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Always Be My Bibi is my book about sisters, so I would be remiss not to dedicate it to my own pesky little sister, who always makes time to listen to publishing gossip or help me bounce titles off her until I can devise the punniest one.

But also: this one is for the Bibis of the world, who make mischief and mistakes in the course of growing up. It’s okay if you’re “too much” or “too messy” sometimes. In a society that is far too harsh toward women, especially teenage girls, especially brown girls, just know that there are those who will root for you even when you fall off the pedestal. You’re allowed to remain on solid ground—and there’s nothing wrong with shaking things up every now and then either.
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CHAPTER ONE

After sixteen years, the reign of Daddy’s little princess has finally come to an end.

That much is clear from the way Abbu is currently glaring over my shoulder, stocky arms crossed over one of the neatly pressed button-ups he insists on wearing every! Single! Day! Even though:


	it’s July;

	fryer grease makes the kitchen at least twenty degrees hotter than it is outside, leaving stains under his armpits and the faint stench of BO in the air (gag); and

	wearing a Brooks Brothers dress shirt in a fast-food joint is practically a crime against fashion.



Do you see what I have to deal with?

“Don’t just throw the pieces into the box, Bibi”—his voice drops a decibel as his eyes skirt past the drive-through window—“and you’re giving him too many breasts.”

Several snarky retorts sit on the tip of my tongue, but I settle for rolling my eyes. It’s not like I don’t know each Royal Family Value Bucket is supposed to get “one breast, two thighs, two drumsticks, and a smile.” I’ve had the menu memorized since I was four. It’s just that I couldn’t care less.

Oblivious to my saintlike restraint, he thins his lips under a thick, bristly mustache. “Enough of the attitude, young lady. Working for me this summer is so much better than being grounded at home, and it’s time you start appreciating it. When I was your age, I…”

I tune him out the second he starts down memory lane.

If being stuck in the house was the frying pan, Royal Fried Chicken is the whole freaking fire.

He’s acting like our house is some hovel next to the highway and not a seven-bedroom mansion with a home theater. I am so sick of my battered and fried jail cell and its authoritarian warden that I’d even sacrifice my new Louboutin boots if it meant I could serve out the rest of my sentence in the comfort of my own home. In fact, a rom-com and popcorn in those overstuffed armchairs and ice-cold air-conditioning sounds heavenly right about now.

Instead here I am, in a two-sizes-too-large red polo with a crown stitched onto the breast pocket that I’m forced to tuck into baggy tan corduroys. Black orthopedic sneakers and an RFC baseball cap complete the look.

Barf!

To top it off, I can feel a layer of airborne grease totally clogging up my recently facialed pores. Do you have any idea how many showers it takes to wash that deep-fried stench out of your skin, clothes, and hair?

(Spoiler alert: infinity.)

When I don’t take the bait, my dad fixes a smile onto his face and busies himself with tidying a toppled pile of soft drink lids. He reeks of forced enthusiasm and french fries. “Besides, it will be fun to have my little princess here with me. Just like old times.”

I stifle a snort and finish packing the order into a white paper bag, tossing in several more RFC sauce packs than strictly necessary before handing it to the driver outside. Being Daddy’s little princess only means so much when your father’s a tyrant sitting in a castle made of chicken bones and a secret Bengali spice blend that has the entire country eating out of the palm of his hand.

To think, only a few weeks ago I was making plans with my friends to visit Cape May over summer vacation. I even picked out a supercute outfit—though, considering the reason for my punishment, the adorable Anthropologie sundress, strappy sandals, and floppy straw hat I hoped would catch a certain someone’s attention would have made Abbu pop a blood vessel. I was going to tell him it was a STEMinist summer program. No boys, only biology.

“Welcome to Royal Fried Chicken,” I mumble into my headset when another car rolls up, sparing me more guilt trips from my dad, “where our portions are king-size and your every wish is our command. What can I get you?”

“An order of Bibi, please, with a side of fries.”

My head snaps up. Normally a scathing “Ew, as if!” would fly off my tongue, but I’d know that voice anywhere. “E-Enzo,” I squeak, too startled to choke out anything else. His familiar red Benz pulls around on the video monitor, and soon I’m face-to-face with the boy himself. “What are you doing here?”

“I was craving some chicken,” he replies, revealing a row of perfectly even white teeth. Blinded by their gleam, I look down and realize he’s not wearing a shirt. Paterson, where my family lives, isn’t exactly his scene, so he must’ve come straight from the North Jersey country club pool. I immediately forget everything else: my dad, my summer-long punishment, RFC—heck, the fact that I’m dressed like a total loser….

When you’re in the presence of a boy like Lorenzo Romano, it’s physically—no, cosmically—impossible to think of anything else. Enzo has a halo of thick burnt-gold curls around his sculpted, sun-kissed face, an entire galaxy of light brown freckles gracing the high bridge of his nose and cheekbones. The kind of boy that can get you in trouble.

The kind that did get me in trouble.

He’s the reason I’m in this mess in the first place. The boy who will never see the sundress and floppy hat I picked out just for him.

“I haven’t seen you since prom,” I accuse, even as I wrap my arms around myself and wish I were dressed in anything other than a sweat-drenched Royal Fried Chicken uniform.

Enzo’s megawatt smile dims. “Uh, yeah. Y’know, senior year was pretty wild… but I texted you. Your parents took your phone, right? Yelli told me what happened.”

I nod, though there’s more to the story. Enzo is my best friend Nayelli’s older brother, and I’ve had my eye on him since we were in middle school. On the first day of seventh grade, I walked into a locker face-first because he was doing handstands in the hallway and his shirt had slipped to reveal a stomach already toned by five different sports.

By high school, he and Armani Abimbola were already the “it” couple of Hillam Academy… but when they broke up right before their senior prom and he asked me to be his date instead, it seemed like fate.

Except, I knew my parents would never let me go. As soon as the B word enters the equation, Abbu’s brain short-circuits. “No boyfriends, or even boy friends, until your sister is married!” he’d cry, effectively ending the conversation.

Technically we’re Muslim, and it’s true that you’re supposed to be very Victorian with guys who aren’t family. But neither of my parents have ever been that religious. These days it seems like Ammu and Abbu only bust out their piety when it’s convenient.

And if there’s one thing they’ve realized, it’s that I didn’t come installed with the same good daughter power-ups as my older, more beautiful, smarter, perfecter sister, Halima, who will most likely take centuries to find a guy. She refuses to so much as start looking till after she graduates from law school in another three years. By then I’ll be ancient.

So I went to my school’s nineties-themed prom anyway. It’s basically a rite of passage to lie to your parents, right?

I told them I was staying at Nayelli’s for a sleepover. My best friend agreed to remain glued to her phone in case my parents reached out.

Which they did. The elder Hossains are nothing if not predictable.

But it wasn’t actually Nayelli they called. I didn’t anticipate Mrs. Romano gushing about what an adorable couple Enzo and I made and how she’d add Ammu and Abbu to her shared digital album so they could see the kajillion photos she’d taken of us.

One minute, I was spinning in Enzo’s arms to NSYNC’s “(God Must Have Spent) A Little More Time on You,” moonily pondering the precise shade of green of his eyes while his face lowered close to mine. I was so sure this would be the moment. My long-awaited first kiss.

The next—“Bibi Hossain, come up to the stage immediately,” the principal was muttering into a megaphone, my incandescent parents standing beside him while the entire twelfth grade giggled at and recorded my public shaming.

Sure, I hid my face behind my MacBook for the remainder of the term, but I was still around. Enzo certainly could have tracked me down if he’d wanted to.

But he didn’t.

“I heard you and Armani got back together,” I reply with an overly bubbly smile, which makes him tense up. “Congrats, I guess!”

“Yeah….” He rubs his neck a bit awkwardly. “But I’m leaving for the Cape soon, and it didn’t feel right not to check in first. You know, to say sorry and all that.”

“What do you mean? I’m, like, totally fine.” I continue to beam at him until it feels like my face might get stuck that way. “Seriously, Enzo, it’s not like I was in love with you or anything. Ego much? Let’s be so for real.”

Enzo blinks those beautiful Bottega greens, then bursts into laughter. “You really are a heartbreaker, Bibi Hossain. Those other Hillam boys better watch out.”

“Oh, I know,” I respond airily. Suddenly unsure what to do with my hands, I settle them on my hips in a way I hope looks casual, willing him not to notice the cracked and yellowed French tips on my manicure.

Before we can end our sort-of breakup on a mature, amicable note, the bane of my existence manifests next to me, glaring daggers at Enzo. “Can I help you with something, young man? You’re holding up the line.”

There is no line for the drive-through. We all know it.

Enzo’s eyes lock with mine for the briefest instant, brimming with pity, before he shakes his head. “No, uh, sorry, sir. I just realized I shouldn’t be breaking my diet. Coach would have my head.”

He speeds off, but not before Abbu shouts “Good! No shirt, no service!” loudly enough for half of Paterson to hear.

Heat scorches up my neck until it feels like steam might billow out of my ears. “Oh my God!” I shriek, stamping my foot. “He’ll never talk to me again! Are you happy now?”

“Ecstatic,” answers my father, not missing a beat. “American boys are nothing but trouble. Does he think this is his thatha’s restaurant, walking around all but naked?”

I cut him off with a screeched, “Arrrgh, you’re ruining my life! I hate you!”

“You’ll thank me one day,” Abbu calls after me, but he wisely refrains from following me when I stomp toward the kitchen.

My luck runs out on the way home. Since the dictator thinks I’m not responsible enough to get my learner’s permit, I’m stuck in Abbu’s (admittedly spacious) Escalade for the fifteen-minute drive. As difficult as it is to tune out his endless attempts to strike up a conversation, it’s much harder to ignore his gaudily crowned, twenty-feet-tall, smug face on the billboard we pass on the way to our neighborhood in the fancier part of Paterson.

As much as Abbu loves to flex his success, he could never bear to leave Paterson, where he opened the first of the now more than one thousand Royal Fried Chicken locations in the United States—probably because the local Bangladeshi population rolls out the red carpet wherever he goes. He employs a good third of them at his restaurants and is always there when the mosque needs a new roof or the community picnic needs more prizes donated. The emperor loves to be adored.

There’s a car parked in our driveway when we arrive.

The entire time I pick my way through our front lawn to the porch, I eye it suspiciously. Ammu must have been on the lookout for our arrival through the Ring cam, because she throws the door open before Abbu finishes fishing out the right key.

My mother’s face glows with delight. “Bibi, look who it is!”

Whichever auntie or uncle is inside, I certainly don’t want them to see me in my sweaty, smelly, chicken-coop-core glory.

But the voice that pipes up from the couch in the foyer behind her is an unexpected one. “What’s with the long face? Don’t tell me you and Abbu haven’t made up.”

I gasp and do a one-eighty at the familiar teasing. My older sister rises to her feet, smiling down at me. Before she can utter another word, I close the distance between us and demand, “Halima Afu, what are you doing here?”

She huffs a nervous laugh, and then I realize there’s someone else coming to stand next to her, still gripping one of the magazines from the coffee table that has an article about Abbu and RFC in it. A male someone. He’s tall, with the broad shoulders and narrow waist of an athlete—that Captain America Dorito-chip kinda bod—a dark Viking’s mane and beard framing his handsome face.

Sunny, my brain supplies.

A “friend” from Princeton who made it a point to introduce himself to us at her commencement ceremony in May. I sensed the vibe between them then, since he couldn’t stop smiling dopily at her, but even though my romance radar is rarely wrong, even though Halima made a hasty excuse to stick around Princeton instead of coming back home to Paterson right away, I cast the thought aside because my sister isn’t the type to be tempted by a gym bro.

As my gaze flicks between them both now, my eyes grow round. No freaking way….

“Abbu,” Halima starts, pivoting toward my father as he slowly joins us in the foyer, “I wanted to bring Sunny here to meet you because the two of us are in love. We’d like to ask your permission… to get married.”

My jaw is literally (okay, figuratively) on the hardwood floor.

Abbu’s lands right beside it. He flaps his lips like a gasping fish as his eyes dart to take in every inch of Sunny. I can’t blame him—never in a million years did I think Halima would be the one to pull the Surprise Boyfriend™ card.

Beneath Abbu’s wary gaze, Halima’s secret halal (or not-so-halal?) beefcake falters, Adam’s apple bobbing. She gives him an encouraging look that I suspect is the singular reason his sturdy knees don’t knock together.

After a long moment our father says, “You— At graduation you said you were—”

“Yes, sir,” Sunny answers at once, shoulders straightening as if he’s a soldier saluting his general. “My father is Anwarul Rahman. The Rahmans of Sreemangal.”

“They run the tea estate near our bari, Abbu,” Halima adds. “His family lives just minutes from where you grew up. Isn’t that funny?”

Abbu shuffles past them to slump heavily onto the sofa. “Hilarious.”

Sunny gulps again while my sister chews on her lip, waiting for Abbu’s verdict. Ammu glances among us all, then drops to Abbu’s side, prodding him along with an encouraging “Isn’t this a pleasant surprise?”

“The biggest,” I contribute, which only earns me a Don’t you start look.

“With your permission, sir,” Sunny finally musters, “I’d like to take Halima home to be married in Bangladesh this summer.”

This summer? Oh, this is about to get interesting.

“But what about law school, Halima?” my father asks.

Halima continues to nibble on her bottom lip, fingers locked nervously in front of her. “Well, we talked it over, and… plans have changed. We want to live in Bangladesh, at least while we settle into married life. So, for the time being, I think I’ll defer my acceptance to Princeton Law.”

“The form isn’t due till a couple weeks before the next term starts,” Sunny reminds her. “There’s no rush, babe.”

Abbu squints straight ahead like he’s trying to decide whether to boil Sunny alive or string him up by his toes. I cross my arms and raise my eyebrows at my father. Is he about to give her the “no boys” lecture too?

“And you say you love each other?”

Sunny nods solemnly. “Very much, sir. I will spend the rest of my life making your daughter happy.”

At this, Abbu lurches to his feet, and Sunny braces like he might get punched. All of us deflate in relief, however, when my father only gathers the younger man up in a bear hug and thumps him energetically on the back. “Welcome to the family!”

Halima laughs, eyes shiny with tears, and barrels into Abbu’s expectant arms next. Sunny looks on with a grin while Ammu fawns over him. Although I plan to do a thorough investigation and interrogation later, I grin back when my supposed future brother-in-law’s glittering eyes meet mine. After all of Halima’s hard work, she deserves a smoking-hot Viking of a man. Especially since this is the best news of the year—nay, century—for moi. I’m all too eager to remind my father of a certain rule he loves to hold over my head.

The second that Halima and Sunny turn their attention to Ammu, who is conducting them into the dining room for dinner, I spin to face my father. “I seem to remember you saying I could date when Halima got married, Abbu. Well, she’s about to tie the knot.”

His bushy eyebrows furrow before he lets out a loud snort. “Don’t count your chickens before they’ve hatched, my Bibi zaan. They’re not married yet.”

Key word: “yet.”
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CHAPTER TWO

A week later I bid a tearful good-bye to Rosho Gulla, my grumpy purebred Persian ball of fluff, dropping him off at the Emons’ next door, and then we make our way to JFK airport. The trip to Bangladesh will take nearly two straight days, including a brief layover in Dubai.

I stream practically every movie available on my personal flat screen and do not one but five face masks to keep myself moisturized in the pressurized air. As I pull my cozy duvet up to my chin in my pod, popping gourmet chocolates into my mouth and washing them down with sparkling water, all I can say is, Alhamdulillah for first class.

After more than a month of being grounded following prom, and a brutal week at RFC, I think I’ve earned a little pampering. If not for my parents coming over to check on me every thirty minutes, my pod time would be divine.

I grouse when another rap sounds on my divider just as Geet chases Aditya off their train onto a random station in the movie I’m watching, but it’s my sister who asks, “Is that Jab We Met?”

“Yup,” I answer after a second of fiddling with my earbuds.

“Our favorite Bollywood rom-com.” She’s been too busy to spend much time with me since returning from Princeton with her big news, but her hopeful smile seems like a peace offering. I scoot over at once, a wordless invitation for her to snuggle up beside me that she instantly accepts. It takes until Geet misses her train a second time for Halima to say, “You haven’t asked about Sunny much. That isn’t like you. Are you mad?”

“Nope,” I reply, popping the P… even though an itsy-bitsy teeny-weeny part of me is. “You let me yap on and on about Abbu without once mentioning your burly boo when we FaceTimed the night before you came back, so I figured you didn’t want me poking my nose into your business.” When she winces, I shrug. “It’s cool. You probably didn’t want me opening up my big mouth, huh?”

Although I never could have predicted the bomb she dropped, I would have cheered on her romance from the sidelines if I’d known. I’ve set up loads of my friends, including Nayelli and her boyfriend. Plus, I’ve always supported my anxious sister through other periods of existential crises in her life, like when she decided to start veiling and transfer from Hillam to a less prestigious Islamic school.

But… after all the ways my own sneaking around has blown up in my face recently, maybe she was worried I’d screw things up for her, too.

The thought stings a little.

“Oh, Bibi, no!” My sister tows my stiff form closer to her. “I wanted to tell you so bad, but until I felt ready to be Sunny’s wife, I didn’t want to upend everything.”

“How did you know you were ready?” I press, deciding to spit out the question that’s been eating away at me for the last week. “You’ve always had a plan. To become a hotshot environmental lawyer and save the world someday with your big, glorious brain. I’m happy for you, but—”

“But you’re wondering why I’m giving it all up?” A fond smile smooths out the worry lines her face is far too young to have already. She sighs, but it’s more swoony than world-weary. “Because Sunny never asked me to.”

“Huh?” A half-chewed chocolate truffle almost spills out of my open mouth. “What does that mean?”

“Sunny and I may seem like an odd pair,” she explains, “but he’s always been so supportive of me. I’ve never felt like I had to choose between him and my faith. He let me make the rules and set the boundaries when I agreed to give us a chance, never minded if I asked for some of our friends to join us so we weren’t straying out of halal territory. When he told me he wanted to marry me, he made it clear that his family expects him to come back and run their tea garden after graduation. I had the hardest choice of my life on my hands.”

I give her one last push, just to be sure she’s sure. “And you chose him?”

“I chose him,” she confirms. “He told me he would never make me go if I didn’t want to, and I—” Her breath hitches as her eyes flick to the snatches of sky and clouds that float by in the window. “I knew then, if I didn’t already, that I love him too much to bear letting him go. So, even though I’ve always dreamed of becoming a lawyer, even though he didn’t ask me to, I started doing my research on what it might mean to be the wife of a tea garden heir. I found out how much good I could do for the world, even the environment, with him, even if I never go to law school. So, I don’t feel like I gave up my dream for him, only that it’s changed because the two of us have grown together. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah,” I whisper, Geet and Aditya’s fictional love story taking a back seat to my sister’s very real one. After all, if there’s one thing you should know about Bibi Hossain, it’s that I love love. Halima squeezes my hand. I squeeze back. “Let’s get you two married, Afu.”



Many, many, many hours later, the pilot announces at long last that we’ll be landing soon at the Osmani International Airport in Sylhet. Eep!

I’m practically vibrating in my pod while peeping out the window at the endless hills of green that peek through the clouds. I was a toddler last time we visited, too young to remember much. Halima’s Big Fat Bangladeshi Wedding means this time will be extra special!

The sweltering heat greets us first. As we walk through the terminal, my shoulder-length hair is already growing poofy from the humidity. I envy Halima, who manages to look impeccable in the silk urna draped over her head. The great thing about wearing the hijab is that bad hair days are basically a thing of the past.

The vibe inside the airport is… chaotic.

I goggle as a bunch of men make a beeline for us the second we deplane, clamoring to carry our bags to their taxis and offer us drinks.

Abbu takes out some twenties to tip the men, but Sunny stops him with an outstretched arm. “No need, sir. My driver is already waiting for us.”

As if summoned by his words, a short man materializes and introduces himself, collecting our luggage at once. “Assalamualaikum, sir. Amar nam Ekhlas.”

My father acknowledges the greeting with a dispirited nod, annoyed that his opportunity to grandstand was robbed from him. He stews in silence while the rest of us offer hellos and thank-yous. Sensing that the argument about whose wallet is the biggest might commence again, Ammu and I trade an eye roll.

At home Abbu is one of the wealthiest, most well-respected Bangladeshi men in Paterson, if not the country, so he’s rarely one-upped. Only one other Bangladeshi family—with a hot son a few years older than me—even lives in our neighborhood, and they own a few upscale restaurants compared to our fleet of chicken shops.

I used to have a crush on their son Harun, who would stretch on their lawn, in perfect view from my bedroom, before his morning swim. Last I heard, the Paterson Auntie Network gossip was confident he and his girlfriend would tie the knot after college. RIP, eye candy.

Before my father can blow a gasket, I sidle up to him and take his arm. “Are we visiting Thathu? I miss her!”

“Not yet,” he grumbles. “I wanted to, but—” He gestures melodramatically toward Sunny’s chauffeur.

“But,” Ammu cuts in, shooting him a look, “we all agreed that it’ll be better to unwind from the journey first. Your grandmother will be coming soon, I promise. The Rahmans have a guesthouse to accommodate everyone.”

“That sounds more like a guest mansion!” I do an about-face to inspect Sunny in a new light. When he and Halima mentioned inheriting a tea garden, I was imagining a quaint little farm. “Ooh la la. You’re not secretly a prince or something, right?”

“Only technically.” He grins. “You’ll love it, Beebs. The guesthouse is part of the resort we run—a hotel, really. It’s where tourists stay while visiting the tea plantation, but it’s closed to the public for the duration of the wedding.”

Excitement bubbles inside me—enough so that I give him a pass for that atrocious nickname. If Sunny hears Abbu’s snort, he doesn’t let on, and Ammu is quick to drag my father away toward customs to get our checked bags. Sunny follows, whistling an off-key tune.

Before long we’re all distracted by the sights and sounds of Bangladesh coming to life as the Rahmans’ driver directs us to three classic estate cars lined up in a row. My eyes flash to the medallion—vintage Rolls-Royce. Whoa. It’s bougie to the max, especially in a country where not many can afford personal vehicles. It was a major deal when Abbu bought a van for his village to share. Are the Rahmans, like, rich rich?

What in the Crazy Rich Asians are we walking into?



In spite of my best efforts, jet lag takes a toll on me, and I nod off during the drive. Ammu shakes me awake sometime later. “Bibi, we’re here.”

I rub the grime out of my eyes and think I must be dreaming as the estate begins to take shape through the haze of mist.

All around us is lush foliage. Rows upon rows of the most fragrant yellow lemons I’ve ever seen peek out from branches and leaves like tiny suns, alongside bright green limes as big as my entire hand, encircling a landscaped path that leads up to an absolutely enormous colorful mansion with majestic arches and pillars. There’s even a fountain at the center of the paved courtyard in front of the stately building.

“This place is ridiculous!” I exclaim, bouncing in my seat and recording already with Halima’s phone—since my parents haven’t returned mine. The road is narrow and uneven, jostling some of my footage and knocking my elbow into a grunting Abbu, but I can’t complain when it means the view is that much closer. “This summer’s going to be très magnifique! Nayelli will be soooo jealous when I post pics!”

Sunny chuckles. “I’m glad you approve, Bibi.”

“It looks the same as ever,” Abbu announces, indifferently fiddling with the shiny ribbons on some boxes of mishtis he must have picked up from a dessert shop on our way here. “Your father hasn’t come up with any new ideas to revitalize the place?”

Sunny shakes his head, but Halima cuts in, “You’ve been here before, Abbu? I knew it was near our village, but—”

“Of course,” he scoffs. “The estate overlooks your grandfather’s bari. Back then this was the only place within a hundred-mile radius to find work. I spent some time helping here while your thatha ran the guesthouse for the Rahmans.” He pauses and then adds under his breath, “I never imagined coming back. It’s as if I’ve stepped through time.”

Sunny nods along and admits, “It’s mostly the same. My family is, er, a bit traditional. But, please, treat this place like… home.” He hesitates before the word in a way that is at odds with his previous golden retriever attitude. “Anyway. Here we are.”

The car trundles to a stop. I incline my body toward the mansion—so big, it makes our home look like a garden shed. It seems like the entirety of the staff has gathered in front of it. At the center of a crowd of about twenty uniformed people, there’s a smaller group. They must be Sunny’s family. Traditional, huh? Try Downton Abbey. I hug my trusty Louis Vuitton Speedy a little closer in my lap, glad I changed out of my pj’s into a flowy crepe de chine dress on the plane. At least I can count on my exemplary sense of style to look the part.

At the very center of the group is a man with a salt-and-pepper beard in a fanjabi. He looks like a more stern, older Sunny with gray at his temples and less muscle definition. A pretty but unsmiling woman in a simple shari of exquisite, shiny silk stands on one side of him, tiny white flowers in her bun. On his other side, an old man who must be about three hundred bends over a cane.

They’re not what I expected at all.

If I lived in a house like this, I’d probably have at least one pet tiger on a diamond leash and a bunch of peacocks running around. I’d invite rappers, pop stars, and Hollywood starlets to come hang out and film here. No one at school ever knows where Bangladesh is when I bring it up, but if you gave me the reins to a place like this, I’d put it on the map.

The Rahmans, by contrast, somehow feel like black-and-white characters in the Technicolor natoks my grandma likes to watch. Maybe even a Gothic horror about an unsuspecting American family visiting a haunted manor, never to be seen again.

We step out of the car on stiff limbs. The house staff greet us first with a chorus of salaams. Abbu strolls right past them, up to the man at the very heart of the gathered crowd, and snatches up his hand to shake, then pumps it up and down with so much boisterousness that Sunny’s poor father sways from it.

“Assalamualaikum, Anwarul Bhai,” he bellows. “I can call you Anwarul, can’t I? After all, we will be family soon.” His booming laugh cuts off any response. “Allah Subhanahu wa ta’ala certainly has a sense of humor, doesn’t he? When I left this place thirty years ago, I never thought I’d come back for a wedding between our children.”

If he notices the incredulous glances and surreptitious whispers of the staff, he doesn’t let them faze him. Sunny’s frazzled father clears his throat. “Aaah, yes, of course. Welcome back to my home.”

I raise my eyebrows. The tone of his voice sounds anything other than welcoming, but Abbu doesn’t appear to notice that either as he retorts, “You’ll have to come stay at ours next summer” with a theatrical pat on the man’s shoulder.

Sunny’s father makes a face like he’s sucking on a lemon but adds in a passably polite tone, “Your flight landed too late for supper, I’m afraid, but the servants will prepare a light meal for you.”

“Gee, thanks,” I mumble under my breath, not sure whether I’m more thrown by the fact that he treats us like guests who showed up without calling or that he calls his staff servants. Sunny’s mother shoots a look in my direction, giving me a once-over. She purses her lips, her dark, angular eyes frosty. I shift my weight, sensing that I’ve failed some unspoken test.

My sister steels herself and steps forward to interrupt my father’s babbling. “Assalamualaikum, Ma, Baba. Thank you so much for hosting us.”

After a long moment Sunny’s mother nods while his father says, “We’ll speak tomorrow night at dinner, Bow Ma.” Although it’s usually a sweet pet name for a new daughter-in-law, his tone sounds curt and dismissive. “Go get some rest.”

“Shariq, come with us,” directs his wife.

It’s only when Sunny casts an apologetic glance over his shoulder at Halima and moves to follow them that I realize his real name must be Shariq. They clearly have him well trained, even after four years away at Princeton.

It didn’t occur to me until now that Halima might be the one in danger of rejection from Sunny’s parents, because Halima is—well, Halima. She’s perfect. The aunties in Paterson would trip over their shari pleats in their haste to introduce their sons to her. The Rahmans’ stony reception makes my blood boil. Nobody gets to treat my sister that way. Nobody.

Before I can ask Halima if she feels as snubbed by the exchange as I do, we’re mobbed by the staff. Several of the older employees recognize Abbu, and salaams are offered all around. My father is back in his element, clapping shoulders and cracking jokes.

We have to split up to take baby taxis—a cross between a golf cart and a rickshaw—decorated with adorable painted flowers over to the equally gigantic but far more rustic guesthouse.

Beyond the luster of the glamorous estate, I’m starting to feel a sinking sense of dread about this whole situation. Sunny might seem great and clearly worships the ground Halima walks on, but spending the summer with his stuffy family as they try to ice out my amazing sister might not be much better than Royal Fried Chicken.

It was one thing when Halima set aside her law school plans for him, for love, but I’ve watched enough scenes in Bollywood movies about evil in-laws that I’m able to see red flags cropping up through the rose-colored glasses.

Is this epic summer rom-com actually a horror feature?
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CHAPTER THREE

The next morning a skittish teenage girl wakes me up and draws a bath. Even though it’s a little bit too Bridgerton for my tastes, I pad from my four-poster bed into the en suite, where an enticing claw-foot bathtub full of steaming water and rose petals awaits me. Some sort of spiraling incense burns in a clay bowl near the door, suffusing the room with a heady scent that keeps mosquitoes at bay, while cool air slices through the muggy heat from air vents. I slip into the water and feel three days of travel melt away. Okay, I take back the Bridgerton comment. I could get used to this.

“Bibi!” The thud, thud, thud and Abbu’s head-splitting voice at the door make me sink further into the bath and blow frustrated bubbles, not awake enough to deal with him yet. “Get dressed! We’re going to visit Thathu!”

This gets my attention. I love my grandmother and have been dying to see her since I first heard about this trip. Water sluices all around me as I climb out of the tub.

“It’s about time you American girls get to see where you come from!” he calls from the other side of the door. “Wake up!”

“Ready in a minute!” I call back.

Okay, “a minute” might be ambitious. If I’m visiting Thathu, my outfit needs to be perfect.

You wouldn’t think a sixteen-year-old girl and her seventy-year-old grandma could have much in common, but Thathu is not like most old ladies. Back in ye olden times, she was one of the rare Bangladeshi women of her era to go to college, which is why she can hold a conversation with me in English.

A certified badass.

You’d have to be, in order to raise four kids as mulish as Abbu and his siblings while your husband worked from dawn till dusk and then eventually passed away. I adore Thathu. Someday, when I’m that old, I can only hope to be half as cool.



The tea garden is even more magical in the daytime, I’ll give it that.

Rolling hills, abloom with rows upon rows of tea plants, glisten beneath the rays of the sun like a Nakul Sen shari studded with emeralds and dewdrop crystals. People in conical hats, sharis, lungis, and the formal uniforms of the tea garden staff stoop in the foliage. Tall fans tower over the trees but don’t do much to quell the heat. The entire estate glimmers in the morning mist like a mirage that might scatter into dandelion puffs at the faintest breeze.

I press my face to the window while Ekhlas drives us down the mountain to a smattering of wooden buildings on the horizon, explaining that he, too, lives nearby with his wife and three sons. The air smells like earthy tea tinged with lemongrass, the imminent drizzle that rustles the leaves all around us, and an aroma I can only describe as dirt. But pleasant somehow? It starts to cool slightly when we reach the base of the cliff overlooking the village.

Children crowd around the car the second we cross through the open gates leading into this place. We spot their parents hovering in front of their homes, smiling and waving. The village is humble compared to the grandeur of the tea estate but far more pleasant. The ground has been paved over with soft gold sand, leaving only a few fruit trees to provide shade between an assortment of homes in all sorts of shapes and sizes: small huts made up of mud and sticks, brick bungalows with shingle roofs, gated-off areas accompanying busy farms. Stray dogs and cats and loose livestock weave between them all.

“Eesh, if only I’d had time to buy sweets for the children,” Abbu laments, before snapping his fingers and retrieving his wallet. He rolls down the window as the car continues its slow descent, holding bills out for the excitable kids to accept. “Buy yourselves Cokes and chocolates, then meet us at Shuki Bibi’s,” he declares in earsplitting Bangla.

I slide down my seat with a hand over my face, wishing not for the first time that his default volume wasn’t the highest setting. Noticing my embarrassment, Ammu nudges me and tuts, “Oh, let him. It’s been too long since he came home.”

Okay, fair.

Whooping villagers follow us as if we’re the first float in a parade, all the way to one of the largest bungalows. There’s a baby goat and some chickens grazing in the yard, overgrown with sprigs of fresh herbs, a backdrop I remember from plenty of glitchy video calls. The clamor summons my grandmother, who shuffles out in her white shari barefoot.

“Shuki Bibi!” Abbu thunders again.

She scowls, bony arms crossed. “Leave it to you to make such a scene…. and calling your own mother by name? Beshorom!” Everyone freezes at her scolding tone, looking between Abbu and Thathu, but there’s a wobbly smile growing at the corners of her wrinkled mouth, and her eyes are swimming with a telltale brightness. “Asho, asho!”

Abbu barrels out of the car and gives her a bear hug, hiding his face in the crook between her thin shoulder and neck. It seems the last few years of not seeing his mom have taken more of a toll on him than he let on.

Finally Thathu says, “That’s enough, now,” and extricates herself, wiping his face with the drape of her shari. Abbu clears his throat gruffly. Thathu smiles up at him before wandering over to the rest of us. She sets one hand on my arm while the other rises to cup my sister’s cheek. “Halima, shuna, I can’t believe you’re getting married. Thumi ki kushi?”

My sister nods. “I’m so happy.”

“Good.” Thathu’s smile etches wider. “Inshallah, this boy will never make you sad.”

Halima gives her a hug.

I let them have their moment before cutting in, “What about meeee, Thathu?”

My grandmother laughs. “How could I forget my stylish girl? Have you gotten taller, moyna faki?” I nod with a grin, even though it’s not true. I haven’t grown a single inch past five-one since I turned thirteen, having inherited Ammu’s munchkin genes. Thathu grins back. “That means you need to eat to properly to fill out. Asho, asho.”

She shoos us into the bungalow with both hands as if we’re her chickens, before bidding the onlookers to give us privacy.

Walking into Thathu’s house feels like I’ve stepped into an old photo. It’s filled with the comfortable clutter associated with age, almost too many things for this amount of space—hand-carved wooden furniture, tablecloths that must have been repurposed from her old shalwar kameezes and sharis, with faded prints that were once vibrant.

Abbu stands beside a small round table, clutching the back of a chair and peering around with a faraway glaze over his eyes. He had everything in the house upgraded when his business took off, and grumbled at Thathu’s refusal to let him tear down the current building to construct a much larger one. I wonder if it’s still pretty similar to his childhood home.

“Bosho, bosho,” my grandmother says.

We all lower ourselves into the chairs, though I sit backward with my knees drawn up and my arms on the backrest to watch Thathu while she putters toward the kitchen.

“Don’t go out of your way, Ma. We already had breakfast,” Abbu calls after her.

“I’ve never had a single visitor leave my home without at least brewing them some tea,” Thathu counters, which shuts him right up.

In spite of her words, she returns in the next ten minutes with a variety of dishes that make my mouth water. Ammu sighs as Abbu and I dig in, while Halima politely picks at the food. Abbu hums in pleasure at the taste of the naikol fob, a perfectly crimped pastry with coconut inside its crispy half-moon shell. Meanwhile, I inhale bright yellow noonor boras with gusto, barely tasting the onion, ginger, and turmeric.

“Nothing beats your cooking, Ma,” my father declares when he’s stuffed, loosening his Loro Piana belt and patting his belly. “Not even the five-star chefs at the Shopno Saa Bagan.”

“Who do you think taught a big shot like you his way around a stove, Mr. Chicken King?” she jibes, but she’s clearly pleased.

Ammu shakes her head. “It’s as if I’m not even here.”

“Oh, errr,” Abbu sputters, realizing he’s accidentally offended her with his enthusiasm for his mother’s cooking. “Your cooking is also my favorite, Rohanna, my mishti zaam. A man can have two favorites.”

That’s a bald-faced lie, and even Ammu knows it. Unlike Abbu, Ammu grew up in America and didn’t spend much time learning to cook from Nanu, her mother. Abbu has always been the better chef between the two of them. Jars of Patel Brothers insta-curries are her best friends and his worst nightmare.

Ammu harrumphs and crosses her arms, sticking up her nose. “Maybe you should stay here with Ma since you’re so happy.”

“N-no, that’s not what I—”

Halima and I giggle at our father’s attempts to pacify her, and then glance over at Thathu when she snorts, “Those two haven’t changed a bit.” She lifts her cup to her lips, eyes twinkling at me over its brim. “So, Bibi, tell me. Now that Halima is settling down—”

“Ma!” Abbu protests before she can finish whatever she was going to say, growing a particularly unique violet hue in the cheeks. “Things aren’t like they used to be. Bibi is—”

“Not a baby anymore,” I cut in, my own face flushing. “I’m almost seventeen! You said I could start dating when Halima Afu—”

“I said perhaps after she marries,” he interrupts, “which hasn’t happened yet!”

A flare of indignation rises in my chest. “Abbu! But you did say—ugh, you’re changing the rules. That’s not fair!”

He opens his mouth to retort, but Ammu slams her palm onto the table before he can, giving us both the Look. Abbu does nothing to quibble when she suggests, with an exaggeratedly chipper tone, “Why don’t we clean up since Ma made the food?”

Ignoring my sister’s scandalized expression, I stick my tongue out at Abbu’s back while he trots after Ammu, his arms loaded with plates.

“You should chew him out, Thathu,” I tell my grandmother, pressing myself to her side so I can drop my head onto her shoulder. It makes me feel like I’m five years old again, clinging to the pleats of her shari. “Tell him to stop acting like a tyrant. He has to listen to you!”

Her chuckle vibrates through me before her hand lands on my head. “Your father has always been the blustery sort, but he means well.”

“Not you too,” I complain, groaning.

Thathu tsks and shakes her head. “I think your mother and I, and even you girls, do a good job of keeping him modest, but he’s right for wanting something different for you two. My parents didn’t ask for my approval before arranging my marriage to your thatha. By pulling me out of school to marry him, they left me unprepared for what life would be like as a widow. Your parents want you to find love. Just look at Halima. But they also want to make sure you’re educated enough to stand on your own two feet. Is that so wrong?”

“No, but—” I pout and cross my arms. “Ugh, whatever.”

Even though Halima was always so overzealous about college, the prospect of having to finish high school and trudge through another four years before so much as looking at a boy makes me want to wither away like last season’s Birkin in Kim Kardashian’s closet. Do I really need a PhD in chemistry before I get to explore some of my own chemistry with a crush?

Thathu must see the disappointment on my face because she pats my head again. I look up in time to catch her wink. Her smile is impish, identical to the one I often find in the mirror. “Even when I was a young girl,” she whispers, “we didn’t always listen to our parents.”

“Thathu,” I gasp, at once delighted and aghast. “What does that mean? Were there guys before Thatha? Did your parents marry you off to get you away from some swoony Bengali Heath Ledger–type bad boy?”

“Bibi!” Halima exclaims.

“Ma, what are you telling them?” Abbu interjects, hurrying back and clutching at his chest in abject horror. Meanwhile, Ammu bites her bottom lip to swallow a startled laugh.

“Abbu, you need to chill out,” I tell him at the same time that Thathu says, “Calm down, Lukman, or you’ll give yourself a heart attack.”

She rises creakily to her feet, making a Scoot gesture at him as she passes him to a coffee table in the nearby living room. She retrieves a binder under it at a pace so languid, I can’t help fidgeting in my chair, itching with the urge to see what’s inside.

She sets the binder down with a resounding thump.

I can hardly hear her over the pounding of my heart in my ears the entire time she explains, “After word spread about your visit, many were disappointed that Halima had already chosen a husband. But even more were curious about our Bibi.”

“Ma, you didn’t!” Abbu groans. “How? We planned the trip on such short notice!”

“Word travels fast,” Thathu replies blithely. “I agree that she’s much too young for marriage now, but these things are no longer arranged so quickly anymore. Some of your cousins have been looking for suitable matches for their own children for years. While you’re here, why not let Bibi meet some nice Bangladeshi boys? You’re always complaining that the ones at her school are too American.”

Abbu begins to choke on air, but I’m not listening to him. Carefully, as if it might crumble beneath my touch, I open the binder and find—boys. Pages upon pages of them, providing detailed information about their heights, aspirations, hobbies, even blood types and complexions—yuck. Some of the pages are handwritten; some are typed and printed. Most have accompanying glamor shots, small and square like my passport photo.

A great big book of biodatas.

Or is it “data”? Eh, I prefer how “biodatas” rolls off the tongue.

I’ve seen them pop up occasionally on Abbu’s phone for Halima, information about all of the guys interested in applying for the much-coveted position of Mr. Hossain, but since my sister was prioritizing her studies, no one ever paid much attention.

All these boys want to be… with me?

Smiling from ear to ear, I glance up at Abbu. I can practically see the cogs spinning in his head, but he shakes himself out of his doom spiral the second I say, “Can I bring this back with me, Abbu?”

“No!” he barks, snatching the book away from me. “Boys like this only want to meet American girls for a green card, not because they like you!”

Which, ouch.

I suppose he’s got a point. These guys don’t know a thing about me. Heck, considering the way Halima gets matches from aunties who randomly snap candids of her without her knowledge, the Biodata Boys might not even know I exist.

But what if some of them do?
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