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​Chapter 1: The Green Beast and the Sand Castle
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Bismillah.

The car was green. Not a nice, shiny leaf-green. It was the color of a squashed pea that had been left in the sun for three days. We called it "The Beast."

The Beast coughed. It wheezed. It sounded exactly like a camel with a very bad cold. Hrrr-glug-glug-pop!

We rolled into the parking lot of "The Golden Oasis Apartments." My mother, Umm Dawood, slammed the brakes. The Beast shuddered one last time and died. Silence.

"Alhamdulillah!" my mother cheered, clapping her hands. "We made it, Dawood! Look at this place! It is paradise!"

I looked out the window. Paradise?

There was a swimming pool, but it had no water in it. It was just a big concrete hole filled with old leaves and a very confused cat. There were palm trees, but they looked thirsty. The sign said Golden Oasis, but the 'O' had fallen off, so it just read Golden asis.

"It looks... crunchy," I said.

"Oh, stop it," Mom said, adjusting her hijab. "It has character. And look! No more freezing winters. Here, the sun is always shining, just like in our hearts when we remember Allah."

"It’s hot, Mom," I grumbled. "My sandals are melting."

"That means they are becoming custom-fitted!" she laughed. She is always optimistic. If a rock fell on her foot, she would say, Alhamdulillah, now I don't have to trim that toenail.

We got out of the car. The heat hit me like a wall of hot blankets. I grabbed my bicycle from the roof rack. It was tied down with six different ropes because Mom was terrified it would fly off and hit a camel on the highway.

"Grab the box of pots, Dawood!" she called out, grabbing two suitcases.

I grabbed the heavy box. I balanced my backpack on one shoulder. I tried to balance a bag of rice on my head. I looked like a circus act.

We walked to Apartment 2-B. The door was closed.

"Open it, Dawood," Mom said, huffing under the weight of the suitcases.

"My hands are full!" I said. "I’m holding the kitchen!"

"Use your foot!"

I sighed. I lifted my right leg. I imagined I was a great warrior. I yelled, "HIII-YAH!" and kicked the door.

WHAM!

The door flew open.

THUD!

"Oww! My nose!"

I froze. Standing behind the door was a boy about my age. He was wearing a white thobe and holding a miswak stick. He looked very surprised and was rubbing his nose.

"SubhanAllah!" the boy said. "Do you always knock with your foot?"

"I am so sorry!" I dropped the box of pots. CLANG! CRASH! The rice bag fell off my head and burst open. White grains spilled everywhere.

"I didn't know you were there!" I stammered. "I’m Dawood. We are the new neighbors."

The boy rubbed his nose again, checking for blood. "I’m Faris. I live in 1-A. I heard noise and came to see if you needed help. I didn't know I needed a helmet."

He smiled. He had a nice smile. He wasn't angry. "It is Sunnah to help the neighbor," Faris said. "Let me help you with this rice before the ants have a feast."

I liked him immediately. "Thanks, Faris. Where are you from?"

"I'm from the capital," he said. "What about you?"

"We came from the North," I said. "My mom got a new job here."

Faris looked at my leg. "That was a strong kick. You do martial arts?"

I stood up a little straighter. I wanted to look cool in front of my new friend. "Oh, yeah," I lied while forgetting that Allah is always watching me and everything. "I’ve been training... for a while. You know. Secret techniques."

Faris looked impressed. "Masha'Allah. Maybe you can teach me? There are some guys at school who are... difficult."

"Sure," I said, puffing out my chest. "I am a dangerous weapon."

Just then, my mom walked in. "Dawood! Why is there rice in my shoes? Oh, Salam Alaykum, young man!"

"Wa Alaykum As-Salam, Auntie," Faris said politely, looking down out of respect and knowing the fact that a Muslim lowers his gaze when he sees women who are not closely related to him. "I am Faris."

"Welcome, welcome!" Mom beamed. "Dawood, go find the maintenance man. The kitchen sink is dripping. It sounds like a leaky drum. Drip. Drip. Drip. It will drive me crazy."

"Okay, Mom," I said.

I walked out into the courtyard. It was scorching hot. I saw an old lady sitting on a bench doing a crossword puzzle. She was wearing a full Abaya and Niqab, and she was fanning herself with a newspaper. I lowered my gaze. A very fat cat was sleeping under her bench.

"As-Salam Alaykum," I said.

She looked up. Her eyes narrowed. "This place is a toaster," she grumbled. "You should go back where you came from."

"How do you know I’m not from here?" I asked.

"Because you are walking fast," she said. "Nobody walks fast here. You will melt. I am Grandma Huda."

"Nice to meet you. Do you know where the maintenance man is?"

"Go left, then right, then turn around, then look for the shed that looks like it is falling down," she said, pointing with her pen. "His name is Uncle Malik. But be careful. He is... different."

"Different how?"

"He talks to insects," she whispered loudly.

I walked toward the shed. The door was open. Inside, it smelled like sawdust and oil.

Standing in the middle of the room was a short, older man. He had grey hair and a small beard. He was wearing blue coveralls.

But he wasn't fixing anything.

He was standing perfectly still. Like a statue.

In his hand, he held two long screwdrivers like chopsticks. He was staring intensely at the air.

Bzzzzzzzz.

A fly was buzzing around his head.

Uncle Malik didn't move. He didn't blink. He just watched the fly.

"Excuse me?" I said.

Shhh! He hissed, without looking at me.

The fly buzzed left. Uncle Malik’s eyes went left. The fly buzzed right. Uncle Malik’s eyes went right. The fly did a loop-de-loop. Uncle Malik’s head spun in a circle.

I stood there for five minutes. My legs were getting tired.

"Sir?" I whispered. "My mom sent me. The sink is leaking."

Uncle Malik suddenly snapped the screwdrivers together. SNAP!

He missed the fly. The fly landed on his nose and rubbed its little legs together.

Uncle Malik sighed. He looked at me for the first time. "You broke my concentration. The fly is In-Sha-Allah safe for another day. It is written."

"I'm sorry," I said. "I’m Dawood. We are in 2-B. The faucet... it’s crying."

"Crying?" Uncle Malik raised an eyebrow. "Maybe it is sad."

"No, it’s leaking water," I said. "Can you fix it?"

"I am the maintenance man," he said simply. "I maintain."

"Okay... so, can you come now?"

Uncle Malik picked up a wrench. He looked at the fly one last time. "Patience, young one. Allah is with the patient. First, I must finish my tea."

He pointed to a tiny cup on a table.

"But the water..."

"The water has been dripping for a long time," Uncle Malik said. "It can wait for tea."

He took a sip. "Ah. Good."

He looked at me. "You are new."

"Yes."

"You think you know everything?"

"No," I said. "I don't know anything."

"Good," Uncle Malik smiled. "Empty cup is easiest to fill. If your cup is full of yourself, you cannot learn anything. Come. We fix the crying faucet."

We walked back to the apartment. I saw Faris waiting for me.

"Hey Dawood!" Faris yelled. "We are going to the beach later for a picnic! Halal meat  and soccer! Want to come?"

"Sure!" I said.

"Great! I'll pick you up after Asr prayer!"

I felt happy. A new friend. A beach picnic. Maybe this place wasn't so bad.

I turned to Uncle Malik. "See? I’m making friends already."

Uncle Malik looked at Faris, then at me. "Choose friends carefully, Dawood. A man is upon the religion of his friend. If your friend smells like musk, you will smell good. If he blows the blacksmith's bellows, you will get burned."

"Faris seems nice," I said.

"We shall see," Uncle Malik said. He walked into our apartment, took one look at the sink, and hit it with the wrench. CLANK.

The dripping stopped immediately.

"Done," he said.

"That’s it?" I asked. "You just hit it?"

"Knowing where to hit," Uncle Malik said, tapping his temple. "That is the secret. I will teach you the secret techniques In-Sha-Allah!"

He bowed slightly to my mother who was standing in the kitchen fully covered. "Sister, your sink is happy now."

"JazakAllah Khair, brother!" Mom said. "You are a magician!"

"No magic," Uncle Malik said seriously. "Magic is shirk and not allowed for a Muslim. Only mechanics. And the will of Allah."

He walked out, still holding his screwdrivers, looking for that fly.

I looked at Mom. "He’s weird."

"He is wise," Mom said. "Now go make Wudu. It is almost time for Asr. You don't want to miss the congregation at the Masjid."

"Okay, Mom," I said.

I went to my room to unpack. I found my prayer rug and laid it out facing the Qiblah. I looked out the window at the dusty palm trees.

I raised my hands. Allah, please make this a good home. And please help me fix the rice bag before Mom finds the rest of the mess.

Then I heard the Adhan calling from the nearby minaret. Allahu Akbar... Allahu Akbar...

It was time to pray. The beach could wait. The secret techniques could wait. The Creator comes first.
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