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Dedication

To Kid Me, who spent most of Sunday school

daydreaming of love stories with Muslim characters . . .

and to God—sorry about that.
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[CAMBRIA: THE EVOLUTION EXPANSION PACK]

[ROANA GUILD CHAT ROOM]



Devynius Foxx: totally random but

Devynius Foxx: you ever think about how being on this game, playing together here, in a virtual world

Devynius Foxx: is basically equivalent to being a parallel universe?

Kasia Coribund: lol

Kasia Coribund: and here I thought we were staying away from revealing real-world details about ourselves

Kasia Coribund: but now I know the real-life Foxx is 420 friendly

Kasia Coribund: good to know

Devynius Foxx: ha ha.

Devynius Foxx: no but seriously

Devynius Foxx: In class the other day

Devynius Foxx: we were talking about parallel universes, alternate realities

Devynius Foxx: How scientists are trying to prove the theory of the multiverse and all that BS

Devynius Foxx: I dunno, I was barely paying attention in class tbh

Kasia Coribund: wait wait wait

Kasia Coribund: now I know you’re a student!

Devynius Foxx: oh come on

Devynius Foxx: that doesn’t tell you anything about me

Devynius Foxx: I could be a third grader for all you know

Kasia Coribund: true

Kasia Coribund: You definitely act like one sometimes

Devynius Foxx: damn Ms. Kasia, that’s cold

Devynius Foxx: ANYWAY, it occurred to me

Devynius Foxx: What a waste of time, trying to prove parallel universes

Devynius Foxx: I got one right here, in Cambria

Devynius Foxx: Like, in real life, we lead vastly different lives, right

Devynius Foxx: Wholly separate from each other

Devynius Foxx: In real life, I could be a famous actor

Kasia Coribund: Or a third grader

Devynius Foxx: and in real life, you could be a hot nurse.

Kasia Coribund: or a hot doctor

Devynius Foxx: Two strangers who have no way of ever knowing who the other is, or ever meeting

Devynius Foxx: But here, we’ve made a parallel universe of our own

Devynius Foxx: Where I’m a level 50 rogue,

Devynius Foxx: who talks to you, a level 50 warrior, almost every night

Devynius Foxx: no frills, no bullshit, no weight of real-world obligations

Devynius Foxx: a place we can just throw open our trench coats and reveal the bare-naked truth of ourselves

Kasia Coribund: . . . okay but why did you have to make us sound like two flashers competing over territory

Devynius Foxx: and that, my dear Kasia

Devynius Foxx: is why I love this parallel universe so damn much.
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Chapter 1

Kiran

[image: image] Friday, June 4 [image: image]

I FIND AMIRA SITTING ALONE at a table, huddled in the back corner of a Joe Coffee on the Upper West Side. Even with her head half-buried in a book—some brick of a fantasy novel—I can tell it’s her: the familiar way her oversized glasses perch crookedly on her nose, the way her long, straight dark hair rests perfectly around her heart-shaped face. She’s wearing an impeccably stylish floral shirt dress, and there are at least two different guys checking her out, including the barista, who keeps gazing longingly at the back of her head.

“Sorry I’m late!” I splutter, nearly tripping over my feet to reach her. “Dance practice went overtime.” And I was up late playing Cambria, my favorite online role-playing game, with my friend Foxx—but I don’t tell her that part.

Amira looks up from her book, round doe eyes blinking in surprise behind her glasses. I can only imagine how horrible I look. I’m in my baggy Greenville School T-shirt and leggings (since it’s too hot for my usual sweatpants) and I’m huffing loudly, dripping sweat from every orifice imaginable, made worse by the fact that I’m wearing a backpack.

I don’t think Amira even has sweat glands.

I move to shove my damp bangs off my face when she leaps off her chair and envelops me in a hug. “I’m glad you made it,” she says. I can barely hear her over the upbeat jazz in the background, and the clatter of forks and ceramic mugs. But I don’t need to. Her hug says it all.

As much as I’m excited to see her—it’s been weeks since we last saw each other—I always dread coming to visit my sister in New York. I hate leaving Philadelphia, for one thing. And the Chinatown Bus, the only method of transportation I can afford without a summer job, is a mobile metal monstrosity designed to torture its passengers for the entire three-hour trip with a two-pronged attack of mediocre leg room and fart inhalation. Then there’s the city itself, currently swallowed by a shroud of sticky rain, all stony browns and metal grays and muted disinterest. Sometimes I imagine New York as a person: one who smokes lime-flavored vape, who wears an easy, shit-eating grin even though their coffee-and-sweat-stained shirt is on backward with the tag showing. As soon as the bus pokes its head out from the Lincoln Tunnel, I can feel this threatening energy humming beneath the streets, wild movement around me like erratic breathing. The city looking at me with a dare in its eyes. I took your sister and there’s nothing you can do about it.

I hug Amira back tightly. Screw you, New York. Just a few more months, and I’ll get her back.

“I think this is probably the first time I’ve ever seen you late for something,” Amira asks, once we settle at the table. “How was the trip in?”

“Good. Great,” I lie. I wave my arms a little to let my armpits breathe and gesture toward the spare cup of coffee in front of me. “This mine?”

Amira grins. “Yep. Latte, one sugar.”

I hide my smile with my cup, and sip. It’s lukewarm. “The subway system here is so bad. Did you know how bad it is?”

She snorts. “Yes. We all know. That’s why whenever I have an appointment I have to give myself an extra half hour of travel time. And then another, to account for desi time.”

I make a face. “More reason to hate it here, I guess.”

I sound bitter, but three years without her hasn’t been easy. Of course, I know it’s not like she wanted to leave me alone with my parents. It was just that her idol, Dr. Margaret Kline—the foremost expert on teen incarceration—happened to teach at Columbia Law, and ran a superinfluential clinic there that worked directly with teens. Amira had always dreamed of working with her, ever since she turned fourteen and decided to become a lawyer. Between the two of us, Amira was always the sweeter, quieter one—but when Amira decides to do something, there’s no stopping her. You’re better off trying to wrangle gale-force winds with your bare fists.

But it’s not like she could’ve known what would happen after she left.

Just a few more months.

Amira glances at the window, distracted.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Oh. Yeah, I’m fine,” she says, waving dismissively. “So? Did you get what I asked?”

I sigh and pull out my phone. A couple of sweaty finger taps. I pull up a photo my best friend, Asher Santos, took of me and Dad, about a week ago, on graduation day. Dad is in a wrinkled button-down shirt that’s two sizes too big, a faint hint of a smile tugging at his mouth. I’m standing next to him, grinning, and my wavy brown bobbed hair has the reddish hue of henna. Amira couldn’t come because she was finishing her law school exams.

I pass her the screen. I can see the reflection on her glasses.

“So let me get this straight,” she says, after a beat. “You wore pajamas at your own graduation?”

“They’re not pajamas!” I reply, indignant. “They’re joggers. They’re trendy.”

“I hate to break it to you, but I’m pretty sure those are pj’s,” she says, shaking her head solemnly. “Where did you get them?”

“Found them. In Mom’s closet.”

“Oh no, Kiran. Those are literally pajamas. Mom got them at Gap, like, two years ago.” Before I can argue, she hands me back my phone, where the picture remains open. My black graduation robes do little to hide the offending outfit, and I realize she might just be right: even with the floral, silky top, my pants do look an awful lot like pajamas.

“. . . Oh.”

I feel my cheeks warm as I try not to think about the implications of the fact that I walked across the stage in front of the entire graduating class to receive my diploma in my mom’s old pajamas. How did Dad not notice? Then again, he has virtually zero observation skills and probably doesn’t even realize I wear the same sweatpants three times a week.

This is precisely why I need Amira to move back home.

Just as I’m yelling at Dad in my head, Amira laughs, a sound like the jangle of a tiny bell, or soft morning birdcalls before dawn. It’s the sound of better times. Like when she lived at home with me and Dad in Philly, before she left for law school. Or before Mom died.

Sometimes when Dad isn’t home, I stand in Mom’s closet and take in the familiar scent of antibacterial Softsoap and jasmine oil, just to remember, just to reassure myself I still can remember. With Dad working his clinical research job all the time—trying not to remember, probably—and Amira living in New York, the silence gets unbearable, and I get scared that my memories of Mom will just keep scattering, beyond recognition, until the day they fade away for good.

But when Amira laughs, I swear I can feel a warmth between my broken memories, a sort of pulling-back-together.

“Well, speaking of you saving me from myself . . .” I shove my phone into my backpack, pull out a thick red folder, and drop it on the table with a dramatic splat. This folder represents the one thing I’ve been waiting for, the one thing I’d been holding on to for the past three years: the day Amira says goodbye to New York and we get our own place in Philly, together. The folder is stuffed with packets of paper. Some are wish lists of different household items I thought would be useful, like a Crock-Pot or a weighted blanket. Others are lists of our old favorite hangouts and restaurants that I know Amira misses, like Saad’s Halal Restaurant and NuNu Sushi.

I hand her the first section, the fattest one by far. It’s tabbed with my favorite cat stickers.

“What’s this?” Amira begins flipping through the pages.

“Apartments,” I reply proudly. “I’ve put them in order from closest to farthest from my campus. The ones with the orange tabby paw sticker are slightly above budget, but I think we can make it work if I get a part-time job.” I could live in one of the dorms at Penn—staying on campus freshman year is encouraged, not required—but I’d far prefer living with my sister, while still being close enough to visit Dad at home.

“Wow, Kiran. This is . . .”

I beam.

“A lot.” She puts down the packet on the table. Condensation from her iced coffee begins to soak through the pages.

“Well, yeah,” I reply, deflating a little. “We gotta have options, right?”

“Of course, but . . . it’s just really early to start looking. We still have three months before you start school.”

“Less than three months, actually.” Eleven weeks, to be more precise.

“Right . . . ,” Amira says slowly, “but a lot can happen from now till then.”

“Sure, but it’s still good to start looking into it. . . . Right?”

She bites her lip. Her eyes slide to the window again. I don’t see anything beyond a couple of passersby walking their dog against the darkening sky, but she’s focused, like she can see something I can’t.

“What is it?” I ask her.

Amira quickly throws on a stiff, plastic smile. “Nothing.”

I narrow my eyes. “Then why do you look like you have something to tell me?”

“What? No.” She shakes her head. “Just tired. Exams were killer.”

I’m pretty sure that in addition to a lack of sweat glands, Amira also lacks the ability to lie. The girl is an open book with a worn, bent spine that won’t even let it close properly. “Amira?” I press.

“I promise, there’s nothing.” She stirs her iced coffee again, though it’s mostly just ice now. “But I am really happy. Happy to see you, happy to be done with school. Fulfilled, I guess.”

“Okay . . .” I trail off, watching her.

“I really appreciate you doing all this research, though,” she continues. “It’s sweet and thoughtful. You’re always so sweet and—”

“Stop,” I say, slapping my hand on the folder. “Seriously, just tell me what’s going on.”

She takes a deep breath, then another. “Imetsomeone,” she finally blurts, as if it’s all one word.

“Wait, what?” I lean forward to better hear over the background noise.

“I met someone!” she says, louder. Almost too loud, because now the barista is looking forlorn.

“What the hell do you mean, you met someone?”

She glances at the window again. Then she looks right at me.

Her eyes are watering.

And it’s not just that. Everything about her is coated in a sickly syrup-sweet happiness that’s stickier than the humidity. Flushed cheeks. Warm glow. All the telltale signs of a person in love. Which means she’s not messing with me.

Oh God.

My sister has actually met someone.

I blink. Swallow. “Wait. When? How?” The connection between my brain and my body has short-circuited, and I can feel the frantic pump of blood vessels coursing through me, can feel every cell of my being vibrating with confusion.

“I’ve been seeing him for the past three months. You know how I did my final paper with Professor Kline, at her clinic?” I nod. “I met him through the clinic. He’s trying to start this nonprofit to help kids released from juvenile detention get life skills. It’s amazing. The work he’s doing”—she blows a puff of air—“he’s amazing. I interviewed him for my paper, and then we kind of got to working together, and . . . I really, really like him, Kiran.”

Amira closes her eyes, sinks deeper into her chair, and I shit you not, she hugs herself. Wraps her arms around herself like a lovesick Disney princess. I’ve never seen her like this before and it’s like I can barely recognize her.

“God, it’s the first time I’ve said it aloud, but I really like him. Really, really, really, really—”

“Okay, okay, I get it. But three months? Why haven’t you said anything?”

“It was never a formal thing”—she starts blushing—“I mean, not that informal, either, until . . . recently. It just kind of happened. Plus, if I’d told you, you’d have told Dad. And you know what he’s like—we can’t talk about boys unless it’s serious.”

I bite my lip. It’s true; dating in the casual sense is still frowned upon in many Muslim communities, and it’s not something you can openly talk about unless you’ve practically made a formal Jane Austen–style declaration that you’re in pursuit of a life partner.

It’s partially why I never told Amira about my first and only boyfriend, either. But still.

My skull’s buzzing like the inside of a hive. Amira meeting someone is . . . big. She’s always been so focused on school and her career. I don’t think she’s ever even had the time to fall in love before, until now.

Silence settles in the space between us, and there’s a sickening weight in my stomach that wasn’t there before. In a matter of minutes, something has irrevocably changed between us—had already changed, without me even knowing. A change in the status quo where I might not be the first person Amira calls to rant about stuff at the office or update me on the latest books she’s read. Or tell me her secrets.

Slowly, Amira pulls herself up. “Nothing is set in stone yet, but . . . he might be moving to California soon, so we’re still trying to figure things out for us. There’s an organization there that works with legal nonprofits and they’re going to help fund him, get him up and running. Again, nothing’s set. We just need to discuss our future a bit more. Make plans, maybe.”

My throat aches too much to say anything.

“I know this all sounds like it’s moving absurdly fast, but honestly, Kiran, I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life. And trust me, I’ve thought about it a lot. He was there for me. When Mom died. The work we did gave me something to hold on to. He gave me something to hold on to. . . . Kiran?”

I’m squeezing the edge of my chair, digging my fingernails into the wood. The sound is gone: the jazz music, the clattering, the hiss of the espresso machine. Everything is just a dull ache in my ears as the room spins around me.

California? What about job searching in Philly? What about our new apartment, the Crock-Pot, the late nights, the macarons? What about visiting Mom’s grave together and crying together to make up for the grieving I couldn’t do because I was waiting for her? What about Dad, and living together as a family again, like Mom wanted—does that mean nothing to her?

What about me?

Touché, New York. You’ve bested me yet again, and now your buddy California’s come to beat me with a flip-flop while I’m down.

I look past Amira, trying to focus on anything but her sitting across from me, looking at me rosy-cheeked and in love and worst of all, conflicted, waiting for me to end her life with a word. My eyes settle on a single light bulb on the iron chandelier hanging from the ceiling, and I stare until it burns.

“I’m happy for you,” I eventually say, my voice grating through my throat. “I really am.”

Amira lets out something that sounds like a sob. “Really? Because I’d love for you two to meet. I want you two to meet. I know you’ll love him, too. Nothing is final unless you approve. I swear. And if I move to Cali—if I do—I’ll visit you all the time, I promise.”

She’s talking a mile a minute—about us all meeting next weekend, about not telling Dad yet, I think. I’m numb.

“So, who’s the lucky guy?” I ask finally, shoving the folder back in my backpack. The papers crumple at the bottom.

“Faisal,” she replies. “Faisal Malik.”

For a moment, time stills.

“He has a little brother, too,” Amira continues. “About your age, actually.” A slow, conspiratorial grin breaks across her face. “His name’s Deen.”

I short-circuit. Shatter. And inwardly, I scream, and the whole world screams with me.

Because I know exactly who Deen Malik is.

Of course I know who he is.

As much as I want to—and trust me, I really do—I could never forget the name of my one and only ex.




Three Years Ago
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[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: hey

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: are you going to the Eid dinner on Sunday?

KIRAN: ?? Who’s this?

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: oh sorry

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: it’s Deen Malik

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: from Sunday school?

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: I got your number from the six flags field trip a month ago

KIRAN: oh yeah lol

KIRAN: best Sunday school field trip e v e r

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: unless you’re me

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: and you get lost in the arcade for like an hour

KIRAN: lolllll

KIRAN: “lost”

KIRAN: we all know that was your excuse to ditch us and play Mario Kart

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: what can I say, I know how to live

KIRAN: an inspiration to us all

KIRAN: anyway yeah, I’m going

KIRAN: to the Eid dinner, I mean

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: cool

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: just wanted to know if there’d be anyone I knew there

KIRAN: are none of the other guys coming?

KIRAN: Imran? Hassan?

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: Imran’s visiting fam in Bangladesh

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: and Hassan’s celebrating Eid in Virginia

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: I’m still kinda new here too, so

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: don’t really know a lot of people

KIRAN: ah

KIRAN: makes sense

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: yeah

KIRAN: well fear not

KIRAN: I’ll take you under my wing

KIRAN: unfortunately for us, the masjid is woefully unequipped for video games

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: shocking

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: and slightly blasphemous?

KIRAN: lollll

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: but yeah, cool

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: I’ll see you there, then

KIRAN: yeah

KIRAN: See you there.
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Chapter 2

Deen

[image: image] Friday, June 4 [image: image]

“DEEN, WHY DID YOU DECIDE to take summer classes?”

Professor Pryce stares at me from behind his desk. It’s just the two of us in the classroom, Intro to Poli-Sci having ended five minutes ago. He’s leaning back with his hands behind his neck, the posture of choice for all professors who seek to give off an air of casualness and calm—the whole I’m not like other teachers because I’m like a friend shtick. Except today, he’s wearing a serious expression behind his perfectly round wire-framed spectacles.

“Deen?”

The only people I’ve seen pull off those kinds of glasses are Korean pop stars. Does Professor Pryce think he’s more attractive than a Korean pop star? The nerve. He does have a nice jaw, admittedly. He’s pretty young for a professor, too, but he’s already got the beginnings of salt-and-pepper hair at his temples, which I’m pretty sure is one of those weird things that everyone agrees is a sign of Hotness. Like dimples or rolled-up sleeves.

Whatever. I fold up my sleeves to expose my brown, sinewy forearms. I’m not feeling insecure or anything. It’s just warm in here.

“Deen?”

I sigh. “Professor—hey, can I call you Jeff?”

“No.”

“Wait, didn’t you say on the first day of class that we could call you Jeff?”

Professor Pryce’s face remains stony.

“Got it.” I clear my throat. “Not sure how it matters, but I’m taking summer classes because I wanted to get ahead. Get a head start on sophomore year. This is NYU, man—I mean, sir. So like any student who has thrown an exorbitant amount of cash into securing the privilege of entering our nation’s wonderful capitalistic system of higher education, I wanted to take advantage of the incredible and diverse course load that’s offered here.”

I flash a smile. It’s not entirely a lie as much as it is a conveniently flexible stretch of the truth. Taking summer classes was the easiest way for me to avoid being at home this summer. Living on campus, I told my parents, would ensure I’d stay focused on school. I could concentrate better here. And my parents bought it hook, line, and sinker. But who am I kidding? At the end of the day, they don’t give a damn what I do, as long as I don’t “totally screw up like Faisal.”

If only they knew.

“Uh-huh. Right.” Professor Pryce folds his arms—arms that are definitely not beefier than mine—across his chest. “Well, it’s my experience that students who claim they want to get ahead usually come to class on time.”

“But consider this: I was in the library, studying before class, and lost track of time.”

I had actually been in the rec room at Brittany Hall, playing wingman for Vinny, with his crush, Amy, and some hot junior bio major named Rachel, or Raquel, who was kicking my ass in pool. But damn. The way she was bending over the pool table, I’d let her kick my ass any day. And before that, I pulled an all-nighter on this MMO game called Cambria, which I’ve gotten pretty hooked on. But I keep that on the down low.

“I’m finding that a little tough to believe. I just don’t get it, Deen. You know, I spoke with Professor Foster earlier. I think you might remember her from your writing seminar last semester? We got to talking, and funnily enough, you came up.”

Uh-oh.

“She said you were a model student in her class. Thoughtful, mature, on time. I had to ask her if we were talking about the same Deen Malik.”

Damn.

“That Deen Malik, if he were ever late, would slip quietly into his seat and actually pay attention to the lecture.”

“That’s what I did.”

“You barged in through the doors, addressed me with ‘’sup,’ and sat down in the center of the front row, knocking over another student’s stack of books in the process. You then proceeded to take a nap, as if I couldn’t see you right there. Deen, I don’t know what to say at this point.”

I sigh again.

College was supposed to be the place I’d finally be treated as an adult, in the sense that people would leave me the hell alone. Guess even here, though, I’m not fully free. “Just spitballing here,” I say, “but you could always say nothing?”

Professor Pryce pinches the bridge of his nose. His perfectly round glasses now sit crookedly on his face. “Please take this seriously. I know you like to think of yourself as a funny guy, but I also know you’re intelligent. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t. Professor Foster showed me some of the papers you wrote. You’re clearly better than this. If you just applied yourself, you could actually go places. So what I want to know is: What’s the issue here? What’s going on?”

Fuck if I know, bud.

Suddenly, my phone vibrates in the back pocket of my jeans. There’s a long, awkward silence between us, a game of silent chicken. Finally, Professor Pryce lets out an exasperated breath. “Just answer it.”

“That timing, huh?” I say, yanking out my phone.

I’m half hoping it’s my friend Kasia, from Cambria—when we’re not playing the game together, we talk on our guild’s chat room on Discord.

But it’s Vinny, shooting me an obnoxious amount of texts.

Yoooo D-MONEY get back here!

Raquel keeps asking for you. She’s into you, fool!!!!

A REAL chick, not some online one you play with on that lame ass game

I can hear his thick Long Island accent, and stifle a laugh. Vinny means well, even if he’s not-too-subtly shit-talking about Kasia.

“Sorry about that.” I clear my throat and shove the phone back in my pocket. “You were saying?”

Professor Pryce grimaces. “Look, I just need you to understand that coming to class late, especially in this fashion, is a distraction to the other students. I’ve overlooked your tardiness several times this summer already. You know what they say about three strikes?”

“I don’t watch basketball much, Profes—” My phone vibrates again. There’s a vein popping out of Professor Pryce’s left temple.

“Wow, thought I turned that off.” I sheepishly pull out my phone once more. But when I see the name on the screen, I can feel the smile slip off my face.

Faisal.

My older brother.

I open the text, trying to ignore the painful gnawing in my stomach.

Professor Pryce must see the expression change on my face, because his knife-point glare softens. “Is everything all right?”

I don’t answer.

Hey

You free soon?

I need to talk to you

The pit in my stomach has grown to a critical mass.

I hate when people say things like that. Nothing good ever comes from someone saying, “I need to talk to you.” It’s even worse when it’s through text. I do not enjoy being at the mercy of my own impatience. Even the most innocent things sound ominous. Vinny’s the worst at it—I think it has something to do with the fact that he’s a music major, which means his understanding of actual language is nonexistent. Sometimes he’ll text something like, Deen. Emergency. Then make me wait five minutes, writhing with a hundred violent imaginings of the worst possible scenarios, before saying, Never mind. Got the last slice of pizza at the dining hall. Almost didn’t make it. Or False alarm. Girl gave me her number but it was just to get my notes! Life amirite, lmao. If I ever commit homicide, it will be because of him.

When Faisal, my brother, texts, it actually means something. He doesn’t text very often, maybe once every couple of weeks. And I think even he knows something’s a little . . . broken between us. So every message, every hesitant attempt to reach out, in a way, is a question for me: Do I reach back?

This time, the answer is yes. Faisal isn’t the kind of person to say we need to talk out of the blue like that, unless . . .

What’s up? I type back. My thumbs hover over the screen, and I can’t tell if they’re trembling or if I’m just dizzy from the heat and/or Professor Pryce’s glower.

Three little gray dots pulse on my screen, and I wait for what feels like forever.

Then:

Would just be better to talk in person.

It’s nothing bad, promise :)

But I don’t believe him. Not for a second.

Meet you at M&D’s tonight? I type back. M&D is short for Mom and Dad’s. We’ve never called it home. It’s never really felt like home. We weren’t even allowed to decorate our own rooms growing up, which explains why mine looks straight out of an Italian summer villa in Architectural Digest instead of a nineteen-year-old guy’s bedroom. To say my parents are controlling is putting it lightly.

Yes :), he responds. I don’t put my phone away, instead clutching it tightly in my sweaty palm.

Professor Pryce is still looking at me. I clear my throat. “I have to run. Family emergency, if you can believe it. Rain check on the, uh, pep talk?”

“This isn’t a pep—” Professor Pryce stops himself. His mouth hardens in a thin line, a look of defeat. “Fine. We’ll finish this conversation next week after class. Where you will show up on time and do the reading and come prepared with the intelligent observations you keep buried within that head.”

“Sounds like a plan!” I say, already halfway out the door.

I practically sprint to the train station.

A few hours later, I’m in Short Hills, New Jersey, and the lights are off at M&D’s. It’s six, and while most families are probably happily preparing dinner together, my parents are still at work at the nearby Rotterdam Hospital. Can’t even remember the last time the four of us were in one room together. It’s better that way.

The house is imposingly big, to the point of being threateningly tall and intimidatingly girthy. It’s a gray stone Tudor—I know this because Mom wouldn’t shut up about it when we first moved in—with blue-and-white timber frames and arched windows. It’s cradled by a family of enormous oak trees that Faisal and I had to tearfully beg our parents not to chop down. We thought they’d be perfect for the epic tree house of our dreams. But in the end, Mom and Dad got the biggest tree removed, claiming it had grown too close to the house.

I clumsily jangle my key through the front door, tense with dread, and find a light peeking from the basement. That’s where I go.

Faisal’s been living in our parents’ basement since he got back from college, but it’s a walk-out, so he has some privacy, and he has a really sick office setup down there. Still, though. I hate that he still lives here. I hate that he has no choice. I don’t know how he can stand being under the same roof as our parents.

I knock on the door to the office.

“Come on in,” I hear him say.

As soon as I open the door, I’m greeted by a bear hug so huge that I’m lifted off the ground a couple of inches.

“Deen,” my brother says, as if it’s the most wonderful word in the world. “Deen, Deen, Deen.”

“Hi, Faisal, you’re cracking my rib cage,” I choke out, and he finally lets me go.

“Sorry, sorry.” Faisal grins as I fix my hair, showing off his several-thousand-dollar smile. The kid had godawful teeth when we were little, and it was a favor to us all when he got braces. He’s also now sporting the beginnings of a beard, and though he was once the scrawniest excuse for a noodle growing up, not getting into law school had the unexpected side effect of doing wonders for his physique—these days, he’s built like a tank.

He takes a seat at his desk by the window and spins to face me. Books and legal textbooks cover every spare inch of the desk’s surface, creating a mountain range of paper around his open laptop where he has a website open: AFFEY: A Future for Exonerated Youth. It’s Faisal’s nonprofit, or at least, he hopes it will be. It’s been his dream for the past two years. A dream quietly growing under our parents’ oblivious feet.

I remain standing. “So? What was the emergency?”

“No emergency!” he replies. “Just . . .”

“What?” I try to keep my voice level, but I’m nervous.

Faisal leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

“You remember Amira, right?” he asks.

“Hell yeah.”

I don’t know much about her, but Amira is Faisal’s business partner, of sorts. Or maybe consultant would be the better word. But she’s also way, way more than that.

A couple of years ago, when every law school on Faisal’s list rejected him, he became a shell of who he once was. It sounds overdramatic and it’s definitely ridiculous, but for the desi families who can afford it, not going to grad school is an automatic minus fifty points on the report card of Life. And Faisal felt it; every ambition he’d ever had died that day. I remember when he got that final rejection letter and sat at the breakfast table, trying to eat a bowl of cornflakes, his movements mechanical, his eyes painfully focused on the wall in front of him. As if he was tensing his eyeballs to force the tears back.

It broke him.

We all feared this would happen. Law schools, ironically, aren’t eager to accept students with hands-on experience of the criminal justice system, even though our parents paid plenty, despite Faisal’s protests, for their lawyers to get his Class A-1 felony lowered to a misdemeanor.

That didn’t matter. Nor did it matter that he was now forever doomed to be on our parents’ shit list. For Faisal, getting that last rejection meant nothing mattered anymore.

Until Amira.

Faisal takes a long draw of water, and his cheeks bulge like a chipmunk. He can’t stop smiling, the idiot. He always smiles like this whenever Amira comes up.

“I think . . . ,” he says slowly, “I think I’m going to ask her to marry me. Inshallah.”

“Holy shit. For real? For real?” I can feel my voice rising, but I can’t help it.

“Yeah.” And honest to God, he looks shy about it. He runs his hand through his hair and won’t look at me, and he’s got this goofy grin on his face I’ve never seen before.

“Shit, I—” I put my hand on his back, give him an awkward half hug. “I’m happy for you, big guy. Really. That’s so good to hear.”

Honestly, this is the greatest thing that could have happened to him. Ever since Faisal met Amira, he’s had a fire in him I haven’t seen in years. It wasn’t that love healed him, or any cliché shit like that—Faisal had already started getting better on his own by then, despite our parents’ constant quips. He’d even started seeing a therapist, which was good because M&D, in typical M&D fashion, were adamant that we never talk about what happened, ever, to anyone. They made us swear on our graves.

When Amira showed up, it was like after a thousand nights of fitful sleep, Faisal remembered how to dream again. Looked forward to dreaming again. He slept better, in every sense of the word—and when I first saw him without the giant purple bags beneath his eyes that I’d gotten used to, I almost didn’t recognize him.

I can’t imagine loving anyone so much. It’s almost terrifying how much it’s changed things for him.

Faisal lets out a breath. “So you’re cool with it? One hundred percent?”

“You deserve the best.” And I mean it. Faisal is honestly the best person I know. “Always have.”

He grins again. “And she is the best. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

“Man, my sister-in-law. She’s going to be my sister-in-law.”

“Inshallah. There’s a lot of stuff we need to figure out—and I really want you to meet her—but . . . yeah. Yeah. Hopefully.”

My mind’s a whirlpool, but all I know is, I’m happy. Genuinely happy for him.

And relieved.

Like maybe, just maybe, things are finally looking up for him. If he’s found a partner, someone he wants to start over with, that would give Faisal his own life back, in a way I never could. And maybe I could finally let go of a little guilt.

Especially since it’s my fault he didn’t get into law school.

It’s quiet for a moment, until an alarm goes off on Faisal’s phone.

“Prayer time,” he mutters.

I stiffen, suddenly feeling awkward. Faisal’s been a damn good Muslim for the past couple of years. A damn good everything, really. Whereas I . . .

“You wanna pray together?” he asks hesitantly. “We should hang out, after. Would love to celebrate with you. Play something, for old times’ sake?” He nods over at a TV in the corner, where our old PlayStation sits, collecting dust.

I hate that he almost sounds hopeful. Like he’s the one rehabilitating me now. Stepping on eggshells around me.

“I would, but . . .” I run my hand down the back of my stiff neck. “I gotta get back to campus, you know? Early class in the morning.”

“Oh.” Faisal’s face dims, so briefly that I know he’s trying his best not to show his disappointment. “Of course, yeah, sure.”

I clench my fists. I’m sure he knows I’m lying—that I can’t stand it here, can’t stand seeing him stuck here in the basement like a shameful secret. Sometimes, I wish Faisal would actually say what he’s thinking. But he’s never once expressed disappointment, never once not forgiven me. I don’t deserve kindness from him.

Sometimes, I wish he knew I didn’t deserve anything.

I reach for the doorknob, but suddenly Faisal stands, stares at something on his desk like he’s thinking hard about something.

“Hey, Deen?” he says finally, hesitating. He looks at me.

I swallow. “Yeah?”

“I know . . . things have been hard. For you. Because of me.”

I grip the doorknob tight.

“But I want you to know that I’m okay now. I’m good. For the first time in a very long time, I feel really good. So . . .”

“I know,” I reply. “You’re going to be amazing. We share the same genes, after all.”

Faisal laughs a bit.

And then there’s silence again. My feet feel like lead, and there’s a weight on my tongue, words I want to say. But I’m not even sure what they are.

I drum my knuckles on the doorway.

“Speaking of same genes, Amira has a sister.” Faisal looks at me meaningfully. “I haven’t met her yet, but I hear she’s pretty great.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Her name’s Kiran, I think. She’ll probably be there when you meet Amira.”

Kiran.

Kiran.

“Kiran Noorani?” The name spills from my mouth.

Faisal’s thick eyebrows furrow. “Yeah, exactly.”

I put my hand on my stomach like I’m going to explode. I lean over, try to hold it in. But I can’t.

Of all the people in the world. God must be punishing me.

“Deen?”

That’s all it takes for me to come apart. I laugh so hard my entire body quakes and I have a coughing fit and Faisal’s rubbing my back and asking what’s wrong, which only makes me laugh harder.

But Kiran always could make me laugh harder than anyone.
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[CAMBRIA: THE EVOLUTION EXPANSION PACK]

[ROANA GUILD CHAT ROOM]



Kasia Coribund: Do you ever get the sense that the world is conspiring against you?

Kasia Coribund: Like no matter what you do or how good you try to be

Kasia Coribund: Bad things are going to happen?

Kasia Coribund: Not really sure where I’m going with this, but lately, I’ve been feeling kind of helpless

Kasia Coribund: And it doesn’t help that every time I see something in the news, I get an ulcer

Devynius Foxx: Hooo boy

Devynius Foxx: Let me tell you

Devynius Foxx: I feel that every goddamn day.

Devynius Foxx: And I love it when people are like “just stay positive!”

Devynius Foxx: “good thoughts attract good things!”

Devynius Foxx: Okay NANCY, the problem is, things WERE good and now they’re not—for no damn reason.

Kasia Coribund: Exactly.

Kasia Coribund: And it’s not like I can do much about it

Kasia Coribund: I’m still just . . . a kid, you know?

Devynius Foxx: Err . . .

Devynius Foxx: How young we talkin?

Devynius Foxx: Asking for a friend

Kasia Coribund: Old enough, you ass

Devynius Foxx: In all seriousness though,

Devynius Foxx: I wish there was something I could say.

Devynius Foxx: I don’t have any answers since I’m basically in the same boat, but that’s just it:

Devynius Foxx: We’re in the same boat.

Devynius Foxx: And at the end of the day, that kind of makes me feel better.

Devynius Foxx: /shrug

Kasia Coribund: Heh.

Kasia Coribund: Honestly

Kasia Coribund: That kind of makes me feel better, too.
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Chapter 3

Kiran

[image: image] Friday, June 4 [image: image]

PLEASE TELL ME WHY I shouldn’t be freaking out rn, I text Asher for what must be the hundredth time tonight, and it’s not yet midnight. I just got home; the rain followed me from New York to Philly, and now crystalline rivulets dance across our windowpanes. From somewhere in the house, a clock ticks like an erratic heartbeat.

Dad’s asleep across the hall, so I tread carefully until I’m safe in my bedroom. Thanks to Morning Kiran, it’s a mess. My computer’s still on from when I played Cambria for half the night, and I nearly trip over the dance bag that’s puking the sweaty dance clothes all over my floor. I’ve been taking dance classes since I was twelve. It’s why the only art I’ve got on my wall is this print of a Fabio Fabbi painting, a 100 percent offensive, Orientalist piece of work of an inappropriately pale woman dancing in a harem—a spontaneous gift from Dad, actually. Note to self: get Dad a copy of Orientalism by Edward Said for his birthday. But it’s totally ironic and somehow makes me feel powerful.

Mom was a dancer, too. I almost quit after the funeral; it was Asher who convinced me to keep going. You actually have a way to honor her memory, he said. You’d be stupid to stop it.

I shove my clothes into the hamper and try not to obsessively check my phone for Asher’s reply.

Asher was our next-door neighbor growing up, and even though he’s nearly four years older than me, we’d hang out a lot after school, mostly to play video games or hang by the waterfront and stuff our faces with homemade ensaymadas from his mom. He’s always been a big brother to me, which is why when he moved to New York for college, two years after Amira, we had our first ever fight. It felt like a blow that he’d do the exact thing that would hurt me most.

I think secretly Mom hoped one of us would end up with him. That’s not to say I haven’t thought about us being something . . . more. It’s just that whenever I do, my stomach threatens to jump ship and flee. And I have reason to believe Asher feels the very same way. Exhibit A: I’m 99 percent sure he used to have a crush on Amira.

Because Amira is allowed to have a life? Asher responds, finally. Anyway, are you even sure this is the same Faisal Malik?

I call him.

“Listen, smart-ass,” I say as soon as he picks up, “she’s had her own life for the past three years. And yes, I’m sure—how many Faisal Maliks do you think there are?”

There’s a rustling on the other line, like Asher has his phone on a pillow. “The nerve of her.” His voice is slightly muffled. “Please tell me everything, now that it’s one a.m. and I have an eight a.m. lecture tomorrow. Can’t you talk to your online boyfriend about this?”

“Foxx is not my boyfriend. And if I could, I would. We don’t talk about real-world stuff.” At first, it was a guild rule; the two leaders of our guild, Nilina and Solen (who I’m pretty sure are a married couple in real life), claimed that talking about reality ruined the immersion of the game. Cambria is a role-playing game, after all, and it feels wrong talking about magic and taming wyverns and then how your instant mac and cheese exploded in the microwave and now you have to go clean it up before your dad comes back. Not based on a true story.

But Foxx and I found that we preferred not getting bogged down in real-world details anyway. It makes Cambria feel like our own special place, a parallel universe where we can be ourselves. Learning about who we are in real life could ruin the magic.

“How convenient,” says Asher.

I pace angrily around my bed. “I don’t understand how this could have happened. Of all the people in the entire world she could have fallen in love with. This is injustice. This is a conspiracy.”

“Yes. A conspiracy.”

“That’s what I said. Ugh, she should have told me about Faisal sooner. Then all of this could have been avoided.”

“Not to sound like a smart-ass again, but you didn’t exactly tell Amira about Deen, either.”

“See, that doesn’t make you sound like a smart-ass. That makes you sound like an ass,” I retort. “Deen and I were a secret. We made a pact.”

Asher sighs. “You and your pacts.”

Deen and I started dating, if you can even call it that, when my mom first started getting sick. I kept it a secret back then because I didn’t want to add to the stress my family was going through.

“God, what if they actually get married? That would make Deen my brother-in-law. Do you realize how messed up that is? My ex. Would be. My brother-in-law.”

Asher yawns. “Okay, so now that we’ve established that this is technically your fault—”

“Not my fault.”

“Should we be worried about this Faisal guy?”

“I’m not really sure.” I feel my chest tighten. I never told anyone about Deen—except Asher—because talking about it feels too much like acknowledging that it was a real thing that happened. I prefer to think of it as a particularly lucid nightmare, like the kind you get after scarfing down an entire box of frosted animal crackers and reading Archive of Our Own until you pass out on the couch. Not based on a true story.

I exhale. “I’ve never actually met Faisal. But I’ve heard about him. Through Deen, a little. And youth group.”

“Really? Youth group?”

“Yeah, I know. It’s lame. Anyway, Faisal was a lot older than us, so he was never there. Actually—wait, now I remember. Faisal Malik was never there, for anything. Not just youth group but any of the masjid events or dinner parties. It was like he didn’t exist. Everyone thought the Maliks only had one son until that aunty who must have known them from somewhere else blabbed about Faisal. So naturally, there were rumors, a lot of rumors—that their mysterious eldest son was cut off from the family; that he’d gotten in with a bad crowd. Even Deen wouldn’t talk about him. That’s weird, right? Tell me that’s weird.”

Asher is quiet for a beat. “Do you think Amira knows about the rumors?”

“Not sure.” Amira was in college at the time, so she wasn’t going to our masjid often, and it’s not like I had reason to mention the rumors before. Do I tell her? God, how would that conversation even go, anyway? I don’t think she’d care, though—she’s better than me in that way. Totally innocent until proven guilty! she’d say.

“Well, if this were, say, three years ago, I’d say it’s pretty freaking weird. But he is here, now, and obviously not in a bad crowd if Amira’s in love with him, right?”

“She’s never been in love before, so how would she know? You know how she is. Freaking Disney princess in a pantsuit.”

“Have you been in love before?”

I hate that Deen runs through my mind. Deen and his easy, dimpled smile, glowing beneath a ginkgo tree. Deen and his late-night texts and promises of more to come.

Deen. The more I think about seeing him again, the more attractive throwing myself out the window seems.

“I thought I was. Once.” When I was fifteen and ridiculous. “Let’s just say I know what happens when you fall too fast.”

I can practically feel Asher rolling his eyes on the other end of the line. “I think Amira probably knows what she’s doing.” His voice lowers. “I think you have trust issues, Kiran.”

“Fine, maybe, but so does Amira—she’s too trusting! Changing her entire life plans for this guy she’s known for a couple months—it’s naive.”

“I’m not saying I don’t agree they’re moving unnecessarily fast. But wanting to see the best in people doesn’t make her naive. Or stupid.” The line crackles, like the phone is pressing against his bedsheets. “Good news is, you know Amira isn’t going to marry him if you’re against it. Just tell her the truth.”

I lie down on my bed. I’m suddenly starting to feel tired.

“I can’t tell her I’m against it,” I say softly. “I can’t be that person who stops my sister from marrying someone just because of something that happened to me three years ago. Even if there are shady rumors. Even if Faisal’s younger brother is the devil.”

“Jesus. How bad was he?”

“Bad, Ash. Would I be freaking out like this if it wasn’t bad?”

“Well . . .”

“ASHER.”

Asher laughs softly, and I sink deeper into the blue plush of my comforter. The patter of rain on the windowpanes feels soothing now, like fingers on my scalp. Even though talking about Deen hurts, it’s almost a good hurt, like the easing and unraveling of a tight knot. I wanted to tell Amira about Deen years ago. There were so many things I wanted to ask her. She’s never dated anyone till now—she was always so focused on school that I don’t think she even had the time—but she always knew the right words to say.

Before I could tell Amira, though, Mom started to get sicker.

I clench the comforter beneath me. “All you need to know,” I say, “is that three years ago, Deen just appeared, like a freaking magical fairy prince. I liked him a lot. And I think he liked me, too. He was the only person I could really open up to then.”

I grit my teeth. The memories are still fresh, too fresh. “But one day, he became an absolute monster. A pig. A, a total—”

“Dick?” Asher offers.

“Yes! A total and complete dick! For no reason. And then to top it off, a couple weeks after going full jerk mode, he and his family moved away. He didn’t even say goodbye. Never heard from him again, even after Mom died. And that, my friend, is the story of my first love.”

“Woof.”

I roll over on my bed. “Amira wants me to meet Faisal next weekend. But what if Deen’s there, too? What am I supposed to say to him?”

“Kiran, it was three years ago. Obviously a lot has changed since then. You’re older, wiser. You can be mature about this. It’s for your sister. Let her be happy.”

Let her be happy.

That’s all well and good, I think, but what if she doesn’t know what makes her happy? What if this is all just a dangerous coping mechanism for Mom’s death? I don’t think I’ve ever seen Amira really . . . get angry. Or upset. She bottles things up and tosses her feelings out to sea. I think I’ve seen her cry once, when Mom died, and the only reason I know that is because I found her hiding in Mom’s closet the morning we had to bury her. Alone. I wonder if that’s why Mom told me to make sure we always stuck together.

On one of Mom’s final nights in the hospital—I’d offered to take the night shift to let Amira and Dad get some sleep—I gave her a legal pad and pen so she could write. Mom’s disease had made it hard for her to talk, but she had enough strength in her arm to write, at least.

“Amira and Dad will be here first thing in the morning, okay? We’ll talk about next steps together,” I’d said.

Slowly, Mom began to write: That’s the only thing that’s getting me through this, Kiran. Knowing you’re all together.

Promise me you’ll look after them.

Thinking about it, my chest contracts.

“Anyway, I gotta go,” says Asher, yawning. “If you need a healthy distraction, there’s always your online boyfriend.”

I sit down at my computer and pop open the launcher for Cambria and the guild channel on Discord. But Devynius Foxx isn’t online right now.

My heart sinks. “He’s not around.”

“Ah, right, busy doing mysterious things that you don’t know about because you refuse to tell each other any real-life information.”

“We don’t need to know any real info. Foxx is one of my dearest friends, and we know each other’s hearts.” And as corny as it sounds, I’m not exactly kidding; Foxx has been my rock since the day I first started playing Cambria, my emotional dumping ground. It’s hard to explain, but I can imagine his voice, clear as day against my ears. Warm and familiar.

“Uh-huh. Okay, weirdo. I’m out.”

“Fine. I’m gonna go play some Cambria.”

“Hey, just think: if you actually meet Foxx one
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