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    For my parents, whose steadfast gratitude taught me to pause at every Maghrib—and for every soul learning that faith truly awakens when we give thanks from the heart.
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Chapter 1 – Echoes at Sunset
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“And it is He who enables you to hear.” – Qur’an 67:23

––––––––
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Layla walked briskly down the cracked sidewalk, hoodie pulled up around her face, earbuds in but with the music paused. Not because she was listening to anything important—just because she didn’t want to hear the world around her. Not today.

The early evening wind brushed against her cheeks, carrying that late autumn bite. Leaves skittered across the pavement like whispers. The sun was melting into the skyline, draping the buildings in pink and amber light. It was the kind of sunset Layla might’ve once stopped to admire. The kind she used to watch from the back porch with her father before dinner, when the world was simpler and silence wasn’t something to run from.

But lately, Layla didn’t pause for sunsets.

She barely paused for anything.

Her phone buzzed again—second text from her best friend Ava, asking why she’d dipped out of school early. Layla didn’t reply. She couldn’t. Not after the disastrous group project presentation in history, where her mind had blanked completely. Not after the stifled laughter from the front row. Not after her teacher’s look of concern and Ava’s uncomfortable silence beside her.

She wasn’t ready to explain.

Not to Ava. Not to anyone.

Her stomach tightened as she passed the corner deli, the smell of garlic and fried onions making her realize she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She adjusted her backpack and checked the time. 5:14 p.m. Maghrib would be any minute now.

She used to know that instinctively—used to race the adhan home. Not anymore.

These days, prayer was more of a memory than a habit.

As she crossed the familiar corner near 82nd Street, the red brick walls of the old masjid came into view. It was small, tucked between a laundromat and a row of apartments, its minaret barely visible behind a rusted fire escape. She hadn’t been inside in months. Maybe longer.

But something stopped her mid-step.

A sound.

It wasn’t from her phone.

Not from the cars crawling down the street or the hum of street lamps.

It was from above her—soft at first, then rising.

The adhan.

The call to prayer.

Layla froze.

The voice spilled from the masjid’s loudspeaker—melodic, deep, trembling slightly at the edges. It wasn’t just sound. It was... invitation. Like a reminder that the day hadn’t ended yet. That there was still time. Still something sacred waiting.

Allahu Akbar... Allahu Akbar...

Her breath caught.

It had been so long since she’d really listened.

Really heard it.

She remembered being five, tracing the tiled carpets of the masjid with her fingers while her father prayed beside her. He’d whisper “Listen to the adhan, habibti. That’s your soul’s alarm clock.”

But she hadn’t heard the alarm in years.

People passed her on the street—someone pushing a stroller, a delivery guy on a bike—but no one seemed to notice the call. Or maybe they were used to it. Immune.

But Layla couldn’t move.

She stood rooted in place, just outside the masjid gates, as the call rose into the sky.

Hayya ‘ala-s-Salah... hayya ‘ala-l-falah...

Come to prayer. Come to success.

The words sent a ripple through her, like water over stone.

Not guilt.

Not obligation.

Just... something real. Something honest. Like an echo she hadn’t known she missed.

She felt a lump rise in her throat.

When the call ended, she found herself still staring at the masjid door.

The lights were on inside. She could see silhouettes—two women in abayas slipping off their shoes, a child chasing a balloon down the hall. The familiar green prayer rugs. The faint scent of wudu water and jasmine air freshener.

She took one step toward the gate.

Then stopped.

What would she even do inside?

What if someone asked why she hadn’t come in so long?

What if she cried?

She turned away.

Walked home in silence.

But something had changed.

The call was still in her ears.

Still in her chest.

At home, the apartment was quiet.

Her mother was at work. Her little brother was at the neighbor’s.

She dropped her bag by the door, kicked off her shoes, and stood in the middle of the living room.

For no reason.

Just stood there.

The sun had fully set now. The last traces of light were disappearing from the window.

Layla pulled the curtains closed.

Then opened them again.

She didn't want to miss it.

Whatever it was.

She stepped into her room and sat on the edge of her bed. Her old prayer rug lay folded in her closet, tucked under last year’s notebooks and a shoebox filled with letters she never mailed.

She pulled it out.

Unfolded it.

Laid it on the carpet.

Her heart beat fast.

She didn’t remember all the du‘ās.

Didn’t remember which foot to use first when entering the masjid, or if her jeans were too tight, or if her intentions were pure enough.

But she knew this: she wanted to stand.

She wanted to bow.

She wanted to try.

She went to the bathroom.

Made wudu slowly, carefully.

The water was cold. Her hands trembled.

When she returned to her room, she stood on the rug and looked out the window once more.

The street below was quiet.

But above the rooftops, the sky shimmered with leftover light—like the echo of something holy.

She raised her hands.

And whispered,

“Allahu Akbar.”

That night, Layla didn’t sleep easily.

Not because of fear.

But because something in her had shifted.

She didn’t know what to call it.

Only that it had started with a sound.

A voice in the sky.

A call she had once forgotten how to answer.

And now... maybe, just maybe...

She was learning how to hear it again.
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Chapter 2 – Between Two Worlds
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*“Say, never will we be struck except by what Allah has decreed...” – Qur’an 9:51*

––––––––
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At home, Layla wrapped a soft beige scarf loosely around her head before stepping into the kitchen. The scent of cumin and cardamom welcomed her like an old friend. Her mother glanced up from the stove and smiled.

“You look beautiful, Layla. That color suits you.”

Layla mumbled thanks and adjusted the scarf slightly. It wasn’t perfect—she hadn’t pinned it or styled it—but it was good enough for a casual Tuesday evening in a Muslim household. Good enough for her mother to nod in quiet approval. Good enough for Layla to play the part.

Twenty minutes later, standing at the corner bus stop two blocks from school, Layla pulled the scarf from her head and stuffed it into her tote bag. A quick glance around confirmed no one was watching. She ran a hand through her hair, tousled it just enough, then reapplied a coat of lip balm.

It wasn’t that she hated the scarf.

It was just easier.

Easier not to be seen as different.

Easier not to be asked the same tired questions.

Easier not to be called “modest girl” in the group chat again.

Easier to pretend.

At school, Layla was the quieter one, but not too quiet. She laughed at jokes that made her uncomfortable. She gave half-smiles when her classmates mocked religion. She stayed silent when someone brought bacon-wrapped dates to a party and waved them in her direction like a dare.

She didn’t belong in those jokes.

But she didn’t stop them either.

Because if you stayed neutral, people forgot to notice you.

And if they didn’t notice you, they couldn’t hurt you.

It was after fourth period when the discomfort rose again.

Layla was standing by her locker, rearranging books, when she heard them.

Jordan and Lila—two girls from the debate team—stood nearby, scrolling through TikTok and talking too loudly.

“Did you see that girl doing makeup tutorials with a hijab on? Like girl, if you're covering your hair, why are you showing your face?”

Lila laughed. “Right? Modest for who? Allah or the algorithm?”

Layla froze.

She wasn’t wearing hijab now. She blended. But the words cut deep anyway.

Because it wasn’t about the scarf.

It was about being the punchline.

Again.

Ava appeared a few minutes later, chipper as always, sipping iced coffee.

“Hey,” she said. “You vanished yesterday. Everything okay?”

Layla hesitated. She could’ve said yes. Could’ve brushed it off. But the echo of the Maghrib adhan from the day before still lingered in her.

“I just... needed some space,” she said.

Ava smiled kindly. “You know I’m always here, right?”

Layla nodded. She knew.

But she didn’t know how to explain that the version of herself Ava liked wasn’t the full version.

Not anymore.

That evening, Layla sat in her room and stared at her reflection. Not
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