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To all the Muslim girlies waiting for their own love story. 

And to my husband who gave me a HEA of my own. 










CHAPTER ONE










SAFIYYAH’S PHONE BEEPS and she sees a text from her mom: We need to talk. She replies to ask what’s wrong, but all she gets in response is Your father and I have something to tell you once you get home.


Uncertainty gnaws at Safiyyah as she tries to imagine all the different scenarios that could explain the vague message.


She could call her mom and demand to know what’s wrong, but she shared an office with three other interns and she would rather bury her head in her work than deal with whatever is waiting for her at home.


Safiyyah is supposed to be having the best week of her life. Of all the applicants, of all the people, she was recently selected to work at Lumina, the country’s top biotechnology company. Until she read her mom’s text during her break.


To ground herself, she takes a deep breath, counting to five in her head, then smooths down the front of her lab coat, reveling in the crisp sound and thick texture against her palms. She leaves her phone behind to head back to Lab Room 5.


Her remaining task for the day is to set up comparison runs between the DNA patterns in the back of the lab and determine any discrepancies.


Safiyyah’s body thrums with immediate excitement as she sets her station up to finish her task. After what feels like only a few minutes, her neck aches. She rolls her head around and stands to stretch, only to notice the clock showing her day will end in less than two minutes. Did her boss ever even stop by? She organizes her notes, wondering where he’s been.


Upon turning, Jack is on the opposite side of the room. His crew cut blond hair provides an interesting contrast to his tattooed hand as he scratches the top of his head. “You were in a daze. I don’t even get this kind of focus from full-time employees.”


Safiyyah winces. “I’m sorry. Were you trying to talk to me earlier?”


“I didn’t want to disrupt your rhythm. Do you have anything to report?”


“I figured out the issue you were running into. The code was missing a line for genders. I noticed when I ran the dioecious DNA.”


Jack shakes his head. “Amateur mistake.” He sighs. “I don’t know how I missed that.”


She waves her hand. “I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s always a good idea to look away from a project and have a fresh perspective.”


He nods his head in agreement. “Of course.”


As they consult and discuss the next steps for the project, Safiyyah senses an intense gaze fixed upon the back of her head. Glancing at the door, she doesn’t see anyone. Unsure if she’s overthinking the moment, she looks over again but still sees no one. Jack walks with her to her car as they chat casually about non-work-related stuff. His cat turns two tomorrow, and now his wife wants another one. She simply offers that she’s excited to be so close to finishing her PhD.


“I meant to ask earlier, how did your dissertation discussion go yesterday?”


“It went well enough. There might be some technical details I need to iron out, but you know I’m up for the challenge.”


He grunts in approval. “I don’t know anyone more deserving of getting their doctorate.”


She beams. “Thanks, Jack.” When Safiyyah gets into her car, she finally remembers something dreadful must be waiting for her at home.

***


Freaking chickpeas.


Aayan stares at the shelves of canned beans. He can hear his mom telling him to just soak the chickpeas before going on his third night shift in as many days, but he never understood how his mom balanced home and work so well. His exhaustion weighs heavily on him, mocking him as he futilely searches for the chickpeas amidst the endless rows of beans. They’re usually right here. This is the same grocery store he always runs to when he needs to whip up a meal before passing out. His temple throbs as he mumbles to himself. It turns out that three hours of sleep per night is actually not enough.


He’s about to call it quits and let sleep be his dinner when a soft voice says, “Excuse me.”


Aayan takes an automatic step back as a hand reaches around him to pull the half-pallet display trying to sell some kind of overly sugary snack that looks like a melted robot. He hasn’t ever had a marshmallow, come to think of it. Maybe there are some halal ones more readily available now for him to try.


When he notices the woman is in a hijab, he instantly reaches out to push the cardboard for her. It’s not heavy, and he’s flooded with embarrassment when the display almost tips over at his unneeded help.


“I’m sorry. I was trying to help.”


She laughs. “No worries, I hate these things. My manners are all that keep me from tossing it down the aisle.”


She finally turns so her face is fully visible, and he blinks slowly. He rubs his eyes for good measure before saying, “Safiyyah?”


The woman’s eyes widen, first in a fear he understands only because of his sister, then in recognition. “Oh my gosh, Aayan!”


“Yep. You know, I’m coming off a long shift and thought I was just imagining you.” His heart rate doubles. Oh man, it sounds like I’m always thinking about her or something. Though it seems his memories have dulled her beauty. The way her scarf frames her round, olive-toned face is captivating, but her loose blouse serves as a reminder for him to stop trying to ogle her. He forces his eyes back to her face. The lighting in the grocery store could be brighter, but her smile is welcoming, her teeth on display.


“That residency life must be a doozy. The last time I spoke to your sister, she said you were rarely home.”


“Yeah. Alina lives with me right now. It’s nice having a house mate if for nothing other than being able to see someone outside of work without having to leave the house.”


Safiyyah holds up the can of beans she must have grabbed before he recognized her. “Well, it’s been good seeing you. We seldom see each other.”


“Wait.” She turns around expectantly. He’s about to ask her a question when he notices the image on the can in her hand. “Are those chickpeas?”


She looks down at the can. “Yes?”


“Where did you grab it from? I’ve been standing here looking for them for what feels like an hour.”


She points to the now-askew cardboard display. “They were behind that.”


“Oh.” He looks down and sees them. “Thanks. It seems your PhD isn’t wearing you out as much as my job is me.”


She lets out a cute snort. “I’m absolutely hanging on by a thread, but it’s fun doing research. I got this new internship and everyone there is so cool and smart, I feel rejuvenated just by being near them.”


“Where’s the internship at?”


“Lumina.”


“Oh, I’ve heard of them. That’s cool. Are you in biology?”


“Sort of. I’m a bioelectrical engineer.”


“So, what are you doing with the PhD?”


Her eyes brighten. “It’s quite amazing. My dissertation centers around biomaterial testing for an internal insulin regulator. I used silicon carbide to make the prototype corrosion resistant. I want to test the biocompatibility and hemocompatibility.” She takes a breath. “I’ve been using electrical engineering to find a sweet spot so the insulin can self-regulate and dispense as needed.”


He smiles. “That’s pretty cool. I assume this is for those with diabetes.”


“Oh yes. My older sister has type one. I’m not sure you’d remember, but she always needed insulin injections.”


“Wouldn’t you run out of insulin in the device?”


She nods. “Yes, that’s where I run into a pickle. I was looking into seeing if the device could cultivate beta cells and produce the needed insulin. It’s all very theoretical right now, but I’ve just got the internship with Lumina and when I presented them with my dissertation, they were super impressed. Though the university will own my research and dissertation prototype, Lumina wants me to continue the work at their lab. It’s all very exciting.”


“But then won’t Lumina own the device and prototype, not you?”


“They’ve offered me a percentage of the profits regardless of my employee status with them, which is extremely rare and generous. I had your sister help me with the legal jargon and it’s legit. They aren’t trying to low ball me.” She shrugs. “Either way, the idea with the device is to help people. It’s not my only idea, so I’m not too worried.”


The ashes of his admiration from childhood rekindle as he sees the glow of passion in her eyes. “You’re amazing.”


She blushes. “You flatter me.”


“It’s not flattery when it’s factual.”


She raises an eyebrow. “You seem … different from what I remember, Aayan.”


“How so?”


“You were never this … cheeky.”


He nods because he isn’t usually this honest, but sleepiness has loosened his tongue. “Like you said, we rarely see each other.”


“Well, enjoy your chickpeas and sleep.” She walks away before he can stall her any further. He lets out a yawn. Probably for the best she’s left.

***


“Salaam! I’m home,” Safiyyah shouts out to the house.


Aayan was an unexpected delay in her day, but seeing a childhood friend was a pleasant addition to her busy week. He looked endearing in rumpled light blue scrubs and tired eyes. Like a doctor-themed Stuff-A-Stuffie. Curls swooped in all directions, giving his hair an “I woke up like this” look. Her own hair would never. She shakes her head. The most important part about seeing Aayan was he helped her procrastinate coming home.


She closes the door behind her and yanks off her scarf with a sigh, her curls escaping her low bun. Her stomach drops when she enters the living room. She sees her father pacing the rug on the phone and her mother furiously kneading dough in the kitchen. Her mother only attacks dough when she’s stressed.


Both seem to have missed her coming in as they stay engrossed in their tasks.


Safiyyah clears her throat. “Hi, Mama.”


Her mother startles at the light touch on her shoulder. “Hello, hayati. How was your day at work? Do you feel comfortable there now after a week?”


Working for Lumina has been her goal since she learned how to code. She has her ten-year plan still in her faded pink diary from when she was in high school and had discovered there was a way to do both math and science.


Her love for work eases her worry. “Oh my gosh. Mama, it’s been so amazing. They have a whole lab dedicated to microbial engineering. I drool every time I go in.” She continues on a tangent that tapers as her mother simply offers a weary smile. “Right.” Safiyyah glances over at her father, who’s still talking vehemently on the phone. “Is Baba okay? What do we need to talk about?”


“We have some unfortunate news.” Her mother rushes to add, “Nothing we can’t handle, of course.”


“What’s going on?” Her mind thinks back to all the tension her father has been dealing with at work. She thinks of how his eyes become weary and tired. She says a small dua under her breath, hoping her worries are for nothing.


“We’ll discuss when he’s done.”


At that exact moment, Safiyyah’s father hangs up his phone and tosses it onto the couch before letting out a muttered string of expletives. When he notices Safiyyah she offers a lame wave. “Hello.”


He falls into the couch. “Hi, honey. You’re gonna want to come sit down here, please.”


Safiyyah walks over to him, acutely aware of her mother following closely. “Is everything okay?”


She sits on the couch and her mother sits beside him, slipping her hand into his. Her mother’s skin is dull, dark bags under her eyes that Safiyyah would have sworn weren’t there at the start of the week. Her father’s face looks slimmer, less round and jovial than she can remember. What else has she been missing?


Safiyyah doesn’t miss the squeeze her mother gives him before he says, “I was laid off.” Safiyyah’s jaw tightens. All her dad’s hard work, wasted because someone else refused to recognize brilliance. He adds, “Your mother and I have decided we need to move.”


“Move where?” she asks slowly. A commute to Lumina wouldn’t be so bad and she barely needs to go in person to university at this point. She could help her parents even, for the time being.


“To London.”


“London?”


He nods. “London.”


Safiyyah’s brain takes a moment to process the information, but when she does, her thoughts buzz. “Well, I could see how that might not be ideal. I would miss you both dearly and I’ll have to start paying rent, but we figured this day would come soon enough, so I guess—”


He interrupts her. “You have to come with us, Saf.”


She scoffs. “Why would I have to come?” She stands up. “That’s ridiculous. I’m working on my dissertation. I’m less than a year away from finishing. You can’t expect me to just stop and fly off to London. Never mind the fact that my dream job is here, inches away from my reach.”


He shakes his head. “The whole family is in London. We can’t just leave you here alone. That’s dangerous.”


“What does it matter? I can do school and be fine. Are you really so insensitive to all the work I’ve put into this PhD?”


Her mother speaks up. “We’ve thought about it a lot, Safiyyah. This isn’t a spur-of-the-moment idea. You can request a transfer of credits to a different school and worst case, you have to work a little harder at first to catch up.”


Safiyyah stares dumbstruck at her parents. Two against one. Did she stand a chance at staying? She wills her patience to remain with her. “I’m twenty-five. I’ve been alone before. I’ve traveled without you before. I don’t understand why you are both so ready to rip me away from this future I’ve had planned for so long.”


Her father stands up and places a hand on her shoulder. “When I let you go on your summer trips, those were group trips for only a couple of weeks. When I let you stay in the dorms, we could still come to you and make sure you were okay. London is different. I’m not leaving you here.”


“Would you say this if you were moving to, like, San Diego?” Her voice wavers.


He shrugs with nonchalance. “If we were staying here in California, then maybe it wouldn’t be as big of a deal, but it doesn’t matter. We are moving to London.”


“Why?” Warm tears pool in Safiyyah’s eyes. “Why do we have to go to London? Why do I have to go to London?”


“I was fired,” he repeats.


“Didn’t you start the company?” Her voice was high pitched even to her own ears.


He gives her a small smile. “It’s complicated, but yes, sort of.”


“I’m sorry you got fired,” she mumbles genuinely.


“Thank you.” He continues, “Your uncles are in London and I’m going to try going there to figure my work out. It’s not worth it to stay here without a job and I’m not going to create a start-up in California all over again.”


She looks at her mom. “But your job is here.”


Her mother shrugs. “I am going to put in my two weeks’. I don’t need to work there. I can find a job in London. They have museums everywhere. And I miss my family anyway.”


Safiyyah weakly says, “But my career.”


Her father shakes his head. “Careers do not trump family. You can’t stay here. Friends are not enough. I would die if something happened to you.”


“But Baba.”


He says, “Please. No argument.”


“Rania is in Chicago,” she says, referring to her older sister.


“She married. His family is her family.”


“This isn’t fair.” She could hear the petulance in her voice but didn’t care. She has sacrificed so much to get this far. They expect her to start over in London. All her research would be lost, practically tossed in the trash, and she’d have to start from scratch. She might not even be able to do her exact work in London. And her job. Oh God, her job. She just got it. Without waiting for a response, she marches to her room and slams the door. The thud offers a fleeting moment of satisfaction before reality catches up to her as she plops down on the cold hard floor, tears flooding her eyes.


She grabs her phone and texts her closest friends, Maya and Tam. My dad lost his job. And he’s decided we as a family need to move to London, no discussion.


Tam replies almost instantly, Oh honey. I’m so sorry. If your dad would allow it, I’d totally let you stay with us.


Before she can reply, she gets a group call from them both. “Girl, what the heck?”


“Maya, you didn’t need to call. Isn’t Tam working a wedding?”


“I can spare five minutes.” Tam glances around. “I’m hiding in the venue bathroom. Explain everything.”


She flops onto her bed before she vents. “How can they fire the founder of a company, not just any founder but an ideal founder?”


“They’re fools,” Maya agrees.


Tam, ever the optimist, says, “Maybe it’ll be like that one guy who was fired but re-hired because the employees were all mad.”


Safiyyah nods but her mind thinks to all the historic moments people have chosen money over morals. It’d be as great as it was unlikely for them to give her dad his job back.


Maya says, “So they did a hostile takeover, why London? Why can’t you stay here with us?”


Maya and Tam are amazing friends and of course they’d offer their place, but her father would never accept that. With her sister in Chicago and her parents flying thousands of miles away, leaving Safiyyah behind in California, with no family close by as a safety net, would be unthinkable.


“My parents don’t have the best track record with prejudice and Islamophobia, so I understand his concerns.”


Even as she complains, she knows it will be impossible to defy her father’s wish. Her parents had very few rules growing up, but one of them was always that family sticks together.


“Rania is married and has a family of her own so she can get away with not being with us, but as much as they love you both, I’d be family-less in California.” Truly, the thought of being apart from any blood relative is scary, but she wants this. Aches for it even.


“Is there really no other way for you to say?” Tam asks.


“I could scourge the area for extended family I’ve never met, beg my dad to say with you … Or maybe just get married.” She chuckles at the absurd option. The most laughable option and yet, the one that would work the best.


“Any prospects?” Maya asks.


She dismisses the thought. “Of course not. Who would I marry? And more importantly, who would marry me?”


“Hey, you’re a catch!” Tam protests.


“Not the point. I barely look at men, let alone know a Muslim man I could marry.” Tam tries to speak over the sound of a flushing toilet and Safiyyah is pulled out of her self-pity. “Don’t worry. Tam, go back to work. We’ll catch up soon.”


They say their goodbyes and Safiyyah stares at her desk littered with her notes and research sources. Her eyes stop on the framed picture of her with her family. Her father glows with pride as he glances over at her mother emanating brightness. Rania is holding Safiyyah’s hand as she tries to walk over to the computer just outside the shot. Can she really leave her work behind, even in the name of family?










CHAPTER TWO










AAYAN RUSHES OUT of his house, but the car dash doesn’t let him forget that he’s going to be late no matter how fast he drives. He’s screwed. He can almost hear his mother’s worried sigh and see his father’s concerned frown.


As he navigates through traffic, his impatience grows. Each car that cuts in front of him feels like a personal affront. Why does everyone decide to drive slowly when he’s in a hurry? His fingers drum restlessly on the steering wheel, his jaw clenched tight. The minutes tick by, each one a reminder of how far behind schedule he is.


Fifteen frustrating minutes later, he parallel parks in front of his parent’s house. His stomach churns with a mix of anxiety and guilt as he takes a deep breath, trying to steady himself.


He doesn’t bother knocking, pushing the door open with a sense of urgency. “Mama, Abba? Assalamualaikum.”


“Aayan!” His father calls out, “We’re in the garden!”


He heads out to the garden and is surprised to see his parent’s family friends. He places his hand on his heart. “Salam Zuri Auntie.” He hugs her husband. “Sahid Uncle.” He takes a step back. “How are you?”


Sahid answers, “Very well. We haven’t seen you in at least a year, eh? You’ve been doing good?”


“Yes. Yes.” He replies, “I’ve been busy with residency.”


Zuri smiles widely. “Such a smart boy. Becoming an anesthesiologist. I was just talking to your mother about how proud she must be.”


He laughs. “She’s happy I’m following her footsteps and not dad’s.”


“Well, if you’re following my footsteps, you should be engaged by now,” his mother teases good-naturedly.


Zuri’s eyes twinkle. “Not engaged?” She slips into Krio, “Nobody no deh?”


Sahid glances at his wife. “Zuri.”


She ignores him and continues, “I don’t know if you remember her, but my daughter, Safiyyah, she’s also still single.” She moves her hands animatedly. “So busy getting her PhD, but now she has to leave it all behind.” Her face becomes sullen. She glances at her husband. “She has to leave it all behind, yeah?”


Aayan stares at Sahid, unsure as to what is happening. He just saw Safiyyah glittering with joy less than 24 hours ago. What could have possibly changed?


Nevertheless, the sadness on Sahid’s face rivaled that of a child being told they cannot take the candy from the hospital reception. He clears his throat. “I do remember Safiyyah. I ran into her at the store yesterday, but regardless she’s still in touch with Alina, so her name comes up from time to time.”


Zuri perks up. “You ran into her yesterday? How cute.” Before he could clarify cute is not how he’d describe their run in, she moves on. “Well, we should be going. We just wanted to stop by since we’re moving to London. You should come by the next day you are off. Maybe say a last hello to Safiyyah and help Sahid pack the bigger items in the house. Let me know when you are free okay?”


He glances at his parents before dutifully replying, “Of course, auntie.”


The couple walks away, escorted by his parents. He sits down on the patio chair, waiting.


“What was that about?” he asks when his parents return.


His father shares, “They’re moving to London and your mother insisted they have tea with us before leaving. She and Zuri have been friends for a long time, you know.”


“Yeah. I remember,” he replies, but his mind thinks back to the twinkle in Safiyyah’s eyes just yesterday. Did she find out right after talking to him? Is she okay? Probably not. Since they were kids, her heart had been set on her career.


His mother adds, “Zuri was so lovely when I first married your father. She had just married Sahid and would help me with random things.” She pats down her kurta. “So very pleasant indeed. I will miss her quite a bit.” Her voice grows soft. “I miss when you had a crush on Safiyyah. It gave me a chance to leave you and your sister with her to play while I caught up with Zuri.”


He ignores her last comment. “How did you all even become friends?”


“I went to school with Sahid,” his father replies. “He and I used to be closer than Zuri and your mother.”


“In college?”


His father nods, acknowledging Aayan’s inquiry, while his mother delicately lifts the cups stained with tea. Without hesitation, he stands up to assist her. As they reach the kitchen, the clinking sound of dishes being placed into the sink fills his ears, and the aroma of freshly made halwa puri wafts from the oven.


“You’re late, you know,” his mother points out as she sets the table.


“Yes. I’m sorry.”


His father asks, “What held you back?”


“I just had a super hectic day yesterday.” He waits for his mother to sit and for both of them to put food on their plates before adding to his own. “I was slammed with paperwork before my shift ended and that stuff is just soul-sucking.”


“Regretting your decision?” his mother asks.


“No.” He shakes his head. “Not at all. I won’t be late next time, promise.”


His father adds, “It’s okay. If you’re running late just let us know. And do not rush on the road. It’s very dangerous.”


His mother swallows her bite of food. “I remember being so busy with work too.”


Aayan’s father chuckles. “You still go to work.”


“I only have a part-time schedule now, though.”


“Which means it’s now a full-time schedule.” He looks at Aayan. “Remember when she’d be full-time but be gone overtime?”


Aayan shrugs. “Doctors don’t have regular hours, Abba.”


“I know this well, don’t worry,” his father says.


“Work hasn’t been hard for you, has it, Aayan?” his mother asks.


Some days might be tough for him, but he doesn’t want to disappoint his parents—they’ve achieved so much despite having fewer resources than he did growing up. He offers a smile. “It’s all good.”


She tuts with disapproval. “Strive to maintain a balance between avoiding complacency and not becoming absorbed in work. I’m not the best role model, but I want you to live better than me.”


He nods his head, and they finish their breakfast in relative silence. When they finish Aayan clears the dishes and clicks the kettle on, before rejoining his parents.


He is texting his best friend, Kareem, when his mother says, “You are going to go see Zuri and Sahid later in the week, right?”


“Uh. Do I have to? I barely have enough time to think as it is.”


Not one to ever leave people hanging, his father frowns. “That’s very rude, Aayan. I know you don’t see them often, but they helped us take care of you.”


“Alina and you have even slept over at their house when you were all younger,” his mother says. “You should definitely go.”


His dad adds, “They’re moving. You go for one hour and you won’t see them anymore.”


Aayan, knowing better than to argue, says, “Alright. I’ll go when I’m off on Thursday. That’s okay, right? I don’t have any days off next weekend.”


His parents offer their approval, and the rest of their morning goes by without mention of Safiyyah’s family. On the way out his mother gives him a box of leftovers. “Give this to your sister. It’s a shame she couldn’t come today. Tell her to visit us tomorrow, without you is better than not at all.”


“I’ll let her know.” He kisses his mother and hugs his father. “Love you both. I’ll let you know when I have another weekend off.”


They wave goodbye and as he’s about to drive off his father points out, “You know you can come by anytime. You don’t live far.”


Aayan doesn’t want to tell his father that the stress of disappointing them every time they talk is a task much harder than the drive, so instead of replying he offers a noncommittal nod before heading home.

***


Safiyyah sighs at her mother’s shout to clean the bathroom. She’d thought she already thoroughly cleaned the bathroom night before last, but apparently it wasn’t enough.


“And make sure to clean your room, too. I have a guest coming.”


She rolls her eyes, feeling like her fifteen-year-old self, hiding in her closet to code instead of helping clean the house before a gathering. Her parents have been having more guests than Safiyyah could ever remember since deciding to move. She crawls out of her bed and is about to clean but stops. It’s already clean. And even if it wasn’t who is going to check her room? Instead of lingering in her room, she swiftly moves on to clean the bathroom with a calculated efficiency. Feeling dirty, she takes her second shower of the day and throws on her gray polar bear and igloo pajama set and loosely wraps a scarf around her head.


“Next time, could you tell me to clean before I shower?”


Safiyyah’s mother glances up at her. “Go change, that’s not appropriate clothing.”


“I’m never seeing any of these people again anyways. And they’re all old aunties and uncles. Who cares what I’m in?” She holds back that she barely put on a bra. She looks over at the clock hanging on the wall. “It’s literally seven. I could be in bed right now.”


Her father laughs. “Seven? Even your mother and I don’t go to bed that early, Saf. Don’t be an old grouch.”


The doorbell rings and her parents stand stock still, eyeing each other in their marital language. She mutters, “I guess I’m gonna go answer the door.” When she sees the man on the other side she’s taken aback for the second time in two weeks. His eyes twinkle a milky brown. He has an average figure, with sculpted arms in a fitted short-sleeve tee. He is maybe three, four inches taller than her so she doesn’t need to tilt her head much to look him in his warm eyes. She saw him last week, but clearly the grocery lighting had not done him full justice. The thick and scruffy box beard was new. It emphasized how his jawbone had gone from soft to chiseled with age and forced Safiyyah to remember they had both grown.


She must have stared longer than appropriate because he clears his throat. “Hi, Safiyyah.” His hair, a mess of dark curls, gets slightly messier as he runs a hand through it. “Your parents asked for me to come over.”


“Hello again, Aayan.”


“Yes.” He chuckles. “Were you expecting someone else? I texted your parents I was coming.”


Of course they knew. Why did they make the poor guy come be bored out of his mind by them? Rather than ask him she steps back and opens the door wider. “Come on in.” He moves to take off his shoes, so she adds, “Oh, we’re a shoes-on household with the move, don’t worry about it.”


“Right.” He follows her into the living room. Her parents stand up to greet him.


“Hello, Aayan,” her mother says with a grin. “Shoo hai jadhaab?”


Safiyyah balks at her mother blatantly calling him handsome. “Oh my Lord. Mama.”


Her dad laughs. “Don’t worry about Zuri.” He leans forward and shakes Aayan’s hand. “How have you been, Aayan?”


“I’ve been good. Thanks.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I hear you need help moving boxes so just let me know what I can do.”


Safiyyah’s father leads him to the garage and it’s just her and her mother.


“Isn’t he a cute boy?” her mother asks.


“I guess, yes,” Safiyyah admits despite knowing that it’ll just excite her mother more.


“You should talk to him. Make him feel welcome.”


“Mama.” She glances down at her worn pajamas and then back at her mom. “What are you up to right now?”


Her mother feigns an offended look. “Nothing. What could I be planning? We leave in a little bit, even I’m not so dense as to think you can find love here anymore.”


Her mother’s words seem to be the perfect motherly combination of reassuring and unnerving.


She grumbles, “I should go wear real clothes if he’s going to be here long.”


Unable to help herself, her mother teases, “Why? You want to impress him?”


“You know that’s not the reason.”


Her mother waves a hand. “Your need to find things to control when something you didn’t plan happens is very random. Neither your father nor I have this issue.” She points to the kitchen. “Go make something for him and your father if you need to use your hands so badly.”


Safiyyah walks to the barren kitchen, seldom as grateful for her bra as she is in this moment. There wasn’t much to work with in the small, suffocating kitchen that seemed to close in on her with every packed box. Grabbing some bread and two tomatoes she makes a simple bruschetta. When she’s done, she places the plate on the last remaining table and puts out a tin of baklawa beside it. By the time the two men return, she’s also filled the remaining glasses with water.


Her father gestures to her setup. “Aayan, come have a snack.”


“Is that bruschetta?” His voice seems wary.


She nods. “Bruschetta and baklawa are an interesting combo, but I’m working with minimal ingredients.”


He shrugs. “Food is food in my book.”


Sahid and Aayan discuss his residency as they eat their food. As they finish, her mother walks into the room. “Sahid, can you come help me with something please?”


Aayan stands. “I should get going.”


“No, no, please wait. I’ll go help her and then be back inshallah.”


She knew that when her parents used inshallah, they were usually trying to be evasive, but instead of arguing she points to his seat. “May as well get comfortable again.”


He looks at her. “How have you been? I heard you have to leave too?”


Safiyyah finds herself still comfortable with Aayan, the shared history between their families neutralizing the years that have regularly passed between their interactions. That’d explain why she talked his ear off at the grocery store as he fought to say awake. She snorts and bluntly says, “Yep. Bye bye, PhD.”


He frowns. “Why don’t you stay here? Can’t you just stay with a friend?”


She groans. “Believe me, I’ve tried. My dad is being reasonably unreasonable. He thinks I’m in danger here alone. Because of my scarf and being ethnic looking and so on. It’s a suspicious combination.” She adjusts the scarf that’s on her head. “Short of getting married, I can’t stay here.”


“Married?”


“My sister is in Chicago. We don’t have any family there, but my brother-in-law’s family is there. And he’s there which counts too. If I stay here, I don’t really have anyone Islamically obligated to look after me.”


“Is there anything I can do?” he offers politely.


“Unless you want to marry me, then no.” Her brain, having been thinking of every possible way to stay since the news, seemed ready to speak before she could think on the practicality of sharing.


“How old are you again?”


She squeaks, “Twenty-five.” The room feels too warm all of a sudden. “I’m just joking. Don’t ask for my hand. I wouldn’t be able to marry anyone on such short notice. I could maybe do a mut’ah, but anyways I know you obviously don’t want to marry me. And, I mean, we used to be friends, but I still hardly know you so it’s not like I actually want to marry you just to stay even though staying is all I really want because my goals and dreams are aligning perfectly and …” She forces herself to stop and sees the laughter in his eyes. She takes a moment to appreciate that he’s laughing rather than expressing mortification at her suggestion.


His body is tense and not for the first time in her life, she wishes she were gifted with telepathy.


“A mut’ah, you say?”


She blushes. “I’m sorry. Totally disregard that. It’s ridiculous of me to have even said it out loud.” Safiyyah yanks at a loose thread on her pajama pants. “I’ve just really been trying to find some kind of loophole to my dad’s logic.”


“Why is your dad so set on you leaving with them? It doesn’t sound like your parents to be so strict.”


She sighs. “9/11 did a number on them because aside from the day-to-day racism they faced, my mom was harassed one time when they were on a date or something. My dad went to the bathroom and some guy started yelling at her to leave. He even pulled off her scarf. It was really bad, but dad came back, and the guy ran off.” She frowns. “And because of that racist, Islamophobic jerk, I’m stuck going to London.” As if she only just remembered he’s sitting there she looks at him with wide eyes. “I’m sorry.”


“No need to apologize. Seems like you needed to unload. What happened to your mom sounds terrible. I could see why they would be nervous leaving you here. For what it’s worth, I’d marry you if you want.”


She covers her face with her hands. “I’ve been such a mess, please erase this whole conversation from your memory.” A pity proposal was not on her bucket list.


He shakes his head. “I think you’re having a totally normal reaction to an intense and unplanned life change.” He glances at the clock. “I won’t forget this chat, but I should leave soon. I have an early start tomorrow and Alina hates being home alone at night.”


“You should have brought her. How is she? I haven’t texted her in a few weeks. I guess I should message her before I end up on a different continent, huh?”


“Yeah. She couldn’t come. She’s been buried in books since her quarter started. She’s in all these study groups. As you know, she’s trying to set herself up for law school, but also has some girls’ trips she wants to go on too, so she’s trying to pre-study.”


“Even if I didn’t already know your sister was studying law, I’d know from when she used to make us play Lawyer Alina.”


He chuckles. “I almost forgot.”


“I’m sure she’ll make an amazing lawyer. She always got me a not guilty verdict.”


He grumbles. “She always defended you and not me.”


Safiyyah shrugs. “Sucks to be you.”


“Well, at least I have her in my corner now should I run into legal trouble.”


She laughs. “You plan on getting into trouble?”


He smiles. “No, but you never know. Maybe I’ll need someone to draft me a prenup.”


“I cannot believe you said that.”


Instead of replying, he looks at the door her parents walked out of. “Do you think they plan on coming back soon?”


She shrugs. “I have no clue, but I’m gonna lean toward a no.”


“Kinda weird they left us here together, alone.”


“Not really,” Safiyyah says.


He looks at her with a raised brow. “Really?”


She raises a brow of her own. “Do you really not know?”


“Know what?”


“They’ve been shipping us since we were born.”


“Shipping us?” he asks. “Like when people ship celebrities?”


She nods slowly. “Yeah.” She tilts her head. “Did you really not know?”


He makes a thoughtful expression. “I mean, I kind of figured when we were younger. But it’s been years, and you’re moving.”


She shrugs. “Old habits.” She adds, “Even if they don’t expect us to get together now, it’s probably why they’re okay with leaving us alone.”


“I guess.” He stands, unsure. “Should I just leave now?”


She stands up. “Respectfully, yes.” The pair walk to the front of the house. “Thanks for listening to me though. I know your purpose was to move boxes, but I think I really needed it.”


He smiles. “Don’t worry about it.”


As Safiyyah is reaching out for the door, her parents walk into the living room behind them.


Zuri tuts. “Leaving so soon, Aayan? We just finished up what we were doing!”


If Safiyyah didn’t know better, she’d be surprised at their perfectly timed reappearance. But she did know better. She rolls her eyes. “Mama, he’s got work tomorrow. Let him go.” She smiles at him. “We had our fun without you boring adults.”


Her parents look at her suspiciously, but when Aayan lets out a rough cough Sahid offers to walk Aayan to his car. The two of them walk step out, and Zuri giggles at her daughter. “Isn’t he such a gentleman?”


“Mama.” Safiyyah turns away. “You realize I can’t actually end up with him, right?”


“Why not?”


“We’re leaving in less than a month.”


“A lot could happen in a day, imagine what could happen in a few weeks.”


“Whatever, Mama. The poor guy listened to me whine about my stupid luck.”


When her dad walks into the house she hugs him. “Why did you leave me alone with a man, Baba? So haram.” Her tone is soft and teasing as she breathes in his warm cedar scent that reminds her of home and childhood.


“Did you do misbehave?” her father asks seriously.


She lets go of him. “Y’all are so irritating. Practically shoving me into his arms and then asking me if I did anything out of pocket.”


Her dad scrunches his face. “Out of pocket?”


“Never mind,” she replies. “Look, if you can leave me alone with a boy for an hour, you can leave me alone in California, right?”


“Safiyyah,” her father warns.


“Baba,” she mimics.


He replies, “We’ve been over this. I don’t like the thought of you being here alone.”


“But my roots are here. My life is here.”


He wipes his hand over his brow. “We are your roots. We are going to London. You are going to London.”


“My whole career will be derailed!”


“You can do school in Europe,” Zuri offers.


“Maybe, but I’m almost done here.”


Her father says, “Unless you have a husband, or know secret relatives here, my answer will stay no.”










CHAPTER THREE










AAYAN THROWS AWAY the wrapper of his sandwich and chugs the water in his bottle. He has five more minutes until he’s expected to be checking up on patients again. He yawns. Exhausted doesn’t even begin to cover how he’s feeling halfway through his ninety-three-hour work week. Is today Monday? No. That doesn’t sound right. Maybe Wednesday, those are arguably worse than Mondays. Giving up, he pulls out his phone to text Alina that he probably wouldn’t be getting home any time soon, the North Pole scenic background reminding him of his most recent encounter with Safiyyah.


Safiyyah in her rumpled pajamas and haphazardly thrown on scarf. Her face hardly different from when they were young. Her cheeks round and soft looking, eyes a welcoming brown that are always assessing her surroundings. Her full lips a delicate pink, not that he stared at them for long. He was still wary of her bringing up getting married, but more peeved with himself for offering. He wasn’t a child with a crush anymore. He was a grown man, who lived for himself as a grown man does.


She always used to say the wildest things. When they were alone, he had never been able to get her to stop talking, but if he ever invited any of his own friends to their hangouts, she’d go mute. He had thought she’d just been shy around boys but even when he’d invited girls, she’d look at them like puzzles she had no idea how to solve. He chuckles at the memory; he’d always found her endearing.


To stop his futile reminiscing, he leaves the break room to deal with the comforting hustle and bustle. When he passes a gaggle of nurses, Peggy steps out of the circle. Holding out a file she points behind him. “Dr. Sandoval was looking for you. She’s in the E pavilion.”


He takes the folder. “Thanks.” He heads toward the patient’s room.


Dr. Sandoval is standing just in front of the door. She raises an eyebrow at him. “You good?”


He nods quickly. “Yes. Of course.”


She makes a noise like she isn’t fully convinced but she shrugs and points to the file. “You read it yet?”


“On the way here, yeah.”


“Then let’s go check in on the patient.” She opens the door and walks to the end of the patient’s bed. “Hello, Mr. Gayamba. How are you today?”


“My hip is aching, but that ain’t nothing new.” He holds his wife’s hand. “We just been waiting for this to be over. We don’t like hospitals much.”


Dr. Sandoval nods in understanding and gestures to Aayan. “This is Dr. Mazhar, our resident anesthesiologist. He’ll be explaining the options that you have but also what we think is best for you. Hopefully he can help put your minds at ease.”


Aayan steps forward and goes over the details of the procedure with the patient and his wife. “There are two choices to consider, general anesthesia and spinal anesthesia. We feel the option that is safest and allows for the fastest recovery time is spinal anesthesia.”


Mr. Gayamba asks, “Why is spinal anesthesia better?”


“You’d experience a lot less confusion after surgery. You’re also more likely to have better pain relief immediately after surgery and wouldn’t need severe pain killers as much,” Aayan explains before listing the possible side effects of that choice.


Mr. Gayamba nods. “Okay, then I guess the decision is spinal. You’re the doctors after all.”


Aayan smiles lightly and Dr. Sandoval adds, “The surgeon will be in to speak with you, and we’ll see you in a couple of hours.”


“Please let this happen as painlessly as possible,” Mrs. Gayamba says. “We’d really love to leave the hospital quickly.”


Mr. Gayamba pats his wife’s hand soothingly. “It’s okay, honey.”


Dr. Sandoval looks at Mrs. Gayamba and smiles politely. “You don’t need to worry. This procedure has almost a hundred percent success rate.”


Mrs. Gayamba sniffs. “If you had a partner, you would know that’s not fully reassuring.”


Knowing there isn’t much else either of them can do to calm Mrs. Gayamba, both doctors offer their goodbyes.


Dr. Sandoval closes the door behind them. “We need to find Dr. Tran. The wife is clearly getting more emotional by the minute. I don’t want their emotions to complicate a simple surgery. The sooner we do it, the better.”


Aayan looks down at his watch. “I could go grab him. He has some particular hiding spots for when he wants to be alone.”


She waves her hand dismissively. “It’s worth a shot. I’m going to speak to Peggy about where he could be. That nurse always knows where everyone is.”


On the way to find Dr. Tran, a young boy, around six, runs into him at full speed. Aayan stumbles but catches himself and the child. 


“Woah. Slow your roll, little buddy.”


The boy’s mother approaches and takes the child’s hand. “I told you not to run. It’s not safe.” She looks at Aayan. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay.” He smiles, glances behind him. “Do you need any help finding where you need to go?”


“Room 251.”


Aayan gives her directions and watches as she walks away, her son’s hand firmly in her own. As Aayan turns, he recognizes the room number as Mr. Gayamba’s. Small world, small hospital. He shoves open the door to the stairwell and, on his way up, finds Dr. Tran sitting at the top of the stairs.


“Dr. Sandoval is looking for you. We have a patient who needs hip surgery.”


Dr. Tran stands up and swipes a hand over his head. “Right. Of course.”


“Is everything alright?”


Dr. Tran lets out a dark chuckle. “Don’t worry about it, kid.”


Aayan holds in a sigh. While he doesn’t exactly love the grunt work thrown his way, he can accept them as a challenge. However, the condescending comments the attendings make leave Aayan feeling inferior. He knows he shouldn’t let them get to him, but he’ll be damned if they don’t get under his skin when running on five hours of sleep. As they head back, Aayan steels himself for the rest of his shift.


Without any major incident, Aayan checks up on all his patients. Talking to the patients always brings life back into Aayan. No matter how tired he was, he’d never turn down a conversation with them. Today was busy and Mrs. Jaffer had wanted to talk about every single one of her grandchildren—all fifteen of them. So, though he had cut their conversation short earlier to work with Dr. Sandoval, he goes back to listen to the rest of what she has to say.


“You know, Dr. Mazhar, my granddaughter is a very sweet girl. She could make a lovely bride for you.”


He laughs. “I’m sure she’s an angel, but I’m not looking for love at the moment.” As the words leave his mouth, a snapshot of Safiyyah holding a can of chickpeas appears in the forefront of his mind. He could lie and say it was new, but the chaos of the day didn’t stop his brain from occasionally remembering their childhood and recent interactions.


Mrs. Jaffer’s tsks bring him back to reality. “I know you’re a respectable boy who would do well with a lovely woman.”


This isn’t the first time an older patient has tried playing matchmaker, but Mrs. Jaffer has always been a tenacious lady. Instead of disagreeing, he sidesteps the conversation. “How about we talk about setting up a date another time? I have to go make sure everything else is running smoothly.”


“Okay, okay, but I won’t forget.”


He leaves her room and walks to the nurses’ desk. Dr. Tran is talking to Dr. Sandoval with a grin on his face.


As he approaches, he hears Dr. Sandoval respond, “Don’t be ridiculous. That will not happen ever, and you know it. Why do you like being so annoying?”


“What’s going on?” Aayan asks.


Dr. Tran chuckles. “I was just teasing her. I told her we should pretend to get married so that the Chief of Anesthesiology will promote us.”


“What?” Aayan asks.


Dr. Sandoval rolls her eyes. “He’s convinced being married will up our chances of promotion. But that’s utterly ridiculous.”


Dr. Tran nods. “It’s ridiculous for us to get married because it’s only true if it’s someone that doesn’t also work at the hospital. Less drama.”


“I’m not sure I’m understanding the correlation between your dating life and promotions,” Aayan admits.


Dr. Tran shrugs. “Patients just love you more when you’re married. I’ve had my unpleasant peers climb up ladders as proof. And here I still am.”


“Maybe it’s because you’re not as great as you think,” Dr. Sandoval retorts.


“Impossible,” Dr. Tran says with ease.


Aayan bobs his head slowly. He couldn’t tell them he’s never even kissed a person before. Dr. Sandoval wouldn’t care, she’s all about the work, but Dr. Tran would tease him endlessly. Mut’ahs and now marriage, something must be in the air. Regardless of the legitimacy to his superior’s declaration, a sense of embarrassment fills him. Without trying to be rude, he says goodbye and heads out the hospital as if he can run away from the inexplicable feeling of incompetence.

***


Safiyyah has a weary stare down with the three new boxes stacked against the living room wall. Recognizing her silliness, she moves on about her business, grabbing her laptop and falling into the couch to work, but is distracted by a text from Alina. My brother said you’re moving? WTF. How am I finding this out from him of all people??


Safiyyah replies, Sorry! It all happened so fast and I just kept running into him, believe it or not.


The memory of rambling about mut’ahs to an estranged childhood friend has her warm with nerves. She has some of her best ideas when she babbles, but that was not one of them. Why did she always have to let her mouth talk without her brain’s permission? A woman of her intelligence should not be so witless and yet everyone is human. Maybe she should apologize. She’d hate for his last memory of her to be her blabbering like an idiot. She quickly sends another message. Actually can I have his number? I need to apologize to him.


“Have you packed?” Safiyyah’s father asks from the bottom of the steps.


“No, I’ve been busy.” She doesn’t look up.


“Busy with what?”


“Work and school!”


“Both of which you should have already withdrawn from so you can pack.” He pauses. “Since you are, in fact, leaving.”


“Babaaa.” Her voice is whiny even to her own ears and she winces.


“You’re not staying.” He adds, “You can be in denial all you want, but you are not living here alone. It’s simply not feasible.”


“Why are you doing this to me?” She tosses the laptop onto the couch with a tad more force than is smart and stands up. “How many times do you have to remind me I’m leaving? You’re the one who got me passionate about coding. The one who taught me to follow my dreams and do what I love. You’re the one who tells me that I can be a role model to other Muslim women and tell the patriarchy to shove it.” Her voice rises. “Now you’re the patriarchy.”


“Safiyyah, do not use that tone with me. I’m not the patriarchy. I am your father.” He is standing in front of her now, his height mirroring his authority. “I stand by all the things I’ve taught you, but I have fought and sacrificed too much to lose you.”


“Leaving me here isn’t losing me,” she whispers.


“Yes. Yes, it is.” He sighs. “I love that this job and your PhD are working out great right now, but that’s all it is—right now. Time is always moving. Nothing goes according to plan or perfectly.”


“Just because things don’t always work out perfectly, doesn’t mean you need to force my hand and move me to London,” she argues.


“You think I wanted to lose my job? You think I want to move to London like this? I’ve lived here longer than in London. California is as much my home as it is yours.”


She looks him straight in the eye. “I’m trying to say that just because things aren’t working out for you, doesn’t mean you have to punish me.”


His face fills with hurt. “You think I’m trying to punish you?” He breathes deeply. “I’ll be damned before I find out something horrible happened to you here and you were alone, with your mother and I continents away from you, leaving you without anyone to truly support you and help you.”


Though she knows it’s her father’s love motivating his actions, bitterness fills her chest. The world is cruel to women and doubly so to women who look like her. Nevertheless, knowledge of this fact doesn’t make any of this easier. She has no way to assuage her father’s fears and yet, she tries again. “Maya loves me.”


“She does, but I’m sorry, it’s not enough.” He adds, “I know she loves you, but her and Tam aren’t enough.”


Safiyyah feels a draft of wind wrap around her and she shivers. “I’m gonna go pack.”


When she reaches her room, she hides under her blanket and tries to take slow breaths to keep from crying. Her phone lets out a soft buzz, and when she checks it’s Alina’s reply. His number for what? *a pair of eyes emoji*


She’ll never see him again, so why bother? And yet she confesses, For suggesting he marry me.


Alina’s reply is instant. Come again?



