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Cigarette smoke was scattered, all over the room—cigarettes mixed with something darker, sweeter. Hashish. Ten, maybe twelve boys were there. some were busy playing snooker and some carom board. Their ages were between eighteen and twenty-five.

Main entrance door open and Farooq enters. One of the boy leapt toward him.

“Thank God you’re there.” said Touqeer. “He is in some serious mood today.”

Junaid sat in the corner like a coiled snake. Twenty-five years old. hat Dead eyes that hadn't blinked in minutes. Fingers drumming against his thigh—tap, tap, tap—the only sign of the rage burning underneath. A kitchen knife lay beside him. No one dared ask why. 

Farooq knew that look. He'd seen it before, right before Junaid put two boys in the hospital. Right before he burned down a rival's warehouse with people still inside.

He moved into the back room. The air was worse here. The walls were covered in photographs. Dozens of them. All of the same girl. Different ages. Different places. Some looked like they'd been taken from across the street. Others from closer. Too close.

"Sit." Junaid didn't look up. His voice was flat, controlled. The dangerous kind of control. "Close the door behind you."

Farooq sat. Waited. The photographs weren't just pinned to the wall. Some had dark stains—smudges where they'd been touched obsessively, or kissed until the paper wrinkled. Others had fingernail scratches around the edges. One had a burned corner, as if he'd held a flame to it in rage before pulling back.

"I need you." Junaid finally spoke, his eyes lifting.

"Need me for what?"

"My wedding." The smile that spread across Junaid's face didn't reach his eyes. "With Maryam. This week."

"The one who hit you with a stone and slapped you in front of everyone." Farooq tried to sound light. "Sounds like true love."

"After those incidents, my desire for her intensified even more." Junaid's voice turned dreamy.

"She doesn't know about this wedding, does she?"

"She'll know when it happens." Junaid leaned forward. "Jawed's bringing the van. White van with tinted windows. We take her when she comes out of her house. Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday." He pointed to a notebook filled with scribbled observations. Times. Routes. 

"You've timed it?"

"I've timed everything." Junaid's smile widened. "There's an abandoned factory in Port Qasim. Zakir will be there with the marriage papers. I've already prepared the room. Mattress. Candles. I want it to be perfect for our first night."

"Zakir? The registrar?" Farooq's voice rose. "He'll never—"

"He will." Junaid's voice cut like a blade. "His son's drug debt—I made it disappear. And I'm paying him four times his fee. Money talks, bhai."

"What about witnesses?"

"Jawed and Nasir. Both will sign." Junaid's eyes glowed. "We'll record it too. Her saying 'I accept.' Even if we have to... encourage her. The video will make it legal."

Farooq felt bile rise in his throat. "You called me here to kidnap a girl? Force her into marriage? And you want me to do what exactly?"

"Be her guardian. Sign the papers."

"Her guardian." Farooq repeated slowly. "She has two real brothers. Faisal and Altamash. Blood guardians."

"They won't be there." Junaid's smileed. "By the time they find out, she'll be Mrs. Junaid. My wife."

"Without them, this nikah is worthless. Void."

"I don't care about law." Junaid's fist slammed against the floor. "I care about making her mine. Once it's done, once we've had the wedding night, her brothers can't touch me. What's done is done. Altamash won't kill his own sister's husband."

"You're wrong." Farooq's voice dropped to a whisper. "Altamash will kill you. Slowly. Abdullah will help him do it."

"Abdullah." Junaid spat the name like poison. "That educated fool. Following her around with his books. Like he deserves her." His voice turned venomous. "I've seen them together. The way he looks at her. It makes me want to put my hands around his throat and squeeze."

Junaid was somewhere else now, lost in his obsession.

"I was seven or eight years old. First time I saw her in the park. Pink frock. Red shoes. Blue ribbon in her hair." His voice turned soft, distant. More disturbing than his anger. "She was on the swings. Laughing. The sun was behind her and she looked like an angel. I decided right then. She's mine. She's always been mine."

"I brought her flowers the next day. Picked them from the roadside. She was on the swings again."

"What did she do?"

"She looked at me like I was dirt. Said 'no thank you' in English. English! Like speaking Urdu would make her dirty." His jaw clenched. "Her sister Rahima called me the 'dirty boy from the slums.'"

"I went back every day for a week. Brought her things. A marble. A ribbon. A chocolate I stole from the shop." Junaid's fist tightened. "Finally, on the seventh day, she took the chocolate. I was so happy. I thought—finally—she sees me."

"But before she could open the wrapper, that bitch came running, snatched it from her hand and gave it to some other girl. Then they both went away, holding hands." His eyes burned. 

"That's when I knew. She needed to be taught. Needed to learn that I'm not nothing. That I'm a man."

"That's cruel for a child to experience, but—"

"But nothing. That's when I understood. Her family poisoned her against me. Made her think she's too good." His voice took on evangelical fervor. "This week, she'll learn. She'll finally see me. She'll understand—we were always meant to be together. It's destiny."

"That's not love. That's—"

"Don't tell me what it is." The softness vanished. "I tried everything to get close to her. I learned to dress better. Talk proper. But Rahima kept pushing me away. Then Abdullah came. They formed their little group—the five of them. Always keeping me out."

"Because I was dirty. Because I didn't dress nice." Junaid laughed bitterly. "They wanted someone clean. Someone civilized. So they took Abdullah instead."

"Then they all grew up. Stopped coming to the park. But I never stopped watching." His eyes gleamed with something sick. "I saw her every morning, walking to school. Altamash on one side, Rahima on the other. Always protected. Always just out of reach."

"And when she went to college—" He closed his eyes. "Every day she became more beautiful. More perfect. I've been with few girls. Paid for some. Forced others." He opened his eyes. No shame there. "But they're nothing. Only she's real."

"So you want to destroy her?" Farooq's words were harsh, deliberate.

Junaid's eyes snapped open. "Destroy? I want to marry her. Make her my wife. Give her children. Give her purpose. She's wasting herself at that university. I'll save her from that."

"A home?" Farooq stood up. "This is your home. This room. This slum. These criminals." He gestured at the walls, the smoke, the photographs. "You want to bring her here? You want to cage her in this hell? The part of her that makes her her—you'll kill it."

"I'll tame her—"

"She's not a horse! You sound insane."

"Watch your mouth." Junaid's hand moved toward the knife.

"You can't even read a letter in Urdu properly, whereas she reads big English textbooks, writes essays. And you're saying you'll tame her?" Farooq leaned close. "I'm your friend. That's why I'm saying this. I've seen her. Her father's dead. Her mother's sick. But she goes to class every day. Studies until midnight. She has dreams, Junaid. Real dreams. She's going to be someone. A teacher. Someone who helps people."

"She's going to be my wife." Each word was a nail in a coffin. "That's who she's going to be. That's all she needs to be."

"She'll never love you."

"I don't need her love." Junaid's voice was cold now. Dead. "I need her. That's enough. Love will come later. After she accepts. After she has my children and realizes there's no escape. She'll learn to love me. Or she'll learn to pretend."

"She'll fight you every day. She'll hate you. Best case, she becomes a zombie. Worst case, she kills herself. Or kills you in your sleep. Either way, you'll destroy her. And she'll destroy you."

"I'll take that chance."

"And Altamash? Abdullah? Their gangs?"

"Once I'm family, Altamash can't touch me. Code of honor."

"There is no honor in kidnapping. The code doesn't apply. You're a criminal. A rapist." Farooq moved toward the door. "We're in the drug business. Police ignore us because we're small. We don't attract attention." He turned back. "You abduct a girl from a decent family? It'll be all over social media in hours. Police will have to act. They'll open every old file. Everything we've built—gone."

"You're a coward."

"I'm a businessman." Farooq's voice was ice. "I know when to fight and when to walk away. This is suicide."

"Then walk away." Junaid lit a cigarette, his hands steady now. Calm. That dangerous calm. "I don't need you. Jawed's with me. Zakir's with me. I have five other boys ready to move. With or without you, Thursday night, Maryam becomes mine. I'll drag her to that factory. I'll make her my wife in every sense of the word. And there's nothing anyone can do to stop me."

"I can't stop you." Farooq opened the door. "But I'm telling you—as a friend. Don't do this. Find another girl. There are so many in Korangi. Pretty girls. Available girls."

"I don't want available." Junaid's voice dropped to a whisper. "I want her. I want the one who said no. I want to watch her realize she was wrong. I want to see it in her eyes—she always belonged to me. From that first day in the park. She was always mine."

"Then you want death." Farooq stepped into the doorway. "Altamash and Abdullah won't just kill you. They'll erase you. They'll torture you. They'll kill your boys. They'll kill your family."

"Let them try." Junaid smiled. "I'll be dead anyway if I don't have her. What's the difference? At least this way, I get a few days. A few nights. That's worth any death."

Farooq looked at his friend one last time. Saw the madness there. The obsession that had festered for sixteen years.

"One last thing," Farooq said quietly. "When this goes wrong—and it will—don't use my name. Don't tell them I knew. Whatever happens to you, you earned it."

He paused at the door.

"And Junaid? I heard you had a quarrel with Inspector Nadeem. The one we pay monthly. What the hell do you think of yourself? Just by watching movies, one does not become a 'Don'. Those corrupt policemen are our bloodline. And you're threatening them." Farooq's voice hardened. "I can see now where you're going. Straight to hell. From this moment on, we're not friends anymore. You're on your own."

He walked out.

Junaid took a long drag on his cigarette. Smiled at the smoke.

"This week," he whispered to the empty room. To the photographs on the wall. "This week, my love. This week, you'll finally be mine."

He touched one of the photographs. Stroked it gently.

"I've waited so long, Maryam. So patient. But I can't wait anymore. You're killing me with every day you're not mine. This week, I'm coming for you. And no one can stop me."

***
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This week, blood would spill in Korangi. This week, a girl would walk out of her home, unaware that predators were circling. That a monster had marked her. That her fate had been decided years ago by a boy with flowers and a broken heart.

This week, the fragile peace between rival gangs would shatter.

The countdown had begun.

And somewhere across the neighborhood, Maryam laughed at something her classmate said, completely unaware that a boy from her childhood had grown into a monster.

A monster who had been watching her for sixteen years.

A monster who had decided she was his.

A monster who had nothing left to lose.

A monster who would move in two days.

***
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Life At A Slum Area
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1.1  The Tajuddin Family

In Karachi, there is an area called Korangi, mostly low earning people lives over there in 80 yards to 120 yards old small houses. Majority of men and some women works at nearby factories. Every day, they go out to earn bread and butter for their families. They earn little and they think little. When they see dreams, they see very small small dreams. And in this situation, if somebody start visualizing big dreams and acts accordingly, instead of supporting that person, the locality becomes their enemy. And if that person happens to be a woman, that is even worse. Our story circles around a family, who’s dreams are big and they are struggling to make their dreams come true.

At Korangi # 2 ½ . Tajuddin Ahmed lives with his wife Muneera. Allah has blessed to them four beautiful flowers in their garden. Faisal aged 21, then a daughter Rahima aged 20, then another son Altamash aged 18 and lastly a daughter named Maryam aged 17.

In Pakistani culture, for respect, a relation is added to a name when someone speaks with his or her elder. Their parents were ammie and abbah. Maryam calls Faisal as "Faisal bhai"—brother. She called Rahima as "Rahima baji"—sister. Altamash being only one year older, she calls him with his name.

Taj has been working as security guard at Start Textile Mills. Because of his old age and poor health, it was becoming difficult for him to continue working, so he requested the management for early retirement, which they accepted.

Faisal had finished college with respectable grades. He spent three months looking for office jobs, submitting applications to companies that never called back. Finally, poverty made the decision for him. He became an office boy at Shandaar Builders, serving tea to Mr. Irfan Farooqui, photocopying documents, filing papers, and depositing cash at the bank. His diploma sat at home gathering dust while he ran errands for men who barely looked at him. 

Rahima also completed her college with big dreams but instead of continue studies, she applied job at Star Textile. Seeing the good service record of her father, they appointed her at the internee at their stitching department. She was careful there, methodical, showing up early and leaving late. Within a month, the department head confirmed her job. Her salary went to Muneera, just like everything did in this family, where sacrifice wasn't a choice—it was infrastructure.

***
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Altamash was different. Taj and Muneera raised all their children the same way—with discipline, with culture, with the values that hold families together. It didn't stick with him.  Altamash drifted toward the wrong corners of Korangi. Street boys. Gamblers. Thieves. Addicts. Twice, Faisal caught him smoking cigarettes, trying to act tough, trying to be someone he wasn't. The neighbors talked. They always did. Taj and Muneera were tired of knocks on the door, of whispered accusations, of judgment disguised as concern. 

"I think we have to get him engage with work," Taj said finally. "When he will be busy from morning till night, he will not find any time for mischiefs. Also he will try to understand the value of money." 

Their neighbor Sohail Ahmed ran a motorcycle repair shop. Taj and Faisal went to him together, and requested. "Give him a chance. Better he learns something than wastes away on the streets." He know that family but he also knows Altamash, he was hesitant in hiring him but finally he agreed. 

Altamash started at Sohail Auto Workshop as a helper. He showed actual interest in this job—something about motorcycles called to him in ways school never could. Mostly boys are always fascinated with bikes. Sohail know the mentality of teenage boys. No test drives. No shortcuts. 

A month passed. Payday came. 

Altamash went home and argued with Taj. "Sohail bhai told me that you took my salary, why, why he did not put salary on my hand?" 

The argument erupted like fire on oil. "Bhai works, baji works. Where's their money?" 

"They give it to your mother," Taj said calmly. "She gives them transportation money, lunch money, what they need."

"That's not fair," Altamash shouted. He raged through the house, refused to listen, and wouldn't accept the family logic that had sustained them through harder times. 

“Having healthy argument is fair, but what is unfair is misbehaving with elder and shouting is not fair.” Taj dragged Altmash to the main door, open the gate and pushed him outside. “One month work and its salary has made you very much proud, now go out eat dirt from the street, when will have no place to sleep and no food to eat, may be you will come to know the value of a family and how to behave with elder.” Saying that he closes the door and warned everybody not to let him in.

Seeing all this made Muneera upset, she start crying. Maryam comforted her. Rahima tried to put some logic into her: "If we give him money now, he'll spend it on cigarettes and gambling. Sometimes breaking is how you fix something."

Four days, Altamash slept on corners, ate whatever he could find, and finally understood that the house, small as it was, had been shelter. He came home quietly, entering like an apology. 

That was Sunday evening. Faisal and Rahima took him to a nearby garment store and asked for few designs. Rahima selected few suits. “Select two Shalwar Kameez of your own choice.”

Altamash pointed two suits, which the shopkeeper packed into proper packing.

She handed them to him without ceremony. "These are from your first salary. Your hard work. You earned these."

Faisal clapped him on the back, genuine pride in his eyes. "The family's proud of you.  Real proud."

Something shifted in Altamash's eyes. Pride bloomed there—real pride, earned, not given. At that moment, those two pieces of cloth meant more than they should have. They meant someone believed he could change.

***
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Maryam was apple of eye for everyone, nice, decent, well mannered. Faisal and Rahima were good in studies but she was excellent. She completed her school with high grades. She wanted to study more but seeing her family financial situation, she kept quiet. She is a God fearing person, praying five time  a day and ask Allah for HIS forgiveness and blessing for her family. Because of getting real good marks in school, she got an admission in a local college on scholarship. She was studying while managing her house chores. She completed her first year of college was distinction.  She helps her mother, doing all the house chores, cleaning home, making breakfast, lunch, dinner, doing laundry etc.

***
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1.2  Muneera's Thought

It is very true that as long a person is going to work, his machinery keeps functioning, no matter fast or slow but as soon he takes retirement and thinks himself useless, all his nuts & bolts, start getting rusty. At older age, elder either start hiding their illness with their children or avoid taking medicine or taking half the prescribed dose, they think it a luxury which they do not want to avail. With the same money, milk for young children can be arranged.

Taj’s health started failing quietly. A cough that wouldn't leave. Aches that moved around his body like restless ghosts. His children begged him to go to the hospital. Like most men his age, he refused. "Doctor nearby. Medicine. I'll be fine."

"Abbah, please," Maryam, her young voice steady with worry. "Let Faisal bhai take you to the hospital tomorrow. Just to check."

Taj waved his hand dismissively. "Beta, these doctors, they see poor people and they tell them expensive things. Medicine he can't afford. Hospital bed he can't pay for. Better I rest at home. Rest cures many things."

Rahima exchanged a worried glance with her mother. Muneera reached across and squeezed his hand gently, but said nothing. She knew her husband. Arguing would only make him more stubborn.

That night, Taj seemed to rally. He told stories about his early days with Muneera, making everyone laugh. He even asked Altamash about the motorcycle shop, listening intently as the boy described the engine he'd been helping to rebuild.

"You have good hands, beta," Taj said, a rare smile on his weathered face. "Don't waste them. Don't waste your mind either."

"I won't, abbah," Altamash promised. "I want to open my own shop someday. Sohail bhai says I have potential."

Taj nodded, satisfaction crossing his features. "Then you'll do it. I know you will."

One evening, he had dinner with them. He seemed better, brighter. Muneera smiled, relief softening her face. That night, Taj slept peacefully beside his wife. In the morning, he didn't wake up.

For poor people, death is expensive. You need money for the shroud, for the grave, for the ritual, for the grief itself. Taj's former employer, the textile mill owner, came forward with 100,000 rupees. It wasn't charity—it was respect for a man who'd worked honestly. Rahima was given three days paid leave from the factory.

Every night, she sat in the corner where Rahima and Taj had talked—their sanctuary of shared concerns about work and family. Now it held only silence and her shadow. The empty space burned like a physical wound.

Maryam no longer prepared his meals. He had always eaten earlier than the others, and Maryam had lovingly arranged his plate, ensuring everything was warm and perfect. That small, sacred ritual had been their unspoken language of affection. Now the kitchen held one less rhythm, one less reason to move with purpose.

Faisal's shoulders hardened with premature responsibility. She could see him carrying not just work's burden but the entire family's weight. He had aged years in days.

Even Altamash wept differently now—not the angry tears of adolescence, but something deeper. Taj had beaten him more than the others, his punishments harsh for mischief the younger boy could not resist. Now Altamash would have given anything to feel that familiar sting, to have his father alive to discipline him.

The women came, as they do, with their consolations that cut like knives. They spoke of endings, of purposes fulfilled, of widows as ghosts walking through other people's lives. One neighbor sat beside Muneera and said quietly, "You have no husband now. Your children will marry away. You'll be alone soon, sister. That's the way of things."

Muneera said nothing, but later that night, she spoke to Rahima as they prepared tea. "Do you think that's true, beta? Do you think I'll be alone?"

Rahima held her mother's hand. "No, ammie. We're still here. We'll always be here."

***
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After marriage when Allah blessed them children, Taj stood beside with her all the time; he did not care whether it was day or not. Whether sickness or homework, feeding them or taking to park, he was always with her.

Although, Rahima and Maryam use to make food for everyone but sometime, she uses to cook food just for him, she knows his likes and dislikes, how much spices and oil to add, how much cooking to be done which will make him extremely happy, so much that after having meals, ne never forgets to kisses her hands as a token of thanks. 

Rahima and Maryam would leave eventually, as daughters do, carried away by marriage to new homes, new families. But they would return, seeking her wisdom, her comfort, her presence. Her sons would bring brides into this small house, and new rhythms would establish themselves. And then, God willing, would come grandchildren.

Grandchildren to whom she would tell stories under the stars. Babies who would refuse to sleep without her beside them. Boys and girls who would run to their grandmother's lap first, trusting her small arms more than anyone else's. She would be their shield against their parents' discipline, their confidante, their refuge.

This was the beautiful life that awaited her—not as a widow mourned by society, but as a grandmother cherished by generations. Her hands would remain busy with purpose. Her heart would remain full. The house would echo with laughter again.

Yes, she would grieve. Yes, nights would be long. But Muneera had learned that a woman's strength is not measured by the man beside her, but by the family she helps build. Taj had taught her that through his example. Now she would teach it to her children.

***
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1.3  Maryam Opens A Summer Camp

Children always waited for summer vacation to come but on the other hand, it was a nightmare for mothers. Morning till night, children making noises, shouting, fighting, destroying household things, asking for food, time to time. Children might feel that two months’ vacation came and vanishes in fifteen days but ask their mothers, for them as if two months have extended to four months.

A group of six mothers came to Maryam and asked her to give tuition for the children during the summer vacation. They were the same women who'd criticized Maryam attending college. They needed help. They needed their children supervised, homework completed, and modt important of all, they want to spend 3-4 hours away from home, so that they may be able to rest a little and complete their house chores.

She agreed to take their children but on certain conditions.

"You will going to make them sleep on time, so that they may wakes up fresh. They should come clean and on time, wearing proper dress. They can only bring plain water and homemade food."

She started with six children. She thought that during this period of time, if she can manage more children, they why have more children. Then she made posters—simple, neat—and posted them around the neighborhood. Two days later, over twenty children showed up.

One person couldn't handle that. Maryam met with her neighboring friends Faiza, Minahil, and Shagufta—three girls of her age sitting idle at home, doing nothing. She was honest with them: 

"No payment. But you learn how to teach, how to handle children. Skills that matter when you have your own. And you'll spend your time here instead of at home worrying."

"I'll provide lunch for all of you," Maryam said. "And when September comes, if you want to keep going, I'll make sure you earn. I just need to know you're serious first."

Minahil nodded immediately. "I'm in. Anything's better than listening to my mother complain all day."

Shagufta was slower to decide. "What if we're not good at it?"

"Then you'll learn," Maryam said simply. "I'll teach you."

They agreed.

The four girls organized themselves into a system. Faiza, Minahil, and Shagufta worked on homework while Maryam focused on handwriting and character-building through stories. During lunch, they divided the children into four groups, portioned the homemade food carefully, watched them learn to share, learn to value simple nourishment over the sugary poison sold in corner shops.

By the second week, mothers started noticing changes. Their children behaved better. They remembered manners. They talked about things they'd learned. More children showed up. Maryam opened a second shift.

"I'll share seventy-five percent of the second shift earnings with you three," she told them one afternoon as they cleaned up after the morning session. "You've earned it."

Faiza's eyes widened. "Seventy-five percent? Are you sure?"

"I'm sure," Maryam said. "You're doing the work. You deserve the money."

***
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From 14th August, all the schools were open and mothers took a sigh of relief. They were more then satisfied with Maryam and her team and wanted them to continue coaching their children. But Maryam wanted to focus on her college studies.

"I can't continue. I need to focus on my studies. But you three—you should keep going. Take these children. Take all the earnings. You've learned enough now."

"But what about you?" Shagufta asked, worry creasing her forehead. "You started this."

"I started it for you," Maryam said gently. "To show you that you could do something. You can. You have. Now it's yours."

The mothers wanted her to stay. She politely refused. "My college is waiting. And you have three wonderful teachers who are ready to take over."

Education was a privilege she couldn't waste, not in a family like hers. She handed the children over to three girls who suddenly understood they had skills, that they could build something themselves, that poverty didn't have to be the end of the story.

It could be just the beginning.

***
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Taking Admission In University
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2.1 - Abdullah Encourage Maryam

Two streets away, there lived a boy named Abdullah. Maryam and Abdullah are childhood friends. Since, now they are grown up, they hardly met each other. Sometime back, she uses to see him playing cricket of football on the road but for the last three four months, he totally  disappeared. One day he came to her home, he sat with Muneera for sometime, later he joined Maryam in the kitchen. He was looking quite different, may be because of some success he has gain confidence. Three months ago, he'd joined a tech startup. One of those internet companies that everyone talked about but nobody fully understood. The startup was gaining momentum.

"Have you start applying for your admission in any university," he said simply.

Maryam laughed. "Universities have not started giving free admissions."

"But universities does gives scholarships. Your marks in college were eighty six percent. Universities offer scholarships for students like you. Let me help you search." He had his phone out before she could argue, showing her websites, typing queries, filtering results.

Three universities had scholarship programs.

Abdullah spent the next hour coaching her. "Ask them about their scholarship process. Ask about job placements. Ask about female faculty. These things matter."

She took a public bus to each campus. The first two were far away, hard to reach; the faculty seemed distracted. Then she found ‘The New Horizon University’.

The campus was clean. The buildings weren't grand, but they were well-maintained. The bus stop was close—she could reach it easily from home. The faculty members in the computer science building looked engaged, present, like they actually cared about teaching. She submitted her application feeling something dangerous and fragile: hope. The approval came two weeks later. They would offer her a full tuition scholarship. She just needed to pay the admission fee: 40,000 rupees. That night, while having dinner on the floor with her family, Maryam shared the news. The room erupted. Muneera grabbed her face and kissed her forehead. Faisal smiled—that rare, genuine smile that showed he was proud. Rahima squeezed her hand. Even Altamash nodded, like she'd done something worthy.

"The admission fee," Maryam said quietly. "It's forty thousand."

The room went still. Forty thousand rupees was a month's earnings for Faisal and Rahima each.

Muneera's expression didn't change. She simply stood up, went to her room, and came back with a small cloth bag. She counted out notes carefully onto the floor between them. "You earned this from your summer camp. Sixty thousand. I've been saving it for you. Here. Take forty."

Maryam's eyes filled with tears. She tried to refuse, but Muneera was firm. "It's yours. You earned it. Use it."

Rahima leaned forward. "Maryam, ammie saved this for you all summer. Every day she counted it and put it away, praying it would be enough. Take it. You deserve this."

"But what if—" Maryam started.

"No 'what ifs,'" Faisal said. His voice carried the weight of their father's voice. "This is what abbah would have wanted. Education. A future. Take it."

She pressed the notes into Maryam's hands. "Go to university, baita. Learn everything they'll teach you."

Maryam put the money in a drawer in her room and after night prayers, she went to sleep.

***
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2.2 - Altamash Stole University Fee

Sometime back, Altmash’s friends started taking him to places he shouldn't go. Gambling dens hidden in back rooms behind tea shops, in basements accessed through unmarked doors. Places where the air was thick with cigarette smoke and desperation. At first, Altamash bet small amounts. And he won. Once, twice, five times. He felt that luck had chosen him. He'd never felt chosen before. The money added up. Fifty rupees became five hundred. Five hundred became two thousand. Each small victory whispered the same lie: you're good at this. You're lucky.

That night when Altamash saw forty thousand rupees, the devil hidden inside lured him to take all that money, double it in an hour and put back the original amount in the drawer and enjoy with the remaining amount. He didn't understand that he was walking into the exact trap designed for him. The house always has a system. That gamblers don't get rich—they get bled dry.

That night, when the house was quiet, Altamash went to Maryam's room. His heart was beating very fast, for some time, he was confused whether to take the money or not, finally he move forward and silently took out all the money from the drawer and left the house, quietly.

The gambling den was crowded that night. Smoke and sweat and the smell of old carpets. Altamash's hands were shaking as he placed his first bet. He won. He won again. His confidence climbed with each rupee added to his pile. Then he placed on the table, all the money he brought with him.

The dice didn't land where they needed to. Within twenty minutes, it was gone. All forty thousand. Gone like it had never existed. Altamash sat at that table for a long time, not moving. Someone bumped past him. Someone laughed. The dealer looked at him without interest. He was just another fool who thought he was special.

He walked out into the night, like a zombie. He found a footpath near the main road and sat down. The tears came without warning—hot and angry and full of shame. He wasn't angry at the gamblers. He wasn't even angry at himself. He was humiliated. Completely, totally exposed as a fool. How was he supposed to go home? How could he tell them what he'd done? Maryam's university. Her education. Her future.

He didn't have the courage to face them. He found a bench in a nearby park and curled up on it, using his arm as a pillow. The park was quiet. Nobody knew he was there.

***

[image: ]


2.3 - The Empty Drawer

Maryam woke up early morning, her inner self was so happy; she was feeling so much proud, joining a university. Maryam thought about her first day at university, about what books she'd need, about whether she'd fit in. She was just passing by her drawer when she felt something unusual about the drawer.

The drawer was open. The money was gone.

Her heart stopped. She looked again. Checked the back, checked under her clothes, checked the floor. Nothing.

"Baji?" She found Rahima folding her dupatta in the next room, her voice trembling. "Did you take the money?"

"Why would I take your money?" Rahima looked up, confused, then saw Maryam's face. "What happened? Where's the money?"

"It's gone. From my drawer. I don't—I don't understand. It was there last night. I checked."

Rahima's face went pale. "No. No, it has to be there. You must have put it somewhere else."

They searched the room together, checking everywhere twice. Then they went to Faisal. Then to Muneera. Nobody had it. Nobody knew anything.

"Where's Altamash?" Faisal asked suddenly.

They found he wasn't home.

Faisal's jaw tightened. He left without saying anything, going to the workshop first, then searching the streets where Altamash's friends hung out. An hour later, he reached that park and found Altamash sitting quietly, on the bench.

Altamash’s face was white as a ghost.

"Did you gamble it?" Faisal asked, stepping closer. "Altamash. Did you wasted Maryam's university money?"

The silence was answer enough. Faisal sat down on the nearest chair and held his head in his hands. "Altamash, what have you done? What have you done?"

"I wanted to double it," Altamash whispered, his words tumbling out in desperation. "I was going to put it back. I didn't think—I thought—I could turn forty into eighty in just two hours."

"By stealing from her?" Faisal's voice cracked with emotion. "By taking money that belonged to her, that our mother saved for her?"

"I know I was wrong. I just—I thought I was lucky. I kept winning, and I thought—" Altamash broke down completely.

"Let’s go home," Faisal said.

"I can't." Altamash looked away, shame radiating from every part of him. "I can't face them. I'm going to the workshop."

***

[image: ]


2.4 - The Family Came Forward

The house went silent. Muneera sat down slowly. Rahima's hands stopped moving. Maryam stood in the corner, completely still.

Then Maryam started crying.

Faisal signaled Rahima to bring water. He sat next to Maryam and held her, stroking her hairs. "Don't worry. We'll find a solution. We always do."

He turned to Muneera. "How much money do you have?"

Without a word, his mother went to her room and came back with 25,000 rupees. She pressed it into his hands, her expression firm. This was her emergency fund; the money she'd saved for absolute necessity. This qualified.

"Ammie, this is your money. For real emergencies," Maryam said quietly.

"What is this if not an emergency?" Muneera replied. "My daughter's future is at stake. This is the most real emergency there is."

Faisal counted it carefully. Rahima had 5,000 saved from her factory salary. That made 30,000. They needed 10,000 more.

"I'll give you my salary," Rahima said immediately. "All of it for this month. That's another 3,000."

"Then we need 7,000 more," Maryam said quietly from the corner. "I can wait. I can apply next year. We can save—"

"No." Faisal's voice was firm. "You're not waiting. You're going. We just need to find another way."

Faisal went to their neighbor and explained the situation. The neighbor didn't ask many questions. He knew they were good people in bad circumstances. He gave him the 10,000.

"Pay me back when you can," he said simply.

Faisal looked at Rahima. "Please try to take a day off. Stay with Ammie."

He took Maryam to the university himself, submitted the admission fee, got the receipt. When they came home, Maryam went straight to her room. She didn't cry. She just sat on her bed, staring at nothing, understanding what her family had sacrificed. Forty thousand rupees from four different sources. From people who couldn't afford to give it.

***
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2.5 - Muneera's Rage

That night, Faisal went the workshop and brought back Altamash home. As they entered the door, Muneera appeared. She didn't speak. She didn't give him time to explain. Her hand came up and slapped him across the face three times, each one sharp as a gunshot. She shouted at him in a voice they'd never heard before.

"You thief! You liar! You're a disgrace!"

Rahima rushed to console her mother, pulling her away, leading her inside. Altamash stood frozen, his face red from the slaps, his body shaking. 

He went to where Muneera had disappeared. He found her in her room and fell to his feet, grabbing her ankles, his whole body heaving with sobs. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

His voice cracked as he tried to explain. The friends. The gamblers. The false hope. He'd thought he could earn money, thought he could help Maryam. "I would have given it back to you, Ammie. I would have given half my earnings to Maryam for her university. I just made a stupid mistake."

Muneera pulled her feet away violently. Her voice came out as a roar. "How dare you think we would take even one rupee from gambling? Did your father ever bring illegal money into this house? Does he? Altamash, why didn't you throw yourself under a train? Why are you here, making me ashamed to call you my son?"

Maryam was sitting in the corner, crying silently.

Faisal and Rahima came forward together. Faisal put his hand on their mother's shoulder. "Ammie, please. Forgive him this one time. He won't do it again. I promise you, he won't."

"How can you promise that?" Muneera's voice was raw with pain. "He promised before. He promised after the cigarettes."

Rahima signaled Altamash silently. He came forward and held their mother's feet again, his whole body trembling. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I'll work harder. I'll earn extra money and return every rupee you spent. Every single rupee. Please, Ammie. Please forgive me."

Then he went to Maryam and asked for forgiveness. She said nothing. She just looked at him like he was a stranger. That hurt worse than any word could have. 

Rahima signaled him silently: Go to your room.

Later, Faisal spoke to their mother and to Maryam. "He made a mistake. A serious one. But if we don't forgive him, if we don't give him another chance, what happens to him next? He loses his job. He goes back to the streets. We'll be sorry for the rest of our lives, wondering if we could have saved him." He paused, letting that sink in. "Forget what happened. Move forward. Allah will guide him. Allah will replace what we spent."

He made a decision. "Tonight, Altamash sleeps in my room. We talk. I make sure he understands what he's done. But he's still our brother."

He turned to Rahima and Maryam. "Tonight, you both sleep with Ammie. Let her know you're there."

***
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2.6 - Neighbors' Objection

Word traveled fast through Korangi. These neighborhoods had invisible networks of communication—gossip, judgment, concern, the range is all over the world, without any wifi.

When the women learned that Maryam was going to university, they came to the house in small groups. They came to Muneera and Rahima with serious faces and serious intentions.

"Why would you send her there?" one woman asked, settling onto a cushion in the living room. "What will she gain from university that she can't gain from staying home? Learning to cook better? Learning to manage a household?"

"She'll spoil herself," another said pointedly. "And worse, she'll inspire other girls from our colony. Before you know it, all the young girls will want to study. What will happen to their families then? Who will take care of the house?"

Muneera listened to them all. Then she spoke with a calmness that surprised them. "Whether you send your daughters to university is your decision. But I think it's my duty to give Maryam as much education as she wants. It's her legal right. Her moral right. Her religious right."

Rahima added her voice, quiet but firm. "When you go to the bank, you want to work with a lady officer, don't you? When you have legal problems, you want a lady lawyer. When you're pregnant or sick, do you want a male doctor? Or a female doctor and female nurses?"

The women didn't answer.

"If you don't send your daughters to educational institutions," Rahima continued, "then how will we have women teachers? Women bankers? Women lawyers? Women doctors? Where will they come from? Will the sky rain them down?"

One of the older women shifted uncomfortably. "But what about marriage? Will any decent family marry a girl who's been at university?"

Muneera leaned forward. "If a family won't marry my educated daughter, then they're not decent. My daughter deserves a man who respects her mind, her education, and her potential. Not a man who fears it."

Muneera finished: "Our daughters deserve education. They deserve choices. If you want to keep your daughters at home, that's your choice. But we choose differently. And we choose to do it proudly."

The women left, muttering prayers for the family's mental health, convinced that Tajuddin's family had gone completely mad. Nothing would make sense to them anymore.

***
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Life At The University
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3.1 - The Daily Commute

After morning prayers, Maryum start preparing breakfast for everybody and then get dressed, she usually wears Long Kameez with Jeans. Then she wears a long black abaya which cover her from shoulder till knee. Throughout her school and college life, she use to wear black shoes or white P.T. shoes. Now, she got the liberty to wear anything, she use to wear joggers, as they are more comfortable then shoes and no hassle of cleaning them everyday. Then takes her backpack and rushed to the bus stop.

The public bus came every fifteen minutes. Usually. When it actually came, it was packed—factory workers heading to their shifts, students heading to school, vendors heading to markets. Bodies pressed against bodies. Maryam learned to make herself small, to hold her backpack tight, to keep her eyes forward and her mind on the destination.

After the first week, everything changed. She noticed other girls from nearby bus stops, also heading towards her university. One girl, Sana, sat next to her on the bus, and they started talking.

"You're heading to New Horizon?" Sana asked.

"Yes. Computer Science," Maryam replied. "You?"

"I'm in Commerce section. This is my second year." Sana pulled out her phone. "I'm organizing a taxi pool with some other girls heading that direction. Want in? Fare will be almost the same, and it will be convenient and much safer."

Within days, they'd organized a taxi pool with three other girls heading in similar directions. Maryam realized that this way, the amount will be the same yet, they will all be able to reach the university safely, on time with her clothes will not get messed up in the bus.

Maryam came to university early. She was always in her seat before the professor arrived. She took careful notes. She submitted assignments before deadlines. In tests, her handwriting was neat. Her answers were thorough. Her marks were the highest in her classes.

***
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3.2 - A Strange New World

The campus was beautiful in ways her neighborhood would never be. Wide corridors. Clean bathrooms. A library with thousands of books. A cafeteria with actual tables and chairs. A garden with real grass and flowers that someone had planted intentionally.

And boys. Everywhere. Not threatening exactly. Just... present.

The seating was still separate in classrooms—girls on the left side of the room, boys on the right. The cafeteria had separate sections. But in the lobbies between classes, in the gardens during breaks, in the spaces where rules couldn't be enforced as strictly, boys and girls sat together. They laughed together. They talked about classes and professors, and upcoming tests.
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