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The Muslim Fiction Project, MFP, is an initiative started by S. H. Miah to publish works of fiction that promote Islamic messages for Muslims all around the world. 




Written for Muslims. By a Muslim.
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Hassan Chowdhury had always had a problem with being locked in a basement. Not that it happened that often to him, but it was scary, nonetheless.

His eyes darted around the room, towards the edges lined with dark oak shelves about two metres high and filled with dusty old tomes no one ever read. He knew the shelves were there since he’d been in this very basement before, at the bottom of his house, many times.

But now, those shelves were blackened, and his vision blurred into a black mesh.

Hassan lifted a hand up to his eyes, but he could barely trace the familiar scar on the tip of his thumb from when he’d cut himself trying to emulate his mother’s cooking. His hand looked dark, also. The room had no source of light anywhere, as if Hassan was meant to conjure up his own light from somewhere.

Maybe from the light within him, as the sheikh had said when he was a child and still had to go to class after school every day. He wasn’t usually afraid of the dark like this. He was thirteen, for crying out loud, and yet still, at the worst of times, the fear yanked his soul into its depths.

“Get me out,” Hassan pleaded, but it seemed as if the dark void was stifling his voice as well.

It was to no avail. He slumped in the corner, knees tucked into his chest with the bones jutting into his ribs like knives, eyes wide even though they were useless at this point. Hassan’s breathing quickened, like the void was suffocating him and causing his lungs to palpitate with fear.

His typical blue t-shirt was now black, and seemed more like a straitjacket strapping him in place than representing the freedom of the ocean.

He’d had dreams like this before, of eternal darkness. Where he’d be tossing and turning at night, in the blackness, and then wake up in sweats breaking across his body. He didn’t know why these dreams occurred, what they represented.

He shivered as the memories of those dreams surfaced again. He lifted his eyes for a second, before the fear stiffened his body and he snapped his gaze back to the ground. Heavy breaths brushed against his knee caps, and he wiped the sweat from his forehead.

“Ya Allah,” he muttered under his breath. Because Allah was the only One who could save him now, it seemed, who could send him some sense of salvation. But why would He, when Hassan hadn’t done nearly enough to deserve that mercy?

Hassan heard a noise in the distance, swimming on the other side of the door. It was someone’s voice, or maybe footsteps that sounded like shouting. Perhaps the darkness was robbing his hearing as well as sight. Maybe it was just his imagination conjuring up little sounds of reassurance as a coping mechanism.

Hassan clutched his knee caps with two wiry hands. He hugged his knees in tighter, hot water pouring off his face now and staining his tracksuits.

Why had Kamal, his brother, locked him in here? Why did he always play with Hassan like that, even after he knew how Hassan hated the darkness? It was true that a reaction like this wasn’t usual for Hassan, but why toy with the idea that it could happen?

“Help,” Hassan said one last time. He didn’t even know who he was speaking to anymore. The walls? The books that couldn’t help him in the slightest?

The noises outside the door grew louder, to the point of deafening, in fact. But, a few seconds later, they were drowned by the darkness. Hassan strained his head, but couldn’t catch the noises anymore. As if they, along with Hassan’s sense of courage, had faded into the black abyss.

The darkness surrounding the shivering Hassan had always frightened him, ever since he’d first been traumatised by it. The first time he had been locked in a dark room by Kamal. Thankfully, his mother had never found out about it. The embarrassment would have lasted a life time.

“Hassan,” he heard a voice say from the other end of the door. A soft voice. A voice of salvation. Of some level of ease.

But why would Hassan get ease? What had he done to deserve it? Salvation wasn’t something Hassan would deserve or ever get, in his mind.

No, the voice must’ve been his imagination. Toying with him. Playing games with him like Kamal always did. Sometimes, it felt like the critical voice in Hassan’s head was just that of his older brother. And now that critical voice was telling Hassan he was trapped in the basement forever, without a chance in hell of a way out.

Hassan leaned his head against the corner of the basement, his hair brushing the hard wall. Dust rubbed against his face with the consistency of sandpaper, tingled his nose, like it was trying to envelop him in the same way as the darkness. And then his knees collapsed away from his hands and flattened his legs against the cold wooden floor beneath him.

His chest rose and fell like the revving of a Lamborghini, and his arms twitched by his side. As if they were locked in place by thick ropes. Then, Hassan’s eyes closed once more. The darkness around him caved in like an avalanche of black snow. And he succumbed to it, as he always had done.

* * *

Something rough brushed against Hassan’s side. He breathed in and out, and the breaths sounded ragged, like Hassan was being choked. One breath in, and one out. He tried to move away from whatever it was rubbing into his right shoulder, but like a furry cat unwilling to let go, the thing kept antagonising him.

“I think he’s awake,” a voice said. Hassan’s head moved towards the direction of the voice. Because he recognised the voice. That same voice of comfort, his mother’s voice, that he’d heard his entire life.

His eyes snapped open, and the light almost burned his eyes to a crisp. It was way too white. Like he was waking up after years in a coma. His eyes immediately closed again, and Hassan concentrated on regulating his shuddering breathing. And also trying to get his memory back in fragments at a time.

He’d obviously just woken up, considering his body felt decently rested and he was in what felt like a bed, albeit not a very comfortable one. But what had he woken up from? How had he even got to this place?

And then his eyelids, dark and black on the inside, reminded him.

The basement! He’d been trapped in there by Kamal, and locked. And he’d somehow lost consciousness.

But, where was he now, then? And what was he doing here? And where was that idiot, Kamal?

“Wake up,” his mother said again.

Hassan opened his eyes once more, and this time the light wasn’t as bright as a supernova up close.

He first saw his mother sitting beside him, her forehead creased like those lines were permanently etched into her skin. She wore her typical abaya, a long gown looking thing that stretched from her head to toe, that was dark blue in colour. A headscarf wrapped her hair into a neat bun, and a wide smile covered her otherwise pale skin. Her eyes looked troubled, and stormy.

Hassan didn’t know whether she was angry or upset. Perhaps a mixture of both.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, imploring him with her eyes to answer.

Hassan didn’t know what to say. Should he be feeling embarrassed at fearing something that most children managed to overcome in their early years? Should he be embarrassed that, as was most probably the case, his mother had found him crawled up in the corner of a basement unable to brave something as menial as the dark?

He wasn’t scared of the dark every time. But every so often, the captured feeling overtook him like the waves of the sea beating over the sand, and he could do nothing but shrivel and disintegrate.

His throat felt scratched, as if he’d been screaming for a long time and lost the ability to speak. Instead of speaking, his eyes roved around his mother and towards the rest of the room he was in. It was a hospital, or at least, what Hassan imagined a hospital looked like. The last time he’d been here had been when he’d cut his thumb, and he’d hated every moment of being holed up in here. 

The nurses were bustling around, in their usual pink or blue gowns, handing out different medicines and helping argumentative patients into beds. Each bed was pure white, and didn’t look like the comfiest things in the world. That probably explained the rough surface rubbing into Hassan’s shoulder earlier.

The walls were a sterilised pale white, as if the entire place was artificial. But that white was a welcome change to the darkness Hassan feared so much. It felt like the light was embracing him, in a way, rather than the suffocating hold of the dark.

He eased back into the covers, rested his head on the thin pillow cradling his skull, and stared up at the white ceiling. His mouth felt bolted shut and he swallowed a thick wad of saliva. It tasted hot, and slowly found its way through to his stomach, where it settled amongst the churning acid.

“Shuna, you haven’t said anything yet,” Hassan’s mother said, again imploring an answer from him with a soft look. “Your brother’s waiting outside to see you, too.”

Hassan’s blood boiled at that thought. His body sat up, back straight, as if it had a mind of his own. “He’s the one who did it,” Hassan said, gripping onto the covers with reddening hands and white knuckles. He didn’t care if he was being a snitch, as Kamal liked to say. After what Kamal had done to him, the least of Hassan’s worries was being labelled as a snaking rat.

The real snake was Kamal, and Hassan wouldn’t be convinced of anything otherwise.

“I know he did, Shuna,” Hassan’s mother said. She laid a hand on his shoulder, and Hassan loosened his vice-like grip on the duvet. “I have spoken to him. Calm yourself, and I will call him in.”

“I don’t want to see him,” Hassan said, wriggling out of his mother’s touch, as much as it comforted him.

“He’s your brother, you have to. You have to sort out your differences. Brothers shouldn’t fight. They should support one another.”

Fat chance of that happening.

“I don’t care,” Hassan said. It was his typical phrase when he was fed up of things. And his mother knew it. She didn’t speak, and instead motioned towards the door with her hand.

Hassan shook his head. He never wanted to see that twisted idiot ever again. It was as if all the rage inside him was bubbling over and ready to spill. A volcano of hatred, like his own little Mount Vesuvius of anger about to erupt.

But Hassan had always been a coward, and he’d never actually done anything in return to his brother. He’d never had the courage to. Ever. That volcano within him was as dormant as the real Vesuvius.

“I’ll call him in,” his mother finally said. She retreated to the door and spoke in hushed tones to presumably Kamal on the other side. Perhaps trying to get him to come in and speak with Hassan in gentle tones, in that fake-nice voice he always adopted after he’d gotten caught ‘pranking’ Hassan for another time.

Brothers fought, sure. Enough friends at school had regaled their sibling rivalries for Hassan to know that. But surely Kamal was taking it too far? He was three years older than Hassan, in his first year of college at sixteen. And getting more immature with age.

Hassan glanced over at his mother, standing in front of the white hospital door beside Kamal, speaking to him under her breath like they were organising a mission of calming Hassan down. Operation Snake Control, or whatever dumb name Kamal would think of.

As Hassan’s mother spoke with Kamal, an idea bloomed in Hassan’s brain. An idea that made his skin tingle with a fiery kind of excitement. He gazed at the white ceiling of the hospital once more, at the lights illuminating his vision like the idea in his head.

Yes, Hassan may be a coward. But change was always possible. And rapid change, at that.

Hassan knew revenge was on the cards. All it needed was one push of will from deep within himself.

The Mount Vesuvius within him was brewing. And, though dormant for thirteen years, its eruption would be happening very, very soon.
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“Why are we here again?” Hassan heard his best friend, Mike Rosen, ask. “You haven’t told me a thing, mate. I’m just tagging along.”

“I will, I will,” Hassan replied as they turned the busy corner and headed towards the other end of the street. “And I need your ideas once we get inside, that’s why I want you here.”

“But ideas for what?”

“Patience, my friend, all will be revealed,” Hassan said in a deep, wise voice.

It was a week after Hassan had passed out from terror whilst locked in his house’s basement after being lured there by his brother. His mother had grounded Kamal from going out for two weeks, something Kamal wasn’t particularly happy about. She’d also taken his phone. Sounded decent to Hassan, until he realised that Kamal had two other phones he kept hidden in his room, and that he didn’t need to go out when he could play games on his computer under the guise of college work.

Hassan had recovered decently well, although the mental scars wouldn’t heal as easily, and a dull headache still ebbed at the back of his skull. Some things never changed, Hassan reckoned, as much as he wanted them to.

And one of those things was Lambert Street—always busy, especially during the beginning of the summer as bustling idiots went to buy out the shops’ stocks in time for the holidays. They crowded the pavement, shouting amongst themselves, their voices all blending into the hum of a crowd. Hassan had never bothered with heavy shopping before. It just wasn’t his thing to drop over five hundred pounds buying things he’d only wear once or twice, like so many others did.

But when it came to getting revenge on Kamal, Hassan knew it was priceless.

At that other end of the street, huge towering buildings graced the blue sky. They were made of glass, and reflected light down onto Hassan’s head like a personal halo. Maybe this is the light sheikh was talking about, Hassan thought.

Shops, lots of them, filled these towers, spiralling all the way to the peak in never-ending circles, the stores getting more and more expensive the higher you climbed. The shops would be busy, sure, and Hassan hated crowds. But it was these shops that housed what Hassan needed for his revenge.

“We’re going to Bluefield?” Mike asked, looking up at the glass towers.

Bluefield was the place to get anything and everything. Hassan even thought, when he was a kid, that you could buy literally anything you wanted there, so he used to ask his parents for random magic blasters that hadn’t even existed yet, and genie bottles with three wishes like those he’d seen in cartoons. “Yep, Bluefield it is,” Hassan said.

Hassan quickened his pace, sidestepping a mother fussing over her crying three-year-old daughter and an old man struggling to barely walk, even with a cane.

After Hassan was done with Kamal, he probably wouldn’t be able to walk properly from the fright. Kamal would get a taste of his own medicine, and it would be as bitter as the chewy little black things their mother put in the curries for extra smell.

They entered through the revolving glass doors at the front, leading to a huge marble walkway. Shoppers flooded the cafes on their immediate right and left, whilst others climbed the escalators leading to the upper floors. Hassan and Mike milled around on the ground floor in the corner.

“So, where to first?” Hassan said, stretching his arms as if to grab the entire store in his grasp.

“You haven’t even told me what you want to buy things for,” Mike said.

Oh, yeah, he hadn’t. “Right. See…” Hassan’s voice trailed off. Even saying his intention out loud felt a little morbid. But he remembered there was that volcano inside him, and remembered what his brother had done to him the week before. He needed courage, and that included being able to voice his opinions, for God’s sake!

“See what?” Mike asked, looking around as if they were bird-spotting. He pretended to have binoculars on as well.

“Stop taking the mick,” Hassan said with a laugh. “I need to get…revenge on my brother.”

Mike frowned. “Why?”

“Locked me in the basement,” Hassan said. He shuddered at the memory of the darkness, and the bright colours of the Bluefield shops dimmed a little.

Mike nodded. Hassan had already told him about his fear of the dark, though Mike didn’t know how bad it really was. He just thought it was a latent apprehension from childhood, when in reality it was more akin to a phobia growing from serious steroids.

“What kind of revenge were you thinking, then?” Mike asked.

“That’s why I got you here.”

“Now I see.”

Mike was a junkie when it came to different prank boxes, and he’d always play a few of those tricks on people in school—away from the teachers, of course. If there was anyone Hassan knew that could come up with the best idea to get back at Kamal, Mike would be it.

“What’s he scared of?” Mike asked.

Hassan rubbed his chin. “I don’t really know,” he said. Kamal wasn’t really scared of anything, it seemed. He was somewhat stoic, in that sense.

“Maybe you could scare him with a spider,” Mike said.

Hassan shook his head. “Nah, we need something way worse.” He glanced up the stairs, and then at his watch. They had a few hours, at least, to grab something truly worthy of scaring Kamal with. “Let’s just have a look around and see what we can get.”

“Sure thing.”

They set off on the first floor, but couldn’t find anything worthy. Amongst the different pranking shops and toy shops, there were a few items Mike pointed out. A mouse trap that set off fake mouses that would scare Kamal—he did hate rodents with a passion, but Hassan wasn’t sure if it was a strong fear—and a few sticky slime traps that would take hours to get off.

But they were too tame. Way too tame for the Mount Vesuvius Hassan wanted to unleash. He wasn’t just going to make a small explosion. No, he wanted an earth-shattering (or at least house-shattering) eruption.

“Maybe you could shave his head bald,” Mike said.

“Maybe,” Hassan muttered in thought. It was a good idea, since the baldness would last for a month or two, and be a physical reminder of what Kamal had done. It wasn’t nearly long enough to pay back all the times Hassan had been tricked and bullied. But it was a starting point.

And then he remembered something from a movie he’d watched a long time ago. He couldn’t remember the movie’s name exactly, but he’d searched up the director’s name on YouTube and found a video where he’d spoken about making the movie.

One of the key things he’d said was that to make someone feel the worst, like villains do to the main character, you should cause them to inflict the punishment on themselves. It rendered the torture ten times worse.

Hassan rubbed his chin as that bit of information floated around his brain. “How about we combine the slime with the shaving part?” he asked.

Mike looked confused. “You’re gonna shave his head and then stick slime on it?”

Hassan shook his head. “I’m gonna put the slime on his hair, and then make him have to shave it off himself.”

Mike looked at him, eyes wide. “That’s evil, bro. You sure you want to do that? He only locked you in the basement for a little bit.”

“Course I do,” Hassan said, with a bit too much vigour.

Mike gave him a dubious look. “Go ahead, then,” he said with a shrug. “Just don’t mention my name when he comes gunning for your head.”

“I won’t.” Hassan grinned as he turned towards the shops that housed the slime and a for him to buy.

It was time to get the plan into motion.

* * *

The stage was set, plan in motion, prank ready to go. Now, all Hassan had to do was wait for his brother to emerge from the shower.

Hassan was leaning against the wall, hidden from the corridor where the bathroom was located. A bucket with a butt-load of slime hovered above the bathroom door, tentatively held by a string Hassan gripped tight in his hand. The string looped over the fake lanterns in the corridor, allowing for a smooth release mechanism. Once Kamal exited the bathroom door with wet, greasy hair, primed for slime, Hassan would release the torrent of green liquid.

It had taken a while to set the whole thing up, and Hassan was more than just a little proud of himself. And he’d be even more proud once he pulled the prank off successfully. His mother was outside working, and she’d come home in about an hour or so, which meant Hassan had ample time to execute his plan.

The slime worked in a weird way. Hassan didn’t know how the manufacturers had managed it, but the slime would only be sticky upon release from the packet and contact with wet surfaces—Kamal’s hair, in this case. All Hassan had to do was pull the string, and the packet inside the bucket would open, unleashing hell onto Kamal.

And Hassan would finally get his revenge. Just the way he wanted. Kamal would have to shave his hair, and Hassan would get to view the fruits of his hard work for a long time—at least a few months.

But something in the back of his mind told him this was wrong. That he shouldn’t be pranking his brother this hard. Sure, Hassan had been locked in the basement a few times before, but did that mean retaliation on this magnitude was justified?

Mike had said the same once they’d exited Bluefield shopping centre, merging themselves with the noisy shoppers as they traversed their way back to the bus station.

“You’re actually going through with this, aren’t you?” Mike asked.

Hassan gave a vigorous nod. “I have to.”

“This isn’t just a little prank, though,” Mike said. “He’s not gonna find this funny, even after years. He might even hate you.”

He probably already does, Hassan thought. “Maybe it is a bad idea.” Hassan pulled the bag filled with pranking materials along his side. “But that don’t mean he doesn’t deserve it.”

“Maybe,” Mike conceded, but he didn’t sound in the least convinced.

The pattering sound of the shower suddenly ceased, and Hassan’s heart rate jumped a notch. It’s time, he thought, steadying his hand on the string, legs tensed from immense concentration.

Hassan had to pull the prank in rapid fashion, and then dash out of the front door to safety. Maybe he’d go to the park, or perhaps Mike was available and they’d go shopping again. Have a meal to celebrate a successful prank.

The door clicked, and it was as if time slowed for Hassan. He loosened the bucket, just a little. Hassan felt the slime almost topple over, and for a moment he thought Kamal had found him out.

But that wasn’t the case, thank God. The door opened, swung wide with a creaking noise that was so ominous Hassan thought it was a sign that he should stop. That he shouldn’t pull the string, he should let his brother go, and just disable the trap himself.

No one would have to know about the prank attempt. No one would get hurt.

But then, Hassan wouldn’t get revenge. And, as his brother’s first leg emerged from the door, Hassan committed to his decision. His brother’s head came out, hair shiny from the greasy shampoo and wet as a waterfall. Hair that was primed to get absolutely ruined.

Hassan tugged the string with all the force he could muster.

The bucket did a one-eighty and the slime poured out, all at once, right onto Kamal’s head. Hassan gasped from how much green liquid there was. The slime slammed onto Kamal’s head as he gave a scream, and poured all over his arms as well as torso.

Kamal was desperately trying to rub it all off, but the stickiness had already occurred as soon as contact was made.

Hassan had completed his revenge. He dropped the string to the ground, which in turn sent the bucket slamming down with a hollow bang. Right onto Kamal’s head.

Crap! Hassan hadn’t meant to inflict even more damage. And the slow ebb of guilt was starting to pierce him, like Hassan knew it would.

“I know you did this,” Kamal shouted, voice muffled by the bucket. “You little wasteman.”

Hassan turned around, intending to dash out the front door before Kamal got to him. That was the final piece of his grand plan, after all. His escape to safety whilst Kamal stayed indoors to rid himself of the slime.

But there was one problem.

Hassan had made a fatal mistake. And it made the hairs on his arm stand, like they were soldiers getting ready for war now that escape was no longer an easy option.

He’d set up the prank on the wrong end of the corridor. Meaning to get to the front door and find his safety outside, away from Kamal’s clutches, he’d have to run through it to the other side.

And Kamal, green from all the slime and red with rage, was waiting right there for him.

“It wasn’t me,” Hassan said, a little dumbly as he emerged into the corridor.

Kamal ripped the bucket from his head and levelled a deathly gaze onto Hassan. “I’m gonna kill you,” Kamal said, and the strained nature of his voice made Hassan think for a second that he really meant it. He’d come pretty close before, with all the basement-locking. But this time, his red eyes made psychopathy seem a tame diagnosis.

Kamal ran towards him, and Hassan’s legs immediately tensed. The slime was firmly stuck on his head as Kamal ran, making him look like an alien from those cartoons Hassan used to watch. The sight would have made Hassan laugh, had it not been for the fear of mortality crackling his limbs into motion.

Hassan tried to sidestep Kamal, but he couldn’t get past. Kamal grabbed him with practiced ease and dug his fingers into Hassan’s shoulder. Hassan gasped from the biting pain, but he wouldn’t show weakness in front of Kamal.

“You don’t wanna mess with me,” Kamal said. “I’m gonna make you go crazy for real, this time. That’s what you get.”

And Hassan understood that he meant the basement again. The basement, where Hassan had almost mentally lost it before. And he knew his mother wouldn’t be back home for at least another hour. He’d be there, wallowing in the dark, for over an hour. It was too much to even think about, let alone experience.

“You can’t put me in again.”

Kamal gave a sinister smile under the green disguise he wore. “I can do what I want.”

Beads of sweat formed on Hassan’s forehead, and the fear made his feet scramble against the floor as Kamal dragged him through to the stairs. Hassan’s knees bashed into each step, causing his entire skeleton to shake like seismic shocks of terror were grasping his body.

“Hey,” Hassan said, as they neared the front door. “Let me go—”

Kamal socked Hassan in the face, shutting off his voice. “No one messes with me like that,” he said, in a dark voice that Hassan had never heard before. It was as if Kamal had turned into a new kind of monster, or maybe he’d always sounded like this, and it was Hassan’s horror making Kamal sound like a villain to him.

But, as Kamal was pulling a helpless Hassan across the floor, a noise stopped them both in their tracks.

The keyhole of the front door rattled. And then the door swung open. Hassan’s mother stood there, arms filled with what looked and smelled like fresh baked goods. Pastries and all sorts of other goodies Hassan loved to gorge on, each bringing with it something like the scent of heaven.

“I’m ho—”

His mother was rooted in place, mouth wide open, and speechless. She stared at the scene. And it dawned on Hassan how it looked.

Kamal with slime all over his head and face, with the green sticky substance littered across the stairs and sinking into the carpet. Hassan being dragged away, dishevelled and with guilt etched across his every feature.

“Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” Hassan’s mother said, coming inside and shutting the door with a bang. The noise making it seem like judgement was about to commence.

How was Hassan going to explain himself out of this one?
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Hassan stared at his fingers, with the backdrop of a grey, marble table before him. His legs were bent at a ninety-degree angle, fixed at that angle, more tensed than anything else. He could hear the sounds of guilt exiting his every exhalation, along with the screech of any cars that flashed passed the window. Hassan wished he could escape where he was sitting now, hop in a car and slam the pedal until he reached relative safety. But that wasn’t an option neither he or Kamal had.

Hassan’s fingers were long. A little wiry, not stubby like that of his brother’s. His mother had told him he inherited more of his father’s looks, but Hassan didn’t really know much about that, considering his father had died when Hassan was seven. No photos remained of him, and Hassan’s memories of the man were foggy at best. A scruffy beard, somewhat greying hair. Nothing more than remnants of the shadows of something vivid Hassan could never return to.

The reason he was staring at his fingers was because, if he raised his head, he would see the anger on his mother’s reddened face. As if she was the bad wolf, huffing and puffing, about to blow the whole house down.

They were in the living room. Kamal was on Hassan’s left, sitting a few precious metres away. Hassan could almost feel the rage emanating from the slime plastered over Kamal’s features. Slime which smelt of bitterness and sweet revenge. A sliver of satisfaction went through Hassan. He had gotten his revenge, after all.

But at what price?

Hassan glanced up as his mother spoke. “This…I never expected this from you,” Hassan’s mother said. She pierced him with a glare, and Hassan went back to staring at his fingers like they were new inventions he had never seen before. “Kamal had always been the troublesome one, but I didn’t know you took after him.”

Hassan felt an ache pass through his heart, like each heartbeat was a stab of guilt. He shifted in the chair, but a comfortable resting position wasn’t available on the wooden surface, as if there was a bed of nails prickling his butt and making him uneasy.

“I’m not troublesome,” Kamal retorted. Ever the argumentative one.

“I’ve already dealt with you,” Hassan’s mother said. A sharp intake of breath. “Go have a shower and get clean. And clean the slime off the floor as well.”

“But he was the one that did it.”

Hassan could feel the venom of the finger he knew was pointed in his direction.

“He’ll get something as well,” Hassan’s mother said. “You just do what you’re told.”

Hassan was rattled. He’d never been punished by his mother like this before, and he had no idea what to expect. But, instead of raising an issue with that, Hassan diverted everyone’s attention to something that would land him in an even worse situation. Hassan didn’t know what, but something made his mouth open and speak.

“He won’t be able to get it off.”

Silence, for a few seconds that felt like hours. The prickles across Hassan’s skin intensified, and his clammy thumbs fiddled with each other as he stared at them. He’d heard all fingerprints were different, which was a fascinating fact that he marvelled at considering his two thumbs were almost identical—

“What?” Kamal’s shout rang through the kitchen, so loud it threatened to crack all the windows. Hassan raised his head just in time to see Kamal rushing towards him, arm raised, fists clenched.

The fist slammed right into Hassan’s cheek, just above his jawline. Hassan toppled off his chair, his mouth pulsating with unimaginable pain. His shoulder smacked the ground, the breath was knocked out of him, and he tried to get back to his feet.

He’d been in fights with Kamal before. He’d never won, however, but maybe this was his chance to seal another victory after the success of the prank.

But he barely had a moment to breathe before his brother jumped on him and forced him back to the ground. Hassan’s skull hit the ground, and stars lined his vision, as if they were twinkling symbols of his consciousness about to vanish.

Kamal struck him again, his fist tightly wound into solid rocks of destruction. “You little—”

“Get off him,” Hassan’s mother shouted. She gave another shout, but Hassan couldn’t make out what she was saying.

But Kamal didn’t listen to his mother’s warning. Instead, he snuck more punches into Hassan. The smell of slime clogged Hassan’s nose as he writhed around on the floor. The carpet ate into his cheeks, and he could taste the bitter fabric in his mouth. Coughs overtook him, but still Kamal didn’t cease.

“Get off me,” Hassan groaned, spitting out carpet tufts, clawing his wrists against the floor. Trying to get himself up. But Kamal wasn’t even giving him an inch of space to move, instead trapping him against the ground. All Hassan could do was shift his bodyweight around and give himself multiple carpet burns in the process.

“Off, Kamal,” Hassan’s mother shouted, and the weight atop Hassan removed itself. Or, perhaps his mother had grabbed Kamal and pulled him off.

“He deserves to die,” Kamal said. “Ruining my hair like that. Little crackhead.”

Hassan could hear him struggle against his mother, and it was when Hassan turned over that his mother finally regained control of Kamal.

“You don’t fight him, you understand?” Hassan’s mother said. She pushed Kamal away and stood between him and Hassan. She turned to Hassan. “You, get to your room. I’ll deal with your brother once he’s calmed down.” She pinched her nose with her forefinger and thumb, as if contemplating her life, and those stabs of guilt inside Hassan coincided with each breath his mother took.

She had it hard as a single mother, and Hassan knew that he and Kamal weren’t making it any easier for her with all the fighting and retaliation.

“I’m gonna get you,” Kamal snarled from across the living room. His face was green and livid. He grabbed a lock of his green, slime-ridden hair. “I’m gonna have to cut this all off cos of you. And watch, I’ll shove the hair right in your mouth and choke you.”

“Just go, Hassan,” Hassan’s mother said. She turned to Kamal. “And that’s enough from you.”

Hassan nodded. Took one last look at his brother’s enraged, red eyes, then another at the sadness in his mother’s. He walked out of the room, the stabbing guilt gouging what seemed like a hundred holes deep in his chest.

He’d gotten revenge. And it was sweet. But the bitter aftertaste of his actions was seeping into his conscience.

What this would all culminate in—he had absolutely no idea.
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Hassan’s desk had always been a bit of a safe haven for him, a place he could sit and escape from the world, even if for a little while. He’d decorated it with all sorts of wacky things he’d discovered over the years, souvenirs and toys and other things.

When he was younger, he’d always played on the PS2. On his own, since Kamal wouldn’t ever let him play with him. Hassan was happy playing alone, though, as it meant all his adventures, every moment he cherished on that console—they all belonged to him, and him alone.

Various posters were scattered around his room, of different video games like Ratchet and Clank and Prince of Persia, and he stared at them whilst sitting at his desk. He tried to forget about the argument that had taken place downstairs, but the ebbing pain that slowly spread across his face and body was a constant reminder. Each crack of pain, along with the pangs of guilt, overlapped with his loud heartbeat.

It was wrong for him to commit the revenge, right? What had caused him to do it? An attempt to attain some level of courage, no doubt, but was what he did even some form of courage in the first place?

Hassan sighed, pinched his nose between his fingers, and tried to block the thoughts from his head.

A pastime of his was to make origami structures using printer paper. He’d make tall structures and marvel at how everything fit so perfectly together. Some people used fancy paper with really high gsm values, in an attempt to make their creations silky and smooth to touch. But Hassan was satisfied with regular paper, since it was the creation itself, rather than the type of paper, that mattered the most to him.

He had a few hundred sheets stacked in his wardrobe in case he ever decided to return to making origami, and perhaps he needed to, considering the storm in his mind that required calming.

He grabbed a few sheets and returned to his desk. He decided to make a ninja star. Or maybe a few of them, perhaps as weapons against Kamal in case he returned for round two.

Hassan began folding the paper with a practiced ease. He’d first learnt to make paper creations from his grandfather on his father’s side, Dada, who had been an expert in forming all sorts of amazing things from paper. He’d even shown Hassan how to make the cool ninja stars he was now forming, which Hassan had thrown in all corners of the house when he was a child.

His mother’s side had no relatives, unfortunately, other than those still in Bangladesh. And, after his father had died, the other paternal relatives on that side seldom visited. And if they did, it was always a social mush of awkward silence and asking questions without caring for the answer. A forced togetherness that caused Hassan physical symptoms of cringe.

Hassan finished the ninja star, and then made a few more. He placed them on his table in a sort of v-formation. Like they were a big family walking through the seas and rivers of the wild despite being inanimate objects, ready to take on any predators that came their way. Predators like Kamal. The ninja stars were connected and united in a way Hassan could never be with his own family.

A knock came from behind him. So unexpected that Hassan almost toppled from his chair.

“I don’t want to speak to anyone,” Hassan said, steadying himself on his chair. His back was still to the door, and he tried to focus his mind again on the paper ninja stars before him.

Another knock sounded.

“I said I don’t want to—”

“Even with me?”

Hassan whipped around. It was the voice of Dada. The only other source of comfort Hassan had when his mother wasn’t around, or when his mother was angry with him. Dada still walked with the grace of a younger man. Strong, with vitality running through his protruding veins. Hassan looked up to him, both physically and mentally. Wrinkles had started cropping up on Dada’s face, but Hassan liked to think of them more as crinkles from smiling, rather than old age slowly taking over Dada’s body.

“You can come in,” Hassan said. The door opened and Dada entered. Hassan got up from his chair and hugged him, as he always did. “Why are you here, Dada?”

“Your mother asked me to come here.” Dada walked over to Hassan’s bed, housing a bright blue duvet and two grey pillows, and sat down with a delicate descent. Hassan loved Dada, especially for his words of wisdom whenever it came to spreading out advice.

“Why did she ask you here?” Hassan asked, sitting down next to Dada.

“Something about a prank you played,” Dada said. Dada spoke in a Bangladeshi accent. He was the one who had originally come to the U.K. from back home, on a work permit since he was a doctor once upon a time, way before Hassan was born. He’d raised Hassan’s father and his uncles whilst working two different jobs, one as a doctor and the other in a restaurant on the weekends.

Unfortunately, back then, Bangladeshis and other foreigners weren’t paid the same as everyone else. It wasn’t overt, considering the immigrants were willing to take anything, but the undertones of discrimination were still there.

Hassan admired that determination from Dada. And perhaps that was where the wisdom came from. The diamonds of advice formed from years of crushing experience above it.

“It wasn’t really a prank,” Hassan said. His gaze slipped to the floor, the guilt making him unable to meet Dada’s eyes.

“No, it definitely wasn’t,” Dada said. “It was rather foolish, actually. There are better ways of getting revenge, son.”

Hassan’s head snapped up. “You’re telling me I should’ve gotten revenge?”

Dada chuckled, slow and calm. “Of course, revenge is a part of getting back at your brother. I recall many bouts of getting revenge on my brothers in my childhood.”

“But what I did was too far, right?”

Dada nodded. “A little too far. I am surprised you went through with it, actually. It was very courageous.”

No, it wasn’t, Hassan responded in his mind. But the praise did make the tightening of his chest loosen. Even if only a little.

“You still never answered my question,” Hassan said. “About why Mum asked you here.”

All of a sudden, Dada was the one that looked shy. And that sent alarm bells ringing in Hassan’s mind. Because Dada was never like this. He was always straightforward, his emotions sewn onto his sleeve, heart laid bare in front of everyone. He let them know how he felt, whether it was for them or against them.

“Is everything alright?” Hassan asked.

Dada spoke in one fast exhalation. “She wants to send you to Bangladesh for the summer.”

“What?” Hassan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d only ever been to Bangladesh once when he was a kid, barely knew the language of Bangla aside from speaking with some relatives, and now his mother was suddenly planning to send him there. “Why?”

“Both you and Kamal, actually.”

That did nothing to ease the worries ebbing through Hassan’s mind like fans swarming a football pitch after a stoppage time winner. Hassan leaned back on his bed’s headrest and took a deep breath.

“So, she’s sending us both to Bangladesh for the summer, without her. For what, though? I don’t get it.”

“Well, you always hear how misbehaved kids get threatened with being sent back home. She wants to go through with it.”

Hassan felt like jumping to his feet, dashing downstairs to where his mother was, and continuing the argument from earlier. “She can’t do that. It’s not fair.”

“I support her.”

Hassan gaped at him, eyes wide in disbelief. “There’s no way you can say that’s the right thing to do, though. Kamal’s gonna kill me over there. And I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m only thirteen. How will I survive?”

“What you did was not ideal, to put it lightly. I think you already know that. That’s why I’m being soft on you. You need to have some kind of hardship. It will help you see the world differently.”

“What am I going to even do there?” Hassan asked. “I haven’t learned anything about surviving in the wild.”

“I will teach you to work there,” Dada said. “I still remember how to farm, after all these years. And it is not as primitive as you believe. I think you will be surprised.”

It comforted Hassan to know that Dada was going with them to Bangladesh. But still, the apprehension didn’t fade from his mind, even with the comfort of his grandfather’s presence.

What was this plan of his mother’s? It made no sense. He’d always heard the stories of people being sent back to their country in order to learn a lesson and stop misbehaving, but Hassan had never thought he would be that kid.

And none of those other stories actually ended well. Typically, some kid was caught by his parents smoking drugs or drinking alcohol. They got sent back home as some kind of punishment/rehabilitation camp. And as soon as they got back, the bottle and spliff returned to eager hands.

Surely Hassan wasn’t on par with a druggie or alcoholic, right? One prank didn’t change his entire morality, did it?

“Do not worry,” Dada said, in that silky, reassuring voice of his that Hassan had become so accustomed to. “Allah will keep you safe, all you have to do is trust Him.”

Hassan knew that was true. That Allah was always there for him, all he had to do was call out and make dua. But sometimes, it felt hard to lift his hands and pray. Allah knew what was in his heart, of course, but verbalising those things took a level of courage that Hassan didn’t have.

“Okay,” Hassan said with a nod. He knew better than to argue with what his mother proposed. Because there was no point. When his mother’s mind was firm on something, persuasion away from it was not an option.

“It’s a good chance to meet your extended family, as well,” Dada said. “Allah knows I miss some of them dearly, my brothers’ children.”

Hassan nodded, but kept his mouth shut and lips pursed.

“We leave at the end of the school year,” Dada said. “Your mother will get all the tickets sorted, so you do not have to worry about anything.”

“Does Kamal know?” Hassan asked. He would’ve expected his brother to put up some kind of fight, or spark another argument.

Dada shook his head. “He doesn’t know. I came to tell you first, since you are easier to convince. It will be a tough battle with Kamal.” He laughed lightly, rubbed Hassan’s hair, and then got up to leave.

Before he left, however, he spoke to Hassan once more. “I meant what I spoke of earlier. This does not mean you are bad. Knowledge of that is only with Allah. So, trust Him, and ask Him for guidance. And He will protect you from whatever it is you fear.”

Hassan nodded. That was pretty much the only thing he could do.

He’d heard horror stories before of people who’d gone back home and found it horrible. Horrible living conditions, horrible work like they were slaves, vomiting from the polluted, clogged air. Exaggerated accounts, perhaps, but still worrying. He shook his head, trying to free those thoughts from his mind.

Dada was right about one thing, though. Whatever would happen in Bangladesh when they travelled there at the beginning of the summer, Hassan would need mountains of Allah’s help to get through it.















