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The Panel

“Some sparks aren’t meant to start fires. Some are just proof that two truths collided, even if only for a moment.”

Harvard in late October wore its intellect like a second skin—scarves coiled tightly, eyes full of caffeine and commentary. The wind had begun to bite, golden leaves chased each other across the Yard, and the Institute of Politics auditorium buzzed with the sort of anticipation usually reserved for visiting heads of state or campus scandals. But today, the full house was here for something less predictable, more volatile: “Islam & Feminism: Reform or Rebellion?” Layla Saad had arrived early, but not by much. The seats filled quickly. Third row, center aisle—close enough to be heard if she decided to make a point. She knew she would. She always did. She wore a deep green blazer over black jeans, her curls piled into a high, deliberate bun. No hijab. She hadn't worn one since she was seventeen and had the scars—mostly emotional—to explain why. As she crossed her legs and opened her small notepad, she scanned the crowd. Lots of grad students. A few older faculty. One or two faces she recognized from Muslim Students Association events, most of whom avoided her now.

The stage was minimalist, almost aggressively so—three black chairs, one podium, and a long banner with the Harvard crest and the panel’s title. Onstage were two men in expensive Gulf suits and one woman in a niqab whose body seemed more absorbed than dressed in it. They looked like a curated diplomatic exhibit. Layla’s mouth set into a line before anyone even spoke. She wasn’t here for a polite dialogue. She’d read their bios. She knew what was coming. The moderator, a sandy-haired professor who always wore bowties like he thought they made him less colonial, took the mic and introduced the panelists: Dr. Ghassan al-Ahmari, a visiting scholar from Riyadh; Professor Taleb from Georgetown’s Center for Islamic Law; and Dr. Huda Mansoor from a policy institute in Dubai. What followed was... predictable. Polite evasions. Honorifics without action. Statistics used to pad regressions and avoid discomfort. Ghassan claimed that “Islam has always given women rights.” Huda nodded solemnly while emphasizing “contextual nuance.” Taleb talked about “guardianship systems as misunderstood protections.” Layla’s grip on her pen tightened. She’d come to listen, yes—but listening didn’t mean silence. When Ghassan added, “These conversations often ignore the cultural legacy and instead adopt a Western feminist lens that lacks respect for our traditions,”

Layla had had enough. She stood. The moderator hesitated. “We’ll open for questions at the—” “I’m not asking a question.” Her voice cut through the auditorium—clear, precise, unapologetic. “I’m responding.” A wave of heads turned. Some leaned forward, others instinctively recoiled. “I think it’s misleading,” she began, “to talk about women’s rights in Islam as if we’re preserving a sacred, living tradition. What we’re actually doing—most of the time—is protecting patriarchal interpretation under the banner of religious orthodoxy.” There was a pause. No one interrupted. “I’m Muslim. Arab. Born and raised in Ohio. I grew up reciting surahs before school and watching my mother cry in private when she was told her voice was ‘awrah.’ I’m tired of being told that wanting freedom is a Western disease.” Her voice didn’t rise, but it didn’t waver, either. “Islam doesn’t need to be rescued from feminism. It needs to be rescued from fear. If we believe Allah gave women rights, then why are we so afraid of women using them?” Soft applause broke out. A few students nodded. Others looked away, unsure whether to join in. One of the panelists muttered something to the moderator. The professor forced a smile. “Thank you, Ms...?” “Layla Saad,” she said. “Doctoral candidate in sociology.”

The panel moved on, though the tone had shifted. The air felt less like dialogue and more like trial. Layla sat down, flushed but firm. She wasn’t there to be liked. She didn’t notice the man two rows ahead until he turned slightly. Navy suit. Neatly trimmed beard. Eyes like dark glass—reflective, not cold. He watched her not like someone forming an opinion, but someone reading a poem they weren’t sure they were supposed to like. She noticed that he didn’t clap. But he hadn’t looked away, either. She filed that in her mental drawer of interesting contradictions and turned back to her notes. Afterward, in the lobby, Layla lingered near the refreshment table, swirling lukewarm tea in a paper cup. The adrenaline had worn off, leaving a clean, crisp sense of purpose in its wake. Around her, students buzzed with praise or side-eyes—some excited, others annoyed. “You held your ground.” She turned. It was him—Navy Suit. Up close, the effect was worse. He looked expensive but unbothered, like someone who had grown up around polished marble and marble-hearted uncles. She registered the subtle cologne, the even tone, the deliberate way he left just enough space between them to be respectful. “And you held your tongue,” she replied, sipping her tea. He offered a half-smile. “I didn’t say I agreed. But I respected how you said it.” “Thanks. I think.”

They drifted toward an empty bench by the window. Sunlight slanted in, carving long gold lines across the floor. “So,” she said, as they sat, “let me guess. Gulf money? Business student? Prays five times a day but thinks feminism is a Western psyop?” He laughed—a real one, unguarded. “Close,” he said. “MBA candidate. But undergrad in Near Eastern Studies. My thesis was on the ethical economy in early Islamic jurisprudence.” She blinked. “Okay. That’s better than I expected.” “And you?” “Sociology. Feminist political theory with a focus on Arab-majority societies. But I write poetry on the side. When I’m not dismantling systems of oppression.” He chuckled. “Do you always introduce yourself like you’re in a sparring match?” She shrugged. “Only when I think the other person might know how to punch back.” He paused, thoughtful. “I’m Omar, by the way. Omar Rahman.” She nodded. “Layla Saad. We’ve met now.” There was a beat of silence, charged but not awkward. He asked, “You said earlier you’re Muslim. But... you drink?” “Occasionally. I don’t think faith is about prohibition. I think it’s about presence. But yeah—I have wine with friends, and I don't feel guilty about it.” He nodded slowly. “Interesting.” “And you? You pray, right?” “Every day,” he said. “Even when I don’t feel it. Sometimes especially then.” She raised an eyebrow. “Why?” He looked out the window, thoughtful. “Because there are parts of me I don’t trust unless they’re facing something higher.” Layla fell quiet. That wasn’t the answer she’d expected. Most men she met who fasted and prayed wanted to argue her into submission. But Omar’s faith didn’t feel like a sword. It felt like a spine. She was just starting to feel unnerved when he added, “I once fasted for a girl. Not for God. Not for myself. For her.” Layla blinked. “That’s either romantic or deeply manipulative.” “I thought it would help me forget her,” he said, smiling ruefully. “But it didn’t. What it did was show me that prayer isn’t about fixing anything. Sometimes it’s just about carrying what won’t leave.” Her breath caught. She hated how much she liked that. She hated even more how much she wanted to ask if the girl was still in his life. “I have a complicated relationship with faith,” she said, almost defensively. “Sometimes I fast. Sometimes I forget. I’ve prayed out of desperation and bitterness. I’ve also danced in nightclubs in Beirut wearing eyeliner and shame.”

Omar tilted his head. “Maybe that’s what makes it real.” “Or broken.” “Sometimes it’s both.” Layla looked down at her empty cup. Then back at him. “You’re not what I expected.” “Same,” he said.

They didn’t speak for a while. Outside, the sun lowered itself gently behind the ivy-draped brick. Inside, the space between them warmed. When she stood to leave, he did too.

“I enjoyed this,” he said. “Me too,” she admitted, surprised by her own honesty. He hesitated. Then said, “Would you like to continue the conversation over coffee sometime?” “Only if it’s strong and slightly existential.” He grinned. “I’ll bring poetry.” That night, back in her apartment, Layla paced. She didn’t usually do this—overanalyze, rehash, replay. But something about Omar had unsettled her. His quiet, his certainty, the way he hadn’t tried to fix her or fear her—just understand her. Most men didn’t know how to do that. She opened her laptop, thinking she might start on a piece of paper. There it was. An email. From: Omar Rahman Subject: Re: The Panel. I keep thinking about what you said. Maybe nostalgia is just fear in gold leaf. Maybe we do need less of it—and more courage. P.S. Coffee’s on me next time. No panel required. Layla read it once. Then again. Then typed one word: Deal. And for the first time in years, she didn’t feel like she had to choose between fire and peace. She might have found both.
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Coffee and Contradictions

“Some loves are not built on agreement, but on the courage to stay in the room when the truth gets uncomfortable.”

The first coffee happened three days later, though in Layla’s head it felt longer. Omar suggested a spot off Brattle Street — one of those cafes where the music was soft enough to hear yourself think but obscure enough to make you feel clever for recognizing it. They sat by the window, Layla stirring her cappuccino like it had wronged her, Omar sipping black coffee like it was a philosophy.

It started with small talk, but even that came with teeth. She asked about his upbringing — he was born in Michigan, raised in a tightly knit Lebanese American family with a loud kitchen and Friday-night Quran recitations that doubled as social events. “I had twelve cousins on my street,” he said. “We didn’t need neighbors. We had an empire.” Layla laughed. “We were more scattered. Cleveland, mostly. My parents ran a halal bakery. I was the only hijabi (A Muslim woman who wears the hijab, the headscarf worn as part of modest dress in Islamic tradition) at my high school for three years. Then I wasn’t. And then I wasn’t a hijabi either.” She said it lightly, but there was a landmine buried in the timeline. Omar didn’t step on it. Not yet. “You said something at the panel,” he said after a pause. “About liberation being a neglected obligation. I’ve been thinking about that.” “That’s either a compliment or a warning.” “Both, maybe.” He smiled when he said it, but his eyes were serious. Layla appreciated that. Harvard was full of people who smiled with their mouths but not their eyes — he did both, or neither, but never mismatched. “You’re not afraid of strong opinions,” he said. “I’m afraid of people who aren’t,” she replied. She didn’t mean to be charming. But with him, the edge always softened just enough not to cut. He seemed to invite her fire the way others recoiled from it — not because he wanted to be burned, but because he wasn’t afraid of warmth. “I want to ask you something,” she said. “And I want the real answer.” He nodded. “If a woman walked into your boardroom and told you she didn’t want to marry, ever, and wanted to build a billion-dollar company — but also believed in God — would you respect her or try to fix her?” Omar didn’t answer immediately. He leaned back, looked out the window at the blur of passersby, then returned his gaze to her. “I’d respect her,” he said. “And I’d ask her who told her those things couldn’t coexist.” Layla didn’t smile, but something in her shoulders loosened. Still, she wasn’t done. “But would you feel—deep down, maybe not even consciously—that something was missing in her life? That she wasn’t... complete?” He didn’t flinch. That surprised her. “I’d wonder,” he said carefully, “if she’d closed the door because she wanted to... or because she was afraid someone else would lock it first.” That landed harder than she expected. She didn’t reply right away. They sipped their coffees. The music changed — something by Fairuz, the café owner’s nostalgia leaking through the speakers like incense. Outside, the trees whispered to each other in gold and rust.
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