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PROLOGUE



UNBELIEVABLE IS AN ANTONYM OF ITSELF. SO SUSPEND DISBELIEF for a sec.


Your younger sister taking the last cookie is unbelievable. Spilling coffee in the car is unbelievable. Often, what we call unbelievable is too believable.


Unbelievable was Samia getting stuck in traffic on the 10 along with everyone else running late for their Independence Day parties.


Unbelievable was the Fuel Tank Low light on Abdullahi’s Civic, which he wished was a 1967 Chevy.


Unbelievable was Nasreen arriving too early to the bonfire because she had to respect her parents’ curfew.


Unbelievable was Qays flouncing around the beach shirtless, flaunting his muscles in the late-afternoon sun.


Unbelievable was Muzhda twiddling her thumbs, pretending not to take a peek at the boys.


Unbelievable was Zamzam having to chaperone her little brother at this ridiculous bonfire.


None of that, in actuality, was unbelievable.


Unbelievable was a war on an idea.


Unbelievable was a terrorist attack that wasn’t.


Unbelievable was a cop shooting a teenage boy for holding a cell phone.


Unbelievable was six strangers ending a bitterly ironic Fourth of July in holding cells.


For those six, unbelievable ceased to exist in their lexicon. The Independence Day Six could be saved by the truth, but only if they managed to get others to believe it. Believing is seeing, and sometimes justice chooses not to see. Sometimes the circles in the Venn diagram of truth and justice fail to overlap.


In a way, the truth has come to be an antonym of itself.


For the Six, the truth and the lie—what is believed and what is not—made no difference.


Samia. Nasreen. Qays. Muzhda. Abdullahi. Zamzam.


Believe them.















CHAPTER 1



NASREEN


MONARCH BEACH WAS CROWNED LOS ANGELES COUNTY’S safest beach three years in a row.


That was what Nasreen told her parents to gain a whopping fifteen-minute extension to her curfew, ringing in at the ever-desirable 10:00 PM.


Though she was thrilled with the extension at first, arriving at the beach quickly fizzled her excitement. The MSA’s Inter–High School Independence Day Bonfire Spectacular wouldn’t get going until around the time she’d have to head home. Her parents stood by their curfew even though she explained to them that this was a Muslim event for Muslims, hosted by several Muslim Students Associations. Repeating the word Muslim that many times should’ve confirmed her safety to her mama and baba, yet it didn’t get her any more leeway.


She trudged away from the boardwalk and over to the sand, sunshine blending into orange as the sun drew farther away from the earth. The chilly night breeze from the months of May and June lingered into these first days of July. She held her elbows tighter and kicked herself for not bringing a jacket despite her mama’s reminder.


As she approached the bonfire pits, she stopped near a boy with an impressive beard for a high schooler and a tank top that flashed a big USA in neon red and blue. He glanced up, cocking his eyebrow at her.


“Here to help set up?” the boy asked, hoisting a bright blue cooler onto a foldable table like it weighed nothing. Though twice her height, he looked her age, and his parents likely also came from one of the nooks and crannies of South Asia. “Hey, don’t I know you?”


Nasreen shook her head in disbelief. Or perhaps belief.


She was certain he hadn’t seen her around; no one here had ever seen her except maybe in passing at one of the mosques in the city. She definitely wasn’t on a setup committee, nor a cleanup one, nor a planning one. Nasreen was a spectator, spectating, but more specifically waiting for someone to arrive for a conversation that had to be had. She’d delayed it long enough, and now she couldn’t keep living with the discomfort of her secrets. Secrets made her irritable and want to throw up. And the more this boy watched her, the more her temper shortened and her stomach gurgled. Perhaps that was just her hunger because she hadn’t been able to eat all day. Or it was anxiety about how she would find her way out of the hole she’d dug herself into. She usually had a knack for hiding away at the first sign of trouble, but this time was different. This time she’d created the trouble, and confronting it—or rather her—made her feel hot and itchy.


Just try to enjoy the festivities for a little while.


The boy emptied the cooler, full of an egregious amount of halal hot dogs, onto the table. “Are you from Monarch Beach High?”


He was hell-bent on conversation.


Nasreen pushed her black-rimmed glasses up along the bridge of her nose like she always did when she was nervous. She was never good at talking to boys.


“No,” she replied, though she recognized some of the faces of Monarch Beach High School from the masjid. “I go to Saint Modesta High.”


“Oooh, drip.” He raised his fist to his mouth and looked like he’d just eaten a spoonful of cayenne pepper. “Are you, like, the only Muslim there?”


That’s the first time I’ve heard that one, thought Nasreen. The lack of originality was precisely why she didn’t bother with boys. She rolled her eyes in response.


“Here, you can help with the dogs,” he offered, but Nasreen made no move to help. He paused, tongs in one hand and a bag of coal in the other. “Or, um, you can help at the Huntington pit next door, or the Valley pit to our left. Sorry, Saint Modesta didn’t cut it for our bonfire this year. Not enough representation over there, if you know what I mean.”


Nasreen covered her smirk with her hand. Saint Modesta High School was a private Catholic school with a high acceptance rate to Ivy League schools. For all her sixteen years, including the choice of her high school, Nasreen’s parents had prepped her for Ivy League greatness. Or perhaps pretentiousness.


All it did for Nasreen was make her the token Muslim Desi girl in any of the friend groups that she was invited into at school. Eventually, she decided that sometimes it was better to be alone.


“I thought this bonfire was about bringing the schools together, not dividing us,” Nasreen said.


He snorted. “You’ll catch my drift once everyone else shows up.”


As Nasreen traveled between the groups, hot-dog boy’s comment started making sense.


There were three pits. The farthest north was Huntington High School’s firepit, and going south were Monarch Beach, then Valley. An invisible wall separated the groups. The prefix inter- in the title of the event didn’t require that the schools mixed, so they didn’t. Excluding the students assigned to various committees, Nasreen was the only one who breached the invisible borders.


She skirted around the pits, starting with Valley, where they had Maria Cookies instead of graham crackers, then tiptoeing around MB, where there were too many coolers to count and students were wildly overdressed for the beach, and finally arriving at Huntington’s pit, where the students lounged on blankets and kept it laid-back. Not a cocktail party like MB and not a rave like Valley. Huntington’s vibe was just chillin’.


For what felt like a full day but was only fifteen minutes, Nasreen searched the beach like a fish out of water. Her stomach growled, and she picked at her nails relentlessly.


“Hey, Saint Modesta!”


Nasreen shut her eyes, searching for patience under her eyelids.


It was the first boy, from MB. The boy with the hot dogs. He dropped off a cooler, spreading the wealth of the more affluent students of MB. The social-class cues hadn’t gone unnoticed.


Nasreen flashed him a look. Perhaps a snarl at the nickname. “What is it?”


He quirked his brows. “You’re making your rounds. I knew you were cut out for a committee.”


That was the problem. Nasreen knew she fit the mold of committee member because she was consistently on one or two committees year-round. She wanted to loosen up for one night, to stop calculating the appropriate participation in high school events needed to avoid the title of high school outcast.


“Sup, Choudhry.”


Nasreen and hot-dog boy both turned their heads at the last name, but no one meant to call her. No one here even knew her, not yet at least. Turning back, he smirked at her. “Hope we’re not cousins.”


Nasreen really didn’t need this Choudhry chatting her up. She slipped away and continued her search, arching her neck to get a glimpse of hijabis’ faces as the wind whipped up their scarves. But however many times she circled, her someone didn’t show up. Another quarter of an hour passed, and Nasreen’s heart raced. Did she let something slip in her messages? Had she already been caught?


The sun was properly setting now, and the oranges melted into the pinks into the purples into the light blues. Though the colors deepened and darkened into the night, there was plenty of light left in the day.


Sunset dared to last forever.


“Heads up!”


Nasreen glanced in the direction of the warning. A football whacked full force against the side of her head. A sound like her glasses cracking foreboded a sharp pain from behind her ear where the temple tip pressed into her tender skin. Luckily, her glasses were indestructible, as proven by all the cracks, snaps, and whacks they’d taken.


“My bad.”


As her head began to throb, the boy grabbed the ball and ran back over to his friends. She had a few choice words that she didn’t use. Nasreen’s teachers and classmates described her as having monk-like patience. In any case, it wasn’t the fault of the kid who didn’t catch the overthrown ball, but the dude who threw it. Nasreen stared at the shirtless guy, who snickered with his other topless buddies beside the MB pit. For all Nasreen’s patience, she had a practiced glare that spoke volumes. The shirtless guy maintained his no-apology stance, not even providing a polite bow of the head to her. He gave her a cocky shrug from his ten yards away. For a second, she wished she could punch him right in his glistening white pecs, but she willed that thought away.


“You okay?” Somehow Choudhry found her again. He followed her glare. “Don’t worry about Qays. He’s cool. Last year he took our school all the way to the soccer CIF state championship and—”


“I’m gonna stop you there,” she said as she looked away from the arrogant so-called high school star named Qays and promptly erased his name from her memory. “He’s just another terrorist to me.”


Choudhry choked on laughter. “Should we unpack that?”


“No,” Nasreen scoffed. “Don’t act like you and your friends don’t call each other terrorists on a daily basis.”


Every Muslim teenager called their friends terrorists at one time or another. It was ownership of a slur reappropriated as a joke. And the cycle of rebranding continued. At least, that was what Nasreen told herself.


Choudhry accepted this with a shrug.


“I’m going for a walk,” Nasreen said finally. “If I don’t come back before my curfew, don’t bother telling my parents. I’ll just never go back home.”


He knit his brows, though his smile appreciated the quip. “How would I know your parents?”


“Cousins, remember, Choudhry?”


He flashed her an easy grin, and she wondered if she came across as abrasive as she felt inside. So many years of being the only Pakistani American in her classes had made her exceptional at hiding the brash side of herself so that she could be warm and approachable. But on the inside she felt coarse and cold. When she was with others who looked like her, she unraveled into the harshest parts of her.


Precious seconds ticked by as Nasreen walked north, past the pits, to the lavish beach homes that dotted the cliffside.


Maybe this bonfire would be a total mistake. Nasreen was trying to set things right, but everything could blow up in her face. Nasreen hoped that her plans weren’t all for nothing, because despite acting the model student, she had one or two secrets of her own.


Looking back at the pits, she knew without a doubt that she wasn’t the only one.















CHAPTER 2



QAYS


HIGH SCHOOLERS IN AND AROUND LA REGARDED QAYS AS a specimen of raw yet sculpted beauty.


Qays knew this. Light brown hair preened into curls with a fade: the trademarked Arab fuckboi hairstyle. Soccer, weight lifting, and hookah: the patented Arab fuckboi hobbies. A killer smile and charming stubble interrupted by his strongly hooked nose: courtesy of his Levantine roots, which, some might argue, was where Arab fuckbois originated.


No one minded Qays’s burly nose, not even him. Humans found absolute perfection unnerving anyway. Qays’s nose set him apart, and he embraced it. His indifference toward it made him more alluring, and he knew that too.


He was also aware that he wasn’t obligated to apologize to the girl with the glasses who had been standing in the line of his throw. As high school royalty, he didn’t need to adhere to social niceties, and so he didn’t.


Qays always did what he wanted, and anything he didn’t want, he did only if it needed to be done. He didn’t care much for what others expected of him, but he was the high school soccer phenomenon with the 4.4 GPA, the soon-to-be senior with express interest from Stanford men’s soccer and a scholarship on the table, so he never fell short of expectations. Rather, he dabbled in the sport of exceeding them.


It wasn’t that Qays needed Stanford with all the schools and soccer programs scrambling to get on his wait list, but the added interest never hurt.


Qays loved added interest.


Like the girls. So many girls. He heard their giggles as he passed, smelled the lingering vanilla scent every time he turned corners. But no matter how many girls lined up for him, no matter how much flirting came about naturally for him, he hadn’t taken the step to really date any of them. Not yet anyway. His thoughts on that subject were still undetermined.


Omar, Qays’s carbon copy in the acceptable best-friend kind of way, gestured to the collection of girls from MB, Valley, and Huntington spying him, disguising their smiles behind feathery fingers. “Your fan club keeps growing. They’re coming from all over.”


Qays barked a laugh, catching the football one-handed. “What can I say? I have a wide range of influence.”


“What happens when you curve all of them for Kelsey?”


Qays’s mouth perked up with a naughty grin. “Who the hell is Kelsey?”


“There’ll be a Kelsey,” Omar said, shoving his friend.


But Qays didn’t think there would be. For all his Adonis good looks, he knew Adonis came from Lebanon and was the son of a king of Syria, where Qays’s grandparents lived after the Palestinian diaspora in the ’60s. He’d be true to Adonis’s roots, not pander to the white narrative just because it was easier.


He didn’t remember these facts solely to bag the 5 on his AP Art History exam; he knew them because Qays committed his legacy to memory. His Arab blood ran thick.


“Yo, what time is it?” Omar asked the boys. The sun, like everything in LA, was moving fast.


“Blunt o’clock,” Qays muttered, taking the cue. Omar passed him the soccer ball this time, and Qays walked closer to the squad of spectators.


He turned up his charm, from where it rested at medium all the way to high. Flicking the soccer ball up and juggling it, he hit it with some around the worlds and crossovers, toe bounces and knee catches in between for fun. He gathered admiration from his growing audience, dazzling with 360 turns and hamstring catches and hops. He kept his head down, not because he needed to concentrate for these simple tricks but because it made him look like he was doing this for his enjoyment alone. Yeah, right.


When he finished, he gave an exaggerated bow for the applause as his excuse to survey the crowd. His eyes landed on one girl, and he was immediately drawn to her.


She stood aside from the others, overlooked, inconsequential. Everything about her demeanor whispered lackluster. She was slight in stature despite her height and willowy frame. If Qays hadn’t thought she was vaguely familiar, he might not have seen her at all.


He stalked over, the collective whispers not nearly as amusing as the grunts and huffs around him. Because Qays had chosen, and she should not have been his type.


“Hey, don’t I know you?” he asked, sneaking a peek at her. Girls liked confident, shy boys, and he was practiced in being this contradiction.


She nodded almost imperceptibly. After several attempts to clear her voice, she managed, “You tutored me last year.”


“Oh, right!” He snapped his fingers and locked eyes with her, tugging at his memories. “I remember you.” Though Qays’s charm was on its highest level, he wasn’t lying. Last year, his AP English teacher asked them to choose between doing a semester-long research project or tutoring English language learners at an after-school program at Valley High. Of course, Qays had chosen to tutor students over hours of research and writing a fifteen-page report. So for the first semester of his junior year, he spent evenings helping students write essays about the most obscure things, from their favorite meals to their worst experiences. And since most of the students were refugees, the stories were pretty heavy.


“You do?” she asked, her tone hopeful.


Qays felt like he did, but it had been a while and he couldn’t help but be a flirt. “Of course. But just for fun, remind me your name.”


“I’m Muzhda,” she said, her mouth relaxing into a smile. Qays’s chest squeezed, and he felt himself smile against his will. He was surprised he hadn’t remembered her quicker. She had distinct, artfully drawn brows that eased away from each other, and her parted lips revealed the slight gap between her two front teeth. Her scarf swept around her gaunt face, allowing peeks at her soft brown hair. Her face was carved and chiseled in the most unexpected places. Beautifully, Qays thought; she had the unique face of a model who wasn’t necessarily pretty, but whose stark features transformed gracefully as the eyes grew accustomed. She was beautiful.


He recalled he’d noticed her charms when he first sat with her over an essay about her first pet. Time went quickly for Qays; people passed him like the pages of a book flipping in the wind. But her smile brought her back to him all at once.


Beauty wasn’t a monolith. Qays had the good looks that littered Instagram. Muzhda had the editorial allure of Vogue.


He’d made a mistake. He usually picked out strangers whom no one noticed. From afar, Muzhda in a plain black dress cinched at her waist was unmemorable. But face-to-face, the ruby-gem belt around her waist ricocheted light, and a part of her glittered like lightning.


Qays noted how her eyelashes were so long they touched the hood of her eyes.


“This is awkward.” Muzhda giggled, and her copper skin flushed. “I guess you don’t remember me.”


He regretted choosing Muzhda now, but he couldn’t take it back. It’ll be fine, he thought. This is routine.


Qays recuperated. “No, no, I promise I remember you. I just wanted to see if you could do a favor for me.” He glanced down. Glanced up. Bit his lip.


The red on Muzhda’s cheeks matched her belt. Qays knew she’d blush just like that—he was a fuckboi, after all—but he didn’t expect his own cheeks to feel warm too. By the end of the first semester last year, he’d started to look forward to tutoring Muzhda, and it seemed his body hadn’t forgotten those feelings, even if his mind had.


“A favor?” Muzhda shook her shoulders, maybe in a shudder, maybe in an am-I-awake moment.


He shrugged. “You seem trustworthy.” And a good deal enamored.


She squinted at him, eyes searching. “MB’s soccer star asking a favor from a Valley girl?”


Qays frowned at the unfortunate nickname for female students at Valley. The traditional Valley Girl came from affluent suburbs and was nothing like the Valley girls of Valley High, the skid row of LA high schools. Usually Qays wouldn’t think twice about it, but hearing it from Muzhda made him uncomfortable.


The world was full of contradictions. Like Qays’s draw to Muzhda. Yet here he was, so captivated that it puzzled him.


She leaned close, and he got a whiff of rose. Not the vanilla he’d expected.


“I assume the favor involves danger.” Muzhda’s voice rumbled.


Qays searched for his voice.


“Or crime?”


He swallowed hard.


She leaned away and waved a hand around her. “Because there are plenty of MB girls here to do your bedding—I mean bidding.” She roared with laughter.


Qays fought his perplexity and wondered how he’d put her out of his mind so easily last year. “What can I say? You fit the job description perfectly.”


“Not sure if you’re being racist or classist.”


Qays flashed a celebrity smile. “Neither. I wouldn’t ask you to do anything I wouldn’t do myself.”


Muzhda’s eyes, which he noted were an ancient shade of hazel, narrowed. “Then why not do it yourself? Sorry, the Valley/MB crossover doesn’t compute for me,” she said with a lift of her chin. “Not when you’re adding that to the Afghan/Arab mix and the jock/nobody mix. Something’s up.”


“Nothing’s up.”


“I’m not an idiot, Qays.”


He had made a mistake. His errand runners were always submissive, eager-to-please, already-in-love-with-him strangers. He excelled at picking them out of a crowd. But Muzhda was none of those.


He was flummoxed, in more ways than one. Not since the seventh grade had a stranger had this much control over his primal senses. And he felt foolish that in trying to find the demurest girl, he’d stumbled upon a girl who was more than a pretty face vying for his attention. If this were The Bachelor, he would need only one rose, and he would hand it right over to her if she said his name one more time.


These feelings were fast and foreign to him. But he couldn’t back out now. He needed to fully commit. His boys’ night depended on it.


“Can’t I just be chatting you up?” he asked, deepening his voice. “Reconnecting with one of my students?”


“Sounds unlikely.”


“Say I thought you were the prettiest girl here.”


“I’d call you a liar.”


“But you are the prettiest girl here.” And not a word of that was a lie. His heart even skipped a beat. The traitor.


She blushed. “Save it for the others.”


“Don’t act like you weren’t watching me from the moment I arrived.”


“I specialize in long-distance cute-boy observation, but I’m not trying to go to second base like some of us.” She cocked an eyebrow at him.


He placed his hand over his bare chest, right over his heart, and Muzhda’s gaze shamelessly followed it. “Are you calling me a player?”


She bit her lip to suppress a smile. “I hear the rumors.”


Qays grinned. He was enjoying himself too much, a big no-no with errand runners. He didn’t deny the rumors, though that was all that they were. He watched her, forgetting himself.


Muzhda swayed under his stare. “So, about that favor?”


“Oh, that.” Qays didn’t want her to go. He was starting to think the errand wasn’t worth it anymore. A part of him didn’t mind bantering with Muzhda all night by the fire, but Omar and his other friends were waiting on him. So he went for it. “There’s a package in locker 208 by the bathrooms. Do you think you could get it for me?”


Muzhda pouted slightly, and it did a number on Qays’s imagination. “That’s it?”


“That’s it.”


“What’s in the package?” she asked.


“It’s best you don’t know,” he replied.


“It’s safe?”


“As much as it is legal.”


They exchanged grins.


Muzhda acted coy. “Then why can’t you get it yourself?”


He spread his arms out like Christ the Redeemer. “Wouldn’t want to taint that soccer-star image.”


She smirked. “Because your image is such a white sheet.”


“My parents think so.”


Muzhda rolled her eyes and slipped something off her wrist. She dropped it into Qays’s open palm.


“What’s this?” he asked, passing it between his hands. It was a plain bracelet, beads alternating black and red, just like her outfit. Circular white beads spelled out MUZHDA, finished off with a heart-shaped gem.


“Wear it,” she ordered.


Qays hesitated.


“I’m not stupid,” she explained. “I’m not getting your mystery, maybe dangerous, quasi-legal package if you don’t have the courage to wear a bracelet with my name on it.”


Qays could only smirk to hide his jaw dropping.


“Think of it as collateral,” she added.


“For you or me?”


“Both.”


He wore the bracelet, and she smiled, her eyes bright. At least Qays knew she enjoyed his company just as much as he did hers.


She turned to hide her smile, inching away slowly. “I’ll go get your package, and we’ll make the swap.”


“It’s 11-31-07.”


“Your birthday?” Her eyes sparkled.


“November only has thirty days.”


Muzhda stuck her tongue out at him, and Qays felt like his brain melted out of his ears a little.


He recomposed himself. “It’s the combination.”


Muzhda faced him as she walked backward toward the Valley pit, toward the pier and the lockers. “Locker 208, 11-31-07. See you in a bit, Qays Sharif.”


Qays watched her black silhouette fade into the night, slipping away from him. He looked around at the others, shyly wondering if they’d just witnessed her like he had, but everyone was looking up at the sky with bubbling anticipation. Innocently unsuspecting of what would come for them with the first fireworks.















CHAPTER 3



SAMIA


IF HER TRIANGLE-SHAPED, YELLOW-TINTED SUNGLASSES crafted with a tangle of metal wiring made any statement at all, it was that Samia lived for the aesthetic.


She hopped out of the still-dripping-wet Taycan. Samia’s parents didn’t understand why the car wash charged their cards every time she went out with their car, but she couldn’t stop. A pearl-white car is only a car straight out of the car-wash tunnel. Anything more than a thin layer of dust made it look like a dirty toy, which totally soiled Samia’s look.


Throwing the long end of her amber jersey hijab to one side, she pressed her lips together to smooth out her lip gloss. With delicate fingers she gave her eyelashes a little boost. She straightened the pearl hair clip attached to her scarf and adjusted her glasses low on her nose because the sun had already set. Light lingered in the air, but not for much longer, and Samia cursed the traffic on the 10 for making her late.


“Whoa there.” A voice crept up behind her.


She jumped. Grimy beach parking lots were not the place for surprise visits. As soon as she turned, her heart rate sank back down. “Oh, it’s just you.”


Abdullahi shut the door to his new Civic, which gave off a middle-class vibe Samia hoped she’d never have to endure. “You’re late too?” he asked.


“I’m never on time,” Samia answered. Her makeup didn’t do itself; neither did hems on her bell-bottoms. If Samia’s conscience blocked her from making her parents pay for every expensive clothing item on her wish list, she’d make impeccable knockoffs of them.


Abdullahi sighed. “I didn’t think I’d be here again.” Though they weren’t technically walking together, Samia paced herself with him, feeling safer now that he was within earshot. She’d known Abdullahi since kindergarten; they went to the same schools and shared the same classes all the way until biology class at Huntington High last year. They’d probably end up in a few classes together in their junior year too.


“To the annual bonfire?” Samia didn’t follow. “Literally every kid we know comes to this. You don’t even need to go to MSA. But this is the place to be on July fourth.”


“I thought I’d outgrow it. Move on to other things. New things. Different things. Maybe by next year.”


Samia pulled out her phone because Abdullahi was getting existential. Nostalgic for a life he wasn’t yet living. He was always careful with his EMT-in-training hands and appeared collected with his EMT temperament and passion to help others. She could never pinpoint whatever profound word it was that described Abdullahi. Practical, philosophical, deep. Samia was many things, mostly vain, always busy with the trending page, but never, ever deep. Depth almost always ruined her aesthetic.


“There’s usually something new at these bonfires,” she said lightheartedly. “Someone new to meet, something new to try.”


“It all blurs together to me.” Abdullahi sounded wistful.


“A good time is a good time,” she added. “Who cares if it’s all a blur?”


Abdullahi smiled. He had never taken anything too seriously when they were younger, and it seemed he hadn’t changed. “Life is just like scrolling through a feed. One highlight after another.”


Samia pretended to bristle at his sarcasm. “I’m almost offended.”


“I didn’t think you could be.”


“And you’d be right.”


“In any case, I’m sorry,” he said. She rolled her eyes at the apology. In the past, she’d known Abdullahi to be so nice and sweet that other people took advantage of his empathy. But then they’d grown apart, and she’d stopped being preoccupied with others. Especially those who had trouble prioritizing themselves.


“In any case,” she mimicked, “you haven’t changed one bit.”


He stuffed his hands into his pockets shyly. It reminded her so much of when he’d sat next to her in the first grade at Saturday school writing the Arabic letters and words for her on her classwork when the teacher’s back was turned. Or the boy who’d run the fastest to the lunch line to buy her the most popular snacks before they ran out. He was someone who always jumped to be the helper, while she was always the one who needed help. At some point, being around someone so good exhausted her.


When she looked at him again, the shadow of a mustache and the sharper angles of his features transformed his face. Suddenly, he felt like a stranger to her. It had been years since their friendship fizzled out, years since there were more similarities than differences between them.


Now Samia wanted to be anywhere that she had a chance of having a good time and capturing the perfect shots. Her parents were first generation; they were born and raised in California, so they weren’t strict. And her grandparents, half of them from Lebanon and half of them from Syria, were too old to be anything but loving, even if they were too blunt for her parents’ taste. After high school, she would chase the influencer lifestyle to any social media platform. Her life was meant to be glitter and gold, and she’d do anything to achieve that. To her, self-made meant nothing if it didn’t make enough money, and gold digger was an insult only if marrying money was wrong. Since money bought her gorgeous, shiny, very real things, it couldn’t be wrong. Still, she could see how Abdullahi was noble for all his romantic ideals and morals, but she could never be like him.


Her phone dinged.


Most of Samia’s groups, messages, and apps were muted. The ding was a big deal. It meant someone she cared about had messaged her. Someone she hadn’t muted.


“Where are you going?” Abdullahi’s voice faded as Samia tilted forty-five degrees, toward the cliffs.


“Meeting someone,” she called back. Then with a wink, “Don’t be a stranger.”


He said something else then, but she didn’t hear him. Abdullahi was always saying something and nothing at the same time, so Samia opted not to bother. When she tossed her head back, he was already gone.


The air chilled, lifting the fringe of her jacket up, whipping it behind her to the sound of waves that constituted the soundtrack of Samia’s life. The ocean had been with her since day one. It defined who she was: an LA girl, a sun-kissed hijabi babe, a fashion aficionado with a pair of sunglasses for every mood. Samia adapted with trends; like the ocean, she changed with every tide.


And like the ocean, other secrets lurked beneath the surface.















CHAPTER 4



MUZHDA


MUZHDA WASN’T DRESSED FOR TREKKING DOWN THE beach, but she was never going to say no to Monarch Beach High’s Qays Sharif.


Over her years of dutiful observation, Muzhda had discovered two things: that jocks were snotty sleazebags and that the only snotty sleazebag who was a pleasure on both the eyes as well as the heart was Qays.


And I’m attracted to snotty sleazebags, Muzhda thought miserably, because the breeze had turned into wind, and that wind was cold.


But she’d do it again and again and again if it meant seeing her bracelet on Qays’s wrist. If it meant she’d have another chance to banter-flirt with him when she got back. Ever since he’d stopped tutoring her, he’d never looked at her again, even though she attended his games, celebrated his Ws, admired his loud personality at inter–high school events, and lived for his rare appearances at the local masjid. She went to Valley and he went to Monarch Beach; their paths rarely crossed unless she deliberately placed herself in his line of sight. When he’d approached her earlier, it’d felt like fate bringing them back together. He had been a good tutor to her before, reading her work and editing it with thoughtful attention, but today he was different. She was confident she wasn’t the only one who’d felt the sparks.


The pier’s lights brightened as she approached the south side of Monarch Beach. A crowd stood at its gates, since the pier was closed for Monarch Beach’s 31st Annual Fireworks Show. The beachgoers either made their way to higher ground by the street or rushed to the shore for an unblocked view of the night sky. As the start time approached, parents hoisted their toddlers onto their shoulders and teens prepped their phones for their social media posts. Muzhda might not make it back in time to watch the first firework burst into the sky beside Qays.


Her heart fluttered, and she blushed furiously. She was already imagining a relationship with him. There I go again, getting ahead of myself, she thought giddily.


Miraculously, the bathrooms were deserted. She stopped, a little spooked. Only a quarter of the streetlamps by the bathrooms and lockers functioned to their full capacity. MB was swanky. She would expect this of a Valley beach, if it had a beach, but it was a neglected neighborhood adjacent to the superfluous beach city.


Muzhda sidestepped the sticky stains that led out of the stalls. Looping around the bathroom toward the lockers, she tried to brush off the eeriness that tightened her shoulders. She looked out at the lit bonfires dotting the coastline. She didn’t want to think about how she’d find her way back carrying Qays’s package of God knows what.


She held her elbows, bracing herself. Qays wouldn’t make me do anything dangerous, she told herself. She’d felt comfortable sharing her mistakes, those misspelled words and run-on sentences, with him at the Tutor Center. Even though she’d been living in America since she was a little kid and spoke English perfectly, her writing always lacked. Every English teacher she’d ever had insisted that she get tutoring for her writing and reading. For years, it bothered her. Then she met Qays at the Tutor Center. She’d never seen a boy as handsome as him.


But she wasn’t delusional. Qays was hot, and he wasn’t the nicest kid, but he was thoughtful. She liked that he read her stories and didn’t criticize what she wrote, no matter how dark, weird, or wild. He accepted them and commented only on the grammar or spelling or organization. He was one of the first people to make her feel like she wrote well. She could bet money he might even recall one or two of her stories. Like the ones he’d spent an extra-long time reading or the ones he’d chuckled at. It had thrilled her when he’d made the smallest comments about her stories. His kindness drew out with time.


A crash snapped her out of her thoughts, and she jumped. She whipped her head around to find the source of the sound, a car, a bike, anything, but found nothing. She was alone.


Shivers snaked up her back and down her arms. She shook the feeling that something was off. Her eyes traced the numbers along the rusty steel-blue lockers.


001, 002, 003.


Belatedly, Muzhda wondered if she’d placed too much trust in Qays. Apparently enough to do reckless errands for him. She worried reckless had a cousin named dangerous.


She quickened her pace.


055, 056, 057.


She tried to ground herself in her task to stop her thoughts from carrying her to the darkest corners of her mind. Her fears easily took over anytime she felt the smallest bit of doubt. Could she forget how to get back to Qays? Could she return to the bonfire pits and not find anyone? Could there be someone lurking in the shadows around the corner?


She was being irrational, she told herself. After she retrieved the package, she would hurry back to the pits and watch the fireworks with Qays. At the end of the night, he’d forget to return her bracelet to her. Then he, the soccer star with everything and everyone at his fingertips, would find a way to get it back to her.


128, 129, 130.


Following the numbers down the row, Muzhda reached locker 208, where she inputted Qays’s combination. Inside, a small package wrapped in a brown paper bag had been tossed into the back corner. A scent familiar to Valley High hallways and bathrooms punched her right in her nose. A loud doom-doom beat inside her ear.


Even high school soccer stars surrender to recreational methods to relieve their stress. But that didn’t make carrying Qays’s package any lighter. No, it added to the pressure.


Her hands trembled as she grabbed the package. She tried to think of the law, to remember if she could be in possession of this plant as a minor, but she didn’t know. How would she if she’d never smoked it before?


Everything, including Muzhda, screamed suspicious. Her elbows and knees felt weak, and adrenaline ran through her veins on high. She heard a rustling and the pattering of footsteps coming closer, and her fingers held on to the package like a vise. She hid her head in the shadow of the locker door as a man speaking urgently into his cell phone ran behind her.


Sweat lined her skin, her hands clammy and her neck cold. She was in the wrong place, and it felt like it was getting closer to the wrong time. She felt it in her bones. Turning away from locker 208, she stopped thinking. She didn’t want her rational brain to convince her that she was being irrational for her fears. She let her heart take full control. She ran.


Faster, faster, faster.


She rounded the corner, her heart carrying her feet farther than her eyes could see. Her heartbeat drilled holes in her ears. The image of her bracelet on Qays’s wrist took over her spirit like something wild. The force of her fantasy becoming reality was strong.


Muzhda’s foot caught midrun, and she felt her fantasy being ripped away as her speed launched her forward. The hope in her chest crumbled, and her arms splayed out like wings in front of her. The package went flying. She yelped as she crashed into the ground, a layer of sand on the concrete burrowing into her palms and her forearms. She winced, her skin erupting in a million tiny stings.


As she writhed on the ground, her body flailed against strings and metal. She grimaced, unable to locate what part of her was pulsing with pain. It came from everywhere. Her entire body felt like it had been torn into pieces from the hard fall. Jerking and twisting, she tried lifting herself, but something snapped under her weight, and her chin connected with the ground. Her jaw chomped down on itself, and sharp stabs reverberated up her cheekbones and down her neck. She couldn’t find her voice. She wriggled as much as she could, but the wires, the buttons, and the metal she had tripped over tangled her. Tears stung her eyes as she realized she was trapped.


Heaving breaths and the sound of footsteps approaching froze her in place. Her pain was secondary to the thought that someone would find her, and she was completely vulnerable to whoever—or whatever—came next. She sent a prayer that someone was coming to help because if not, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself. She felt like she was in a vise that was narrowing and there was nowhere for her to go or hide.


“Are you okay?” It was a deep voice, sympathetic and out of breath.


She tried to look up, but a fierce spasm in her neck screamed in protest. Her eyes felt like they were on fire, trying to communicate what her jaw refused to cooperate to reply.


“I was running, and I saw you fall.… Do you need help?” he asked, his tone growing unbearably pitying.


Suddenly, two hands filled her vision. “I’m going to touch you, if that’s okay.” He hesitated; then his arms slipped under her.


Muzhda whimpered from the shock that racked her body as he tried to lift her. A strangled cry escaped her throat, her lips effectively stuck open by her rigid jaw. The stranger set her down again.


“This stuff shouldn’t be here,” he said. “We should call a grown-up.”


Muzhda’s insides twisted. Was he not an adult? She wanted a grown-up to fix this, to lighten the pain that came from everywhere.


“Your jaw might be dislocated,” he added.


Then locate it, she wished she could say. But there was something more. Yes, her bones felt like sand and her blood like melted metal under her skin, but the vise was beginning to feel like a stone pressing down on her chest. She gasped for air.


“I don’t have my phone.” The boy’s voice trembled with uncertainty. “Okay, here’s the plan. I’m going to turn you.”


Muzhda couldn’t refuse. She was so focused on breathing through what felt like a tiny straw connecting the air outside to her lungs. Ever so slowly, he nudged her body until she flipped off the wires and metal equipment. None of the glimpses of tablet screens and grids of buttons made any sense to her. But that was the least of her worries. She needed to breathe. The night sky stretched above her. A pair of kind eyes that weren’t Qays’s found hers. Muzhda garbled sounds, failing to form any coherent words.


He knelt beside her, making sure to keep himself where she could see him. Muzhda hadn’t noticed she was crying until her neck became slick with her tears.


How did the night turn into this in just a few minutes?


“You’re going to be okay.” His movements were precise and cautious, one arm scooping up her legs and the other under her torso. “Ready? On the count of three, I’ll lift you. One, two—”


The sound of tires screeching squealed in the parking lot, steps above them. Car doors slammed. Muzhda strained her eyes to see anything other than the sky, but her neck didn’t budge.


Click.


The boy’s head snapped up at the loud sound. His soft eyes turned to stone. Muzhda’s chest folded in on itself, the vise tightly shielding her heart.


“Oh no.”


His voice broke, and the vise fully compressed. The tiny straw that was helping her breathe vanished. There was no air.


“I’m going to lift you, and then I’m going to run.” His words were ice. “You’ll have to follow me, okay?”


No, she wanted to scream. Her voice tore at her throat, clawing to tell him I can’t run and Please, please help me, but only tortured sounds escaped.


Click.


Without another word, the boy’s arms tensed beneath her, and shards of pain shot through her body as it heaved upright. When she opened her eyes, he’d already turned, ready to run. Muzhda willed her foot to move, but she instantly crumbled forward. Her jaw snapped shut as the bones locked back in place. Her face was on fire.


I’m sorry. She wished she’d heard the boy apologize as he left her there, but her mind conjured up Qays’s voice. In reality, the boy yelled something as he ran, but his words didn’t hold meaning to her.


As quickly as he’d appeared, the boy left her field of vision, deserting her to the black expanse of sky. A loud crack and pop shattered her eardrums, summoning all the fear from the depths of her gut up her neck. She caught her breath violently, fear like knives driving up her throat. A deep hole grew in her chest, and every hope, dream, and fear poured out.


“Don’t leave me!” she cried.


The sky above her exploded in stars.















CHAPTER 5



ZAMZAM


ZAMZAM SAT ALONE AS SHE LOOKED OUT AT THE HORIZON, her face glowing from the scattered lights bursting in the sky. She counted to ten, then down to one, then back up to ten. This was her current coping mechanism to deal with the wide range of emotions that ravaged through her at any given moment.


She watched the random individual fireworks that went off along the beach before the official show. With every firework, Jamal was more and more dead. At least he would be after Zamzam killed him for forcing her to come to this event.


Zamzam was meticulous with her time. She had planners and backup schedules in addition to the detailed Calendar app on her phone. She planned out her life to the second; everything she did had a greater purpose, played a role in the bigger plan. When anything got in the way of her schedule, like this bonfire, she had to count or hum or read to bide the time until her irritation settled and she felt like herself again.


One day she planned to write—with astonishing detail in her fifty-year-plan notebook—a memoir called The Curse of the Type A Virgo.


School, track, homework. Summer readings and tutoring sessions for the SATs. Hospital volunteering to bolster her medical-school apps, even though medical school was over four years away. But Zamzam was determined. She would do anything, everything, to get that title.


Doctor.


This bonfire was extra, and not like the extra in extracurricular, which benefited her and fit into her plans. Nor was it the time she penciled in for rest between work, volunteering, studying, and errands.


If it weren’t for her younger brother, Jamal, Zamzam could be sitting at home, curled up with her grumpy Scottish fold, X, who loved her despite her unreasonable schedule.


She was Zamzam Thompson, and schools would be finding reasons not to accept her, so she had to do everything in her power to make her applications seamless, faultless. She couldn’t give anyone a reason not to say yes.


She was also the Zamzam Thompson who would trade her pinkie toe not to chaperone her little brother on his hangouts. He wasn’t even a student at Valley yet; his first day was still a month and a half away.


“Zamzam!” Jamal called her name. The zams in her name rhymed less with ham and more with hem, though not exactly like either.


Zamzam sat up straighter on the cheetah-print lawn chair that she had discovered and colonized at the earliest opportunity. Jamal waved at her and gestured to his friends, who had started to swagger-walk away from the Valley pit. Compared with his friends, Jamal had yet to fill out his teenage body, but they, like the other Valley kids, were all a richness of shades, more so than the faces at the Huntington pit, and nothing at all like the MB pit. Coincidentally, that was the pit that had become the epicenter of the event, and the pit Jamal and his friends were walking toward.


Jamal had done right. Like Momma had ordered before they left: Don’t breathe a breath without your sister knowing it.


Zamzam grumbled to herself but freed the cheetah-print lawn chair of her ass. She followed her brother and his friends at a safe distance. As she walked past the Valley pit, the faces all blurred together. Maybe that girl took AP Chem with her, that boy might do track with her, but no one really had a name attached. Her schoolmates were just a means to an end, lab partners she needed to get the A, and she had no intention of remembering them. Even the track team suited her perfectly. It was an individual sport, free of unnecessary relationships.


Zamzam was a realist, and if the life she wanted required diligence and discipline, she’d suffer them. They weren’t all that bad once she got used to them.


But that diligence she lived by didn’t matter. Because when the world wanted to derail her, the world did what it wished without consent.


At least Jamal still asked for permission.


Zamzam observed her brother give daps to some MB goons, and she couldn’t help but smile at the ease with which her brother befriended people. He was likable in the way Zamzam used to be before she exchanged fun for responsibility. It hadn’t been a conscious decision to make the switch. One day she became the eldest child in the house and carried the weight of the role for her mom and Jamal. If her younger brother could enjoy more of his youth because Zamzam sacrificed more of hers, at least she could find joy in seeing him so happily carefree.


A firework popped nearby, the sound echoing in her eardrum. She flinched, and when she opened her eyes, she couldn’t see Jamal. “One, two, three…,” she murmured to herself, taking a breath as a pale chest blocked her vision. She craned her neck, but the bodies only packed closer together, squeezing her between selfies and TikTok recordings.


“Excuse me.” Zamzam squirmed, pulling her yellow-and-fuchsia-print shawl tighter on her shoulders, covering her bare neck.


The crowd thickened like honey. Zamzam stepped around a coterie of band geeks, then halted by a gang of frat-boys-to-be.


The pale-chested jock, muscles and sparse chest hair abounding, body-slammed into her. “Oof,” she heaved, her body hurtling backward.


Frowning, she leaped back up to him just as a clique of hijabi models nearly trampled over her. She spun around, half hunting for Jamal and half awaiting an apology.


But the jock was kneeling, hands working fast over a long cylindrical firework. His frat brothers goofed around about him, hollering and cackling.


Zamzam chucked her counting coping mechanism out the window; it wasn’t doing it for her anyway. She marched up to him, arms crossed and ready for confrontation.


“You knocked me over,” she said with a fiery glare.


He tilted his head up to take a better look at her. “Did I?” he asked, his words fading into a chuckle. “I didn’t see you.”


She tapped a finger on her forearm. He didn’t seem to notice her impatience. He called to his friend, who was dribbling a soccer ball. “Omar, you have a lighter?”


“Excuse me!” Zamzam couldn’t rein in her tone.


He glanced at her again. “Oh, sorry, do you have a lighter?”


His soccer-ball friend, Omar, threw a lighter at him, which he caught one-handed. Steadying the enormous firework with his left hand, he pressed down on the release and brought it close to his face, illuminating his nose, the only part of him that looked as if the sculptor had run out of time and couldn’t chisel out.


Zamzam scoffed, regretting she’d come to get an apology at all.


The jock flicked his gaze up at her. “I’d step back if I were you.”


Zamzam wouldn’t. The firework wobbled every time he spoke; he hadn’t set it deep enough into the sand. Scratch that. He shouldn’t be trying to set it into the loose sand. If he lit it and released, someone was going to get hurt. She had to tell him.


“Unbelievable,” she started.


The jock pulled the plastic strap off the fuse with his braceleted hand. In another swift motion, he lit it, jumping back as the sparks sputtered into his face, cursing to himself.
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