

[image: Illustration]




 


 


 


Also by the author


 


Love, Hate & Other Filters
Internment




[image: illustration]




ATOM


First published in the US in 2020 by Soho Teen
First published in the UK in 2020 by Atom


Copyright © 2020 by Samira Ahmed


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-472-15562-7


Atom
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk
www.atombooks.co.uk




 


 


For Thomas, Lena, and Noah, the astonishing lights of my world.


And for those whose stories are buried, hidden in the dark corners of history, I lift up my lantern for you.




 


 


When I want to understand what is happening today or try to decide what will happen tomorrow, I look back.


—OMAR KHAYYAM
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I live in between spaces.


The borders between nations, the invisible hyphen between words, the wide chasm between “one of us” and me alone.


French American.


Indian American.


Muslim American.


Biracial. Interfaith. Child of immigrants.


A Parisienne for one month a year: the month when all the other Parisians flee the city.


A girl staring at her phone screen, looking for love but knowing it’s not going to show up.


I didn’t choose any of this. Which is not to say I wouldn’t have, given the opportunity. But it’s not like I ever had the option.


I don’t even get a say in my diminutives. It’s always “Frenchie” or “la petite Américaine.”


The people who can’t guess what I am think I’m “exotic.” Some people say I’m lucky to be an ethnomorph—a person whose brown skin, brown hair, and brown eyes make it seem like I could be from half the countries in the world. But I’m not a passport that everyone gets to stamp with a label of their choosing. Others look at me and try to shove me into their own narrative to define who and what I am. But I’m not a blank page that everyone else gets to write on.


I have my own voice.


I have my own story.


I have my own name. It’s Khayyam.
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I just stepped in dog shit. Bienvenue à Paris.


Welcome to my life of constant code-switching. Witness my attempts to blend an occasional impulse for Bollywood melodramatics with my flair for complaining like a local. I shouldn’t be cranky, summering in Paris. I should be an expert at dodging excrement on sidewalks and accustomed to tepid service from waiters and sardonic smiles at my fluent but slightly accented French. And I should absolutely be prepared for les grèves—the strikes that bring the Métro to a standstill every single time we’re here.


I should be French about it and nonchalant.


Instead, I’m American and have no chill.


Because it is hot. The air-conditioning is mostly aspirational. And I’m a captive here, since my parents value family vacation tradition more than my desire to stay in Chicago, stewing in self-doubt and woe-is-me pity and the truth universally acknowledged that the forces of entropy attack you on all fronts.


This is what metaphorical multiple organ failure feels like:


My head: I have likely, most probably, almost definitely royally screwed up my chances of getting into the School of the Art Institute of Chicago—my dream college that I’ve been shooting for since ninth grade. It is the school if you want to go into art history. Which I do. Obsessively.


My heart: Belongs to Zaid. Still. Zaid, my not-exactly boyfriend, but only because he never actually called himself my boyfriend, who is thousands of miles away in Chicago.


My lungs: On top of the dog crap, there’s a railway strike today, somehow precisely coinciding with this heat wave and my arrival in Paris. The air is humid and so thick I’m panting.


But those are merely symptoms.


The underlying cause? An essay. Yeah, really.


The School of the Art Institute is super competitive, so I wanted to find a way to stand out from the pack. I had this brilliant idea to submit an absolutely mind-blowing essay for its Young Scholar Prize. Technically, I was ineligible because you have to be a high school grad to enter. I was only a junior, and I petitioned the judges to make an exception. I didn’t want a technicality standing in the way of my dreams. Besides, my college counselor told me it would show I have “moxie” and would look great on my college applications. I was certain I had solved a centuries-old art world mystery, proving that Eugène Delacroix had secretly given a painting—one of several—from his Giaour series to the writer Alexandre Dumas, the all for one, one for all dude. Not just any painting in the series—the exact one on display at the Art Institute. I was going to astound the old fogey museum curators with my genius. I would unveil a secret that was hiding in plain sight. I would be the youngest prizewinner ever, an art world darling. I based my entire theory on a single sentence in a twenty-year-old article about Delacroix I found online and followed down a rabbit hole. Apparently fake news is also old news.


The thing with confidence, though, is that when you’re proven wrong—and holy hell, was I proven wrong—you wither away into the smallest version of yourself. And head judge—now my lifelong nemesis—Celenia Mondego made sure of that. In her words, I had written, “an earnest if ill-conceived attempt at unraveling a mystery of provenance that fell far short of its ambitions due to slipshod research—a catastrophic inability to grasp obvious facts. The work of a dilettante, not a future art historian.”


The words still stab.


Maybe I could deal with it better if I didn’t feel so alone, but my person, my I’ll-always-be-there-for-you pseudo boyfriend, graduated from Lab High in June and is apparently so busy getting ready to leave for college that he can’t even pick up the phone—his second favorite appendage. Meanwhile, I’m pleading with myself not to text him again. Clinging like a lifeline to the one text he did send while I was mid-flight: I’ll see you when I see you. p.s. I got Ice Capades. Quoting our thing, our ridiculous thing, an inside joke from our cheesy retro first date movie. I melted. Ugh.


I keep letting myself forget that it’s at least partly his fault I screwed up my prize essay. Somewhat. Probably. Indirectly. It seemed like every time I was in the library researching or trying to write, he’d sneak up behind me in the stacks and kiss me on the neck. His kisses are highly distracting.


Basically, I’m seventeen and already washed up. What do I do now?


Mom would tell me to go easier on myself and to trust my own voice to find a way out.


Papa would remind me that I’m young and in Paris, a city with pastries on every corner, and that life is still beautiful: C’est la belle vie, chérie.


Zaid, if he were acknowledging my existence and wasn’t part of my problem, would probably tell me to forget about everything and suggest creative ways in which he might be able to help me with that.


And Julie, my best friend, who is currently inaccessible because she’s on a Dark-Ages, technology-free family holiday at a cabin in Door County, would tell me to figure out where I want to go and do whatever it takes to get there. Easy for her to say—she’s both an unstoppable force and an immovable object.


Here’s the thing: I actually know where I want to go. But too many things I can’t control keep getting in my way.


Sometimes literally.


With les grèves there’s no Métro, and every electric scooter and bike share is taken. Normally I wouldn’t mind a long, leisurely walk along the quais of the Seine River on the way to the Petit Palais—that’s kind of the point of being in Paris. But I’m reminded that this is why there are no songs about August in Paris, when it’s all tourists and la vie en sweat instead of the Hollywood version of Paris where it’s perpetual spring, when young love and chestnut trees are always in bloom.


If I believed in fate, I’d say the universe was conspiring against me.


THE COURTYARD CAFÉ of the Petit Palais has always been my reliable refuge. I plan on photographing every inch of its meandering path, fragrant plants, blue-and-gold tiled fountains, and, of course, the perfectly pillowy macarons I’ll be inhaling at a small wrought-iron table amongst the blossoms. Luckily, the place is made for Instagram, which is good because I need new content to replace all the dusty old books and archival material I posted in my “ill-conceived” attempt to impress the ultimate we are not amused, judgiest of judges Celenia Mondego.


Maybe meticulously cataloguing my trip will help me forget my “catastrophic inability” to do anything right.


And maybe, perhaps, Zaid will see my posts and remember I exist.


First, though, I need to scrape the remaining dog crap from my red All-Stars.


I skulk into the shadows of the sculptures of naked women flanking the alabaster staircase that leads to the doors of the Petit Palais. As soon as I bend down to inspect my left sole, I hear someone behind me attempting to stifle a laugh.


Do not look, Khayyam. Keep your head down.


“Welcome to Paris!” a honeyed French accent declares in English.


I roll my eyes. I almost decide to bite back in French, but this arrogant jerk already chose my preferred language for sparring. “How do you know I’m not from Paris?” I ask with my back still turned to him.


“I’m s-sorry,” the Frenchman stammers.


I stand and whirl around, ready to go for the jugular, but see that this particular jugular leads to an extremely cute face.


He’s my age. Or a little older? Brown wavy hair with hints of red. Lightly tanned skin. And when he pushes his tortoiseshell sunglasses to the top of his head, he reveals eyes that could be the inspiration for the Crayola crayon I preferred above all others for my childhood masterpieces: Raw Sienna.


“Well, then you know the adage: it’s the left foot; it’s happiness!” he says.


I burst out laughing. And when I try to curb it, I end up snorting. It’s another childhood flashback; every time I hear the word happiness spoken with an even remotely French accent, it kills me.


The cute boy gives me a quizzical look.


“A-penis,” I explain. “With a French accent, ‘happiness’ sounds like ‘a penis.’ I’m sorry; I know what you’re saying:


‘C’est du pied gauche, c’est du bonheur!’” I shrug, feeling my natural defensiveness creep up. “I guess you can chalk it up to my American immaturity?”


He grins like a true Frenchman, showing no teeth. “I think no such thing about Americans or about you,” he says. Those raw sienna eyes dance. “I have heard you Americans are sometimes presumptuous, though.”


“Ha, ha. Touché,” I say, smiling back like an American, displaying all my gleaming, orthodontically perfected teeth.


His smile widens in return, challenging my assumptions about his aloof Frenchiness. Damn. His teeth are perfect, too.


“Tu parles français?” he asks.


“Je suis française,” I answer immediately.


“Et américaine?”


I sigh. Apparently being brown means you have to be something other than European. I get the but where are you really from from version of this back home in America, too. “What, my accent sucks too much?” I grumble.


“No, no, not at all. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . . I only meant because of the merde on your shoe. Living in Paris . . . Parisians have a kind of dog crap radar.”


I bite my lip and look down at my All-Stars. They’re mostly poop free now. My emotional pendulum has swung from rage to mortification. I think I prefer the rage. It’s much less embarrassing.


“I step in actual crap, then I step in figurative crap as well,” I mutter, mostly to myself.


He laughs again. “Not at all. In fact, it’s my fault. It was hardly chivalrous of me to question your citizenship based on your inability to avoid crap.”


I laugh again, too. I can’t help it. Laughing with a hot, anonymous French boy is a more satisfying diversion than either Instagram or macarons. Plus, he actually used the word chivalrous without irony. Zaid knows what it means, but it’s not exactly in his vocabulary.


The boy clears his throat. “Perhaps I can ask for a modification?”


I knit my eyebrows together. He’s pronouncing “modification” the French way, which throws me. “Modification?” I repeat. “Oh, um, you mean, a do-over?”


“Oui. Oui. Yes. A do-over.” He offers a soft grin, then places a hand on his chest and straightens his shoulders. I realize he’s tall, taller than me, and I’m five-foot-seven or, as we say in France, 1m70. I’m not just bilingual; I speak metric, too. “Please, let me begin again. I’m Alexandre Dumas.”


I burst out laughing. The universe is trolling me. “Alexandre Dumas? Let me guess; your best friends are three brothers named Athos, Porthos, and Aramis?”


His smile falters a little.


I can feel my face getting hot. Sometimes I speak before I think. Now I actually hear my dumb dad joke made at his expense. Somehow I managed to be both childish and pretentious, because duh, doesn’t everyone know the names of the Three Musketeers?


“Dumas is my sixth-great-grandfather,” he says.


My mouth drops open. Is he kidding me? I know there’s no such thing as fate. Fate is coincidence. Coincidence is math. But damn, the odds of this . . . I should’ve bought a lottery ticket.


“Alexandre Dumas is your grand-père? No freaking way.” I clear my throat and collect myself, reaching out my hand. “My name is Khayyam Maquet. It’s nice to meet you.”


“Enchanté,” he says.


He’s reluctant to extend a hand back. Our eyes meet. Shaking hands is not the customary French greeting between friends. But we’re only strangers who engaged in witty banter, and I’m not about to kiss this dude on the cheeks. Still, I don’t think he’ll leave me hanging.


“This might sound weird,” I say when he finally does shake, “but follow me. There’s something I want to show you.”
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Haseki.


The favored.


That is what they are compelled to call me. All of them. Eyes cast downward in reverence. Do not aspire to this, I want to warn the young ones. The ones whose rosy lips and cheeks have yet to be introduced to Pasha. But I do not say this. I say little, choosing my words wisely.


This is how you survive.


Study.


Rise through the ranks.


Become irreplaceable.


Become the chosen one.


Find your power. Use it, but softly.


Haseki.


Pasha conferred this once-ancient title upon me, to fashion me after Süleyman’s most beloved and trusted haseki. It is an honor, he told me. A gift.


In that moment, my name was erased, buried under dirt.


But my spirit was not.
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The Petit Palais isn’t a palace at all, and it certainly isn’t petit. It was built for the 1900 World’s Fair, l’Exposition Universelle. It’s a trapezoid of stone and steel with marble mosaic floors, immense columns, and a sky-grazing rotunda where I can roam the exhibition halls content in anonymous humidity-controlled solitude—as my barest self, Khayyam, unadorned and unfettered.


Except this time, I’m not alone.


I’m with a boy. A decidedly cute one. Who happens to be an Alexandre Dumas. In other words, a boy who might have answers to the questions banging around in my brain ever since my epic essay fail.


If I believed in kismet/qismat/destinée, I might trust that the universe planned this meeting. There’s a kind of poetry to it. But believing in fate is magical thinking. A lot of people want to find the deeper meaning behind random circumstances. But what’s the point? Extraordinary events are basically chance plus time.


So why are my palms all sweaty?


I can actually hear my friend Julie answering my question with one of her own: Who cares why it all happened? You’re walking around a museum with a cute French guy. Stop over-thinking it.


But she’s not here to stop me from considering my clammy hands and fluttery stomach. Maybe I’m nervous because chance and time have collided and brought me to this place. With this boy. In front of this painting—Eugène Delacroix’s The Combat of the Giaour and the Pasha—that I discovered a couple years ago and that inspired me to jump down an art history rabbit hole where I landed with an unceremonious thud. Maybe I shouldn’t tell Alexandre that I’ve dedicated countless hours of my life to find a connection between his ancestor and this painting’s mate—the one in the Giaour series that lives in the Art Institute of Chicago. Maybe not revealing everything about my entire life in the first five minutes of knowing this stranger is a good thing. I should cultivate an air of mystery like a proper French girl.


“You love the Delacroix?” Alexandre asks. “It’s one of my favorites, too.”


“There’s an art world legend that Dumas—that your grand-père—owned this painting,” I manage, glancing shyly at him.


Alexandre arches his eyebrows.


“Well, not this exact one, but one in the Delacroix series that’s in Chicago. At the Art Institute. Where I live. I mean, I live in Chicago. The city. Not the museum. Duh.” I bite my lower lip to stop this embarrassing overflow of spontaneous dork. Proper French-girl flirting involves elegance and restraint. Clearly, I lack both.


He shrugs. “Delacroix and Dumas were friends. And Delacroix did gift him art . . .” He clears his throat. “You certainly seem to know a lot about my family.”


When I try to hold his gaze, he turns back to the painting. I clam up. I’m not sure how much more I should confess. If he hadn’t been the one who approached me, I’d seem like some weird stalker-y Alexandre Dumas fangirl. Or worse, a dilettante. Celenia Mondego’s judgment echoes in my mind, and an awkward silence occupies the space between Alexandre and me.


“So . . .” He scrunches up his forehead, trying gallantly to fill the pause. “You think that my great-grand-père Dumas might have owned one of the Giaours by Delacroix?”


I shrug and shift my weight from one foot to the other. “Maybe?”


Alexandre nods. “There are family rumors, at least according to my uncle Gérard who researches that kind of stuff. It’s definitely, um, interesting . . .”


Oh God. I am a dilettante. A bumbling, ineloquent amateur art-splainer, telling the five (or was it six?)-times-great-grandson of Alexandre Dumas all about his family. Cascading organ failure continuing. What am I on now? Spleen? Bladder? Please don’t let it be bladder.


Before I can stop myself, I blurt, “Actually I wrote this entire paper on it. For a prize. That I didn’t win. I thought Chicago’s Art Institute Delacroix was the one Dumas owned. I thought I’d made this huge art world discovery about the line of ownership. Turns out I was totally wrong about the provenance.” A nervous giggle slips out. So much for an air of sophistication. “Supposedly Delacroix created at least six in a series based on the same Lord Byron poem, The Giaour. I came here today to take another look at this one in case I missed something, like maybe this was the one Dumas owned, not the one in Chicago. But um, I guess not? I mean, I’m not sure what other clues I was looking for. Probably wishful thinking? I guess if anyone would know if Dumas owned this Delacroix, it would be . . . you. I . . . well . . . anyway . . . Two of those six paintings have been lost—maybe it’s another one?”


I need to pause for air. I think I’m speaking English, but it’s really a high-speed torrent of nerd. This boy could potentially help me, and I’m over here taking random stabs at history. I cover my face with my palm. Focus, Khayyam.


Alexandre gently pulls my hand away. “Are you embarrassed? Don’t be. Your paper sounds amazing. No one seems to care about our lost family history anymore, except maybe my uncle. But to me, the past is a mystery waiting to be revealed.”


I perk up. Maybe this guy speaks nerd, too. And did his hand just linger on mine? “That’s why I’m obsessed with art history!” I practically yell, then quickly lower my voice to a museum-appropriate level. “It discovers life in relics of the past and brings that past forward to the future—it’s like an academic time machine. Those Etruscan vases we walked by? They’re echoes of people who lived over two thousand years ago. We can extrapolate a lot based on a few puzzle pieces. Sometimes it’s a revelation. Though I guess other times, like with my essay . . .” I’m rambling and also too embarrassed to finish the sentence.


He gazes at me with a warm smile. “Who cares if you didn’t win the prize? Qui ne tente rien n’a rien.”


“No pain, no gain?” I sigh. “If only I’d gained something more than humiliation.”


“I thought Americans weren’t defeatist,” he quips.


“That’s the French part of me speaking,” I deadpan.


“Well, I think all the parts of you are charmant,” he replies without missing a beat.


I’m such a pushover for casual French flirting. Wait. Am I enjoying this? I’m enjoying this. I’m supposed to be putting my life back together, but I’m flirting with a cute boy in a museum. Which sounds like the kind of thing Julie would do, not me. But being my usual cautious self hasn’t been working out that great lately, so why not go for it?


And on cue my stomach twists and turns and knots up with guilt. I stare at Alexandre’s rakish grin, but an image of Zaid’s gorgeous smile pops into my head. I have no reason to feel guilty. Unfortunately, my thoughts and feelings aren’t like a finely crafted Delacroix. They’re messy and abstract— loud, confused streaks and splatters of paint on a canvas.


“Right,” I mumble. “Of course. Charmant. Because what could be more charming than meeting someone who is scraping crap off their shoe?”


He grins at me. I smile back. I have to admit, it feels good. Standing here, right now, in front of the Delacroix. Smiling like I belong here. Defiant like: You tried to kill me, but you only deeply wounded me. So there. I think for a moment about what first drew me to this version of the painting in Delacroix’s series, and what led me to its mate in Chicago: There’s something disturbing, almost terrifying about the scene. It’s immediate and entrancing; it pulls you in. Two men on horseback clashing, daggers drawn, tangled ferociously in battle. The Pasha in brooding jewel tones—emerald and garnet—blood dripping from the leg of his white horse. A sharp contrast to the Giaour, the supposed infidel in a vest and simple white robe, the sinewy muscles of his forearms flexed, ready to drive his blade into the Pasha’s chest. The colors are deep and rich and striking. It’s a painting, but when you turn the corner and catch your first glimpse, it’s as if you’ve stumbled onto a real fight. The canvas isn’t even that big; it’s only about two feet wide and two feet tall. But it explodes with movement, as if the scene is about to burst from the frame.


I clear my throat. “So you said this was one of your favorites, too. Why?”


“It’s fierce. Alive. So—” He pauses, trying to find the right word.


“Viscérale?” Visceral. Sometimes the perfect word exists in both my languages.


“Yes!” His sienna eyes sparkle as he continues. “The brushstrokes are angry. And I know it’s inspired by a Byron poem, but it feels very Dumas to me. Passion. Vengeance. Beauty. Two men fighting over a woman. One loved her, the other killed her.”


I kind of get what Alexandre is saying. It’s not the first time a man has described Delacroix’s paintings this way, but his words pinch. They’re all wrong. Dismissive. Entitled. “In Byron’s poem, the Giaour and the Pasha both have dialogue, but the woman is silent. I mean, the poem is, like, nine thousand words, and she’s only even mentioned eleven or twelve times.” My voice is flat, betraying my anger. “She’s the whole reason the poem exists, but she never gets a chance to speak. A poet created her. A painter was inspired by her. But they both denied her a voice in her own story. She was erased.”


Alexandre turns to me, puzzled. It’s clear we’re not flirting anymore. “But she isn’t real. She’s fiction.”


“So are the Giaour and the Pasha.”


“We agree, then?”


I scoff, pointing to the painting’s title, named for fictional men created by real men whose art gets to endure.


“She had a name, too,” I say. “It was Leila.”
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I take care to remove all my jewels, especially the anklets, lest their tinkling wake the entire serai. Tiptoeing barefoot over the stone floors, I slip in and out of the darkness. The full moon could reveal me, but she’s consented to hide her beauty behind passing clouds, offering me safe passage through the latticed corridor. Valide would have me killed if she knew where I was going, but Si’la has assured me that Valide sleeps through the night—lulled into a slumber by the dream spells of the ruya peri who dwells in the serai. Still, I step lightly through the Courtyard of Eunuchs. If I rouse any of them, my wiles will be useless to dampen their suspicions.


The Passage of Concubines leads to the Forty Steps . . . down, down, down to the hastanesi reserved only for the women of the serai. With no trace of the moon, I am in utter darkness. But I have passed these stones thousands of times, and my fingers follow the cool walls until they reach a door that is almost forgotten.


Tonight, it is my portal to a tiny world outside my golden cage.


I step through the door into the second courtyard. The smallest of the courtyards, it lies abandoned. Even the gardeners have forsaken it in fear of the jinn that lurk in the trees. Though their branches arc and reach to the heavens, heavy with green leaves, the trunks of all the trees here are hollowed, carved out into perfectly smooth caverns. They say the jinn whittled away the trunks to create hiding places. In the center of the courtyard, two trees grafted together over the years stretch to the sky, branches intertwining like lovers’ arms. Their hollows meet to form the heart of the courtyard.


The night smells of damask roses.


He is near.
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On cue, life reminds me once again that magical thinking doesn’t work. Sometimes shit is just shit. Period.


Stepping in that merde yesterday? It’s not going to bring me “a-penis” after all. Sure, I inexplicably ran into a French guy who may possibly be able to help salvage my academic self-worth. Did I mention that’s he’s hot? Or that he is an actual descendant of Alexandre Dumas? Or that for one fleeting and lovely art-filled afternoon, I was tempted to believe in magic? Fate, even?


For a few brief hours, the Métro shutdown didn’t seem like such a pain. I spent the dreamy walk home posting scenic Paris shots on Instagram: boats on the Seine, a lone red love lock attached to a bridge, even a Robert Doisneau–style pic of a couple kissing with a black-and-white filter. I’ve been posting almost nonstop since I landed, detailing every step of this trip—except for my chance encounter with the cute Frenchman—hoping to inspire Zaid to appear out of thin air.


And now he has. With Rekha in his lap.


I squirm on the sofa, glaring at Rekha’s feed. Even on my phone’s screen she is larger than life: heart-shaped face, golden-brown skin, impossibly long lashes, and eyes that smolder for the lens. A classic Rekha selfie—stunning. Only this time her arm is hooked around Zaid’s neck. It’s classic Zaid, too—mischievous grin, long coffee-brown bangs partially obscuring his beautiful dark eyes that are clearly fixated on her. And he’s wearing his Chicago Brown Line ‘L’ T-shirt.


I gave him that shirt.


It was a memento of our first date. We took the Brown Line ‘L’ to the Music Box, where they were screening movies set in Chicago, and saw While You Were Sleeping—a classic, corny holiday rom-com that somehow takes all the clichés of mistaken identity and misunderstandings and makes them charming. Turns out that the Brown Line plays a role in the movie, too. Hours later when we shared our first kiss under the rumble of the Southport stop on that “L,” I almost fooled myself into believing that maybe, just maybe, life did have magic in it.


For the one-month anniversary of that kiss, I bought Zaid a Brown Line T-shirt. Soon after, he gave me a tee emblazoned with a dorky, desperate While You Were Sleeping quote: I GOT ICE CAPADES. It was so silly and so us, romantic in a completely unromantic way. Unassuming. Comfortable.


That’s why the gifts were special. Sentimental, even. Until right now.


Maybe I need to adopt Zaid’s nonchalance and focus on something more rewarding. Say, the French guy who literally almost fell into my lap. It’s infuriating that Zaid was even a stray thought yesterday. That pang of guilt I felt? Tragic. Why does my brain (my heart?) do this to me? The actual facts are right in front of my face, but still, my reason always seems to lose out to my stupid feelings.


ZAID LITERALLY INTRODUCED me as a “friend” on prom night to a new neighbor—a gorgeous college sophomore with bright hazel eyes. Half the block was on the sidewalk, an informal party since so many kids on my street were going to prom. The parent paparazzi were out in full force, snapping a million photos—group shots, couples, obligatory family formals, and a bunch of me and Julie and other kids goofing around then pinning boutonnieres on our dates. Zaid had to run back to his car because he forgot my wrist corsage. Of course he did. Julie had had to remind him to get me flowers in the first place. Another obvious sign I chose to ignore. When he finally headed back, he walked over with the new neighbor, so engrossed in conversation with her that he seemed startled when I appeared.


I want to say it was like the scene in a rom-com when the girl finally realizes that the guy she thought was the one is only just the one before:


ZAID


Oh . . . Khayyam! This


(points to lithe, gorgeous girl)


is the new neighbor.


NEW NEIGHBOR
(waves)


Hey!


(Awkward pause, feet shuffling.)


ZAID


And this is my . . . friend, Khayyam.


KHAYYAM


(gulps, pulls knife out of heart)


Is that for me?


(Points to orchid wrist corsage in plastic box.)


ZAID
(chuckles nervously)


Yeah. Yes. Here you go!


(Hands Khayyam the box.)


Camera pans from box to Khayyam’s enraged face. She throws the box on the ground and walks away. Zaid calls her name, but she doesn’t turn back, and he falls out of focus. Camera zooms in on Khayyam as she walks off into the sunset, a smile spreading across her face.


END SCENE.


But that’s not how it played out.


I took the box, slipped the corsage over my wrist, and went to prom with Zaid, where we danced and laughed and I pretended I didn’t feel the point of that dagger in my heart. Julie gave him the stink-eye all night long; I’m surprised she didn’t sucker punch him on my behalf.


In hindsight, it all should’ve been obvious. Zaid and I never had a firm status agreement. We never called ourselves a couple out loud. At least, he didn’t. It always felt like there would be more—there were intimations of things to come, like whispered plans to backpack across Europe while we held hands at the Point or suggestions of me visiting him at college while we snuggled in the hollow of Henry Moore’s Nuclear Energy. I wanted to believe it all because we fit perfectly in the chiseled space of that sculpture, arms and legs intertwined. Because when we first kissed under the ‘L’ tracks, it felt like we’d invented the idea of kissing. Because sometimes we’d sit on my back porch doing physics homework and Zaid would ask if I was Bohr’d and then smile at me, and I knew I could listen to his corny dad jokes forever.


A catastrophic inability to grasp obvious facts. Remember? I was reading between the lines when there was nothing to see but blank space.


Now Zaid’s off to Reed College in a few weeks, where he’s going to be majoring in environmental studies and smoking pot, and I’m . . . here. Afraid to text him. Scared to admit what Rekha’s Instagram screams at me, that the one person I thought was closer to me than anyone in the world seems to have forgotten I exist.


TO ADD SALT to the wound, Alexandre is apparently ghosting me, too.


When we exchanged numbers yesterday, he said he wanted to meet up again today. I swear we had a moment. Moments. Sparkly eyed glimpses of what could be. Still, I’m stuck in the moments with Zaid that have been. Maybe it’s my fatal flaw: I’m always in the Past or the Future and never in the Now.


“That’s three long sighs in a row,” my mom says, peeking around her newspaper from our little balcony, the afternoon light streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows.


I wasn’t even aware that I’d sighed out loud.


Mom is staring at me expectantly over her bright red cat-eye reading glasses, her graying brown hair unfurling from her loose bun. When I don’t say anything, she puts down the paper and rises from her seat, stepping through the patio doors into the room. Every August when we’re in Paris—annual time away from her job as Professor of Medieval Islamic Civilizations at the University of Chicago—she reads an actual newspaper. Not a digital edition but real ink and paper. She says human beings are becoming too detached from the simple pleasure of tangible things in our world. It’s why she adores dusty old books. It’s the musk of history that gets her. Smell is linked to memory, she always says, and technology has no smell because it’s never been alive.


Still, I dunno if I totally buy that, because Rekha and Zaid looked very alive on Instagram. I could almost smell the hormones pulsing off my screen.


Mom sits beside me on the couch, placing her reading glasses on the coffee table. I know what’s coming next. The concerned mom look: mouth turned down at the corners, eyes focused and worried. I’m blessed with my mother’s dark eyes, the color of brown glass. When I look at her, it’s like a mirror into my slightly wrinklier future. I wonder if she sees me that way, too— as a looking glass to her past, a version of her younger self.


“It’s nothing, Mom. Waiting for something that’s not going to appear.”


“That’s rather existential of you.”


“Well, we are in Paris.”


My mom grins and pats my hand. “Still haven’t heard from Zaid?”


Ouch. I feel that question like a static shock to my chest. It’s a simple question without an easy answer. No, he hasn’t texted, but it doesn’t mean he hasn’t sent me a message.


IF ZAID WERE some random guy, say, one I met while scraping crap off my shoe, I might be wary about sharing details, but Zaid isn’t any guy. We know his family from school and the mosque. Like me, Zaid is Muslim and has one Indian parent. Unlike me, he’s absolutely mastered tameez, the art of appropriate desi behavior, especially around parents. He started a tutoring program at our mosque for the younger kids, and his Urdu kicks ass. On paper, Zaid is the perfect desi catch. In my current Instagram-shaped reality, he’s a lot less so.


As it stands, a lot of people probably side-eye my “good” Muslim desi girl qualifications because they find them . . . lacking. My French is fluent. My Urdu, not so much. I have my dad’s language and my mom’s religion. I’m a bunch of disparate parts that aren’t enough to make a whole. But I’m trying to stop caring about what everyone else thinks about me. I am enough.


Even when I waffle and question my own devotion, even if I miss Friday prayers, being Muslim is part of my identity, as much as French or American or Chicagoan. It’s in my bones and my blood. And no one can take that away from me.


Yeah, Mom knows about Zaid. But that doesn’t mean I want to share every single detail. I still keep some things tucked away in secret.


“MAYBE IT’S A technical glitch, beta,” Mom suggests, gesturing toward my phone.


“Un pépin technique? Where?” My dad chooses the perfect moment for his entrance. He walks out of the bedroom and gently places his hand on my mom’s shoulder. She looks up at him, and he smiles without showing teeth. He’s lived in America a long time, but not long enough that a toothy smile comes naturally.


I watch them lovingly gaze at each other. In many ways they’re opposites—my dad has pale blue eyes, and his fair skin burns every single summer, while my mom’s deep brown skin defies the sun. I’m somewhere in between. When I was a kid, I wished I wasn’t so in the middle. I wanted to look exactly like my mom because when she and I went out alone, someone would inevitably ask if she was my nanny. It made me mad, but she would wave it off, seemingly unbothered. “I know who I am,” she once explained. “I don’t have to prove it to anyone.” She’s always been enough for herself, too.


My mom takes my dad’s hand in hers. “Khayyam was hoping to hear from Zaid, but—”


I bolt from the couch and grab my purse from the table. Sure, my mom knows about me and Zaid. Papa does, too. But I’m not ready for their academic unpacking of my relationship. I’m not the subject of an undergrad seminar. Before they can protest, I grab my bag and am halfway to the door.


“I’m out of here. You guys can talk about me behind my back like regular parents. I’m going to get a goûter and then head to Place des Vosges.” One good thing about being stuck in Paris for the summer is the comfort of an afternoon pastry. Or three.


They laugh a little. My mom blows me a kiss. My dad tells me to text them when I get to Place des Vosges as he settles in next to my mom on the sofa. My parents exchange another loving glance. I swear, you’d think it’s their third date. I wonder what it takes to sustain that kind of adoration for over twenty years. Or even twenty weeks . . .


I push open the centuries-old wooden doors to our apartment and step into the dark hall. Maybe I should keep more secrets from my parents—less chance of getting trapped in an awkward conversation about my nonexistent love life. I sigh and sidestep the claustrophobia-inducing elevator—it’s the size of a double-wide coffin. We’re on the fifth floor, but I take the stairs up and down every time. Halfway down the wide, winding staircase, my phone buzzes.


Alexandre: Bonjour. I have spoken with the mayor of Paris, who has agreed to clear your path of merde—both real and figurative—for the rest of your stay. [image: illustration]


Me: . . .


Me: . . .


Me: Who is this?


If Alexandre is the diversion the universe has presented, I might as well have fun.


Alexandre: Is that American humor?


Me: Ha! Touché.


Alexandre: I lay down my épée. Shall we meet?


Me: Place des Vosges? Thirty minutes?


Alexandre: Perfect. I will bring a surprise.


Me: A surprise?!


Alexandre: I will make it an American surprise so it comes with many exclamation marks!!!


Me: I see I’m not the first American to get a surprise from you?


Alexandre: You’re by far the most beautiful.


This guy seriously knows how to turn on the charm. Sadly, some of that charm is lost on me. I don’t feel completely enamored; I feel a little resigned. Because cute as it is, it’s not the text I was hoping for. My memory of Zaid is the anchor weighing me down. Zaid, whose easy smile and warm embrace felt like home no matter where we were. He was my home, but now he’s packed his bags and moved on. Why can’t I do the same?


Maybe the real question is, why are my own feelings a mystery to me?




[image: illustration]


“Haseki,” he whispers.


I cringe at the word. It is no title, but bondage.


“Giaour,” I whisper back. Infidel.


He pulls me into the heart-hollow of the twinned trees.


I place my hand on my chest, drop my eyes, pause. Then raise them to him in a flash. “I may be Pasha’s favorite, I may be confined here, but I still own my name.”


He lifts my chin toward him. “Leila,” he murmurs. “You think you are powerless, but I am under your command.”


“Thus the world is as it should be.” I smile and remove the diaphanous veil I’ve wrapped over my head; it wafts gently to the ground.


He smiles back. Flecks of gold dance in his hazel eyes. He traces an index finger over my lips. His touch is coarse, nothing like Pasha’s, whose hands are massaged with scented oils by girls of a lower rank before they slip on his silken sleep gloves. But Pasha is not soft; I harbor no such illusions. He could slash us both down with the curve of his kilij in two deft strikes.


“Did you forget to wear your riding gloves again?” I chide.


“I’m sorry.” His hand falls away. “You deserve much better.”


He plucks the fuchsia rose from his vest and gently brushes the petals against my lips. They say the scent can drive men mad.


I close my eyes and lean back against the smoothed trunk in the hollowed heart of our tree. He leans his body into mine and kisses me just above the jugular notch between my neck and collarbone. The stubble of his beard grazes my skin and makes it burn with want. He unwound his sarik before I arrived, so I run my fingers through the soft dark brown waves of his hair, scented with sandalwood oil, a precious gift from an Indian merchant.


As he unbuttons my midnight-blue ferace, he kisses me along the neckline. I look up through the hollow and see the moon has come out of hiding as her beams enter the cavity of the tree, illuminating us in silver light that pools at our feet. I draw his hand down the ornately embroidered edge of my ferace to where it parts, giving way to my sleep chemise. He sucks in his breath. His hand traces circles up my thigh—his fingernails pecks of moonlight against my skin. I pull at the sash at his waist, drawing him closer, and arc my body into his.


The boughs of our twinned-trees curve down from the sky, screening the entrance to our hallowed space. Stardust shines as it cascades around us, giving rise to tiny sparks that bounce off our bodies.


“Run with me,” I whisper.


“Anywhere,” he says, sealing his lips over mine in a promise.




[image: illustration]


In America we bulldoze our past, build the future on the rubble, and pretend that ghosts can’t haunt us. I wonder if sometimes we ignore their voices because we’re scared of hearing ourselves in their echoes. Maybe that’s why I love Place des Vosges. It’s the oldest planned square in a very old city, and you can almost feel whispers of the past commingling with the present here. Turn away from the people scrolling on their phones and taking selfies, and you’ll find the oldest graffiti in Paris on one of the stone pillars around the perimeter of the park: 1764 Nicola. A guy who wrote a book about his observations in Paris and simply wanted the world to know that, once, he was here, too. That, once, he made his mark.


Another reason why my love for this place endures? Place des Vosges has grass you can sit on. Garden after garden in Paris forbids sitting or walking on the grass. It’s like grass is this untouchable objet d’art and not a tangible childhood memory of freshly mowed lawns that spark with fireflies during games of Ghosts in the Graveyard. But at Place des Vosges, I can sink my Midwestern-raised toes into the lawn. It’s a reminder that, like Nicola, I found a place here, too.


ALEXANDRE AND I didn’t choose a specific meeting point. I don’t see him by the seesaws, so I walk around the park. It’s filled with tourists and some poor, unfortunate Parisians who apparently have to keep the city running for all the out-of-towners. I tap my phone with an itchy trigger finger—I don’t want to text him and reek of eau de desperation. He’s only ten minutes late. Fifteen minutes is an acceptable level of tardiness in France. Being on time is actually a bit rude, especially if you’re going to someone’s house. But that’s nothing compared to Indian Standard Time. I don’t think I’ve been to a single desi wedding that started less than an hour late.


This cultural one-two punch of lateness compels the contrarian in me to be punctual. Besides, I hate being late, because I always feel like I’m on the verge of missing out on something important.


“Khayyam, bonjour!”


I turn at the sound of my name. Alexandre smiles at me as he sidesteps a gaggle of tourists. He’s even cuter than my memory gives him credit for: wavy reddish-brown curls and a fitted white T-shirt highlighting his tanned skin. He kisses me on both cheeks. In France, la bise—the two-cheek kiss—is perfunctory, an easy, informal greeting between friends and family. But the feather-touch of Alexandre’s lips makes me catch my breath. His cheek barely brushes mine. Yet it’s a whisper on my skin that feels like a promise.


Can’t read into this. Shouldn’t.


But the last time I felt this sensation—this effervescence— was that moment under the Southport Street ‘L’ stop when Zaid’s lips hovered just above mine. And closing that distance with a kiss felt like capturing eternity.


Okay, well, maybe Alexandre’s peck on my cheek didn’t feel quite like my first actual kiss with Zaid. Besides I’m guessing that for Alexandre, la bise is just la bise.


“That dress looks beautiful on you,” he says.


I look down at one of my summer staples: a magenta voile shift with pink embroidery around the neck. Accepting a compliment gracefully is another particularly French female characteristic that eludes me. I mumble a thank-you, then turn my eyes away, happy my skin is brown enough to hide a blush.


Before I can turn back, Alexandre places a white cardboard box in my hands and lofts a small striped cotton blanket into the air and settles it on the grass. He drops onto it with a smile and reaches a hand out for me to join him. My heart thumps as I slide my free hand into his, taking care to tuck my legs to the side as I take a seat. My knees graze his thigh. He gestures for me to open the box, and when I do, whiffs of butter and sugar and choux float out like clouds.


“L’Eclair de Génie?” I ask.


He nods. My favorite éclair shop in Paris.


“Pistachio raspberry?”


He nods again.


I’m delighted; a perfect éclair awaits. Although I was kind of hoping the surprise was going to be secret Dumas family documents. I need to be patient, or at least act like I am. Being excessively eager is not a good look in France, or anywhere for that matter.


I tap his éclair with mine and say, “Santé.” To your health.


He laughs. “You didn’t look me in the eyes when you toasted. How do I know you didn’t poison my pastry when I looked away?”


I lean over and take a bite of his éclair, making slightly embarrassing, yet not-so-exaggerated mmmmmmm sounds. “See? Poison free.”
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