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"Flame of Hope" is a short story with illustrations about a young Muslim-American girl 
who is bullied by a boy at school. Each paragraph is told from the perspective of a 
different family member and ultimately of the bully as well, so that the reader can 
experience the emotions of the characters as they react to an act of bullying against 
the main character, Fathia. 

The amazing thing about writing and illustrating a story like this is you start to 
appreciate another's culture and religion. When researching for this project, we 
learned about incidents of vandalism against mosques both here and around the 
world. These discoveries made us quite sad. In creating a character who bullies 
someone for her religion but realizes his mistake, we hope to combat hate and 
celebrate diversity by offering a simple message that people who do bad things can 
change and learn if you give them a chance.
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Flame of Hope  

Written by Lily Eames Scheckner 
Illustrated by Alicia Salazar Gaylord 

 
FATHIA 

The mosque is filled with the sound of rustling fabric. Long skirts sway and 
dance. Hijabs, headscarves, create a sea of blue, green, and black silk. When all 
prayers are finished, I make my way to Aaisha, who sits quietly under a tree, 
whispering with the imam, the priest. She is my elder sister, and the perfect 
example of what I should and must be. “Mama is waiting in the car, Aaisha,” I say, 
inclining my head towards the imam to show respect. “Indeed, I must not make you 
late,” says Imam Rehan, handing my sister her prayer book, “And please give my 
regards to your mother and father. Their contributions to the mosque in Belgium 
were greatly appreciated.” I make a mental note to ask Mama and Baba why the 
mosque needs funding and wish Imam Rehan good night. As we settle into the 
soft, padded seats of the car, my eyes begin to close and sleep overtakes me.  

 
AAISHA 

I watch Fathia drift off into the world of unconsciousness and rest my cheek 
against the cold glass of the car window. Colors rush past. Green leaves and trees. 
White houses, freshly painted. “So, Aaisha, how was mosque today?” my mother 
asks, peering through the rain pattering on her windshield. Grey clouds, the only 
hint that a strong storm is coming. “Aaisha?” Tiny yellow flowers that seem to be 
glowing against the backdrop of this dreary landscape. “Aaisha!” I snap out of my 
dreamlike state. “Yes, Mama?” I can tell her patience is waning, stretched to the 
breaking point. “I asked,” she says, pronouncing each word carefully and slowly, 
“how mosque was today.” “Oh, it was alright. The usual,” I say, my tone casual and 
light. Had Fathia told her what she had told me concerning school the previous 
day? How am I to know if Fathia trusts me more than her own mother…  
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MAMA 
I watch Aaisha closely through the rearview mirror and see her brow creased 

in concentration, like she is fighting a battle against herself inside. Turning the 
steering wheel, my mind strays to the second daughter, the one who troubles me. 
Fathia has been silent lately, keeping to herself and her solitary thoughts. I would 
never describe her as shy, and yet now, when people ask me what she is like, that is 
the first word that comes to mind. It seems like the laughter and talkativeness has 
been somehow erased from her personality. My thoughts are interrupted as I hear 
police sirens, coming nearer, their wails and shrieks carrying through the air… 

 
FATHIA 

I wake with a start, rubbing sleep from my eyes, only to cover them once 
more as bright red and blue lights attached to the top of a car blinds me. Groaning 
inside, I push myself up straight in my seat and tuck stray black hair back into my 
hijab. We are nearing home now and I can see the silhouette of my elder brother by 
one year, Hamza, playing the piano through the window. His long, slender fingers 
dance over the keys as we walk inside, almost as if they are waltzing to their own 
tune. He could easily pass for a common schoolboy, not from our country, with his 
medium tone skin and light brown hair. Mama leans down and kisses him on the 
top of his head, whispering tender words full of admiration and gentleness. Baba 
walks over, filling the room with his buoyant and jolly smile. “Marhabaan, my 
beautiful children,” he says. Hello, my beautiful children. I try for a smile, some 
gesture that I am happy, but how can I lie?  

 
BABA 

I hug each and every one of my children, except one. She shrinks from my 
touch and looks away like I am a harsh, bright light. What has happened to my 
bold, daring ten-year-old, Fathia? Me and my wife exchange a look. I know we are 
both thinking the same thing.  
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HAMZA 
I pretend to be focusing on my music, but I am really listening as Mama and 

Baba, tucked away in the corner for a private discussion, whisper to each other. 
“Something must have happened!” says Baba, forgetting to keep his voice low. He 
calms himself and continues, “At school, perhaps? You know that her hijab attracts 
attention. People do not feel kindly for Muslims at this time, habibti.” My father 
calls Mama “my dear” in Arabic only when he is feeling very upset. I strain my ears, 
trying to catch every word, and I hear Mama whisper, “But why would Fathia not 
tell us if she is being bullied for our religion and practices?” There is a pause and 
then Baba says, taking Mama’s hand in his, “I do not know. But I know that she 
has told someone, and that someone is her only sister, the one she thinks will 
understand.” I listen to all of this, then watch as Mama and Baba walk up the stairs 
and to Aaisha’s room. 

 
AAISHA 

I hear a knock, and wonder who could be visiting my quarters at this hour. I 
am reading a book that is beautifully written, called The Beauty of my Hijab. 
Mama had bought it for me in Arabic so I could keep practicing the language. 
Sometimes I read a page or two aloud to myself, giggling at my clumsy American 
accent. Anyhow, as I watch the knob turn on my door and see Mama and Baba 
walk in, I know that something is very wrong. Alfirashat (butterflies) flutter in my 
stomach as my parents sit down at the foot of my bed. “Kitab jayd?” Baba asks. 
Good book? When I nod, Mama tries again to make conversation. “I thought you 
would like it.”  I lose patience. “Why are you here?” I ask, for I know that the reason 
isn’t to talk of my book. Mama picks at a tear in the sheets. Baba sighs. I wait. 
“Aaisha,” says Baba, “we would like to know what is going on with Fathia.” I put 
my head in my hands. I would like to say, “No way! That’s private!” But what do I 
say instead? Nothing. Nothing at all.  
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MAMA 
My husband and I watch Aaisha, knowing this is hard for her. Imagine two 

of your daughter’s most honorable traits, loyalty towards her sister and obedience 
towards her parents, clashing. Only one of them could win. Finally Aaisha looks 
up, and I see her face streaked with tears. “I’ll tell you,” she says. I lean forward and 
put an arm around her. She swallows her tears, forcing the sorrow and guilt back, 
leaving room to speak. “Yesterday,” Aaisha starts, “a boy was bullying and teasing 
Fathia about her hijab. He sneaked up behind her and unwrapped it. The boy 
laughed and said, ‘Go home, you don’t belong here! Terrorist!’ When recess was 
over he gave the hijab back and acted as though nothing had happened. Fathia 
took it as a silent warning: If you tell anybody about this, you are going to pay.” 
Aaisha lays back in the bed as though telling the story had exhausted her. My 
husband and I leave the room, a restless night ahead of us.  
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FATHIA  
It is morning. I dread going to school, to face him again… But as I sit down 

to breakfast, Hamza on my right and Aaisha on my left, I remember a question I 
had asked myself the day earlier. “Mama,” I ask, my eyes on the pancakes that sit on 
the plate in front of me, “Why did you donate money to the mosque in Belgium? 
What happened?” Mama and Baba looked at each other, and when Mama spoke, 
she did so carefully and rather solemnly. “Fathia, do you remember the sirens, the 
ones we heard on the way back from the mosque?” I nod, wondering what this had 
to do with Belgium. “Those were police cars,” Mama says, “going to another local 
mosque.” “Why?” I ask, confused, “Are the police officers Muslim?” Baba laughs 
softly, and says, “No, habibti.” Then Mama continues, “They went there because 
someone had done something terrible to the mosque called,” she hesitated, 
“vandalism.” Hamza and Aaisha gasped. I do not know what this word means, but 
I realize it is something horrible, and I feel a chill that has nothing to do with the 
cold November air. Baba must have realized this, for he explained. “Vandalism is 
when somebody takes something beautiful, a mosque for example, and they turn it 
into something ugly. They write on the walls, or burn down the domes. They 
purposefully ruin it.” My eyes fill with tears. I cannot imagine what it would be like 
for that to happen to my mosque. “So that is what happened to the mosque in 
Belgium,” I say. It is not a question, for I know I am right. When two heads nod, I 
feel sick inside. “Why?” I ask, “Why would they do that?” Mama shrugs her 
shoulders helplessly. Baba takes her hand and squeezes it gently. 

 
HAMZA 

After breakfast, I walk my younger sisters to school. Something I cannot 
place is bothering me immensely, and suddenly I realize it. “What is the name of the 
boy?” There is no need to say which boy. Fathia seems startled for a moment, and I 
could tell she had been trying to forget him. “I don’t know. I never asked,” she said. 
I pressed her, “What does he look like, then?” “He has spiky black hair and electric 
blue eyes. He always wears this worn orange coat, even when it’s warm out,” Fathia 
said, as though picturing her tormenter in her mind. My blood runs cold, for I 
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know that description too well. Sweat begins to gather on my brow and when I 
wish my sisters goodbye, I am sure my voice is a croak. 

 
JAMES 

As I slam my locker door shut, someone comes up behind me. “Hey, James,” 
he says. I turn around and see my new best friend and lab partner smiling at me. 
But why does it look forced? “Hey, Hamza,” I say, “how was your weekend?” “It 
was fine, I guess,” says Hamza, staring at the polished white tiles on the floor. My 
grin falters. “What’s wrong?” “Nothing!” says Hamza quickly, but then sighs. “My 
sister is being bullied.” “Oh,” I say, “I’m sorry.” Hamza sighs again. “Can I talk to 
you for a moment?” he asks, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Sure,” I match my 
tone to his. “Last Friday you bullied a Muslim girl of about nine or ten because of 
her hijab. That Muslim girl is my sister.” Hamza’s voice cracks, “You hurt Fathia 
because of our religion. That’s not easy to forgive.” My eyes widen, remembering… 
A small girl with light brown skin and huge, terrified eyes. I could almost feel the 
fabric of her hijab as I snatched it from her dark, curly hair. “So that means… You’re 
M-muslim,” I stutter, “But you’re nice. One of the most friendly people I’ve ever 
met.” And suddenly I understand. Dark skin, white skin, brown hair or blonde, 
what really matters is the personality tucked inside, waiting to be discovered. I turn 
to Hamza, a determined look on my face. “How must I get her to forgive me?” 
Hamza smiles.  

 
FATHIA 

I walk out to recess, books tucked under one arm and a handful of pencils in 
the other. I glance around nervously and I seem him trotting towards me, with—is 
that Hamza?! As the bully draws nearer I realize that his companion is indeed my 
brother. I do not know what to think. I start to get up from the bench I am sitting 
on, tensed to run, but the voice I had heard taunting me too many times stops me. 
“Fathia, wait!” I turn slowly towards him and Hamza. “What is it?” I say, nervous 
and frightened. I brace myself for horrible words and a sneer, but none came. 
Instead, the boy I had come to call The Bully looks at me in the eyes and says, “I 
hurt you. I called you names and laughed at you for who you are. I have no excuse. 
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All I can say is,” he inhales, “‘ana asif.” That simple phrase, carefully pronounced and 
genuine, meant everything to me. Those two words in Arabic, “I’m sorry,” made 
tears rise to my eyes. “I forgive you,” I whisper. I look at my brother, who had 
taught James Arabic for me. I look at James himself, who realized his wrongdoing. 
If you had seen us walking hand in hand back to class, talking, laughing, you would 
have felt what we felt. Inside of us, right beside our hearts, was a small flame. The 
flame of hope. 
  

 
 
 


