have fun?".

Ghassan shivered inside his red foam suit. He looked like a frightened jelly.

"Fun?" he said. "I am going to stand in a school hall while children poke me and ask if I am ketchup. That is not fun, Bilal".

"Well, you should go," I said. "The event starts at eleven. Brother Jameel, is the taxi waiting?"

"Yes, Sir," Jameel said calmly.

Ghassan stared at himself in the mirror. It was a sad sight. A sad tomato. I decided I should talk to him. I wanted to help him because he looked like he needed a friend.

II

"Look, Ghassan," I said. "I know everything. Jameel told me."

Ghassan’s face turned redder than his suit. "I wish Jameel would not tell people my secrets," he grumbled.

"He did not gossip," I said gently. "He told me so I can help you. Listen, Brother Ghassan. I know you want to marry Sister Maryam. And I want to tell you—she is a wonderful, pious woman. She prays on time, she wears her Niqab perfectly, and she makes excellent tea. She is a winner".

"You know her?" Ghassan asked.

"Of course. But how did you meet her? You live in the village with your lizards."

"She was visiting the countryside with her father
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