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Let’s get one thing straight: this is a love story.

Said Hossain hates Tiwa Olatunji. And Tiwa would happily never see Said again in her life. Growing up, the two were inseparable, but they have barely spoken since the incident many Eids ago and both of them would like to keep it that way. But when Said comes home for a funeral and the town’s Islamic Centre burns down on the same day, they have to face each other again and sparks fly.

Both of them want to see the Islamic Centre rebuilt. For Tiwa, it represents the community that she loves and a way to keep her fractured family together. For Said, it’s an opportunity to build his portfolio for his secret application to art school, where he hopes that he’ll be able to pursue his dreams of becoming an artist, rather than a doctor.

Working with your sworn enemy is never easy, and this could be the hardest thing that Said and Tiwa have ever done. But in trying to save the Islamic Centre and Eid, could these enemies become something else…?
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For all the librarians who fight for marginalized readers – thank you
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Beatrice: “I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow than a man swear he loves me.”

(Act I, Scene I)

Benedick: “For which of my bad parts didst thou first fall in love with me?”

(Act V, Scene II)

Much Ado About Nothing, William Shakespeare





Let’s get one thing straight: this is a love story.

I know both the funeral and the fire might be alarming, but I can assure you that despite the rather unfortunate beginnings, the betrayals that would put even Shakespeare to shame, and the regrettable incident several Eids ago, this is simply a morbid tale about two doofuses who fell in love over the course of several years.

You may hear other iterations of this story from untrustworthy sources. But this is the true account of what really happened.

This is a tale of four Eids. And a funeral.
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“Can Said Hossain please report to the principal’s office?”

I glance up at the speaker hanging off the ceiling in the classroom, wondering if I just didn’t hear correctly. But from the way Julian is looking at me with a raised eyebrow, I know that it was my name being called to the principal’s office.

I furrow my brow at Julian. In all my time at St Francis Academy for Boys, I’ve never been called to the principal’s office. I’ve never gotten into trouble. I’ve been so good, in fact, that I’m on honour roll, and on track for early admissions to the best universities in the country. My parents often use these facts as dinner-time conversation to impress anybody and everybody.

“Can Said Hossain please report to the principal’s office immediately?”

Mr Thomas glances at me from his desk. “Said?” he asks, motioning towards the door. He doesn’t seem too bothered about the fact that one of his top students is getting called to the principal’s office out of the blue, so maybe I shouldn’t be either.

Since class is almost over anyway, I gather up my things into my backpack and slip out the door. The hallways of the school are completely empty, but I can hear the sounds coming from different classrooms as I make my way down to the principal’s office. The near-silence would almost be peaceful, if worry wasn’t gnawing its way into my stomach.

I turn into the main office, and immediately I’m greeted by a familiar voice.

A voice that sounds a lot like my older sister’s.

The closer I get, the more sure I am that it is her. From the fact that she’s loudly trying to convince the principal that his rules are ridiculous, to her long black hair and her bright purple sweater.

“Safiyah?”

Saf turns to me, her eyes wide with…well, I’m not really sure what.

“Said!” she says. “Oh, finally. We need to go.”

“What’s going on?” I glance from her to Principal Carson, who has never looked so uncomfortable. Usually, he has an air of authority about him, the kind that will make any student here think twice about breaking any rules. But apparently just a few minutes with Safiyah can change all that.

“There’s been an inci—” Principal Carson is cut off with a small glare from Safiyah, but my stomach drops all the same.

“Ammu? Abbu?” My mind immediately jumps to the worst possibilities.

Safiyah shakes her head slowly. “It’s…Ms Barnes.” And then, I just know. Even without Safiyah telling me, I know. Because I knew she was sick. I had even written to her. Sent her a get-well-soon card, like that would somehow help her deal with the cancer. But I’d never let myself consider the possibility that she might actually…

“I’m so sorry, Said.” Safiyah holds out her arms, and it’s like my body is working automatically. I walk into her hug. Safiyah wraps me up tightly in her warm embrace, and we stay like that for a long moment. All the while I’m trying to register it – Ms Barnes is dead. Ms Barnes, the woman who encouraged my love of reading. Without her recommendation letter, I probably wouldn’t have even gotten into this school. And now she’s just…gone.

“We have to go,” Safiyah says as soon as I pull away from her hug. “The funeral is tomorrow morning, and if we leave now we should be able to get back to Vermont with plenty of time to spare.”

“But…” I shake my head, because Safiyah’s words are barely registering in my mind. Ms Barnes gone. Funeral. Back to Vermont?

“Said has classes,” Principal Carson chimes in when I’ve been silent for a little too long. “There’s still a whole week left until the semester is over and the summer holidays start.”

Safiyah scoffs. “Look at him!” She waves her arm at me like I’m some kind of a painting in a gallery. I blink at Principal Carson, because, really, I’m not sure what he’s supposed to be looking at. “You think he’s going to be okay going through classes for another whole week? He needs to be back home, with his family. He’s distraught.”

“This Ms Barnes was…a family member?” Principal Carson asks.

Safiyah glares at him once more. “Is he only allowed to be upset when a family member passes?” she asks. Her voice doesn’t rise – Safiyah doesn’t shout – but there’s this way she has of making it all low and scary. When we were kids, Safiyah used to use this voice to make me do all the chores she didn’t want to do. I’ve grown immune to it now – a little bit immune, at least. But Principal Carson is obviously meeting Safiyah for the first time. He shifts uncomfortably in his seat.

“Well, no. It’s just, we don’t know a Ms Barnes, and—”

“Check his school records. You’ll find Ms Barnes’s letter of recommendation for Said. They were close. She was like a mentor to him.”

Was. That’s the word that echoes in my head over and over again. Ms Barnes was like a mentor. Because she is no more.

“I just don’t know if—”

“We’re going!” Safiyah exclaims, throwing her hand up. “I’m taking Said, and we’re packing up his things and driving back to Vermont, whether you think his loss is important enough to warrant missing a week of classes or not.” She spins around and stomps out the door.

I stand there for a moment longer, because in her anger she’s obviously forgotten that she came here to get me.

Principal Carson heaves a sigh. “Said, you can go. I’ll send a message to the registration office,” he says. “And I’m…sorry for your loss.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “Thank you,” I say.

Safiyah seems completely unimpressed by my dorm. Of course, my side of the room is perfectly intact. Everything in its place, and a place for everything. But Julian’s side is a completely different matter. There are clothes strewn all over, and his books are anywhere but on the little shelf above each of our desks specifically designated for our school books.

“How does Julian ever find anything in this pigsty?” Safiyah asks, clicking her tongue with disapproval as she eyes his side of the room.

“He gets by,” I say, while staring at my own side of the room. I figured I still had an entire week left to pack up for the summer. Now, with grief lodged in my throat like a rock, the idea of putting away all my things seems even more daunting.

Safiyah seems to almost sense this, because she slips past me and begins pulling clothes from my drawers and into an open suitcase.

“When did it happen?” I ask, after a moment.

Safiyah looks up at me, but she doesn’t stop in her one-track focus of packing up my things. “I’m not sure. A few days ago, I think.”

A few days ago. Shouldn’t I have known something was wrong? Isn’t there something in the universe that’s supposed to tell you when someone you love is suffering? Is…dead? But for the past few days, I went about my life like everything was normal. I went to my classes, played soccer with Julian, did my homework. All the while, Ms Barnes was gone.

“How did you find out?” I ask Safiyah, instead of indulging my guilt for longer. I can feel the pressure in my throat growing, can feel the pinprick of tears behind my eyes. I’m definitely not going to break down in front of Safiyah like this. Not now.

Safiyah stops in her tracks for a moment. “Um, I just…someone from home told me.” She goes back to packing up my things like she didn’t hesitate to answer my question. But I immediately know: It must have been her – Tiwa. For all her faults (and she has many), Tiwa, at least, loved Ms Barnes as much as I do. At one point in our lives, Tiwa would have told me as soon as she knew.

“Okay, all done!” Safiyah says, zipping up the suitcase. “The sooner we get out of here, the sooner we can get to…well, the funeral.” She glances at me out of the corner of her eye, and there’s sympathy written all over her face. She’s looking at me like I’m about to break, or something.

I duck my head and approach Julian’s unkempt desk. “I should let Julian know,” I say. “He’ll wonder…what’s happened.”

“Can’t you just text him or something?” Safiyah asks.

I shake my head, picking up a pen from his desk and unfurling a balled-up piece of paper. “We can’t check our phones in between classes. When he gets to our room, he’ll be confused.”

“Well, I’m going to get your things into the car,” Safiyah says, dragging my suitcase behind her. “So, I’ll see you there in a few minutes, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Don’t forget to add a Pokémon drawing to your note,” Safiyah adds as an afterthought.

I pause. “How do you know Julian likes Pokémon?”

Safiyah just glances pointedly at the dozens of Pokémon plushies lined up on Julian’s bed. “Every time I’ve spoken to him, he mentions Pokémon half a dozen times,” she says before slipping out the door, and I realize she has a point.

With Safiyah gone, the rock in my throat seems to grow even larger. I swallow down the lump and tap my pen against the piece of paper. How do I explain to Julian exactly what’s happened, when he doesn’t know anything about Ms Barnes?

I had to leave in a hurry because my hometown librarian passed away? But Ms Barnes was so much more than that. She was my friend, my confidante.

My sister came to drive me back to Vermont early, I scribble down quickly, because… I stop there, unsure of what to say next. Because a friend of mine passed away. It doesn’t seem like enough, but I guess it’s all the information Julian needs. I’ll see you over the holidays, I add, and do a quick doodle of Psyduck, which is – for some strange reason – his favourite Pokémon. And just that two-minute drawing lets a strange relief wash over me. Like learning about Ms Barnes’s death had twisted me into a knot of grief, and the ink against the paper was letting some of that grief out.

“You should cry,” Safiyah says once we’ve been on the road for a few hours. There’s been nothing keeping us company except for whatever radio station gets picked up by the car’s frequency. We’ve listened to everything from country music to heavy metal, and even a talk show about different kinds of potatoes.

“Why would I cry?” I ask.

“Well, because crying is good for you. You shouldn’t keep your emotions bottled up like this.”

I roll my eyes and stare out my side of the window instead of looking at Safiyah. Ever since she started majoring in psychology at college, she thinks she knows everything. Well, she’s always been like this, but it’s just worse now because she has the promise of an undergraduate degree to back up her know-it-all attitude.

“Said…I’m sorry,” Safiyah says softly after a moment. And I thaw a little. She’s trying to help – even if she’s being completely and utterly unhelpful.

“I’m fine,” I say, even as pressure builds behind my eyes. I blink away the tears and keep my eyes trained on the window.

“You should share a happy memory you have of Ms Barnes,” Safiyah says. “She would like that, right?”

Safiyah didn’t really know Ms Barnes, but she’s right. She would like that. Ms Barnes was the kind of person who liked to think about the positive things in life. She wouldn’t want me to spend this entire drive glaring out my window, being annoyed at my sister, and feeling guilty because I didn’t write to her enough during her time at the hospital.

I try to think of a happy memory. “Well, I remember when I got into St Francis, and Tiwa was annoyed at me. She said she wouldn’t speak to me ever again if I decided to go.”

“That doesn’t sound like a happy memory…”

“Let me finish,” I say. “She was so annoyed at me. But then she went to see Ms Barnes. She said Ms Barnes invited Tiwa into her office, and made her tea in her little china cups. That’s what she did when she wanted to have a serious conversation. And she told Tiwa about how she had written the letter of recommendation for me, and all the reasons why I needed to go to St Francis, and all the ways it would help me. And Tiwa was still annoyed, but when she came to our house afterwards, she understood. She wanted me to go.”

“That’s a story about Ms Barnes? It sounds like it’s more about Tiwa,” Safiyah says.

I scowl at Safiyah but I know there’s some truth to what she’s saying.

The thing is, every happy memory of Ms Barnes somehow feels tied to Tiwa. Even every happy memory of home is tied to her. “It’s just that…that’s the kind of person Ms Barnes was. She was always making peace between me and Tiwa, always helping us see each other’s side. I thought Tiwa would be angry at me the whole week before I left for St Francis, but Ms Barnes made sure that didn’t happen. She made sure I had the best last week in New Crosshaven.”

Because of Ms Barnes, I knew that even though I was leaving, I would always have people back home. I would always have Tiwa. I would always have Ms Barnes. But Tiwa and I aren’t friends any more. And Ms Barnes is gone. I don’t get a lot of time to think about that, though, because the next moment, Safiyah swerves the car so fast that I’m pretty sure I see my entire life flash before my eyes. A car honks in front of us and misses us by just a few seconds.

Safiyah curses under her breath, and I turn to her with a glare.

“What the hell was that? You could have gotten us killed.”

“It’s dark,” she says. “I didn’t see that car coming. It’s fine, it’ll be fine.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose with my fingers. I always knew Safiyah was a terrible driver, but I didn’t realize how much worse she might be at night. I check my phone for the time. It’s already ten p.m., and we haven’t even left Virginia yet. It’ll probably be a few more hours until we’re in Vermont.

“I think we should pull over for the night. Get some rest somewhere.”

“We’ll be late to the funeral!” Safiyah says. “It’s just a few more hours.”

“You’re tired,” I say. “You’ve been driving for hours. You want it to be our funeral next?”

Safiyah sighs. “Okay, fine. We’ll find a place to stay for the night, but…we’ll have to be up at the crack of dawn if we want to make it back in time.”

I nod, already setting multiple alarms on my phone. There’s no way that I’m going to miss my chance to say goodbye to Ms Barnes. Not even Safiyah’s terrible driving can keep me away.
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Funerals to me are like weddings.

People fly out from far and wide to celebrate someone’s life. There’s food, music and family drama – only, after a wedding is over, the guests don’t dig up a six-foot hole and shove the celebrant in.

I guess that’s the only difference.

That and the fact that at least at a funeral, it’s acceptable to be dressed in all black and to wear an unflattering scowl all day.

Do that at your auntie Amaal’s wedding and suddenly you’re the weird one. At a funeral, there’s little judgement. I guess everyone is too busy being sad to judge others and how they look.

Besides, it’s not what Ms Barnes would have wanted. She was all for being yourself and not giving a shit about what anyone thought of you. She would have wanted everyone to show up here as their authentic selves, whether that be wearing a circus costume or a fancy suit and tie. She’d want to know everyone was celebrating her life without forcing themselves to be less than they are.

When Ms B got her cancer diagnosis last year and had to start chemo, I remember how she’d bought these ridiculous wigs and would wear them without a care in the world. Her favourite was this electric-blue one that kind of reminded me of the wig from that old Katy Perry music video. She’d worn that wig everywhere she could: to my birthday, to the annual New Crosshaven pumpkin festival, and even to the Eid party at my house last year.

Picture after picture of her with her big smile and her bright-blue hair is on the board by the entrance of the funeral home, where everyone has hung up their favourite memories of her.

A stark contrast from the way I imagine she looks now inside the closed wooden casket: her eyes shut, her face pale, and her head mostly bald with small tufts of unruly ginger locks, like it usually was when she wasn’t wearing her wigs.

No more smiles, no more telling me funny stories from her youth, no more life.

No more Ms B.

I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand and reach out to touch the casket’s lid, hoping that when I do it will somehow trigger something in the universe and I’ll wake up and this will all have been a really fucked-up dream.

But of course, when I touch it, nothing happens.

I’m still here in this funeral home.

And Ms Barnes is still dead.

Someone clears their throat. When I look up, I’m met with an annoyed-looking stranger peering down at me.

“Are you done? You’ve been standing here for ten minutes. Other people want to pay their respects too,” he says.

I now notice the long line behind him. I didn’t realize I’ve been here for so long.

“Oh…s-sorry,” I say, swallowing the knot at the back of my throat. It wouldn’t help anyone if I started crying in front of this stranger, who’s already pissed off at me.

I wipe my eyes again and give Ms B one final glance, before moving away from the casket.

The room is crowded, filled with people from all over, young and old. A lot of people must have really loved the library – or just Ms B. She had an infectious personality that made it hard not to want to hang around her all the time.

Earlier in the ceremony, I recognized a few people from school. But no one I’m friendly enough with to strike up a conversation or even give a polite nod to. So I decide to find my own corner.

It’s weird to think that I was in this very same funeral home less than two years ago, and yet everything and nothing has changed. The layout is different, as is the paint on the walls, once an oatmeal beige, now a sickly green. The feelings that come with being here have stayed the same, though. I still feel the same squeezing in my chest, the same pit in my stomach, the same urge to hide from the reality of things.

Honestly, I’m tired of funerals.

There are seats all around the room, most unoccupied. There is something about standing at a funeral that makes the whole thing less depressing. Sitting forces you to think, which I guess is the last thing I want to do right now. So when I finally find my seat, I do what anyone does when they want to avoid dealing with their thoughts and emotions: I take my phone out and turn it on. I’m hoping that while I’ve been here all morning, something scandalous happened online to some rich celebrity that will take all my attention away.

When my phone switches on, I’m immediately met by four missed calls from my best friend, Safiyah.

I sit up, eyebrows furrowing. Saf usually never calls so early.

I hope everything is okay with her… I press the call back button just as the room falls silent.

Saf’s familiar ringtone sounds somewhere in the room: the shrill sound of The Powerpuff Girls theme song.

But it wouldn’t make sense for Safiyah to be here; she barely knew Ms B. Maybe there’s another person with Saf’s level of love for the Powerpuff Girls. But that’s impossible.

I look up, noticing now how almost everyone in the room is staring in the same direction. At the front entrance.

Strange.

I stand to get a better view, regretting my decision when I see what, or rather who, had caught everyone’s attention.

My best friend, Safiyah Hossain, and her brother, Said.

I take back what I said about not being judgemental at a funeral. People are definitely judging. They both look incredibly out of place here.

Safiyah is wearing a bright purple sweater with a print that says Hello Suckers in bold and Said…well, he’s wearing his fancy boarding school uniform. Looking like his usual douchebag self.

Safiyah spots me and smiles, waving frantically as though we aren’t at a funeral. Some people turn to look at me now.

I hesitate before I walk over to her, grimacing when I accidentally lock eyes with Said for a brief moment.

When I get to the entrance, Saf pulls me in for a tight hug.

“I missed you so much, T. How’ve you been?” Saf asks when she finally frees me, as though we don’t talk every single day.

She has this creepy serial-killer smile on her face. It’s weirding me out.

“Uh…I’m okay, considering,” I say.

Saf nods, looking sad.

“I can imagine how hard it’s been. I know you both really liked her,” she says.

The both she is referring to is me and Said.

I’m almost forced to look at him now. It would be weird if I didn’t.

When I do, I’m surprised to see him staring right back. Even more surprising, though, is the expression on his face. His usual disdain whenever we’re together is replaced by something new.

His eyes are bloodshot and glassy – he looks like he’s been…crying.

But I don’t understand why, when he was perfectly fine going off to boarding school and abandoning everyone he knew. And he was fine never visiting Ms B at the hospital, not even when she was at her worst.

Why pretend to care now?

It’s too late.

I’m still staring at him when he finally opens his mouth to speak.

“I’m going to go and pay my respects,” Said says, turning to Saf now.

She squeezes his hand and pats his back, and he moves past me like he always does these days. Like I’m invisible.

I roll my eyes. That’s the Said I know and hate.

“What an asshole,” I mutter, forgetting Safiyah is here. I usually try to keep my thoughts about her brother to myself when she’s around.

“I’m sorry, I tried calling earlier to give you a heads-up,” Saf says, looking guilty.

I shake my head. “It’s okay. Besides, he’ll only be here for a day or two as usual. I’m just so happy to see you,” I tell her, but the guilt still hasn’t left her face.

“About that—”

“Hi, everyone! Can I have your attention please – the wake will be in the Walker community centre. We’re all about to head over, so please grab your things and get ready to leave,” Clara Sheppard, one of the librarians who worked with Ms Barnes, announces to the crowd.

“We should leave quickly before the road gets busy,” I say.

“Let me just go and get Said first, okay?” Saf replies.

I nod, trying to mask my displeasure at the sound of his name. I guess this is the cost of having my best friend be the older sister of my sworn enemy.

Saf reappears a few moments later with Said. We stare at each other again in silence, my arms folded now to show how displeased I am with having him here.

His glowering tells me he feels the same.

Safiyah clears her throat. “So! The community centre… I take it I’m driving?”

“I don’t mind driving,” I say, mostly because I’d rather not die today. Saf drives like she’s in a video game and has an unlimited number of lives.

“You sure?” Saf asks.

I nod. Very sure.

I glance at Said, again, expecting a protest. But it doesn’t come.

Saf nudges him and he looks at me, still scowling.

“Tiwa,” he says with a nod.

I raise an eyebrow. Is that meant to be a greeting?

“Said,” I reply in the same weird, antisocial manner. He’s usually a lot more vocal, but I guess since his favourite childhood librarian died, he might not have much to say after all.

“Tell Tiwa I’ll be walking to the Walker centre. Don’t want to be the last ones to arrive there with the snail’s pace she goes at. I’ll see you in a few,” he says to Saf.

Clearly Said doesn’t realize I have his time today. After all, other than crying about the person you used to know, now dead and lying back in a casket, funerals are relatively uneventful.

“That’s rich coming from the guy weeping at the funeral of the woman he spent the past four years ignoring. Hope you have a lovely walk. With any luck a coyote might eat you on the way and you’ll never have to be put through the misery of being driven by me again,” I say.

Said turns red, but his expression is unreadable.

“Seriously, guys, we will get kicked out, our slot is over,” Clara says, clapping her hands together and gesturing towards the door.

“You’re such a—” Said begins, but stops himself at the last second, as though scared that the ghost of Ms B will rise up and reprimand him.

I smile, victorious. Which only makes him look more murderous.

“That’s it, I’m driving. And you’re both going to sit in the back seat and not complain about it or each other. Got it?” Safiyah asks.

We both stay silent.

“Good, now hurry up. I have plans after this,” she adds.

“Plans? Ishra plans?” I ask, saying the second part slowly.

Ishra is a girl who works in the Walker and has been the target of Safiyah’s flirtations for years. It became a running joke among us, the one-sided crush she had on her, until recently, when Ishra started flirting back.

Saf smiles, before walking out the door without confirming or denying anything.

I’ll dig for more information later when Said isn’t around.

Once we get into the car, I do what I usually do whenever I’m about to experience Saf’s driving. I pray that Allah protects us against any scars or permanent injuries incurred from this.

When I’m done, I face the other way. I look out the window, trying to ignore Said’s close proximity to me, and the stuff I couldn’t help but notice in the short glances I got earlier. Like how much taller he’s gotten, and how his hair is longer and floppier, and how my stomach turns every time he glances my way.

Like now.

I ignore all of that and focus on my second round of prayers, pleading to God once again that Safiyah doesn’t kill us all today.
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Being back in New Crosshaven is always more difficult than I expect it to be. It doesn’t really feel like home, when I spend most of my time these days at St Francis. It feels even less like home with Tiwa in the car beside me, pointedly staring out the window to avoid looking at me. Just like she’s been avoiding me for the past four years.

But she still acts like I’m the one in the wrong somehow. Like she has something to be angry about.

I exhale and glance out the window, at New Crosshaven passing by in a blur. There are still so many familiar streets and buildings. Places where Tiwa and I used to hang out once upon a time. But so much of it feels unfamiliar every time I come back here. I can’t quite pinpoint what’s different. Maybe it’s just me that’s changed.

Being back here always feels like a reminder that I don’t really belong any more. That I haven’t really belonged since that first year in St Francis. And since that Eid party when I came back – the one that changed everything between me and Tiwa for good.

“So…” Saf’s voice breaks through the near-total silence in the car. I can tell she’s trying to cut through the tension in the air, the one that always exists whenever me and Tiwa are in close proximity to each other, but she’s trying not to be too obvious about it. “Anyone watching anything good on Netflix?”

“You should watch the road,” I advise her. “We don’t want what happened on the highway to happen here.”

Tiwa shifts in her seat, almost like I’ve piqued her interest.

Saf scoffs. “That was a one-time thing. It was dark.”

Tiwa clears her throat. “Did something happen? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine!” Saf says, waving a hand around and almost steering the car a little too far to the right. She gets both hands back on the wheel just in time. “Said’s just making a big deal of it.”

“We had a near death experience,” I say, and when Tiwa’s face falls I instantly regret my words. I know that as much as Tiwa trusts Safiyah, she still struggles with being in cars. “But I made Safiyah pull over for the night, so everything was fine in the end,” I quickly add.

“I wouldn’t call it a near death experience,” Saf says. “But anyway, I can talk and drive at the same time, Tiwa knows that. I know these roads like the back of my hand.”

I almost look over at Tiwa, to exchange knowing glances. But I catch myself at the last moment, choosing to glare out the window instead. When we were friends, Saf was often the subject of these shared glances between us. Because as much as we both love Safiyah, she manages to get herself into wild situations and always plays them off like they’re not a big deal.

“So, Tiwa!” Saf says again, in a sing-song voice this time. “Any plans for the summer?”

“Don’t know… I’ll probably help out around the Islamic centre.” Tiwa’s voice isn’t laced with the usual distaste it has when she speaks to me…or about me.

“That’s a good idea. Ammu told me that they were looking for teachers’ assistants for the Arabic classes. You’d be good at that,” Saf says, nodding along.

I have to bite my tongue from replying to that with something mean. Tiwa has been obsessive about the mosque for the past couple of years. But I can’t get over the irony of her acting like she’s some do-gooder, when she couldn’t even be bothered to stay in touch with me after I left for boarding school. She tries to act like the most pious, good-hearted Muslim in the world, but I know the truth about her now.

“And I’m hoping I’ll get the internship at that law firm,” Tiwa adds.

“That’s the one beside that new ramen place, right? They’d be fools not to give you the job. You’re the perfect person for it,” Safiyah says. I have to concur – I’ve never met anybody as bossy as Tiwa. Of course she’d want to be a lawyer.

“What about your summer plans, Said?” Saf says this slowly. And in the rearview mirror, I can see her glancing at Tiwa. Almost like she’s easing Tiwa into the fact that I’m back for the summer. That annoys me a little, but I have to ignore it.

“I don’t know. Probably just…catch up with the schoolwork I’m missing this week. Prepare my college applications.” I shrug. I hadn’t even thought about the summer and what I wanted to do. I hadn’t had a chance. The course load in St Francis is tough. That’s how they ensure that most of their graduates make it into an Ivy League, with major scholarship packets. And with junior year ending, college has been on everybody’s mind. I can’t really tell Saf what my college plans are, though. I haven’t told anyone yet.

“Wouldn’t want to spend too long here with people like us, after all. Then your fancy private-school buddies might not take you back,” Tiwa says in her sweet-as-can-be voice that’s dripping with sarcasm.

I want to reply. I have a million retorts for Tiwa. But I’m not going to stoop to her level. Not today of all days.

Not when we’ve just laid Ms B to rest.

I know she wouldn’t want this – even if Tiwa doesn’t want to honour Ms B’s memory, I will.

So instead of replying, I pick up my backpack from the floor of the car and put it between us, hoping that creating this barrier means we don’t have to talk to each other for the rest of this car ride.

I hear Tiwa mumble something incoherent under her breath, and I know that she’s insulting me.

I take in a lungful of air to calm myself down as Saf turns onto the road that leads to the Walker centre. I’m thanking God that this miserable car ride will be over soon.

And then I see it.

“What’s that?” I lean closer to the window, almost pressing my face to the cold glass.

Up ahead – there’s smoke rising in the air.

“What’s what?” Tiwa’s voice still drips with distaste, but I don’t have time for her now. A sense of dread is building inside me.

“Saf? Do you see that?”

“Yeah.” Saf’s voice is barely more than a whisper. She doesn’t stop the car or pull over. She keeps driving, and I wonder if she’s feeling the same way I am. Like a rock is lodged deep in my stomach, solid and heavy.

Tiwa shifts next to me finally, peering ahead at the darkening sky.

“Is that…that can’t be…” she mumbles.

The sound of sirens behind us pulls us back to reality. Saf pulls the car over to the side of the road, and we watch as a fire truck ploughs past us and towards the building encased in smoke and flames.

A building that I once used to know like the back of my hand.

Tiwa looks close to tears now, and I actually feel a bit of sympathy for her.

The Islamic centre is pretty much Tiwa’s life. Has been for as long as I can remember.

Beside me, she unclips her seat belt, pushes the door open, and steps out onto the street, like she wants a close-up view of the centre burning down.

“Tiwa, wait—” Saf calls out, but it’s like Tiwa can’t hear her. She closes the door behind her and steps away from the corner and closer to the burning building. Her eyes are glued to the flames rising up.

All I can think is that this is most definitely the worst funeral I have ever been to.
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Here’s where it all began.

A family of four arrives in the town of New Crosshaven, population 3,992. Known for its famous mural festival, a string of serial killings in the sixties, and of course, the largest Islamic centre in all of New England, the town of New Crosshaven has it all, even its own infamous love story.

On the balcony, the boy across the street watches the moving truck pull up to the driveway.

“SAID! Come and bring mishtis to the new neighbours!” the boy’s mother yells from downstairs.

“Coming!” Said yells back. He watches the new arrivals for a moment longer, before turning and thundering down the stairs.

“Here,” his mother says, shoving the box of mishtis into his arms. “Go and welcome them to the neighbourhood.”

Said eyes the box of Bengali sweets. “Didn’t they just move in?”

His mother narrows her eyes. “So?”

“So they probably aren’t thinking about food?”

“It’s the polite, neighbourly thing to do. I want them to know we are decent people.”

Said rolls his eyes, but he clutches the box tighter and turns towards the front door. “Decent people don’t disturb their new neighbours,” he mutters under his breath as he swings the door open.

“I heard that!” his mother yells after him, but luckily he is already outside before he can be told off for talking back.

The house on the opposite side of the street stands tall and domineering compared to his own, even though they’re identical. Said’s heart beats faster and faster the closer he gets to the neighbours’ front door. He stands just at the threshold, his breath caught in his throat.

“Said!” a voice calls behind him. Said almost drops the entire box of mishtis on the ground. He scrambles to catch it, just as his sister swoops in and grabs it from the air.

“Hey, give that back!” Said says.

“So you can drop it again?” Safiyah asks.

Said sends her a death glare. “What are you even doing here? Ammu told me to greet the neighbours.”

“She obviously knew you wouldn’t be able to handle it.” Safiyah waves an arm over the mishtis. “And see? She was right.”

“I’m not a baby! I’m only a year younger than you!” Said cries.

“If you say so.” Safiyah rolls her eyes.

Said tries to grab the box back from his sister, but she’s holding on too tight. They both pull at either end of it, Said clawing at his sister’s arm and Safiyah stomping on his foot.

Just then, the door swings open. But Said and Safiyah are a bit too occupied to notice.

“Hello?” a timid voice calls out.

Said and Safiyah freeze for a moment. They turn towards the sound, still holding on to either end of the box of mishtis. A girl stands there, watching the two of them with wide eyes.

Said feels his face heat up with embarrassment. That’s all it takes for Safiyah to swipe the box into her hands. She thrusts it towards the girl.

“My mom made you these,” she declares.

The girl blinks at the box for a moment, before accepting it into her hands. “Who…are you?”

“We’re your neighbours!” Safiyah exclaims, like it’s perfectly normal for your neighbours to be wrestling over a box of mishtis on your doorstep. “We live in that house right over there.” She points to the other side of the street.

The girl’s lips form into an O. But she looks at Said, not Safiyah. “Were you the boy who was watching us move in?”

Said’s face burns even more with embarrassment – more than he ever thought was possible. Before he can defend himself, Safiyah steps in.

“Yeah, my brother can be really creepy sometimes,” she says.

Said elbows Safiyah in the stomach, but the girl just laughs.

“My name is Tiwa Olatunji,” she says, holding her hand out like they are in a business meeting.

Safiyah and Said both scramble to grab her hand, making for a very strange and clammy three-way handshake. Tiwa looks very uncomfortable the entire time.

Once that’s out of the way, Said finally gets a chance to get a word in. “My name is Said Hossain, but my friends call me S-man. And this is my annoying sister, Safiyah.”

“Nobody calls you that.” Safiyah scoffs.

“Well, you’re not my friend, so you wouldn’t know,” Said says.

“I’ll just…call you Said,” Tiwa says slowly, right as a voice calls her from inside the house. Tiwa looks back for a moment and says, “I have to go. Thank you for this…?”

“Mishtis,” Said finishes. “They’re Bengali sweets.”

“Right. Thank you,” she says, then awkwardly pauses before adding, “I’ll see you around?”

Said nods. “We’ll be right across the street!”

Tiwa gives them both a bright smile before pulling the door closed.

“She was nice,” Safiyah says, already turning around and on her way home, not caring if Said is following or not.

But Said waits for a moment longer, staring at the wooden door in front of him. So much like his own, but with a gold-painted number that says 1411.

She was nice, Said thinks to himself.

Here’s how it went from there.

Several weeks passed, with countless bike rides, one conker match to the death, and three unfortunate falls out of tree houses, and after going through all of that together, Safiyah, Tiwa and Said were now obviously the best of friends.

So it’s no surprise that when Eid al-Fitr finally rolls around, Tiwa and her family are welcome guests in Said’s house.

Like every year in the Hossain residence, the Eid party is celebrated after a morning spent at the mosque. Many Muslim families from across New Crosshaven show up at the Hossains’ doorstep, carrying glass dishes of food. Soon, the dinner table is laden with more food than there are people. Laughter fills the house, along with the rich and spiced smell of freshly cooked polau.

Said is the first to the door as the bell sounds, barging past Safiyah and the rest of the guests when Tiwa and her family arrive.

“Finally!” he exclaims, smiling brightly at Tiwa. “I have something to show you in the garden!”

“Said, is that how you greet our guests?” Said’s mom says, shaking her head at him.

“Assalam alaikum, Auntie and Uncle,” Said mumbles.

“And Eid Mubarak,” Said’s mom adds, reaching forward to hug Tiwa’s mom. Then she squats down, smiling at Tiwa’s baby brother, Timi, and pinching his cheeks lightly.

“This boy gets bigger and bigger every time I see him. You’re going to be as tall as me soon,” Said’s mom says, causing him to laugh as she tickles his chin – temporarily pulling his focus away from Said’s pocket, which Timi has been watching expectantly since they arrived moments ago.

Said grins and digs around inside his pocket like he always does whenever Timi is around, pulling out a special sweet that makes Timi’s eyes go wide. He almost drops his favourite dinosaur toy as his dimpled fingers reach out to grab the candy from Said’s palm.

“What do you say?” Tiwa’s dad asks Timi.

“Ta ta,” Timi replies – which means “thank you” in Timi speak.

“We got you all gifts for Eid,” Tiwa’s mom
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