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            Dedication

         
         
            To the ones who paved the way.

            To the ones who lifted us up.

            To the ones who fought for our home to be free.

            And to Thomas, Lena, Noah,

            the heart of my home in the world.

       
            —Samira Ahmed

         

         
            Mama, say once upon a time . . .

            To my Itsy Bit, Shaiyar Dhillon, who always asks for stories so sweetly.

            I can’t wait to see what you write next.

         
            —Sona Charaipotra
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            Letters from the Editors

         
         
            Dear Reader,

            This collection of stories is the fruition of a dream. Years ago, Sona and I wanted to bring desi authors together to share
               our stories and the glorious and infinite diversity of South Asia and the South Asian diaspora. Magic Has No Borders and Home Has No Borders are cousins, and we hope when you pick up these anthologies, you’ll see a piece of yourself in these pages.
            

            I thought I’d be writing this letter as we were set to usher in our first woman president—a Black woman of South Asian heritage,
               the child of an immigrant. But that is not the world this collection is being published in. Instead, we see a rising tide
               of bigotry, racism, misogyny, homophobia, xenophobia. Over the last few years, we’ve seen a disturbing trend of book banning
               across the country—literally tens of thousands of books have been challenged, removed from shelves, their authors vilified.
            

            What does all of that have to do with this anthology? In a word, everything. The stories in this collection are about young
               people finding home wherever they are. In these stories, teens are seen as they are, are known, are loved. Every person deserves
               that. And all of us need to build a world where that is possible. Let these beautiful stories remind you that you are enough.
               That you are powerful. That the world is your home.
            

            In solidarity,

            Samira Ahmed

             

            Dear Reader,

            I grew up a misfit and dreamer, a small brown immigrant kid in the thick of ’90s New Jersey, always looking for myself on
               the page and the screen, but rarely finding that safe space. I wished for a book like this.
            

            Samira Ahmed and I had the conversation a million times, and out of it, Magic was born. And now, we’re Home. Never could I have hoped for a collection of this scope, where kids like me and you could finally find ourselves.
            

            The stories here of the South Asian diaspora reach far and wide, both startlingly intimate and global in their scope. They
               are fun, funny, sweet, challenging, dark, and light. And now, they are more needed than ever.
            

            In a world where we’re fighting every day against censorship and book bans—where racism, religious intolerance, and bigotry
               are becoming normalized—we must protect kids and teens. And part of that must be sharing stories that might serve as windows,
               and especially mirrors.
            

            It’s critical for kids to see themselves on the page, now more than ever. It’s critical for them to know that who they are—and
               who they want to be—is okay. They are to be celebrated. I hope they know that they can make their way through the world and
               find home wherever they go, like our parents did. Like we did, too.
            

            So, dear reader, I hope you find reflections of hope and home in these pages. Thank you for reading.

            With love,

            Sona Charaipotra

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Seven of Swords

            By Fatimah Asghar

         
         
         It was the fourth time in the last two months that Sameera had visited Nabila, her tarot girl, telling her parents that she
            was going over to Nabila’s house to study, saying her salaams to Nabila’s parents and hot older brother, before sneaking into
            Nabila’s room to ask her an unrelenting question—why was her best friend, Naadia, being such a raging bitch?
         

         
         “Girl, don’t you want to ask a different question?” Nabila sighed, turning the coal over in its holder as the bakhoor smoked
            throughout the room, the oud heavy, swirling, before floating silently out of the open window by Nabila’s bed.
         

         
         She’d met Nabila years ago; they both had attended the same mosque. And Sameera had stumbled across Nabila reading cards by the woman’s wadu station, sacred geometry tattooed over her hands. Even some of the aunties trusted Nabila, sitting next to her at the wadu station to see what advice she might offer on their problems before prayer. Nabila was a few years older than Sameera—already off at college and home on weekends to visit family. It made the time she was home now precious; Sameera knew she only had an hour or so before Nabila’s next client would come in. Sameera needed the tarot reading, a way that Allah could answer her prayers quickly without the humdrum of her own mind. 

         
         Fear flickered up Sameera’s spine, her neck suddenly a bit clammy. Did her trusted tarot girl perhaps not like her? What did
            it mean that she was asking someone who found her annoying to divine on her behalf? Sameera took a sip of the mint tea that
            Nabila had put out for her, pushing the thought down. If she couldn’t trust Nabila as a conduit for the cards, she was fucked.
         

         
         “Yes, bitch, my heart is heavy and I need help. And maybe things have changed. So,” Sameera countered, stubborn. Nabila pinched
            her brow, closing her eyes.
         

         
         The light of the afternoon sun peeked through the blinds, spilling out onto Nabila’s feet. She tucked them under her thighs,
            sitting crisscrossed, and took a deep breath in.
         

         
         “Oh Allah, guardian angels, spirits who walk with Sameera Mahmoud and myself, Nabila Melek, I ask for your guidance and profound insight into Sameera’s relationship with Naadia El-Khabir. Please offer my girl guidance so profound that it’s enough to alleviate her heart, that she doesn’t need to keep asking questions about the same shit over and over. Ameen.” 

         
         “Ameen,” Sameera echoed, leaning forward.

         
         Nabila shuffled once and three cards flew out into the air, one banging into the incense holder.

         
         “Damn, shit’s hot,” Nabila commented more to herself than to Sameera. Her brow furrowed as she considered, turning each card
            over in her hand to examine.
         

         
         “Mmm. Six of Cups. Seven of Swords. Death.”

         
         She announced each card like it was a proclamation, a spell, a sentence in its own right. Silence filled the air. Sameera
            closed her eyes and held her breath, waiting for the tension around her heart to ease, to dissipate.
         

         
         Nothing came.

         
         “Okay, but what does that mean?”

         
         Sameera opened her eyes to Nabila, arms crossed and annoyed at Sameera’s question.

         
         “All right,” Nabila started, fighting the impulse to roll her eyes as she leaned forward. “Let me break it down for you.”

         
         *  *  *

         
            Six of Cups.

            Set in the backdrop of a crumbling but well-loved village, a young child hands another child a golden cup filled with flowers.
               Behind him rests a bigger golden cup, also full with flowers. In front of them lay four golden cups, brimming with fresh flowers.
               The sun high in the sky.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Sameera remembered meeting Naadia for the first time. It was the first day of fourth grade, when Sameera threw a tantrum at
               home, insisting on wearing her favorite purple rain boots even though it wasn’t raining.
            

            
            “You’re too old to be acting this way,” Sameera’s mom had said, annoyed at her daughter, before giving in to her wish so they
               wouldn’t be late.
            

            
            On the drive to school Sameera’s mom had looked at her through the rearview mirror, wondering if Sameera was showing signs
               of developmental delays ever since Sameera’s dad had left them without an explanation, a scandal that rocked the mosque they
               attended, making Sameera’s head drop in humiliation before she eventually asked if they could just start praying at home.
               Sameera’s mom wondered if part of her had become arrested, collapsed by a shame that wasn’t hers, that she was incapable of
               holding and that was smothering her insides, coming out in ways that were understandable but annoyingly babyish. Namely, her
               inability to let things go, including the purple rain boots that Sameera insisted on wearing every day even though the sun
               was high, the sky was clear, and the heavens weren’t threatening to break.
            

            
            And here, we’re introduced to the backdrop.

            
            The crumble: a family in turmoil, separating, the tectonic plates moving under them rapidly while the rest of the world continued on,
               oblivious to the turmoil that was rocking them all, landing like a meteor blast on a small wooden shack.
            

            
            The well-loved: Sameera’s purple boots, which her dad had bought her over the summer when they were coming home from a trip that all three of them had taken, spending an extra-long time in their car weaving through roads so they could look at the big houses upstate. The rain was relentless then, Sameera’s socks and shoes had been soaked. So her dad had pulled over and gotten her rain boots, big and purple with a yellow plastic flower on the side of them. And then he left, and it became the two of them—Sameera and her mom, and the vast absence of her dad. 

            
            And the village: when Sameera and her mom had shown up at the mosque, the side-eyes that the other women had cast toward her mom as they
               walked in, the whispers that followed about how Sameera’s mom was too busy working to be able to keep her man at home and
               happy. And then the way that the kids smirked at Sameera in Qur’an class, asking where her dad was.
            

            
            “He’s coming back,” Sameera would say, and the kids would smile at each other but not her, like they knew a secret that perhaps
               she didn’t, a secret that felt like the small glass armor she had been building around her heart had shattered into a million
               pieces, and that those pieces lodged inside her organs, splintering them, making it hard to move, and all she could do was
               learn to breathe through the splinters, to pretend that they weren’t there.
            

            
            *  *  *

            It was then that she met Naadia, when they sat next to each other because everyone else had friends and they were the only two open seats left in the classroom, all the way to the back left. For most of the day they ignored each other, sitting forward, trying not to look at what the other one was doing, feigning disinterest. 

            
            It wasn’t until their second subject—history—that Sameera started to hear the whispers. The kids glancing at her shoes and
               then laughing. Until finally, Mrs. Brenan, their new teacher, addressed the topic loud enough so that everyone could hear.
            

            
            “Sameera, right? It’s not raining today, why do you have rain boots on? Those shoes are bad for your feet if it’s not the
               right weather.”
            

            
            The chorus of snickers. And Sameera, dropping her head low, unable to explain why she needed to wear the shoes just then,
               how important they were. After Mrs. Brenan walked away to consult the next student, Naadia turned to Sameera.
            

            
            “I like your boots. Purple is my favorite color.”

            
            It was then that Sameera actually looked at Naadia for the first time though they’d been sitting next to each other for hours.
               Naadia’s brown skin and big eyes, her curly hair pulled back into a ponytail. The softness around her cheeks, radiating warmth.
            

            
            A small cup, brimming with flowers, being passed from one child in the village to another.

            
            And Sameera felt it then, a single golden thread moving from the base of her navel, attaching to Naadia.

            
            *  *  * 

            After that, Naadia and Sameera were inseparable. They went everywhere together, ate lunch together. Sameera’s mom and Naadia’s parents became friends—they had to, given the amount of time their children spent together, obsessed with one another. They started to dress alike. Their personalities were the same, almost so close that when one blinked an eye, the other did too, even if they weren’t facing each other. And although they looked physically different, Sameera with her straight hair and thin face, Naadia with her curly curls and rounded face, everyone started to confuse them, calling them by each other’s name. 

            
            Naadia shared everything with Sameera, including what Sameera needed most—a father, the overflowing cup behind the child in
               the village. Naadia’s father doted on Sameera, like a long-lost uncle who spoiled his niece. Naadia gave generously, and through
               her giving, Sameera bloomed.
            

            
            And for six years, six beautiful overflowing cups that remained in the front of them, everything was perfect, and seemed to
               Sameera like it could last forever.
            

            
            *  *  *

         
         
            Seven of Swords.

            At the backdrop of war, a man steals five swords, glancing over his shoulder as he leaves two behind. Betrayal.

            
            *  *  *

            Betrayal; the word that stung as soon as one thought it.

            
            Betrayal: Naadia sitting at a table with the popular girls, back turned toward Sameera, not even glancing her way. Halfway through their sophomore year of high school, Sameera found herself sitting by herself at lunch, while Naadia gossiped. Naadia hadn’t talked to Sameera for weeks after Naadia’s sixteenth birthday party. It had been slow, death by a thousand paper cuts. At first, Naadia stopped waiting for Sameera at the bus stop to go to school; she started to take the earlier bus. 

            
            “I have work to do!” Naadia exclaimed at her locker while Sameera stood, crossing her arms, the fourth time that she hadn’t
               waited for Sameera at the bus stop to go to school and Sameera had finally confronted her. “I have to get here early so I
               don’t fall behind.”
            

            
            “Yeah, but I could come with you,” Sameera offered, the obvious answer.

            
            “We don’t always have to do everything together,” Naadia said, rolling her eyes, slamming her locker.

            
            Inside, something tilted inside of Sameera. Since Naadia arrived in her life, they’d always done everything together. So close
               it was as though they shared the same skin. The thought of doing something separate scared Sameera—who was she without Naadia?
               Who was Naadia without her? But she knew that she couldn’t bring it up, that it would make her seem clingy and needy. And
               in high school, the worst thing was to be clingy and needy, especially as underclassmen.
            

            
            “Okay,” Sameera offered.

            
            “Cool, see you around,” Naadia said, shrugging her backpack onto her shoulders, without looking back at Sameera.

            
            *  *  *

            This was a few weeks after Naadia’s sixteenth birthday party. Naadia and Sameera had been poring over the guest list for the
               slumber party, Naadia thrilled that Alicia—a junior who was in her art class—had agreed to come. Sameera had never understood
               the friendship between Alicia and Naadia; Alicia being older and definitely marked by all the trappings of coolness—on varsity
               soccer, dating a heartthrob hipster art boy, pretty in a way that skewed mean if you took resting bitch face personally. On
               the surface, it was clear why Naadia might want to be friends with someone like Alicia; the insight into the world she offered
               being so much vaster and thrilling than Naadia and Sameera’s world, sophomores and still a little babyish.
            

            
            But below that, Alicia seemed shallow. She binge-watched reality TV and often sounded like she spoke like those new-age inspirational
               Instagram posts with quotes about healing set against the backdrop of an overly saturated landscape. Sameera peeped that Alicia’s
               last insta story was “if you change the thoughts in your mind, you can change the vibration of your future,” which she had
               posted unironically. Sameera knew that the old Naadia would have laughed with Sameera about this and talked shit; the new
               Naadia lapped it up like it was a divine revelation.
            

            
            Everyone knew that Sameera could be a judgmental bitch even though she tried to pretend she wasn’t, but she just didn’t understand Alicia. And the closer that Alicia got to Naadia, the less Naadia seemed interested in hanging out with Sameera. 

            
            Even though she was a sophomore, Naadia got into AP Art easily, just by showing the teacher her portfolio. And it wasn’t long
               before she was a star in the class, everyone wanting to see what she was working on, as though by being in proximity to her
               work might give them some inspiration, as though her brilliance might rub off on them.
            

            
            So, when Alicia started to befriend Naadia, it made natural sense to Sameera, who could see Alicia as the vampiric bitch that
               she was.
            

            
            “Astagfirullah,” Sameera would mumble to herself after she had that thought, asking Allah to correct her judgmental ways.

            
            What was so surprising was that Naadia was geeked that Alicia wanted to become her friend and would not stop talking about
               Alicia. It was as though Naadia felt lucky that Alicia had chosen her, had deemed her exciting enough to be her friend.
            

            
            “She’s not even that cool,” Sameera scoffed one day, when Naadia was gushing.

            
            And Sameera was surprised that instead of agreeing with her, Naadia rolled her eyes, and looked at Sameera in a way that she
               had never before—like Sameera was the one who was dumb.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Naadia’s dad was sick. Cancer, a faraway word that Sameera knew theoretically but had no previous lived experience with. Cancer,
               spreading through him. Naadia and Sameera watched as he went into chemo, his hair falling out, his body getting so thin and
               frail that the smallest amount of effort would exhaust him.
            

            
            Naadia’s paintings had turned dark. “You’re in your nightmare phase,” her teacher would say, though he didn’t question what
               had turned his soft student to paint like that, the pain animating her brushstrokes. Nor did anyone in her class care about
               what was underneath the paintings, only that she had entered a new phase as an artist, one that they all envied because it
               seemed to elevate her, to make her a real artist, one that they all hoped to get close to.
            

            
            “She has so much real suffering,” Alicia would say, as though she was an art critic, never once asking Naadia what she was
               going through, just touting her grief like an accessory.
            

            
            Naadia’s mom refused to let anyone outside of her most trusted circle know. And so, Sameera and Naadia bore his sickness like
               a secret, unable to talk about it to anyone but each other. After visits from the hospital, Naadia would cry, lay on her bed
               for hours, looking at a point in the distance that Sameera couldn’t quite see. And Sameera would gently rub her back, her
               hair, trying to coax the grief out of crushing her friend.
            

            
            “It’s a hard thing, jaanu. She doesn’t want to attract any more attention to it. It’s her choice how she deals with her pain,” Sameera’s mom told her as she kneaded the attah one day when Sameera asked why they weren’t allowed to talk about it. 

            
            But what about Naadia’s pain? What about Sameera’s, who loved Naadia’s baba like an uncle? Whose pain got to determine how
               things unfolded, were allowed to be talked about?
            

            
            “Stop being selfish,” Sameera’s mom scoffed, back turned toward Sameera.

            
            *  *  *

            “You’re the only one who understands me,” Naadia said, when they were sharing a bed a week before Naadia’s birthday party,
               her voice cutting clear.
            

            
            Sameera squeezed her hand, and Naadia turned to face her.

            
            “Thank you for being my friend,” Naadia whispered, the moon catching her eyes, soft and brown, brimming with tears.

            
            “In every lifetime,” Sameera promised.

            
            Naadia pushed her body closer to Sameera’s, nuzzling into Sameera’s neck. Her breath against Sameera’s skin tickled, sending
               a jolt down Sameera’s body. Naadia’s fingers wove around Sameera’s back, and before she knew it Naadia was pressing a kiss
               onto Sameera’s lips.
            

            
            Naadia pulled back, looking at Sameera. Sameera’s heart pounding in her chest.

            
            “Oh,” she said softly, dazed, before Naadia smiled and kissed her again.

            
            *  *  *

            They never talked about their kiss. All of their kisses. But they didn’t stop kissing either.

            
            Sameera held it delicately, like a small balloon inside her chest. Most times they were just best friends, twins like they’d
               always been, maneuvering the world together. They’d go to school together, they’d sit at lunch, they’d hang out with each
               other’s parents as they’d always done.
            

            
            And then some nights Naadia would press her body against Sameera’s and the lights inside her body would awaken. They would
               kiss, fingers slipping down each other’s bodies, while the moon lay witness. Those moments Sameera collected inside the balloon
               in her chest, never taking out to talk about or think about until the moment came up again, until they were kissing, and Sameera
               felt alive in a way that she hadn’t even known to be possible before.
            

            
            For that week, it became almost like there were two Sameeras and two Naadias: the best friends. The lovers. And like those
               versions of themselves had to stay separate, as though they were guarding a secret that threatened to break them.
            

            
            *  *  *

            And then came Naadia’s birthday sleepover: Sameera, Naadia, Alicia, and two of Naadia’s other friends, April and Leila, all
               huddled up in Naadia’s room, scrolling through Instagram and eating cookies that Naadia’s mom had made.
            

            
            “I feel like I’m in third grade again, it’s like totally healing my inner child,” Alicia said, legs up against the wall. Alicia had meant this as a compliment, but it definitely was not. 

            
            Naadia nearly choked on her cookie. Sameera knew what she was thinking: she had spent hours fretting about how she was worried
               a sleepover might seem babyish now that they were sophomores. Sameera envisioned punching Alicia in the face.
            

            
            Instead, she reached out and squeezed Naadia’s hand. Naadia looked at her and smiled.

            
            Out of the corner of her eye, Alicia saw the hand squeeze and the smile. She flipped over onto her stomach and smirked.

            
            “Oh my god, you guys are like . . . gay,” she said, glee coating her voice.

            
            “No, we aren’t,” Naadia refuted, pushing her hand away from Sameera’s.

            
            “Yeah, you are. It’s totally fine, I mean if you’re into that thing,” Alicia continued, even though it was clear that it was
               the farthest thing she believed.
            

            
            “I’m not gay,” Naadia countered, standing her ground. “I mean, I don’t know what she is, but I’m not.”

            
            Sameera was surprised when she heard it, the venom behind the word “she.” The two of them, no longer tethered together as
               one, separated by Naadia’s words. Sameera was so focused on Naadia’s statement, on Naadia’s back turned toward her, that she
               almost missed the whole room laughing at her, Alicia nearly screech-howling, and Naadia joining in.
            

            
            *  *  *

            And that’s when it happened: the balloon Sameera had been holding so gently in her chest started to deflate, the air slowly
               seeping out.
            

            
            “No, she didn’t mean that,” Sameera tried to assure the balloon, but it was too late. Denial couldn’t save her now, not when
               the truth was right there.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Over the next few weeks Naadia stopped waiting for her at the bus stop to go to school. She stopped calling Sameera. She stopped
               sitting with her at lunch. Eventually, she stopped talking to her altogether; she just kept hanging out with Alicia, and painting.
            

            
            *  *  *

            What Sameera couldn’t say, but felt in her chest: she would give back the kiss—all the kisses—if it meant she could still
               have Naadia in her life, if Naadia would stop ignoring her.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Sameera started visiting Naadia’s baba in the hospital by herself, alone. Most days he was asleep. And then one day, he was
               gone.
            

            
            *  *  *

         
         
            Death.

            Death comes as a skeleton in armor, riding a horse, carrying a flag that bears its symbol. Below him, a king lies dead and crushed, thinking he could have outsmarted death with his riches. A child pleads, a woman turns away, and another man stands upright, honoring the death that has come, embracing the change that is occurring. 

            
            *  *  *

            When he walked through the door after years to announce his new family to his old family, Sameera’s father stood upright,
               spine toward the heavens, without an ounce of shame on his shoulders. He came unannounced, strolling in as though he had just
               left the night before, not as though it had been six long years with no explanation of where he had been.
            

            
            And of course, he came with the assumption that he would have a place to stay, that this house—even in his absence—was still
               his, that there would be warm meals and a doting daughter that would be ready for him. He came with the arrogance that only
               manhood could give a person, ready to receive, after already having taken so much.
            

            
            Sameera’s mom made up the bed for him and said she would sleep on the couch. Their meals expanded to include him, with no question. Sameera hadn’t been used to seeing her mom like this—collapsed, like a mouse in her own home. It was then that she realized: that was the shape of her mother when her father had been around. But she had been too young to realize it then—caught up in her own love for him. After six years without him, when she had seen her mother cackle without abandon, strut around with comfort, talk shit to her stories on the TV, Sameera had gotten to know different shapes of her mother. The shape of her mother without a man, the shape of her mother in comfort. 

            
            And of course, Sameera was pissed. Furious at witnessing this weakness inside her mom, furious at witnessing this weakness
               inside herself. She’d always thought of what she might say to him if he ever came home, the stories that he might tell to
               justify his absence. “I was detained at the border of Pakistan,” he might say, telling a story of how he had disappeared.
               “I was making money to be able to come back to you,” he said in another one, and Sameera would tell him that they didn’t need
               money, just him. The stories in her head went on and on, and yet, here he was, acting as though he had never left, no story
               in tow.
            

            
            At dinner, Sameera and her mom didn’t say much, just dragged their forks across their plates. Inside, Sameera felt a flame
               erupt inside her, a flame she had never felt before but she didn’t know how to put out. It took all her concentration to not
               let the rage from the flame consume everything, the thousands of glass shards her father had broken inside her burning white-hot.
            

            
            He droned on and on about brainless shit, Trump’s prosecution and friends of his who had gotten into real estate, meaning
               that they were buying up properties to convert into Airbnbs. Sameera stabbed her daal viciously, suddenly overcome with the
               desire to punch her father in the face.
            

            
            “Yeah, my second wife Raabia’s brother is actually into it too. I think it would be a good way to save for our son Amir to
               get into school,” he said casually, spooning daal onto his plate.
            

            
            Sameera looked up, watching the color drain from her mom’s face. Second wife? Son? The flame moved up from the pit of her stomach to consume her entire body; it felt like her very skin was on fire. The seconds slowed down as Sameera and her mom looked at each other, the news landing like her father had just taken a shit at the table. 

            
            And suddenly, her mom stood straight, and for the first time, looked him directly in the eyes.

            
            “I divorce you, I divorce you, I divorce you. You can get the fuck out of my house.”

            
            The fire inside Sameera rejoiced. And out of their house he went, silently, as he had been for years.

            
            *  *  *

            “Wallahi, I don’t understand men. Saying he has a second wife when he no longer even has a first,” Sameera’s mom said as they
               walked down to Naadia’s house together, Sameera’s mom carrying a Tupperware of goat curry and a basket of roti.
            

            
            Sameera laughed. She liked seeing her mom like this. She had spent years missing her dad, being mad at her mom for whatever
               crime she had committed that sent him away. And then, seeing him in their house like that, she realized that she had the story
               wrong the whole time—it had been her dad who had murdered her family as she had known it, her dad’s want to walk away.
            

            
            The buoyancy she felt was enough to safeguard her heart from seeing Naadia again, after weeks of silence. The weeks of turmoil since the birthday party where she went to Nabila over and over, begging Allah and all of her guides to help show her what was in her friend’s heart, the dissonance of the Naadia of the night—her moonlit eyes and soft lips telling Sameera that she was the most important thing in the world to her; and the Naadia who walked by Alicia’s side, back turned toward Sameera at lunch, dangling as though she was a token on Alicia’s charm bracelet without even realizing it. 

            
            Naadia’s mom answered the door. They said their salaams, Naadia’s mom hugging Sameera’s mom extra tight.

            
            “It’s good you sent him away, no?” Naadia’s mom said quietly to Sameera’s mom, and the two of them burst out giggling like
               schoolgirls sharing a secret.
            

            
            Sameera walked inside the house and saw a figure propped up watching TV.

            
            “Salaam, Tariq Uncle,” she said, surprised by how her eyes were watering at the corners. He turned slowly to see her and opened
               his arms.
            

            
            “Sameera Jaanu. Aa jao,” he said, his voice a bit hoarse. And Sameera walked over to him, collapsing in his arms, her tears
               spilling onto the cotton of his shirt.
            

            
            “You thought I was going away?” he said, laughing a low rasp. And she clung tighter to him, unable to answer.

            
            *  *  *

            “I don’t think Naadia is going to come down, beta,” Naadia’s mom said to Sameera later that afternoon, after Sameera and her
               mom had already been there for hours.
            

            
            A lump hardened in Sameera’s throat and she nodded, turning away from Naadia’s mom so she wouldn’t witness her pain.

            
            “That’s all right. I have some homework so we should probably leave soon,” she said quietly.

            
            Naadia’s mom watched Sameera’s back noiselessly, wondering about the quiet rift that had been growing between her daughter
               and Sameera for weeks, the questions she had asked Naadia about Sameera only to be met with silence. How she had watched Sameera
               grow up like she was her very own daughter, taught Sameera and Naadia to ride bikes and make cookies, how she knew when not
               only her daughter was hiding something, but could see in the dip in Sameera’s shoulders that she, too, was keeping a secret
               tucked in the deep layers of her heart. She sighed, not knowing how to broach the topic, the thing that was drifting them
               farther and farther away from each other.
            

            
            “Okay, beta. Come over tomorrow? Naadia will be at an art seminar, but I want to take him outside by the lake, and I thought
               it would be nice if you came,” she offered, and Sameera turned around and nodded.
            

            
            *  *  *

            It was quiet on the walk home, the birds filling the silences as they flitted about. Sameera’s mom watched her daughter carefully.

            
            “Sometimes you have to let people go and make their own decisions. It’s hard when you hold on too tight to the past thing. You make a story so good that no living present can match it,” she said softly. 

            
            Sameera’s mom was unsure what prompted her saying that, other than she was thinking about the nights that she spent missing
               her husband, missing the way that he held her hand and would come home with fruit from the farmers’ market. But how that version
               of him had been gone for a long time, how she hadn’t seen that part of him for years before he left. And how she had been
               waiting, almost praying, for that version of him to come back home to her. But maybe that version of him no longer existed.
               Maybe it never did. Maybe she had filled in the gaps of his absence only with his sweetness, and forgotten the fullness of
               him.
            

            
            The lump in Sameera’s throat tightened, thinking of Naadia, the sun hitting her curls, her round cheeks. Naadia’s hand in
               her hand. The pain of being left, again, by someone she trusted.
            

            
            “It feels like dying,” Sameera said, knowing she must seem dramatic, that only those who came close to death, like Uncle Tariq
               with his cancer, actually could speak with any kind of authority on what dying could feel like.
            

            
            “It is dying. Part of you has to die. Part of them has to die,” Sameera’s mom said with such certainty that Sameera started
               to feel dizzy.
            

            
            The pain inside her chest heightened, as though it was growing tentacles around her heart. The pain that she had been playing on repeat over the last few weeks, making her go to Nabila’s to ask the cards how to go back to what it had been before, the feeling of love she had known so strongly in Naadia. And in their distance, in the silence, the pain had been the only thing that had been connecting Sameera to Naadia, reminding her that any of it was real. 

            
            Let it go, she heard something inside of her say, and breathed hard, feeling the tentacles loosen, then start to dissolve.
            

            
            It felt as though all of the remaining air in the balloon she had been safeguarding finally released. The pain that had been
               creeping inside of her had been finally acknowledged, and she felt it moving through her body in a way that she had never
               known before, trying to release. And as it deflated, so did she, the gravity suddenly too heavy for her to keep herself upright,
               her body arching toward the ground.
            

            
            *  *  *

            When she opened her eyes, the sun was setting, the pink of it creeping through her room. Another death, the sun, closing its
               door to the night.
            

            
            She was in her bed, unsure as to how she had gotten there other than the knowledge she had been with her mother when she fainted,
               and that her mother made her feel safe, and had made sure that she had ended up in bed. Her mom had seen the part of her that
               needed to die, made space for it, and then carried her home to safety.
            

            
            Sameera sat up and looked around her room. Gingerly, she got up and walked to her desk, surprised by how strong her legs felt.

            
            At her desk was a photo collage she had made throughout the years—littered with photos of her and Naadia, of her and her dad.
               She smiled, unpinned them, holding the memories in her hand.
            

            
            And then, she tossed them in the trash. A gentle breeze came through her window, making her laugh.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            we dine with our dead

            by kanwalroop kaur singh

         
         
         the cops don’t take their shoes off inside the gurdwara, even though we all do. their big black boots leave unsettling imprints
            in the fuzzy carpet. hard, shiny leather, next to our soft, wrinkly, brown feet. biji says you can never trust a person whose
            feet you cannot see.
         

         
         they are here to investigate they say—as if they don’t already know what happened.

         
         i used to love going to the gurdwara before. toddlers would run around the langar hall screaming. they weren’t quickly shushed like they are now by their mournful moms and dads. the halls weren’t lined with the photos of the freshly dead and the saturday weddings didn’t seem like funerals then. the carpets were actually clean and, even if you squinted hard, you couldn’t make yourself see the faint traces of spilt blood. i never felt trapped inside of tragedy then. 

         
         me and jassi came to the gurdwara to do carpet seva today. hoping the vacuum would suck out all the sadness from the gurdwara
            floor. jassi’s here now, getting langar. today it’s brown daal, mattar paneer, dahi, pakore, and cha. he fills his steel plate
            and comes to sit next to me. he eats in silence.
         

         
         “why are the cops still here?” i ask. “it’s been a whole week.”

         
         “they have to investigate, i guess.” he shrugs.

         
         “yeah, that’s what they said. but seriously, there’s nothing to investigate.”

         
         jassi ignores me and keeps chewing.

         
         “why are they interrogating us when we’re the ones who are the victims here?” i say angrily.

         
         he side-eyes me. “why don’t you go up to them and ask them why they’re still here? seriously. i dare you.”

         
         “since i’m clearly a raghead, we both know that conversation won’t go very well.”

         
         jassi sharpens his eyes.

         
         “jivi, how many times have i told you NOT to say ‘raghead’—it’s offensive and racist.” his eyebrows are wrinkled in exasperation.

         
         “but i’m reclaiming it though,” i say.

         
         “you can’t reclaim it because no one in this fucking country knows who we are anyway, until we get shot dead. we are NOTHING
            and we have NOTHING to reclaim.”
         

         
         he glares at me as he gulps down the last of his daal. then he picks up his plate in a huff and hurries over to the sewadar crouched in the corner of the langar hall to deposit his plate. 

         
         then. “let’s go!” he yells from across the hall. i’m staring at the untouched cup of cha he left behind.

         
         i slurp it down. the tea scalds my tongue. even the cha here used to taste like cardamom and warmth—now it just inflames.

         
          

         in the morning, i watch jassi tie his pagh. he combs his hair like he’s in love with it—wrapping it tenderly into a neat bun
            on his head, tucking his kanga inside. our parents taught us that sikhs aren’t supposed to cut their hair. so far, jassi and
            i haven’t. mine goes to my belly button. his goes until his elbows. no one has seen his hair down except me. it’s his hidden
            treasure.
         

         
         next, he ties his small keski, deftly layering one fold over the other. then he pulls out a long pink pagh from his closet.

         
         “can you help me?” he asks.

         
         “okay . . .” i mumble. he hands me one end and i slouch-walk to one edge of the room. he strolls to the other edge with the
            other end.
         

         
         “are we just two people born into a family where no one cuts their hair?” i ask. the cloth is spread between us like a pink
            river. on the other side, he is distant and small.
         

         
         last year, way before it happened, when i was waiting to get my yearbook photo taken, the white woman taking our pictures saw me and said, “you’ll have to take off your hat. they usually don’t allow those.” 

         
         “it’s a turban, not a hat,” i said to her. “and i’m not taking it off.”

         
         she took my picture anyway, but the whole time my cheeks were hot with rage. so i wrote down what i wished i would have said
            to her then, when the words were caught between my teeth and couldn’t escape. i realize i was excited about my dastaar then,
            about me then. but now it makes me sad.
         

         
         “where is this coming from, jivi?” jassi clutches the left side of the cloth and neatly folds it into the center. i grab the
            right.
         

         
         “nowhere. i’m just wondering. like don’t you get tired of doing this every day? what’s the point?”

         
         i fold the right side in. he tucks in the remaining cloth. at the same time, we pull.

         
         “the point is that this is who we are. yes, i get tired of looking hot every day, this takes a MINUTE. but people die for
            this. and we were born with it.”
         

         
         he gathers a foot of the folded cloth in his hands, arms moving in a zigzag motion. with each stop he gathers more cloth,
            gliding across the pink river between us, until he meets me on my side.
         

         
         “what do you mean people die for this?” i ask.

         
         he collects the last of the cloth from me and heads over to the mirror to tie his pagh.

         
         “people are dying to be a part of something. to belong to something sacred. a tradition. a history. a community. a movement. that’s what we are. that’s what this is,” he says, holding up the bundle of pink cloth.
         

         
         he places one end of the folded pink cloth between his teeth and starts to wrap the rest. he starts from behind his head,
            bringing the cloth forward, across his face, down to his ear, and around the back. he does it two, three, four, five more
            times. he is careful, precise, exacting with his wraps and rhythms.
         

         
         jassi tucks the last of the pink cloth into the back of his pagh. he pulls out his salai and starts to refine the edges, straighten
            out wrinkles, ensure equidistant folds.
         

         
         “i’m not sure if i belong,” i say. “i just fake it until no one can tell the difference.”

         
         i watch him press and mold—like a sculptor intent on a masterpiece. when he’s satisfied, he turns around.

         
         “you do belong,” he says. “one day, you’ll see.”

         
          

         tea trickles down biji’s throat. we are having cha-time. she’s sitting on the couch and i’m sitting on the floor next to her
            tiny feet. she’s tilted the mug too far forward again—a miscalculation, i think—but we both know she isn’t as sharp as she
            used to be. i even doubt if she’s noticed that i made the tea too watery.
         

         
         “oh hohhhh!” she says it in the punjabi way, blowing out the hohhhh long and slow, like it’s a puff of smoke, her mouth disappearing into a wrinkle as she says it, the lines of her brown face like the grooves on the trunk of an ancient tree. she chuckles at me and dabs at her neck with a folded napkin. no doubt she will say for the fifth time that the mugs in amreeka are like the damn country itself—too clunky and heavy, not dainty and light the way a teacup should be. meant for gulping and not sipping, they are slammed on tables by freakish peppy servers and not slid into your cupped palms by the shadow-eyed chawale of punjab. 

         
         “you amreekans don’t know how to drink cha, because you drink tea!” she says, curling her tongue up to the roof of her mouth
            to spit that t out like it’s a bullet. but biji doesn’t know that “indian chai” is a fiction, an invention, like india itself. i read that
            tea-drinking was first introduced by the british for their commercial interests, that at first it was only the wealthy desis
            who wanted to be white that drank it. but in the end the joke was on them and on all the rest of us, because, as it turns
            out, tea might make you tan.
         

         
         but i say none of this to her. instead, i say with a salty smile: “that’s not true, biji, americans do drink cha now. you
            didn’t know? all the cafés sell it.”
         

         
         she spits her cha out, almost choking on it, before letting out a raspy chuckle.

         
         “ai hai! we both know that’s not cha, that’s packaged powder mixed with water and poured in a paper cup!”

         
         i hug her knees and smile. we haven’t smiled in days.

         
          

         jassi drives me to school today. i think he doesn’t want me to go alone, since it’s my first time going back since it happened.

         
         “i hate checking the asian box,” i tell him. last night, i started filling out college application forms, but gave up ten
            minutes in.
         

         
         “what do you mean?” asks jassi.

         
         “you know, when they ask you your race on documents and forms and stuff.”

         
         “oh. why do you hate it?”

         
         “cuz, who is gonna look at us and think we’re asian? most of the time people think we’re latinx or arab. so why do we have
            to check asian? it’s a made-up identity anyway. and what is asia even? like fifty different countries with one hundred different
            languages and five different races of people. make it make sense.”
         

         
         “okay.” jassi gives me that uncle-about-to-lecture look. “asians formed a coalition in america to advocate for change. they
            were split up. so they felt powerless. and they were made to feel powerless. so they joined together cuz there’s strength
            in unity. but if it makes you feel erased, just don’t check the asian box. just check ‘other’ or something.”
         

         
         “but if i’m ‘other,’ then i don’t fit into any box. i don’t fit in anywhere. that’s the problem. i’m not white, i’m not black,
            i’m not latinx, i’m not indigenous, i’m not asian. i’m NOTHING. even you said it!” i’m yelling now.
         

         
         “what do you mean ‘even I said it’?” jassi asks, bewildered. he pulls over to the street corner where he usually drops me
            off.
         

         
         “you said ‘we are nothing’—at the gurdwara. you said nobody knows who we are!”

         
         “i didn’t mean it that way.” he’s trying hard to keep his voice low. “i meant that people generally don’t know who we are. we’re invisible. sometimes. but we’re not nothing.” 

         
         “well, until there’s a box i can check that says SIKH, S-I-K-H, we ain’t shit!” i slam the car door shut.

         
         after jassi drops me off, the bell rings for first period: english.

         
         ms. tran is at her desk when i enter the classroom. i pass her desk. she looks up and her smile warms me.

         
         “hey jivi!”

         
         “hey ms. tran,” i mumble. i head to my desk in the back. people are still coming in and putting their stuff down, so i try
            to be low-key and disappear into the walls.
         

         
         “wowwwww. jivi’s not wearing her scarf!” eric shouts across the room.

         
         shit. i was hoping they weren’t going to notice i didn’t tie my keski today. i should never have come. i quickly pull my hood
            over my head and stick my gutth inside so no one will see it.
         

         
         “omg jivi!! can we see your hair?” says samantha, who sits a desk over from me.

         
         “no. and it’s not a scarf, it’s a turban,” i mumble as i slump into my seat.

         
         “everyone please! let’s stop talking and focus our attention up here. we have a lot to do today.” ms. tran with the diversion,
            a queen. “as you may know, earlier this week a great tragedy occurred at the sikh temple.”
         

         
         ms. tran, the school counselor, and some other teachers called my parents after it happened and told them i didn’t have to come to school for a while. but i came back after four days, because if i missed a whole week of school, mom and dad were going to have a panic attack. 

         
         you can’t be a child of immigrants and miss school because you are “sad.” that’s not a valid excuse when your parents had
            to leave their families, escape a fascist genocidal state, fly across a huge ocean with 25 cents or whatever coin was in their
            pockets, and hustle at four different jobs so they could get a house in a nice-ish neighborhood so you could have a future.
            the only reason you can miss school is if you are dying, and even then you should probably die at school, or at least videocall
            in from the hospital bed. plus, mom and dad always say, “apaan sad-sood ni hunde,” with that sideways hand wave punjabi parents
            always do. “apaan chardi kala ch rehne a.”
         

         
         then biji always says, “koi na.” and in a gruff whisper—“just pretend you went to class and no one will know the difference,
            not even you.” sometimes, with a chuckle, she says, “these amreekans will not teach you anything worth knowing. all that—you’re
            going to learn from me.” her sunken eyes morph into a gentle wink and she cackles without her teeth.
         

         
         ms. tran asks if anyone wants to say anything about what happened. as if words matter.

         
         her eyes are on me. i keep my head down. i am not going to be the tragedy porn star of my people. there is silence for a few seconds. then ms. tran says, “all right everyone, turn to page sixteen of the invisible man. i have extra copies on the bookshelf—”
         

         
         i don’t wait for her to finish. i pick up my backpack, swing it over my shoulder, and speed walk out the classroom door. i
            don’t look at anyone. i don’t say anything. i know my parents are going to get a phone call saying i ditched class. but i’m
            not going to stay here, and be normal, and leave the dead to be forgotten.
         

         
         instead, i head over to the baseball field and find the hole cut in the back fence. some seniors are vaping. one of them looks
            at me and then looks away really fast. i climb through the hole to the creek on the other side.
         

         
         i walk to the bridge over the creek that everyone writes on. there are a lot of hearts with initials in them scratched into
            the wooden boards of the bridge floor. BLACKLIVESMATTER is spray-painted in the center of one of the boards. cool. i look
            carefully for words that say white lives matter, but i don’t see any. relief. they haven’t made it here yet i hope.
         

         
         i underline BLACKLIVESMATTER with a black marker. then i find a different board and i begin to write the names of the dead: JASWANT SINGH, SUCHA SINGH,
            HARPREET SINGH, GURPREET KAUR, SUBEG SINGH.
         

         
         i trace the letters over and over and over until my hand moves automatically. the letters get darker and darker. i write until
            my tears stain the paint and i can hardly see what i have written. i wipe my snot on my sleeves.
         

         
         when i’m done, i realize that people will probably walk over the names. they’ll become the dust underneath our feet. like the bodies of the first sikhs who came here. they built railroads, worked in mines, labored in farms. dad always says—we’ve been here for a hundred years, we helped build amreeka. and yet. we’re never treated like we did. 

         
         i do ardaas, as much as i can remember. in my ardaas, i pray that when they see the bodies and faces of our dead as they switch
            channels on their tvs and scroll down their feeds, it is not the first time they learn who we are. i pray that we do not die
            in silence when they shoot us at the gurdwara, at the gas station, at the store, at the street corner. i pray that our only
            memories of the dead are not hashtags and headlines. i pray for the day to come when everywhere they look, they see us and
            our power and they realize with dread that even their best efforts to destroy us will only make us bloom.
         

         
          

         i start tagging the day after. i like the clack clack of the spray can, the smell of the paint, the hiss of the spray, and
            the beat of danger in the clear day. for my first time, i head to the sidewalk down the street. i walk casually over, drop
            my backpack, bend over as if to pick it up, and tsssssss—leave a shiny brown swirly scribble on the concrete.
         

         
         when i tag, i’m different. i never tie my keski when i do it. i imagine i’m a little girl from a rich family with sidewalk chalk in my hands, drawing on a street owned by my daddy. i shove down the dull panic inside me. i don’t look scared over my shoulder to see if anyone is watching. a little rich girl never would. 

         
         i’m new at this, so i don’t have a street name. the internet said i should be stylish. but i just use my nickname. sometimes
            i write my name with the i’s as 1’s like j1v1 or sometimes i write it in punjabi, cuz i know the cops are too dumb to read
            it—they’ll probably think it’s arabic and call the fbi saying it
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