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For those who were made to believe

you had to choose: You were always whole,

you were always sacred

(PS: I love you, Hamda, Suleiman, and Taha.)
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BEFORE

I politely ask Satan to stop sending me sinful dreams during Islam’s holiest month.

They started a week ago with me baking a cherry pie for Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson. While he did shirtless push-ups on the kitchen floor. Two nights later, it was a fancy croissant picnic with Timothée Chalamet under the Eiffel Tower. And last night? Things got really weird. Shawn Mendes and I were flying on a magic carpet as he sang “A Whole New World” to me. We soared over Toronto’s skyline, and we slingshotted through pillowy clouds, and we floated in stardust—only to nose-dive straight into hellfire.

Which is why I’m here. At the mosque. Kneeling on plush carpet in the dead center of the prayer hall, palms raised to the sky, hoping Allah doesn’t hold these thirsty dreams against me because I really need Him to answer a prayer today.

A prayer, by the way, on which pretty much my entire life hinges.

The Grand Mosque is silent now, emptied out after the Friday congregation. A faint scent of agarwood lingers in the crisp early-spring air sneaking in through the open windows. Directly above my head, sunlight filters through the skylight dome, illuminating Arabic calligraphy on the walls—verses from the Holy Quran that stretch and swirl in black and gold, eternal and unchanging.

Obviously, I should feel holy right now.

Basking in this cylinder of light, I should feel like a hundred angels are scrubbing my soul with Mr. Clean soap from Heaven. And if this somehow isn’t holy enough, we’re now in the final days of Ramadan, which is holiness on steroids, at least according to my mom.

And yet—there’s a part of me that doesn’t feel holy at all.

Because of him.

The two-headed monster living rent-free in the dark basement of my brain. One of his heads is guilt, the other is shame. He lurks in corners, waiting for the perfect moment to whisper that no matter how many tears I shed in Allah’s devotion, I’ll never be quite as Muslim as all the other Muslims who prayed here an hour ago.

Right now, he’s crouched behind the marble pulpit, where the Imam delivers sermons. He reared his head earlier when the Imam spoke of the seventy major sins. That’s right: seventy! The Imam had said that while Allah is endlessly loving and merciful, He’s also wrathful when it comes to the big sins, unless one repents sincerely. Polytheism, murder, usury, and exploiting orphans are pretty high on the list. Witchcraft (sorry, Harry, you’re not going to Heaven) and disobeying our parents (Why do I have a feeling all the parents of Earth agree?) were up there too. The Imam had finished by reminding us that one of Allah’s ninety-nine names is Al-Muntaqim. The Avenger.

A shiver runs down my spine.

I exhale and try to refocus. Allah is kind and loving. Deep in my heart, I know this. He watched over my parents as they clawed out a new life in Canada. He healed my wrist when I broke it in an accident. He gave me the SAT score of my dreams. Seriously, it’s like having a best friend who just happens to also be infinitely powerful.

And yet, He can be a pretty scary god, too. That’s because, as the Imam said, Allah is just and fair, so He has to punish serious sins with serious severity. We’re talking chains and shackles in hell for the disbelievers. Garments made of fire. Scalding water being poured over scalps. Thorny fruits for food, boiling water and pus to drink.

The two-headed monster grins from the shadows.

I squeeze my eyes shut. Focus. Breathe. Right now, I need Allah to be a kind god, the one I know in my heart. Because Offers Day is coming up on the first of April.

Hold on—that’s in, like, two weeks!

ARGHHHHH!

If Allah answers my prayer, I’ll get into NYU premed on a full ride, Mom and Dad won’t change their minds about letting me go, and I’ll graduate high school without drama. All I have to do is keep pretending I’m just like the other guys. Definitely not the guy who dances to Sara Bareilles’s “Brave” in his room when his parents aren’t home.

I’ve been hiding so well all my life. But I swear, when fall comes, I’ll be the first person on the first train to New York City. I’ll settle into a nice, quiet dorm room. Buy a pair of massive speakers. Find a group of friends. And, if I can get my brave on, we’ll blast the soundtracks to Wicked and Waitress through the student residence.

Then one day, hopefully (hopefully, HOPEFULLY!) my hideous two-headed monster will stop being such a grinch and dance along with me.

Maybe that’ll be the day I finally convince myself that Allah—the Allah I know as my friend—could never have created this monster.
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ONE

I was making an origami heart when my parents broke the news.

Literally two weeks before eighth grade finished, they announced I would NOT be going to Lone Pine High School—they’d enrolled me at Hikma High, Toronto’s top-ranked private Muslim high school, instead. According to them, the public school system is way too rooted in “Western values.” They were worried that I’d end up engaging in unprotected premarital hand-holding with a girl. I’m pretty sure puberty doesn’t care if you go to a religious school. And my parents didn’t have to worry because I’d have worn gloves, but they don’t trust me with anything.

So, obviously, I didn’t want to change schools, didn’t wanna have to leave my friends, who were pretty much all going to Lone Pine High. But when my new principal said on orientation day that Hikma had the highest rate in the entire province of admissions into top colleges (and eventually to medical school!), I stopped whining. My parents left everything behind and crossed two continents and an ocean to move here, all the way from Pakistan. So the prospect of becoming a doctor someday, of making their sacrifices worth it, made my own move—just across the city—feel slightly less awful.

As it turns out, an Islamic school isn’t that different from a public school. Yes, we have lockers, and no, we don’t store bombs in them. We don’t have to wear uniforms, either, but we do have to follow the Islamic dress code: hijabs and loose, full-body clothes for the sisters, and either pants or below-the-knee shorts for the brothers. Another glaring difference is how guys and girls have to stay apart. We can be in the same classroom, but the brothers have to sit on one side and the sisters on the other. The code of conduct also stipulates “no unnecessary socializing” between the genders. Which means I can only be around the brothers. We’re a small school, maybe two hundred total, so you end up seeing the same guys over and over. Some days that can be torture.

Take today for example. Dude energy is crackling through the hallway like lightning. It’s practically raining testosterone. Last night was fight night. UFC came to Toronto, and I am probably the only guy in the entire school (possibly the entire city) who didn’t watch. But it sure fired up all these guys.

Assim Qureshi proves my point as I’m hurtling down to my locker. He’s leaning against the wall, one sneaker pressed on the chipped paint, hands in the pockets of his black hoodie.

“Bruh!” he shouts to Habib, one of the soccer jocks, who is typing on his phone with force that seems excessive. “Told you Holloway was gonna get his ass handed to him. He looked like a little girl!”

Habib looks up. “Try saying that to his face, bro! You wouldn’t last a minute in the Octagon.”

I try not to roll my eyes, but they roll themselves anyway. I mean, if UFC stood for United Fans of Cats (the musical!), then I’d maybe stick around. Or, if I could brave up enough to remind them that the UFC also has badass girl fighters who can beat the shit out of guys like Assim and Habib in, like, three seconds. But I sneak past them, hoping to God that Assim doesn’t see me—it’s way too early on a Monday morning to have to deal with Assim Qureshi.

Rows of pastel-blue lockers line the hallway bustling with backpacked students. A soapy, faintly citrus smell floats in the air, and the freshly mopped vinyl floor reflects the fluorescent ceiling lights. Two hijabi sisters stand by the water fountain near my locker, giggling like they’re at a Hasan Minhaj show. Based on prior eavesdropping experience, they’re also into musicals. Pretty sure they’re gushing over Darling Poppy Jones today—the show just opened in Toronto.

One of them, Sister Nadia, stops giggling when she notices me.

I smile and wave.

But Nadia doesn’t even wave, let alone smile back.

I look down and pass her and her bestie without saying anything.

What was I expecting? Guys are supposed to lower their gaze around girls. I guess the sisters have no clue that I… I’m not at all like the other brothers. I just want to be friends. It’d be sweet to have fiery discussions about the species-ist policies in Wicked or get some tips on foundation and concealers. The accident that fractured my arm also left a scar under my eye, and while I’d rather get a head transplant than wear makeup to school, I’m thinking about trying concealer when I go to college.

But no big deal. I’m pretty used to the cold shoulder. Plus, if Allah wants guys and girls to observe the Islamic code of modesty around one another, then I need to stop complaining.

As I’m twisting the dials on the neon-green padlock on my locker (which, I’ll admit right now, is inspired by Wicked) rapid footsteps approach from behind, and then a sharp-nailed finger pokes me in the lower back. There’s only one person in the entire school who’d do that. Assim freakin’ Qureshi. In my head I call him Ass-im. Because he’s an asshole.

“Oh, hey, Ramen Noodles!” he says so loudly, it could be grounds for an ear damage lawsuit.

Of course I want to sublimate into thin air right now, but I yank open the locker, hang my parka, and turn to face him.

“Avoiding me, are we?” He’s spraying saliva all over.

“Uh… no?” I take a step back to avoid the spit shower. “Everything okay with the English essay? ’Cause I swear I didn’t plagiarize it off my own.”

“Nah, bro.” He takes off his beanie, whorls of thick hair mushrooming over his head like an atomic cloud. “The essay was good. It’s about somethin’ else.” He leans against my neighbor’s locker, a sly smirk on his face.

I drop two books into my backpack. “Class is about to start. Can we talk later?” The supersized bell just above my locker is spiking my blood with anxiety.

“He picked you.” Assim runs his eyes up and down, assessing me from head to toe, making sure to sear judgment into my skin.

I zip my backpack and fling it onto one shoulder. “Who picked me for what?”

He clicks his tongue. “Wait, Jamal hasn’t told you yet?”

“Dude, I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Hmm. Funny how you don’t know the first thing about soccer,” he says, making sure to narrow his eyes. “And now you’re on our team.”

Hold on. Me? I’m tempted to look around. Is he talking to someone else? The only things I get picked for are doing the dishes and taking out the trash after dinner.

“Hey, don’t worry,” Assim says, offering fake sympathy. “You can just say no and give back Ahmed’s spot. The team needs him.”

I’m pretty sure Assim used the word “soccer.” I’d rather be forced to listen to death metal for the rest of my life than play soccer.

“Here he comes!” Assim now nods at a man in a gray suit briskly approaching. “Listen up, Ramen. I’d stay away from soccer if I were you.” Then he does the I’m-watching-you thing with two fingers and takes off.

Leaving me in the presence of Lucifer.

I mean, Mr. Jamal, our principal. His overly pronounced widow’s peak could pass for a pair of horns, but that’s not why I call him Lucifer. It’s his obsession with rules and micromanaging every single student’s life. I’m surprised he hasn’t hung a banner in the atrium that reads, “Welcome to Hikma High. Leave mediocrity at the doorstep.”

“Ramin Noor Abbas. We have something urgent to discuss.” Mr. Jamal pulls out his infamous green fountain pen and a small notepad from his front pocket. “Meet me in my office, um… let’s see… after the morning sermon. I’ll have fifteen minutes.”

“After the sermon?” I protest. “I’ll miss astronomy!”

Mr. Jamal looks up from his notepad. “Are you going to land humanity on Mars?”

“Uh, no?”

“So it doesn’t matter if you miss astronomy class. This is more important.”

My toes curl inside my Chucks. “Is this about… soccer?”

Mr. Jamal says, “So you already know,” just as the bell clangs. “See you in my office.”

He flips the notepad shut and heads toward the gym, the proverbial watering hole where two hundred students gather each morning to fill up on faith.

By the time I walk in, clutching the Holy Quran to my heart and praying that this soccer thing isn’t a thing (because what the HELL?), most of the bleacher seats cascading down the walls in waterfalls of blue plastic have been claimed. The sisters sit on one side of the gym, the brothers on the other. Everyone’s got their Holy Qurans open in front of them on the foldable lecterns attached to the bleacher chairs. Mr. Jamal stands at the front podium, his copy also open on a wooden lectern.

I clamber to a vacant spot, unzip mine from its shimmering golden case, kiss it the way Mom taught me, and gently place it on my lectern.

Before Mr. Jamal can begin, though, Sister Nadia, one of the giggly girls who ignored me earlier, cuts across the stage and basically snatches the microphone from him. She gets away with it because she’s the valedictorian and the student council president.

“Assalamu alaikum, dear sisters and brothers,” she says. “This is a friendly reminder that our annual Eid party is tomorrow morning, inshallah, in collaboration with the Grand Mosque. School will be off starting tomorrow for Eid holidays and resumes next Monday. Stay blessed and may Allah accept all your prayers and worship on this last day of Ramadan!”

Mr. Jamal reclaims the mic as soon as she’s done. “And don’t forget about the Eid prayer service, folks. It’ll be held before the party.”

He then moves on to the daily Quran recitation.

Today we’re reading from Surah Al-An’am. The longer the recitation goes on, the more my guilt meter fills up. Allah’s words deserve my full attention, but my brain won’t shut up about soccer. I mean, what the heck is going on? What did Assim even mean? The mere thought of playing pelts me with a hailstorm of bad memories. Like, I haven’t kicked a ball since I was ten. And when I used to play with my dad and a bunch of kids from the mosque, I’d excelled at making an ass out of myself. Why would I be put on the soccer team? And hello, how about asking if I wanted to?! Like, I can’t be scrambling around a soccer field like a headless chicken. The team would laugh me off to my grave.

The recitation!

Focus, Ramin, focus.

I run a finger over the word “Allah” etched in Arabic on my lectern. Not quite as effective as folding origami, but it still helps calm me down. Mr. Jamal finishes the recitation and moves on to the sermon.

Today’s topic is how to prepare for life after Muslim school. We’re obviously sheltered in a cocoon here, and Mr. Jamal is warning about the vices of modern Western society that are just waiting to rain down on us like frogs on the people of Moses the minute we graduate. This is exactly why my parents wanted me to stay here in Toronto for college. It wasn’t until I explained how my strategy to go to college in America would open so many more doors—drastically increasing my chances of getting into medical schools in both Canada and the US—that they got on board. The consent, however, came with two nonnegotiables: (1) I must join the Muslim Students Association at whichever college I end up at, and, (2) I have to receive a full ride, presumably so my parents won’t have to sell their kidneys to send me to college in America.

We settled on applying to NYU, Tufts, and Brown. Of course, the backup was University of Toronto, which I’d already gotten an early offer from. I wasn’t gonna get into Brown, and my heart wasn’t really into moving to Boston, so I hyperfocused on NYU and made my application deliciously irresistible. Everyone applying would have straight A’s and a 1550 on the SAT. I had to stand out in other ways.

Killer letters of recommendation, including one from a city councillor for initiating a community street cleanup service?

Check.

Founding the first ever origami art club at his school, which won an award from the school district’s office?

Check.

Solid volunteering experience with the Patient Pals program at the Hospital for Sick Children (a.k.a. SickKids) and getting featured on the local news?

Check.

Answering the optional supplemental essay question “In the age of science and reason, does man still need God?” in ONLY 250 words?

Check.

Rescuing abandoned puppies from the streets of India?

I mean, I’d do it if required. Short of homicide, I’d do ANYTHING for New York. It’s New freakin’ York! Times Square and the skyscrapers! Central Park in the snow! Broadway, home of Wicked! If I could marry a city, NYC would surely be it.

And then there’s the real reason I need to leave Toronto. Here, I have to watch Heartstopper and Love, Victor with my bedroom door locked. Here, I have to listen to haram Broadway songs in secret. Here, I can only dance when no one’s home. Here, I shove down my true feelings until I don’t feel them anymore.

I’m hoping life in New York will be… different. Even though I don’t think I’m ever coming out of the closet to members of the general public, at least I wouldn’t have to pretend full-time that everything’s okay. I’d be on my own. Free to think for myself without interference from my parents. Free to come face-to-face with my questions. Questions like, How could someone be queer and Muslim at the same time? Why am I like this? Nothing happens without Allah’s will, right? So then why would He make me like this?

I don’t know. When I’m alone in New York, maybe—just maybe—I’ll figure out the answers.
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TWO

After the sermon, I practically drag myself over to Mr. Jamal’s office because Assim’s breaking (and hopefully fake) news about my possible and very unlawful conscription to the soccer team has my legs nearly paralyzed.

The door is half open and Mr. Jamal sits at his computer. I don’t think he pays much attention to anything in his office besides the screen. The poor aloe vera succulent on his desk looks anemic. A stack of empty coffee cups lies near the trash can. And it’s hard not to notice all the dust, even on his family photos and degrees on the wall. Like, there’s enough dust here that the janitor could name the bunnies and put ’em up for adoption.

I knock softly.

“Come in,” Mr. Jamal says when I have his attention.

I hesitantly lower myself into the chair across from his glass-top desk while Mr. Jamal sifts through a pile of folders.

He hands me a white folder with one corner completely crumpled. “This is your portfolio, correct?”

I take a look. Every requisite for graduation is signed off on. Except one. The writing jumbles into a mess as panic surges in my bloodstream. When my vision returns to normal, the paper inside the folder is still my grad portfolio, and the signature area next to “fifty hours of physical activity” is still blank. Yep. Not good.

“Didn’t I get credit for PE last semester?” I say, placing the folder back on the desk. My knee won’t stop bouncing.

“You see,” Mr. Jamal says, tapping the page and giving me the classic fascist dictator look, “the point of PE is physical education.”

Stay calm, Ramin. Mr. Fraser probably just screwed up.

“Glad I caught this on portfolio reviews,” Mr. Jamal carries on.

“But—but I passed!”

“The written component,” he replies. “That doesn’t automatically give you credit for physical activity hours.”

“But—but I thought Mr. Fraser was supposed to sign off for everyone who passed.”

Mr. Jamal rolls his chair forward an inch. “Mr. Fraser would’ve signed it if you’d actually moved your body.”

My knee keeps bouncing. I pin it down. “What about participation, though?”

“Ramin.” He leans back and raises an eyebrow. I’m sure he’s ready to send me to prison for this. “Mr. Fraser’s report said you sat on the bleachers. For the entire semester.”

Okay, so that’s actually kinda true. But in my defense, I was participating from the bleachers.

“So what happens now?” I can feel myself morphing into the chattering teeth emoji.

“You join the soccer team,” Mr. Jamal replies rather gleefully.

I gape at him. No way. Nooooo way! “Isn’t there anything else I can do to make up for my missing credits?”

He shakes his head. “There’s no way you can log fifty hours this late in the semester, so we need you to play a spring sport instead. We can’t let you graduate otherwise.”

A tsunami of dread swells, threatening to splash over my dreams. No graduation equals rescinded offers and canceled scholarships. All because of gym class.

GYM class!

No way this is happening.

I shift my butt forward. “But… why soccer? Can I join any other team? Track and field, maybe? I’m a pretty decent runner. I could show you after school if you’d like?”

“That won’t be necessary,” he says decisively. “You’re lucky we even have a spot open on the soccer team this late in the season. Now that Ahmed Qureshi can no longer play, we need another player.”

Okay, so Mr. Jamal is making Ahmed’s departure my problem. And one hell of a problem this is going to be, because Ahmed isn’t just any other soccerhead; Ahmed is Ass-im’s older brother. This is the reason Assim was on my case earlier, warning me to stay away from soccer. And then I’m remembering rumors percolating about how Ahmed got the boot last week for fighting a player from another team. Someone said he body-slammed the guy. Another swore it was a choke slam. I didn’t care, because it really wasn’t any of my business.

Until now.

“Please, Mr. Jamal!” I probably sound way too desperate, but the occasion calls for it. “Whatever happened with Ahmed, can’t he just say sorry and take back his spot? Can’t he do—I don’t know—community service? Plus, if you want us to win the finals, there are way better guys you could draft. I haven’t played soccer since middle school. Like, I suck!” This has to be some kind of a mega mix-up. I mean, I’d be better at being a soccer ball than a soccer player.

“I know you’re upset,” the principal says now. “But I’m quite sure you haven’t forgotten how to play soccer.” He picks up my portfolio and sandwiches it back into the pile. “This could be good for you. As you know, we strive to produce well-rounded students here at Hikma. And as far as Ahmed is concerned, he won’t be returning. He almost cost our school the season at the quarterfinals. We’re fortunate the soccer board did not disqualify us.”

I might as well write my obituary now, because Assim is definitely going to kill me for taking his brother’s place.

“You should go to class.” Mr. Jamal glances at his watch.

For the last time, I check the briefcase inside my head labeled “Arguments.” It’s empty. I can’t plead further with Lucifer. Lucifer doesn’t have a soul; that’s what makes him Lucifer. So I give up and get up.

When I’m nearly out the door, Mr. Jamal’s voice stops me.

“Oh, one more thing,” he says. “There’s a two-hundred-dollar fee. Covers travel, food, and the deposit for supplies. We provide cleats and team jerseys, but you’ll need to bring your own shorts and shin guards. You can bring the money next week.”

I nod and numbly close his office door, trying not to spontaneously combust. How is Lucifer not sipping mosque tea? How could he not have heard that my dad lost his job last month? They’re worship buddies. I can just imagine Dad’s face when I tell him about the shorts and the shin guards.

Or the two hundred dollars.

Or that I may not graduate high school.

Ugh, I have a massive urge to listen to “Defying Gravity” right now, but you’re not allowed to listen to music, definitely not at school. My fingers itch. Origami would be so nice to fold my stress away. But I can’t be making origami during class.

Outside Mr. Jamal’s office, it’s now a ghost town. First period has started. I rush across the atrium toward my astronomy class. At least I can catch what’s left of it, because I really do love astronomy.

But Allah has other plans.

Headed toward me is the messy-haired, six-foot-two captain of the soccer team. His red-and-blue FC Barcelona jersey is oversized and hides his gifted physique, but his Lululemon joggers don’t hide his muscular thighs at all. Before I can think straight, he wipes his forehead with the hem of his jersey—okay, this is LITERALLY THE WORST TIME FOR FLASHING ABS. We’re yet to make eye contact, so it’s not too late to get out of his way. He’s the kind of guy who’s best appreciated from a distance. I mean, the whole point of fasting in Ramadan is to control our desires. So I stop where I am and turn to a locker that isn’t even mine.

As I’m fiddling with the combination, he passes behind. I can finally breathe. I check the time on my phone, but honestly, at this point I don’t care about missing class anymore. Forget about not graduating or the stupid fitness hours, or ticking off Assim, or making a clown of myself on the team. The absolute worst part about joining soccer is Fahad Ali Khan. Team captain.

Okay, I’ll confess: I call him Captain Handsome in my head. Because, damn, HE IS! This dude, I tell you. He brings out my inner cringe poet. Like, when he smiles, it feels like I’m a dandelion floating on a gust of afternoon breeze. And his lips are always so lush and cherry-blossom pink. Even as the city’s filled with slushy snow and sun-starved trees, his grin brings spring back to my heart in an instant. Cringe but true.

All this weirdness started last fall. Fahad had just transferred to Hikma from the States, and he was painfully oblivious to the fact that I’m the guy no team in gym wants to get stuck with. Mr. Fraser had assigned Fahad and another dude to pick players for dodgeball. Fahad chose me first. Me! Over everyone else! The other guys traded looks, but Fahad didn’t seem fazed. Not even when Assim Qureshi whispered, not so inaudibly, near his ear, “Don’t pick him, yo. He throws like a girl.” Instead, Fahad told Assim to shut up. Yep. In front of everyone.

And damn, twenty-nine days! That’s how long I’ve kept up the streak of not letting thoughts about Captain Handsome get inside my head during Ramadan. I’ve no intention of displeasing Allah after making it for twenty-nine days. And now I’m obviously overthinking—Fahad would’ve stood up for anyone in Assim’s crosshairs, right?

Okay, this crush ends right now. It helps that we don’t have any classes together. And I barely see him at school. And my sinful feelings don’t even matter in the end—I’m pretty sure Fahad’s straighter than a mosque’s minaret. Soon I’ll be in New York, and I’ll never have to see that perfect face again.

So I’m glad this crush is over.

So over.
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THREE

At precisely 12:15 p.m., the halls erupt with students.

Lunch break. Only without the lunch part, since everyone’s fasting, or at least they’re supposed to be. That doesn’t stop all the guys from camping out on the grease-and-ketchup-stained benches outside the cafeteria. They’re rambling about UFC again and it’s making me regret having ears. My lunch breaks are best spent in the library, where I can get ahead on calculus homework or browse the internet.

Today, however, I first need to find the Calculator Kidnapper. That’s my little brother. I have calculus next period, and he hasn’t bothered to return my calculator.

“Have you seen Zayn?” I ask a passing freshman in the stampede of students.

Dude shoots me the stink eye like I’m Jeffrey Dahmer, so I ask someone else, who informs me that Zayn’s still a hostage in his math class. His teacher gave them a pop quiz. Pop quizzes should be illegal if you ask me, but whatever. I guess my calculator will also remain hostage for the rest of the day.

Inner peace (with internet access) seems like an excellent idea, since I desperately need to get my mind off the soccer team (and its handsome captain). I weave my way through the lunchtime chaos to the staircase that spirals up to the second floor. One hand still on the metal railing, sun pouring onto my face from the atrium’s glass ceiling, I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. Someone’s trying to get my attention. I make a visor with my hand and scan the benches.

Is that Omar Saleh waving at me?

Yep, that’s Omar Saleh waving at me. He’s sitting a couple of benches away with his twin brother, Mahir. Easy to spot ’em because Mahir and Omar are Lebanese—several shades whiter than the rest of the mostly Desi kids. Plus, Omar’s readily identifiable by the Nike slides he always (annoyingly) wears to school. Wearing socks with sandals should also be illegal.

The question is why. Why is Omar Saleh waving at me? Must be about soccer. Maybe Assim told them I’m about to arrive on the scene to unleash incompetence on their perfect team. Conversely, maybe the twins think I’m finally cool enough to sit with them?

So I wave back.

Before I can even think to start walking over, though, Assim Qureshi pops out of nowhere, slaps Omar on the back, and claims the vacant spot as he makes eye contact with me.

My spot.

And now Assim’s trading high fives and bro hugs with the twins, and they’re all laughing hysterically about something. Omar seems to have completely forgotten about his hand wave invitation.

All right then. Have a good day, Omar Saleh!

I trudge up the staircase, wood creaking under my Chucks.

A whiff of lavender and sage greets my nose as I enter the library. Ms. Naz, our librarian, grins as usual as I meander past her candle-covered desk and six rows of oak bookshelves to the far back where the computer rooms are. My top secret spot is the small study room in the corner with a single computer. Literally no one ever uses that computer, probably due to ageism—it’s an old Dell desktop from the last century. Which works out perfectly because it has basically become my personal property. I tuck my backpack under the desk, kick off my sneakers, and settle in for a marathon of solving calculus problems using an online calculator.

Unfortunately, my brain refuses to brain. I keep seeing Mahir and Omar goofing around with Assim. Man, I really miss Chowdry right now. Nouman Chowdry, my number one. Okay, my only one. We met the first day of freshman year and bonded over arachnids—he was obsessed with them, and I was terrified of them. We also bonded over being the mutual victims of Assim, who had perfected the art of nasty nicknames. He dubbed Nouman “Clam Chowdry,” and I was “Ramen Noodles.” Chowdry was my only angel in this hellscape of a school. He’s the only one I could’ve wailed about this soccer fiasco to.

But two months ago, when school reopened after winter break, the worst plot twist of high school (until now!) whacked me in the face: There was no more Chowdry! He didn’t die or anything. His parents just suddenly packed up their life in Canada and transplanted him to Australia. So that was it for our friendship. I may also have been a little too mad at him when he told me, pretty last minute, that he was moving across THE ENTIRE PLANET. For real, he should’ve told me way sooner that this was coming.

Truth? I was a jerk to him about the whole thing. I was being petty—as if he himself wasn’t bummed enough already about leaving. I should’ve known he was having a hard time with it—he not only had to change schools but also continents. I did say sorry. Multiple times. Too bad “sorry” doesn’t always fix things.

On top of that, my old friendships from Lone Pine Middle School had dwindled down to reel-ationships: We share a funny reel or two on Instagram once in a while. I could’ve put more effort into expanding my social circle. Like, it’s kinda sad how the only friends I have are Allah and Wi-Fi.

But who cares? High school is almost over anyway. And ever since Chowdry moved, I’ve become even closer to Allah. When I think about Allah, I don’t feel that lonely. Allah always has and always will be watching out for me. He knows everything that’s in my heart.

Although, to be honest, sometimes it feels like even Allah doesn’t know that I’m in the closet. Still, it would be nice to have someone to actually talk to, even though I know for a fact I can’t talk to anyone at this school about that. But I can’t be the only one who feels this way, right? Am I the only one who feels this way? Where are all the other closeted Muslim kids of the world? I’ve scoured the internet, but I haven’t had much luck finding any. Not even on Reddit. And Reddit’s got some real niche subthreads. We’re talkin’ people who keep jars of their belly button lint under their beds.

There is this one website, though. Ask a Brother. Where virtual Imams post blogs about Islamic topics and sometimes even do live streams for high schoolers. Personally, I prefer the forums section, where teenagers usually post. I’ve checked it nearly every day since I found it, hoping another queer Muslim kid might post and confirm that I’m not the only one in existence.

Suddenly, my little corner of the library feels lonely and isolating, and I can’t stop wishing I had someone—anyone—to talk to. I pack away my textbook, pull out my phone, and perch it on the desk, then open Ask a Brother forums in Incognito mode (since one can never be too cautious with these things). No way. But yes! A brand-new thread! New threads are always intellectual muffins.


Halal Party Boy: Hey brothers, this is a serious question. Is it okay to jack off? Sometimes I feel like I’ll self-destruct if I don’t.

Sad Pickle: Okay as long as you’re thinking of something neutral when doing it. Like a tractor or something. Eventually, you’ll learn the art of “controlled explosion” LOL.

Moderator: Indecency is not allowed on the forums, and no, masturbation is not Halal.



Okay, I take that back. The bit about intellectual muffins. But I was low-key hoping someone would post something that’d make me feel less alone. I mean, I could just anonymously post something myself instead of lurking, but that would require guts, which I don’t have.

Not yet.

Maybe never.

But maybe someone, somewhere, on the whole wide internet will have the guts to say something? I close the website and, still using my phone’s Incognito mode, tap open a new YouTube window. With shaking fingers, I type the two untypable words into the search bar. Gay Muslim.

There aren’t any hits about gay Muslim coming-out videos, but there is this one newly uploaded video by a white guy that’s already going viral. The title reads, “How I Realized I’m Gay and Came Out to My Religious Parents.”

Huh. I plug my earbuds into my phone, look around to make sure no one’s watching, and hit play.

Barely two minutes in, something smacks the soul out of my body.

“Ow!” I jerk back violently and nearly fall off the roll-y chair before realizing what hit me: a fat, crumpled wad of paper. My phone flies halfway across the room and lands near the doorframe, next to the paper ball, earbuds ripped out of it. But that’s not even the climax. The ball-throwing culprit is none other than—you guessed it—Assim freakin’ Qureshi! He’s standing at the door with a stupid grin on his face.

GAHHH, I’M DEAD!!!

I lunge toward my phone and try to grab it, but Assim beats me to it.

“Whoops. My bad,” he says, picking it up, eyes scanning and lingering on the screen for way too long. “What are you watching?”

“Nothing!” I try to reclaim my phone, but dude has the audacity to yank it out of my reach. Worse, he presses play on the paused video and lets it blare on speaker for a good ten seconds.

“Give it back!” I lurch and manage to snatch it from his hand this time, hit the power button, and shove it into my pants pocket. My heart is going at the speed of a space rocket. I wonder if this is what a myocardial infarction feels like. I need water, stat.

“Bro,” Assim says, bending over to pick up the paper ball, “I just came to deliver you a message.” He unfolds it, hands it to me. It reads, in shitty handwriting, Talk Jamal out of it! You’ve been warned!

I glare at him, dumbfounded.

He glances at my pocket, then smirks and repeats, “You’ve been warned.”
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HE KNOWS!

ASSIM KNOWS!

My calculus teacher is solving some crazy limit equation on the projector that I’m sure will be on the final exam, but my brain’s too stressed to function. I’m such an idiot. Why couldn’t I have waited to look up the video at—I don’t know—HOME? Sure, I used Incognito mode, but watching at school was still epically stupid. I wish Thanos could snap his fingers and make me disappear.

But I can’t let Assim blackmail me so easily. What’s he going to tell people anyway? That I watched some YouTube video about a guy coming out to religious parents? How does that say anything about my sexuality? And I could say the video was for a research project.

I don’t really care who he tells.

Except… my parents! That would be a bit of a catastrophe! If he tells my parents, they just might believe him. I hate to admit this, but deep down, I have a feeling they already know something’s off with me. It would absolutely destroy their hearts if Assim confirmed their suspicions.

Then again, maybe Assim didn’t really see the screen?

At least that’s what I keep telling myself for the rest of the day to stop myself from landing in the ER with a panic attack. But if I recall honestly, although in demure terms, the guy in the video was talking about his first time.

With a dude.

And Assim had my phone on speaker.



By the time the last bell rings, I’m wiped. I almost forget that I have a little brother and that I need to find him so we can head home. As I’m leaving, I silently recite Hasbunallahu wa ni’ma al-wakeel. Allah alone is sufficient for us, and He is the best disposer of affairs. I’ve been reciting the prayer basically since lunch break.

Outside, ugly snow and slush cover the parking lot and there’s the usual stampede of students rushing home, but I find quiet under the maple tree where I usually meet up with Zayn. Not a bad spot to take deep breaths in and exhale Assim out of my thoughts. Sure, there’s also a stinky dumpster nearby, but, hey, at least the day is nice. The sun feels toasty, like a campfire in the sky. There’s even a baby weed poking its head out of a crack in the concrete at my feet. Spring is officially coming. My favorite season. I think about all the good vibes it’s going to bring. Definitely still not thinking about soccer. Or Assim.

I hear “Salaam, bhai” and see my little brother sauntering toward me. Crisp white shirt. Black bow tie. Long hair flowing over shoulders. Doesn’t get more classic Zayn. He’d totally look like Jesus if his hair wasn’t black and his skin wasn’t brown. With that briefcase, more like Jesus on Wall Street. Zayn always makes me look so basic by comparison—my usual look is baggy hoodies and gray sweatpants.

“Zayn! What took you so long?”

“Sorry.” He drops his bag on a dry patch on the ground. “Ms. Faizal wanted to keep us in there forever, I swear.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not legal,” I say. “Why’d she hold you up?”

“Mini Millionaires.” Now Zayn’s face brightens. I see dollar signs in his irises. “We’re back in action after Eid break.”

Oh, the Mini Millionaires. Mr. Jamal’s brainchild for scoring Hikma more philanthropy points. I hold my hand up for a high five. “Are you psyched to start again?”

“Yeah.” He smacks my hand. “As long as the cafeteria keeps serving shitty food, my sales are projected to remain strong.”

My brother is the undisputed champion of deadpan delivery. Plus, it gives him sadistic pleasure to see his business competition suffer. Zayn’s divinely delicious samosas, which he assembles every night in our kitchen with both love and greed, consistently sell well at lunch. It’s for a good cause, so greed is okay.

But I swear Zayn wouldn’t be so motivated if Ms. Faizal, his business studies teacher, didn’t let her students keep half the profits for incentivization rather than donating it all to the food bank. Before Ramadan started, my brother was crushing it in sales. He’s been itching to get back in.

“You’re not letting go of this thing anytime soon, are you?” I give his satin tie, which he found at a thrift store, a yank.

He shrugs. “I like the way it makes me feel.”

“How exactly does it make you feel?” I grab his bag and fling it over my shoulder so that my little brother’s scoliosis doesn’t bother him on the walk home.

“Bougie,” he replies. “One day, I’m gonna be so damn rich, I’m gonna buy America on the black market.”

“Buy America on the black market?”

“I’m talkin’ about the toilet,” he says with a serious face. “It’s an artwork that got stolen. That’s its name. America. But what I care about is that it’s made of 18-karat gold. You can actually poop in it.”

Despite the hurricane whipping up in my head about Assim and the creeping dread of having to tell Mom and Dad about the missing PE hours, I snort a chuckle. Zayn’s pretty much the only human who can make me laugh on a bad day.
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We live in a timber-frame house on Silkweed Lane.

From the outside, it looks like a shack that’s ready to elope with a tornado if one shows up, but hey, it’s home. Despite the low visual appeal of our house, the lane is always clean and litter-free, thanks to my participation in the city’s Adopt-a-Street initiative. I’m quick to grab the trash-picking stick if I spot as much as a single cigarette butt.

A zesty aroma wafts toward us as Zayn and I walk into our house. It’s a spice bazaar today: Roasted cumin, saffron, and lemon fragrance the hallway. A delicious distraction from this school day from hell. Mom must be making lamb biryani! I’m drooling, even though I haven’t had a single drop of water since sunrise.

“Salaam, Mom,” I say in unison with my brother when I see her using a ladle to stir a large pot. She’s wearing her usual chiffon shalwar kameez and her lush hip-length hair swings dangerously close to the cooktop. Somehow, she always manages to avoid catching it on fire.

“Walaikum salaam,” she answers, eyes fixated on the pot.

Zayn goes over and peeks. “Can I try?”

She slaps his hand away. “Khuda ka khauf karo!” Fear God!”

To be honest, Zayn isn’t the only one who’s tempted, but every time a thought about food flies in during fasting, I quickly use my imaginary “sinful thought zapper,” kinda like those electric bug zappers. The whole point of fasting is to learn to control our temptations. Boy, have I had to use the zapper a lot today.

“You look tired,” I say, walking into the kitchen. “Need help?”

“No, beta. I’m fine.” She parks the ladle on the pot’s rim and narrows her eyes. “You look stressed. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I reply in my classic convincing tone. “Everything’s good.”

“Okay.” She grabs the colander of steaming parboiled basmati. “You should rest. Go take a nap.”

I take Mom’s advice, because otherwise my stomach might uproot itself from my body and embark on a hunt for its own food. Plus, napping makes the final few hours of a Ramadan fast go by that much quicker—all Muslims become big nappers during the month.



Two hours later, I wake up to my parents bickering in Urdu.

Returning downstairs confirms it: Mom and Dad are fighting. Again. Mom is changing the chutney-stained tablecloth, muttering under her breath. Dad’s sitting on the living room couch, book in hand, muttering back. My parents are great at multitasking.

“Stop now, for Allah’s sake, Rohail! You have woken up the boys!” Mom says, meeting my eye as I stand by the staircase. “Come, beta. It’s almost time.” She nods at the dining table.

As if seconding her, the Islamic call to prayer blares on Dad’s phone speaker, giving us the green light to break our fasts, since the sun has now set.

I take a seat at the table in a flash, and a groggy Zayn plods down the staircase and sits beside me.

Dad, still in his favorite red-and-black plaid bathrobe from this morning, takes a seat across from us. His oily scalp gleams in the ceiling light, eyes behind glasses glued to the book he’s stubbornly reading.

“We can eat now, Dad,” Zayn reminds him.

Dad lowers the book, but I can tell he’s still mad about whatever he and my mother were arguing over.

Mom sets a plastic tray with four chilled glasses of ruby-red Rooh Afza and a small plate of dates on the table. I swear Rooh Afza is the only exorcism for the jinn called thirst. Waaay better than Coke.

“Chalo, everyone. Say your du’as.” Mom claims the chair next to Dad, flicking him the side-eye.

Zayn and I raise our palms toward the sky. We’re supposed to be thanking Allah for the food right now, but I take the opportunity to pray that Assim’s memory gets wiped. Mom says Allah is extra receptive on the last day of Ramadan.

As soon as the prayers are over, Zayn and I lunge at the Rooh Afza. Simply touching the ice-cold glass feels amazing—twelve hours of nothing to drink turns your blood into waterless paste.

“Boys, I’ve told you so many times,” Dad scolds in Urdu while reaching for a date, “break your fast with this.” Dad would rather speak to us in Urdu than English, but Zayn and I suck at our mother tongue and always end up butchering it. In front of our mother. So we always reply in English. It’s a whole thing.

“Sorry, Dad,” Zayn says after he gulps down the drink. “But why does it matter?”

“We hear, we obey.” Mom now inserts herself into the conversation. “We follow God and His Prophet’s law. It is that simple. If the Prophet of Allah broke his fast with a date, then we follow his example. Without question.”

Zayn nods, but I can tell he’s not convinced. Still, we both grab a date. (Or, shall I say, khajoor?)

After the Rooh Afza, Zayn and I help Mom bring over all the dishes she made to celebrate the end of Ramadan. It’s a legit feast.

On the menu tonight, we have:


	Dahi bhallas: pillowy puffs made of lentils floating in yogurt sauce, topped with blobs of tamarind paste for extra zing.

	Zayn’s signature crunchy golden samosas, served with mint-and-walnut chutney.

	Potato and chili pakoras fried to a crisp.

	Plump pomegranate seeds tossed in black pepper.

	Mom’s lamb biryani: tender chunks of lamb in rice and spices. The crown jewel, obviously.



Hot steam rises from the biryani when I remove the lid, nearly burning my hand, but I don’t care. Wish I had two mouths so I could eat it faster. Plus, all this food’s going to make me forget all about Assim and the soccer team. At least for the next half hour.

As always, Mom serves Dad first, but he doesn’t respond with a thank-you.

“We can’t afford so much food!” he chides instead.

Mom inhales audibly. “How many times have I told you? Don’t bring up money in front of the kids!”

“Well, then,” says Dad, looking at the plate instead of Mom’s face. “Why don’t we also order some gulab jamuns? Wrapped in 24-karat gold leaf?”

“We could if you had not flown to Pakistan last minute,” Mom replies, her voice thick and bitter.

Oh my God—I can’t believe Mom’s still on his case about this. It’s been five months. It’s not like Dad went to Pakistan for a vacation—his dad was dying.

“It’s okay, guys,” Zayn interrupts with a nervous laugh. “We can have gulab jamuns at the school’s Eid party tomorrow.”

“True,” I add.

As if on purpose, the dying bulb in the overhead flush mount flickers. Dad’s already replaced it twice, and I’m sure he doesn’t want to be reminded of repairs right now. Thankfully, after a moment, the bulb decides to behave.

When we fall back into a rhythm of clinking forks, I fish for an opportunity to tell my parents about the fifty missing PE hours and one graduation in jeopardy. Not sure if it’s better to say something now while we have delicious food in our mouths. Or would that ruin dinner? But Mom likes to pray nonstop after dinner, and Dad will be busy helping Zayn with math. So now it is.

“Mom? Remember the portfolio we had to complete in senior year?” Mom’s head bobs up immediately. “I have every single thing on it. Except for, uh, a few physical activity hours.”
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