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Advance Praise for Tagging Freedom


“In Tagging Freedom, cousins Kareem and Samira, a Syrian refugee and Syrian American teen, stand up to oppression and bigotry, cope with painful events, and use their voices and their art to make a difference. This is an important book—a book that shows how art and activism can change the way people see the world and see themselves.”


—Rajani LaRocca, Newbery Honor and Walter Award–winning author of Red, White, and Whole


“Rhonda Roumani’s Tagging Freedom is inspiring, insightful, and a call for action. The story is an emotional journey of growth, struggle and ultimately triumph!”


—Lisa Moore Ramée, author of A Good Kind of Trouble and Something to Say


“Rhonda Roumani weaves an intimate and powerful middle-grade narrative, delving into the lives of a Syrian boy who valiantly protests for Syria’s freedom and a Syrian girl navigating the complexities of her identity and heritage. In a country torn by turmoil, their artistic pursuits become a form of protest, amplifying their voices and igniting hope in the hearts of those around them. Roumani captures the transformative nature of art and its ability to inspire change, making this a captivating and empowering tale for young readers. A must read.”


—Zoulfa Katouh, author of As Long as the Lemon Trees Grow


“Rhonda Roumani’s debut novel Tagging Freedom is a much-needed story with an authentic and heartbreaking perspective on the Syrian crisis. Roumani seamlessly weaves two characters’ points of view, creating a compelling story. Tagging Freedom will inspire readers to be proud of their identities, step into their own light, and most important, create change.”


—Reem Faruqi, award-winning author of Unsettled, Golden Girl, and Call Me Adnan


“Tagging Freedom masterfully brings to light tragic and turbulent events in recent history through the eyes of Syrian Kareem and his American cousin Samira. It’s a raw and relatable story of friendship, acceptance, and the desire within all of us to express ourselves and live freely. I’m grateful this thoughtful and hope-filled book exists—and I couldn’t put it down!”


—Hena Khan, author of Amina’s Voice
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To Mama and Baba,
For bringing Syria into our home, and our hearts, even when it was so far away.


I love you.












CHAPTER 1





KAREEM


Damascus, Syria


Kareem picked up the black spray paint and studied the sandy-colored wall.


“We need fifteen white birds, Yusuf,” he whispered loudly. “There’s only fourteen white ones.”


The moonlight reflected gently off the fresh white paint as Yusuf stepped back and started counting. Kareem turned a trash can over and quickly climbed onto it, using his arms for balance as he straightened his tall, thin frame.


“Ala mahlak, Kareem,” whispered Yusuf. “Don’t fall.”


“Ya, Yusuf! Kareem’s right,” called Hassan from the other side of the building. “There are only fourteen white ones.”


“Shh, too loud, Hassan,” said Kareem in a hushed yell. “Get back to your position. Focus on the street.”


“I’m watching, I’m watching.” Hassan looked around the corner of the building and took a deep breath of his inhaler. “It’s still clear. Yalla, hurry up. You’re taking too long.”


“Hassan, khalas,” said George, who was the lookout on the other side. “You guys are good. There’s sixteen minutes before the adhan. You got this!”


Yusuf got back to work, while Kareem shook the black can and looked at the other birds, each one the size of two outstretched palms.


Twice as big. The black one has to be the biggest. It is THE one.


Kareem raised his arm high, the other hand carefully placed so as not to touch the wet white paint. He sprayed a large quarter circle, the length of two of the other birds’ wingspans. Some of the white birds had wings that were extended, others had wings that were in mid-flap. They’d spent the day before creating stencils to help it all go faster. But Kareem would free-spray the black one. It was the most important, and it had to soar high above the others.


Carefully, he created a row of delicate feathers. Then, the rear of the bird’s body, its feet peeking out beneath, and the other wing. Finally, feathers again. Kareem tucked the can inside his coat and took out the red can he’d used for the words that ran through the middle of the wall. He sprayed a heart around the black bird.


“Done.” Kareem looked up at the lonely black bird flying above the rest. “Hamza’s done.” He jumped off the trash can, his fingers tingling with excitement. “This is the one, guys. Let’s sign it.”


Hassan ran over, his eyes wide. “Are you kidding me? No. ‘We deserve to fly FREE.’ That’s it.”


“No one will understand the birds are the Dara’a boys if we don’t tag it. Or that the black bird is Hamza.” Kareem shook the black can and locked eyes with Hassan. “Hashtag, we stand with Dara’a or hashtag, we are all Hamza. Which one?”


“You know that’s too risky. ‘We deserve to fly FREE’ does the job. It’s what we all agreed on,” said Hassan, wiping beads of sweat off his forehead.


“Yalla, we’re out,” came a deep voice from around the corner. Ramy swooped in, picked up an extra paint can near Hassan’s feet, and stuffed it into his jacket. “Yalla, yalla. Go. No time. Out.”


Ramy’s orders fell on Kareem’s ears like a piano’s staccato: sharp and fast. He and Yusuf instantly fell silent. Without another word, each boy went in a different direction, just as they had planned.


Kareem walked quickly south, toward a mosque that was just a few blocks away, his entire body buzzing with excitement. Ramy, Yusuf’s sixteen-year-old brother, had helped them plan it all—down to the smallest detail. The mural, the location, the stencils, the getaway.


He wasn’t supposed to look back at the building. That was another part of their plan. But he couldn’t help it. He took a quick peek over his shoulder to admire their newly painted wall from afar.


It was perfect. Beautiful. Kareem wished he could take a picture. But if the mukhabarat found the pictures on his phone, it would be over. Immediate proof of guilt. Kareem closed his eyes and imagined the click of his phone’s camera. A mental picture would have to do.


Kareem turned around and stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets as he rounded a corner.


“Slow down, slow down,” he mumbled to himself. Now he was on his way to fajr prayer, not escaping a crime scene. Just a few weeks ago, a piece like this would have been unimaginable in Damascus. But there it was, in bright, bold letters: We deserve to FLY FREE. He wanted to jump up and down, wave his arms, and yell at the top of his lungs that the birds were the graffiti boys from Dara’a, and the black one was Hamza. If people knew, it would mean so much more. That’s what it would feel like to really be free.


But they weren’t. Not yet. This was what the revolution was about. Why they were protesting. Why they were graffitiing.


And why Hamza had died.


He picked up his pace again and took in a deep breath of the crisp, morning Damascus air. He wondered whether Hassan had reached the other mosque, or if Ramy and Yusuf had dropped George off at home yet. He checked his phone for their coded messages. Nothing.


Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.


The adhan blared from the minaret overhead, just as Kareem reached the mosque’s front gate. He looked down at his shoes and noticed a splatter of black paint on the top corner of his bright blue sneakers. His heart sped up. Had the guard noticed when he walked up to the mosque’s gates? He couldn’t turn back now. That would look suspicious. He took his shoes off and slid them into a cubby.


He stepped onto the soft rug and joined a small group of men getting ready to pray. His phone vibrated in his pocket.


It’s probably Hassan. He should have arrived at his mosque first.


Kareem took a quick peek at his phone.


Hassan


Finished studying. Night.


Kareem nodded. Hassan was safe. He quickly slid the phone’s keyboard out and typed.


Kareem


See you at school. ☺


Kareem prayed with the other men and then sat back on his feet for a moment, thinking about what they had just accomplished. This was the most exciting thing he had ever done. The Dara’a boys had done the same thing, just outside their school, a mere hour south from where he was. How had the security services discovered that they were the ones who had graffitied their school? Had someone seen them? Had the boys taken precautions? Some of those boys were just twelve and thirteen years old, the same age as Kareem and his friends. They had been caught and tortured. Hamza wasn’t one of the graffiti boys. Hamza was detained a week later when he attended a protest with his family. But unlike the Dara’a boys, Hamza never came home. Kareem had seen his picture. Hamza could have been any of his classmates. Rosy, chubby cheeks. Brown eyes. A sweet smile.


What if George or Hassan had been Hamza? What if I had been Hamza?


His throat and body tightened with fear. He recited a small prayer for the boys and then for Hamza. He asked Allah to protect the protesters. They were out in droves now. This time was different. They wouldn’t get arrested. That’s what Ramy had explained to them. The revolution needed the masses to protect the one. They had to resist because of Hamza. Because Hamza couldn’t anymore.


He got up, grabbed his shoes, and followed the crowd out of the mosque. His phone vibrated again.


George


Why would you text us that this early?


Yusuf


Seriously. Shoo ghaleez.


Hassan


I am not annoying!


Kareem nodded. They were safe. If only they could have tagged their work. But he knew it wouldn’t stay up for long. The security forces would paint over it soon.


“Almost perfect,” he whispered to himself as he walked home, imagining it with the Hamza hashtag. “Insha’Allah, next time.”












CHAPTER 2





SAMIRA


Allansdale, MA


Sam fixed her curls in her locker mirror and slammed the door shut. She needed to find Eleanora and get her to the art room before the Spirit Squad arrived.


As if she’d been summoned, Ellie appeared out of nowhere. “Let’s get out of here.” She slid her arm in Sam’s and guided her toward the school’s exit. “Nana said her famous rugelach would be ready right after school. I’ve been drooling all afternoon thinking about the flaky, buttery goodness and sticky apricot jam.”


Sam had spent most of last period rehearsing her five-point spiel in her head, but she knew convincing her best friend wasn’t going to be easy. “Okay, we just have to make a quick stop first.” She tugged Ellie in a different direction. “Shouldn’t take more than an hour.”


“An hour? That’s not quick, Sam. Where are we going?”


“We just need to attend this … umm … meeting, and then it’ll be rugelach time.” Sam gave Ellie the biggest, roundest, most desperate eyes she could muster. But doe eyes didn’t usually work on Ellie, so Sam moved on to plan B: brute force. She nudged Ellie toward the stairwell, maneuvering her around pods of kids talking in the hallway and a large group coming out of a classroom.


“Samira Sukkari,” said Ellie, digging her heels into the waxy linoleum floor. “What’s going on? Why are you giving me that look? I’m not your dad. Those eyes don’t work on me.”


Sam sighed. She had wanted to get Ellie to the art room before she had to explain. The element of surprise had been her best hope. If Ellie knew what was going on, she’d never agree to it.


“I was invited to join Spirit Squad, and I want you to join, too,” Sam blurted out.


Ellie’s face reddened, and she slowly mouthed, “No way.”


Sam fast-tracked to emergency step five: begging.


“Please, please, please. Please, Ellie. I need this. And I need you there. I can’t do this without you.”


“How can you join Spirit Squad?” Ellie looked Sam directly in the eyes. “After what they did to you in fourth grade?”


“Fourth grade was three years ago! Anyway, Lucy invited me, not Cat. Cat was there, but Lucy asked me to join. She’s so nice, and she wasn’t even here in fourth grade! I’m meant for Spirit Squad, Ellie. You know how much I love cheering and chanting and singing.” Sam started jumping around to demonstrate. Ellie just stood there with her hands on her hips, her blue bangs barely covering her eye rolls. “I already started painting a banner for the big game. I need your help with it. I promise I won’t splatter paint on you this time. And it won’t take long. Half an hour tops, I promise.”


“Splatter paint? You started a full-on paint war last time!” said Ellie, half smiling despite her attempt to glare. “We got in so much trouble.”


“Yeah, that’s what I said,” said Sam, her eyes brightening. “I won’t splatter paint on you. By mistake.”


Sam held her breath. This wasn’t how she had imagined it all coming out. In her math class daydream, Sam had delivered her carefully worded, five-point explanation and then Ellie had said, “Of course, Sam, anything for my best friend.” Then they’d practically skipped to room 245 together. Fine, she knew that wasn’t going to happen, but Sam had still hoped for a more positive reaction than this. She mustered a desperate grin.


“It’s still Cat’s squad,” said Ellie. “She’s not a nice person. She’s using you, Sam, or planning something. That’s the only reason she’d let you join. And you know it.”


“Come on, Ellie.” If there were fewer people around, Sam would have thrown herself at Ellie’s feet. Sometimes pure comedic, please-make-this-embarrassing-moment-stop tactics worked on her.


“Do what you want, Sam, but I can’t watch you go through this again. I won’t.”


Sam’s stomach fell as she watched her best friend walk away. She wanted to yell, “But I need you, Eleanora Gold,” like they did in the movies. But this wasn’t the movies. It was her life. And her best friend had just deserted her.


Sam continued to the art room alone. Her hands slipped on the door handle and her stomach lurched as she settled herself into a chair. Soon, Lucy, Cat, Avery, and the others would walk through the same doors and now she was a big, hot mess. Normally, Sam did everything she could to avoid them. But after her talk with Lucy, she had decided that today was the day everything was going to change for her at Allansdale Middle School. She was tired of worrying about what would happen at school each day, of trying to be invisible. But she had planned on having Ellie by her side. She needed her by her side. Sam took in a deep breath and grabbed the rolled-up banner and paint supplies.


Please, please, please let this go smoothly.


She scooped some red paint into a paint well and mixed in the orange and yellow. “I don’t need you anyway, Eleanora Gold,” she muttered, pulling a container of sugar-coated garbanzo beans from her bag and popping one into her mouth. She examined the hue she’d created, then added a bit more orange. “You don’t get it. You could live like a hermit in the Arctic with only a school of penguins for friends, and you’d be totally fine.”


She should have known better than to ask Ellie to join.


“She’s using you.” Sam mimicked Ellie as she unrolled the banner. “That’s the only reason she’d let you join … blah blah blah. ARGH.”


Maybe Ellie was right, but Sam was tired of feeling like she didn’t fit in anywhere. She just wanted to be herself again. She belonged in Spirit Squad. Ellie might think it was fake and shallow, but it wasn’t just a cheer squad. It was a cheer, dance, art, singing, and spirit squad, all rolled into one. And Sam loved cheering and chanting and dancing and singing and banner making and making new friends. Being a part of Spirit Squad meant you were definitely part of AMS. Spirit Squad was AMS. The only reason Sam had never joined was because of Cat Spencer. Fourth grade had changed everything.


Sam pushed away the tiny Tupperware of pastel-colored beans and refocused her attention on the banner.


The letters are all wrong.


She redrew the letters—R-O-A-R—on the large cloth banner draped over the table, then stepped back to examine them. The font was exactly what she’d envisioned. Fierce, but confident. The bottoms of the letters had a toothy quality, and she had created a modern, mane-like effect with the rounded part of the Rs.


Allansdale: Hear us ROAR.


The words surrounded a pouncing lion with its mouth wide open. Above, in block letters, it read BOYS SOCCER REGIONAL QUARTERFINALS. She still had to draw 2011, but she hadn’t yet imagined how it would look.


In third grade, Sam had watched a show about people with synesthesia. Instead of hearing or seeing the way most people did, they saw things as colors, or experienced a smell as a shape. Sam didn’t think she had synesthesia exactly, but it was the closest thing she had come across that described how she saw the world. Sam saw people as unique fonts. Some were computerized, while others were hand drawn. They could be bubble-like, wavy and beautiful, or straight and constrained. Sam would sketch people’s letters in her notebook, sometimes with a manga-style drawing of the person. Those letters became her secret code.


Sam looked at the lion and wished Ellie was with her again. If Ellie helped, the banner would be epic. Ellie was the art yin to Sam’s yang. When they’d made banners for the soup kitchen and animal shelter where Ellie volunteered, she’d drawn the image, and Sam had created the words. They’d chosen the colors together. It was like they spoke their own art language.


Ellie’s was an honest type of lettering that said it like it was. At first, Sam thought Ellie’s letters were so thin and brittle, they might crumble under the weight of other people’s worries. In reality, they were clear, almost mirror-like. Her font was short, crisp, and boxy, but its taller letters reached high above the middle line.


But they were also so stubborn.


“OH. MY. GOSH! That’s so cool.” Avery arrived with Lucy and Cat right behind her. “Take a look!”


“I told you,” said Lucy. “Sam’s the best! I’ve seen her stuff in art. It’s amazing.”


“Thanks.” Sam’s face burned bright red.


“Thanks for doing this for us,” said Lucy, beaming. “See, Cat? She’s perfect for this.”


Cat stood silently at the head of the table, assessing the banner like a judge in a competition. Sam’s throat tightened as she waited for the verdict. She had tried to draw Cat’s letters on a number of occasions but could never quite get them right. They were always missing something. Sam needed the manga drawing to complete her caricature: a girl in a flying, punching pose, with a high, platinum-white ponytail and icy blue eyes. No lettering had done the job.


“You forgot the 2011,” said Cat. “And to write ‘Spirit Squad’ down at the bottom. People need to know it’s ours.”


“Oh yeah, I’m still working on that,” Sam mumbled, lowering her eyes.


“What can we do?” Lucy grabbed a chair. “Put us to work, Sam!”


Sam’s heart fluttered. She wasn’t sure why she was so nervous, except that Cat just stood there stone-faced, occasionally texting. This was why she’d wanted Ellie with her. Ellie calmed her. She wasn’t just her best friend. She was her safety net.


“Lucy, you can start on the first R. Avery, maybe start on the one at the other end so you won’t get in each other’s way.” Sam paused and glanced at Cat. “Be careful not to go over the lines. Clean lines will make it look really good.”


“Hey, what are these?” Lucy peered at the pastel pink and blue garbanzo beans, then popped one in her mouth. “They’re weird, but sorta good.”


Sam had completely forgotten to put away her stash of adameh ala succar. She hadn’t planned on introducing them to anybody at school.


“They’re, uhh, they’re sugar-coated chickpeas.” Sam reached for the Tupperware bowl but knocked it over in her rush. The little balls rolled over the banner, some sticking to the wet paint as Sam frantically tried to collect them. Cat and Avery snickered behind her.


“Sugar-coated chickpeas?” Cat said. “That doesn’t even make sense!”


Sam turned even redder. “They’re Syrian,” she said softly. “My mom says they’re good for you.”


“Cat, they’re actually pretty good. Here.” Lucy held out a pink one. “They’re a little chalky, but they’re sweet. It sort of tastes like flowers.”


“I’ll try it,” said Avery. She popped it in her mouth and chewed for a few seconds as everyone stared. Then, she hurried to the sink, grabbed a paper towel, and spit out the soggy mess. She looked at Sam apologetically. “Sorry. Uh, they’re definitely chalky … or something.”


Sam’s stomach dropped. She wished the others had never seen the treats. Why on earth would they eat something that wasn’t theirs?


Cat scrunched her nose at the adameh ala succar. “I’m not into chalky chickpeas. But I’ll help paint.”


Flooded with relief, Sam handed Cat a brush.


Note to self: bring more normal snacks next time.


“This is going to look so good,” said Lucy, popping a few more of the sweet chickpeas in her mouth. “I can’t wait for everybody to see it!”


Sam loosened her grip on her brush and smiled at Lucy. “Neither can I.” She filled in the O with the bright reddish-orange paint. She bit her lip as Cat painted over the clean edges she’d warned them about. She would have to fix it with white once it dried, but it would be okay. Sam was part of Spirit Squad now, that’s what mattered. Things were going to be great.












CHAPTER 3





KAREEM


Kareem and Hassan locked arms. Yusuf ran to Hassan’s right and slid his arm through Hassan’s, while George took Kareem’s left. The tightly linked quartet marched among a sea of strangers.


The ground beneath Kareem vibrated as thousands of feet hit the pavement. A banner fluttered above the crowd: WE WANT FREEDOM FOR ALL. Tetas and jiddos, mothers and fathers, and little kids seated on their parents’ shoulders chanted in unison.


He, Kareem Haddad, was protesting in Syria. The only “protests” Kareem had ever seen before in person were staged by the government. If anyone had told him a few weeks earlier that thousands would take to the streets of Damascus to demand that President Bashar al-Assad step down, he would never have believed it. For years, the mukhabarat had kept Syrians afraid. People whispered because informants were everywhere. They were taxi drivers and garbage collectors, friends, or even an aunt or uncle. In Damascus, people said that “even the walls have ears.” The mukhabarat were nowhere and everywhere at once.


So everybody kept quiet.


Now, here they were, arms locked, marching through Damascus, chanting at the top of their lungs. They’d told a lie to get there, but they had agreed it was a necessary lie. And Ramy had convinced them they had to be there, even if their parents forbade it.


“Listen, ya shabab,” Ramy had said, towering over them in Yusuf’s room. They’d been playing rounds of one-on-one Nerf basketball, but Ramy had demolished them with his six-foot frame. “We’re supposed to listen to our parents. I always listen to mine. But …”


Ramy sat down on a bed next to Kareem and continued.


“There are times, moments in life, we have to follow our beliefs. This is one of those times. To change this country, we have to show up. All of us. If we all listened to our parents, the whole country would stay home, afraid.”


“It’s a good lie!” Yusuf had exclaimed, laughing.


“Come on, Yusuf,” Hassan had pushed back. He scrunched his nose and blinked feverishly, the way he did when he was nervous. “What if something happens while we’re there? They’ll kill us. I mean, our parents will, not the mukhabarat. Let’s just tell them we want to go.”


“Hassan!” Yusuf yelled back. “We already talked about this. If you tell your parents, our parents will find out. And we already know that my parents and Kareem’s parents are not okay with us going.”


The boys had argued until Hassan caved. Ramy calmed Hassan down by promising to keep an eye on them, just like his parents would if they were there.


So they’d told their parents they were doing what they normally did on a Friday afternoon, when a revolution wasn’t taking place in their backyard—playing a pickup game of soccer at the nadi followed by shawarma sandwiches. Instead, they marched.


Ramy’s voice echoed over the bullhorn: “Al Sha’ab Youreed Isqaat al Nizam.” He smiled over his shoulder and pounded his fist in Kareem’s direction, and Kareem smiled back. He had always wanted an older brother like Ramy. Kareem repeated the chant, squeezing his elbow to bring Hassan closer. At the ends, Yusuf and George thrust their free fists in the air to the beat of the chant. “Al Sha’ab Youreed Isqaat al Nizam … Al Sha’ab Youreed Isqaat al Nizam.”


He’d first heard the chant on television when Tunisians rose up against their dictator. Then came the Egyptian revolution. Syrians secretly tuned in to the news to cheer on the largest country in the Arab world as they chanted those very same lines. Kareem watched every night, as if it was the World Cup of revolutions. He and his parents couldn’t help but root for the millions—no, tens of millions—who flooded Tahrir Square, waving Egyptian flags and chanting, “The people want to overthrow the government.”


At the time, Kareem believed the same thing could never happen in Syria. Syrians were too scared. Egyptians could at least tell jokes about their president. Kareem’s own parents laughed at memes poking fun of Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak, but no one told jokes about Bashar al-Assad. There weren’t any.


Then, the unthinkable happened. The fifteen boys from Dara’a graffitied their school’s walls.


It’s your turn, Doctor.


They tagged the wall for the entire town to see. Fifteen boys between ten and fifteen dared to write what others were too scared to even think. The doctor was Syrian president Bashar al-Assad, an ophthalmologist by training.


No one was sure exactly why the boys did it. It was the kind of thing that people secretly thought, but no one actually dared to voice. Some people said they were just imitating what they saw on television. Others said they were just boys being boys. What teenager wouldn’t want to paint on walls? Others said one boy’s mother was an activist herself and that her son had been the ringleader.


The following day, local authorities arrested the boys. They were tortured. Protests erupted around Dara’a, demanding that the boys be released. A few weeks later, during one of the protests, another boy named Hamza was arrested. He died in custody.


That was when Syria’s streets erupted, when Syrians finally decided enough was enough. It was one thing to arrest adults; an entirely different thing to arrest, torture, and murder children.


When Kareem heard about Hamza and the other boys, he couldn’t get their story out of his head.


A few days later, Kareem and his friends went out to get ice cream at a nearby shop when they noticed random words graffitied on a wall. Freedom in English, Houriyeh in Arabic. When they got home, Yusuf had whispered to Kareem that he thought Ramy might be behind it. He’d seen spray cans in his room.


Kareem couldn’t stop thinking about graffiti after that. He loved to paint and draw. He loved the idea of creating beautiful artwork on public walls. It was the most visible, most public canvas an artist could ask for. Kareem didn’t want to go to museums to see art. He desperately wanted to paint in broad daylight for all to see. He convinced Hassan, George, and Yusuf that they had to do this together.


Kareem and Yusuf started small, just single words. “Freedom.” “Justice.” Next came phrases: “Free Syria, Freedom Now!” “No Justice, No Peace.” Then they researched graffiti online, and saw magnificent pieces from around the world.


That’s when they started to think bigger.


Together, Kareem, Yusuf, Hassan, and George had come up with the birds. They’d told Ramy about it, bursting with excitement, and the look of surprise on his face had made Kareem feel so proud. Ramy said he’d come along to keep them safe. But when they talked about tagging their work, Hassan and Ramy had drawn the line at adding #WeAreAllHamza.


“Inta majnoun?” Hassan had yelled. “It’s one thing to leave it vague, to draw birds and write ‘freedom.’ That will get us in trouble. But to say it’s Hamza? My mom won’t let me say his name, in our own home. That’ll get us killed, like him.”


They stood there, in complete silence, as though the air had been sucked out of the room. Then Kareem blurted, “But what’s the point of a revolution if you follow all the rules? Isn’t that what you told us, Ramy? That we have to spray OUTSIDE the lines if we’re going to change anything?”


He knew that Hassan was right. But he was right, too. Hassan was always scared. He was always the last one to ride his bike down a steep hill or take part in a prank. He never wanted to do anything risky.


Now, marching in the streets together, Kareem glanced over at Hassan belting the newest chant—“Yalla, Irhal, ya Bashar!”—and joined along.


Wow, they were straight up asking Bashar al-Assad to leave. Kareem’s heart filled with pride. If only his parents could see this, if only they could experience the excitement. He suddenly wished it would never end. Was this what freedom felt like?


They marched past an abandoned building, right before a bridge. Someone had obviously started construction on it once upon a time, but they had stopped midway. Kareem had noticed it before, but for the first time, he admired its large tan outfacing wall. It was the perfect canvas.


He nudged Hassan, motioning with his head toward the building. He leaned in and whispered, “Graffiti—ala il binayeh houneek.”


Hassan shook his head. “No. Too risky.”


But Kareem knew he could change Hassan’s mind. Hassan was always the point of last resistance—once he was on board, they’d be ready to go. The wall was huge, visible from so many different angles, exposed and yet hidden. It was perfect.


Hassan froze up, while Kareem freed his left arm and pounded his fist in the air as the next chant started.


“Allah, Souriyah, Houriyah ou Bas. Allah, Souriyah, Houriyah ou Bas.”












CHAPTER 4





SAMIRA


Sam checked the clock and sighed.


11:23 a.m.


Another half hour. ARGH.


She rubbed her eyes and yawned. Sunday mornings were brutal. Her parents dragged her out of bed at seven thirty a.m., stuffed a hot cheese sandwich in her hand, then drove her nearly forty minutes to the Islamic Center for a two-hour-long Qur’anic recitation and Arabic class.
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