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    To every young soul searching for light in the quiet corners of their heart—
May you know that your questions are not a weakness, but a doorway.
To the girls who've ever felt unseen in the crowd—
He sees you. He hears you. He loves you.
And to my grandmother, whose whispered duʿās taught me what faith sounds like in the dark.
This is for you.
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Chapter 1 – The Breaking Point
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“Indeed, with hardship comes ease.” – Q 94:6
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Sixteen-year-old Iman Kareem stared at her phone screen, her thumb frozen just above the glowing message. The words she’d reread a dozen times were still there, just as painful as the first time.

“Maybe we should take a break from being so close. I need space. Please don’t take it personally.”

It was from Huda. Her best friend. Her *only* friend in this school that never really felt like home.

Iman tried to blink back the sting in her eyes. The library’s fluorescent lights buzzed above her, and she glanced around quickly, pretending to scroll. A few students sat hunched over textbooks, whispering or typing fast on laptops. No one noticed her pain—and even if they did, no one would care. This was Eastbridge High, where smiles were performative and friendships came with expiration dates.

She felt like she was choking on silence.

The bell rang for third period. Iman didn’t move. Her mind whirled as she tried to figure out what had gone wrong. She and Huda had grown up together—two little girls in matching Eid dresses, memorizing short surahs after Qur’an class, sneaking snacks during taraweeh. Huda was the loud one, the confident one, the one who convinced Iman to try new things and laugh too loudly in the masjid courtyard. Iman was quiet, a little hesitant, a shadow at times. But they balanced each other.

At least... they had.

Iman stared down at the last line again.

“Please don’t take it personally.”

But how else was she supposed to take it?

She gathered her books slowly, her throat tight. The worst part wasn’t the message. It was the way Huda had been acting for weeks—avoiding her eyes in class, sitting farther away during lunch, responding to texts with dry one-liners. Iman had been clinging to denial, telling herself Huda was just busy, tired, distracted. But now the truth was typed out in blue bubbles—simple, direct, and cruel.

She felt abandoned.

She pushed open the library doors and stepped into the corridor. A wave of noise hit her—locker doors slamming, laughter echoing down the hallway, sneakers squeaking across linoleum. It felt like the world was going on just fine, unaware that hers had just cracked in half.

As she walked toward her English class, Iman forced herself to focus on the ground in front of her. But whispers followed her. Not just in her head this time.

"Did you hear what she did?"

"I can’t believe she even showed up today."

"Typical. Quiet ones always hide something."

Iman's chest tightened.

Then it happened.

As she turned the corner, she nearly bumped into Ms. Lacey, the English teacher, who was standing outside her classroom door. The teacher gave her a look—somewhere between pity and disappointment.

“Iman. I need to speak with you.”

Iman froze. Her heart dropped. She barely nodded as Ms. Lacey gestured her to follow.

They stepped into the empty classroom. The blinds were open, casting stripes of sunlight across the floor. Ms. Lacey leaned against her desk.

“I received an email this morning,” she began, her tone professional, almost rehearsed. “There’s been a serious concern raised about the authorship of your essay on ‘The Power of Voice.’”

Iman blinked.

“I’m sorry?”

“Another student claims you plagiarized it.”

Iman’s lips parted, but no sound came out.

“I’ve reviewed both essays. They’re strikingly similar,” Ms. Lacey continued. “And while I’m not accusing you just yet, I need to report this to the school’s academic integrity committee.”

“No,” Iman whispered. “I didn’t... I wrote that myself. Every word.”

“I hope that’s true,” Ms. Lacey said gently. “But until this is investigated, I’m afraid you’ll receive a zero on this assignment.”

Iman felt the floor give out from under her. The essay had been one of the few things she’d poured herself into this semester. A piece about finding courage to speak when you feel invisible. The irony was cruel.

And now someone— who? —was accusing her of stealing it?

“Who said I plagiarized?” she asked, voice trembling.

Ms. Lacey hesitated. “I can’t disclose that right now. Please know that this isn’t a punishment—it’s just protocol.”

Protocol.

As if this humiliation could be boxed into a neat little process.

Iman left the classroom in a daze. She didn’t go to class. She walked straight to the girls’ washroom, locked herself in a stall, and sat down on the closed toilet seat, hugging her backpack like a lifeline.

And there, alone under the flickering fluorescent light, she broke.

Silent tears spilled down her cheeks. She didn’t sob. She just shook, her shoulders trembling with the force of keeping it in. The pain of Huda’s message, the shock of the accusation, the whispers—it was too much.

She pressed her forehead against her knees.

“Why is this happening?” she whispered.

Her voice was so quiet it almost wasn’t there.

That night, she said nothing to her parents. She pushed food around her plate, nodded at her mother’s questions, and retreated to her room as soon as dinner was over. The only thing she did was lock the door and pull out her prayer mat.

It had been weeks since she last prayed intentionally. She told herself she was too busy, too tired, too unsure. But tonight, she needed something—anything—that didn’t shift like sand beneath her feet.

She unfolded the mat and faced the qiblah. But when she raised her hands for takbir, her arms trembled. Tears pooled again. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t even say Allahu Akbar without her throat closing.

She curled up on the mat, face pressed into its soft surface, and whispered broken Arabic she barely understood:

“Allāhumma... help me. Please.”

Her sobs came freely now. And for the first time in days, they weren’t laced with shame. They felt like surrender.

The next morning was colder than usual. A dull sky hung over Eastbridge, and the wind pressed at her scarf as she stepped out the door.

Iman kept her eyes low all the way to school. But instead of heading to her locker, she turned and walked past it—to the quiet end of the building where the old art room had been converted into a small, seldom-used meditation space.

She’d heard it was supposed to be for “reflection and wellness,” a neutral zone. Most students ignored it. But right now, Iman didn’t care. She pushed open the door and stepped inside.

It was quiet. A few cushions scattered around. A shelf of neglected books. A window with fogged glass.

She sat down in the corner, drawing her knees close.

She thought of the verse her father used to recite when she was little, when she’d cry about lost pencils or scraped knees.

“Indeed, with hardship comes ease.”

It had always sounded comforting then. But now it felt like a riddle.

What kind of ease could come from betrayal?

From being publicly shamed?

From losing the only friend who ever really knew you?

She didn’t have answers. But for the first time, she let herself ask.

Later that day, her younger brother Rafi popped his head into her room.

“Mama said you’re not eating again.”

“I’m not hungry.”

He stepped in anyway. “You look sad. Like when Abu yelled at me and you brought me mango juice. Remember?”

She smiled faintly. “You cried because he called you ‘reckless.’”

“I still don’t know what that means.”

“It means you climb furniture like a cat.”

He grinned, then sat beside her.

“I heard what happened at school,” he said.

Iman turned sharply. “Who told you?”

“People talk. My friends' sisters go to your school.”

Iman groaned and buried her face in her pillow.

Rafi was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Do you remember that du‘ā book you gave me last Eid?”

She nodded.

“I read one yesterday. It said, ‘O Turner of hearts, keep my heart firm upon Your religion.’” He paused. “Maybe you should read it too.”

Iman stared at him.

How was it that her eight-year-old brother had more spiritual clarity than she did?

She reached for the little du‘ā book on her nightstand, dusted from disuse.

That night, she opened it and flipped through the pages until she found the du‘ā.

“Yā Muqallib al-qulūb, thabbit qalbī ‘ala dīnik.”

O Turner of hearts, make my heart firm upon Your religion.

She closed her eyes and repeated it softly, unsure if it would work, unsure of anything—but hoping.
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The week that followed was heavy. She went through school like a shadow, ignoring looks and whispers. Huda didn’t talk to her. Ms. Lacey said the academic committee would review the case in a few days. Everything hung
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