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To any brown girl who has ever felt unwelcome in the pages of her favorite book. You deserve love, magic, and wonder.


And to my parents, for always supporting me—even when I didn’t want to be a doctor, lawyer, or engineer.











Dear Readers:


Although it’s a work of fiction, this book is inspired by a few of the more interesting elements of my own (usually boring) life: my upbringing in the colorful Bangladeshi, Muslim diaspora community of Paterson, New Jersey; my parents’ and various aunties’ well-meaning but misguided attempts to matchmake me with Good Bangladeshi Boys™; how big of a part family lineage plays in these matches; modern day Deshi social politics that remind me a bit too much of Austenian romantic comedies of error; and my inability to write a single word or function as a human being without a properly brewed cup of saa.


See how I spelled it “saa” and not “chai” (and “Deshi” instead of “Desi”)? Throughout the book, I’ll often use the Sylheti Bengali (and Banglish) that I grew up hearing and speaking in lieu of spellings and pronunciations that might be more commonplace.


I hope that this book feels like the celebration of being Bangladeshi (particularly, a diaspora Bangladeshi) that I always wanted it to be. In addition to writing what I hope reads like a natok set in America (expect forbidden romances! Family drama! Singing and dancing! Lots of wordplay!), this book truly is a love letter from me to the city and culture I grew up in, and my deepest wish is that this love comes across.


May it be your cup of tea! Your love match! Your—(okay, I’ll stop now…)


Hugs, kisses, and lots of saa,


Priyanka













THE WORLD ACCORDING TO BENGALI NATOKS


What is a natok, you might ask?


Technically, natoks started with the Bengali theater in the nineteenth century, during British rule of Bangladesh, before it was even called Bangladesh. But it wasn’t until they were televised by Dhallywood—Bangladesh’s film industry—that natoks really took off.


Even outside of Bangladesh and West Bengal, loads of Bengalis now tune in to view them, my family included. Sitting on Amma’s and Nanu’s laps while they watched these movies and TV series first taught me about storytelling. Like Shakespearean comedies, they frequently feature big, dramatic weddings—either at the beginning, the end, or both.


If a natok ends with a wedding, it’s almost always a happily-ever-after. An estranged family reunited; lovers returning to one another’s arms after fighting off the forces that strove to keep them apart; evil kings, monsters, and mobsters defeated.


If a natok begins with one, however…


Let’s just say it’s asking for nothing but trouble.
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Bangladeshi weddings can be brutal.


Sure, like most South Asian ceremonies, they seem magical. There’s a reason why everyone from Selena Gomez to Coldplay has attempted to cop our glamour. The vibrant clothes, plentiful food, and impromptu dance numbers will take the most average wedding and turn it into something straight out of a Bollywood blockbuster.


Or, in this case, a natok.


But the ugly truth is, in or out of the movies, weddings are as treacherous as a jungle—the prime hunting ground of matchmaking aunties and uncles, who herd together in the buffet line, dressed in their peacock-bright sharis and fanjabis, munching on somosas and zilafis as they set their sights on any Bengal tiger cubs foolish enough to stray from their streaks.


Enter me: Zahra Khan. I may be a cub, but I’m hardly a fool.


Usually, I’m smart enough to avoid weddings and busybodies.


Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not immune to the occasional fairy-tale wedding fantasy. It’s hard to be when all my favorite stories are romances. Pride and Prejudice, Crazy Rich Asians, When Dimple Met Rishi, Yeh Jawaani Hai Deewani… If it involves extended eye contact, an eventual kiss, and hand holding, sign me up.


But a love story of my own is a fantasy for a future-Zahra. One with time to date and dream. Present-Zahra is only eighteen, graduated from high school less than a week ago, and has plenty on her plate already, thank-you-very-much.


Too bad I can’t get that through my mother’s stubborn skull.


Since senior year began, she’s been dropping less-than-subtle hints that a proper—read: rich—match for me would be the end of all our woes. You see, since my father’s passing two years ago, Amma and I have had to work our butts off to keep food on the table for our family of five. A well-suited match, Jane Austen–style, would certainly help pay the bills.


So here we are at yet another ritzy banquet hall as Amma scopes out potential suitors, dragging me around like a show poodle on a leash. Her eyes flit toward a boy a couple of years older than me who sat in front of me in public speaking. He lifts a hand to wave. Before I can return the gesture, my best Good Bangladeshi Daughter smile glued in place, I’m yanked unceremoniously into the buffet line.


Jerking my wrist out of my mother’s grasp, I exclaim, “Amma, that was so rude! I thought you wanted me to mingle.”


“Rude?” She frowns between me and the table, laden with heaping platters of fragrant jasmine rice and vindaloo, before responding in exasperated Bengali, “Hireh, rude is the earful I’d get from your aunties if you married Mahmud Miah’s bedisha son. Two years out of high school, and what is he doing with his life? Last I heard, he’s waiting tables and planning to go to Hollywood to act.”


Disdain drips off every word.


“I’m a waitress too,” I bite back, swallowing a lump of rising hurt. “Besides, we went to school together. He was only saying hi, not declaring his undying love.”


Not to mention, he’s the only person I know here, if doing his share of our group project on, ironically, dream careers counts as “knowing.” I catch glimpses of other people who live in our hometown, but it’s Amma who knows everyone who’s anyone in Paterson. I’ve always been too busy with work and school to socialize.


When I told her I was too tired to take a bus all the way to New York City for this dawath after my shift, she claimed we simply couldn’t skip my prio cousin Anika’s wedding, but I doubt I could pick Anika Afa out of a police lineup even with the romantic slideshow of her and her fiancé flickering across the mounted television screens around us.


Oblivious to my misgivings, Amma continues darkly, “I’d let a boy like that steal my daughter across the country over my dead body. Your fufus in Bangladesh would happily finish the job for me if they found out.”


My lips press together, the reminder that I’m here as a favor to her, not to hunt for a boyfriend—much less a husband—trapped behind them. I don’t like how often she makes light of dying, but I’ve never met a Bengali mother without a flair for the dramatic.


She ushers me forward with an impatient wave of her bangled arm. I decide to let it go, not wanting to pick a fight in public with so many onlookers. As she seeks out a table, I totter behind her in three-inch heels, the flared skirt of my glittery purple lehenga swishing around my ankles. She flings her purse onto an available chair, casting a challenging scowl at the unsuspecting woman who’d been about to take it like a tigress marking her territory. The poor lady scuttles away faster than a fleeing antelope, two empty seats in her wake.


Having attained her prize, my mother appraises the other faces staring back at us over a centerpiece strung with pearls that matches the ornamented decor of the banquet hall. “Assalamualaikum. Amar naam Zaynab Khan are oh oilo amar furi, Zahra.”


I sigh, then greet the guests as well. “Assalamualaikum, Khala, Khalu.”


Hardly giving them a chance to reply, “Walaikum salaam,” Amma begins interrogating them about where they’re from “back home.” By “home,” she means Bangladesh, of course, although our family settled in Paterson, New Jersey, on the outskirts of New York City, almost a decade ago. It’s the question all Bengalis of her generation ask whenever they happen upon each other.


“Afnar bari koi?” my mother inquires.


Two of them are from the same family, sisters-in-law accompanied by their respective husbands, who chat with each other while sipping steaming cups of saa, keeping an eye on a trio of toddlers in pigtails and frilly dresses playing tag. The third is a woman wearing more makeup and jewelry than the mother of the bride, perhaps the bride herself, with henna-dyed hair in such a striking hue of red, it might be visible from space.


“And where are you from, Zaynab?” the bejeweled woman shoots back at Amma.


My mother takes a deep breath. “Well, Pushpita Afa—”


Here it comes. The princess story.


“Sadly, I haven’t returned to my father’s bari in decades, but perhaps you’ve heard of it? The Choudhury Zamindari of Sunamganj?” She pauses dramatically as the women around the table exchange eager glances, then drives her point home. “But my husband, Allah yarhemuhu, hailed from the Khan Rajbari of Moulvibazar.”


The many-ringed lady emits a theatrical gasp audible over the clink clink of forks. Regardless of whether they’ve been to Sunamganj or Moulvibazar, Amma has name-dropped plenty. Zamindars, Khans, Rajas—all are titles associated with the people who ruled princely estates and kingdoms in Bangladesh, making us the descendants of royalty.


Or… well… close enough.


Never mind that my parents’ families fell onto hard times after the Partition and the Liberation War. Never mind that we can barely pay our rent in New Jersey. Never mind that I have to take a year off before college to save while the rest of my friends move on. Amma reclines in her chair with an imperious smirk, a queen among her fawning subjects.


I resist the urge to roll my eyes, shoving another bite of beef and potato into my mouth. Debt collectors don’t care about our family lineage, so why should we? But she has had so few pleasures since Baba’s death that I can’t take this from her. Better she tells these aunties about our vaunted bongsho than me or my brother and sister, at least.


The many-ringed lady parts her very red lips to answer when, suddenly, “Leelabali” fades from the speakers. Aside from hushed murmurs, the banquet hall falls into silence as everyone’s wonder-struck eyes rise to the stage. There, under an archway lush with marigolds and roses, on a gilded bench that looks like a throne, the groom sits, attired in a scarlet sherwani with gold buttons down to the knees, feathers in the ornate pagri crowning his head.


He can’t take his eyes off the bride, who enters from an adjoining hallway. Her mother, sisters, and other female relatives hold a fluttering scarlet urna above her head as she sashays slowly over to the stage, a vision of beauty in her matching shari and the floral mehndi that weaves like vines through her dozen bangles. When she reaches the stage, the groom springs off his bench to offer her a hand. Their fingers intertwine and linger.


My heart stutters in my ribs as I watch.


This—


“Must be a love marriage,” Amma exclaims, in an awed whisper of her own.


The women at our table begin to chatter anew. Someone says, “Kids these days, so reckless and romantic.” She spits the word like a curse. “Love marriages never last. Children should trust their elders to arrange suitable matches.”


“The divorce rate is so high now,” another laments. “Nearly fifty percent.”


I swallow the urge to inform them that’s only because women of older generations were blamed if they couldn’t make marriages work, and were looked down on with pity, no matter how young they were, if they became widowed like Amma. As if their lives began and ended with their husbands’. The rebuke burns down my throat, hotter than the not-particularly-spicy vindaloo, but if I unleash it, it’d be about as unseemly as throwing up.


Despite my best efforts to tune them out, I sense someone contemplating me and turn to find the bejeweled woman. She introduced herself to Amma earlier as Pushpita Emon, but like most other aunties I meet through my mother, I simply call her Khala. Her lips quirk upon catching my gaze, her eyes as glittering and sharp as the knife near my plate.


“Your daughter is such a shundori, Zaynab,” she declares in Bengali. “How tall is she? Surely five-four, five-five? And what a sweet complexion! Even that dress is the most stylish thing I’ve seen this entire evening. You must beat the boys away with a broom.”


My cheeks flush beneath the shade-too-pale foundation Amma caked on them earlier. It’s not the first time an auntie has called me pretty. If you’re paper-bag fair, thin, and taller than the Bangladeshi national average of four feet eleven, you’re practically pageant queen Manushi Chhillar in their eyes. I try not to let their gross Eurocentric beauty standards give me a big head, but gift her a pleasant smile for my mother’s sake.


“Goodness, no,” Amma says, to my great relief, though she’s preening at the compliments to both of her creations: me and the lehenga she designed for the occasion. While I love that she’s taken an I’ll-do-it-myself approach to our wardrobe situation after learning how expensive it could be for a single mother to dress three kids, I feel like a walking advertisement for her seamstress service tonight. Better than making me stand up and twirl, I suppose. “My Zahra worries about me and the little ones too much to think about a husband yet. But what mother doesn’t dream of her child’s wedding day?”


“Oh, I know a thing or two about weddings,” Pushpita Khala replies. “Gitanjali is my restaurant, you see. We host many receptions here.”


Amma chokes on a swig of mango lassi. “Y-your restaurant?”


“Technically, the restaurant is attached. This banquet hall is where we host events.” Pushpita Khala grants us a self-effacing smile, then sighs. “We’re set to open a second in Paterson by the end of the summer, but I worry…. With our son preparing to study engineering at Columbia, what will Mansif and I do with the Emon family business when it’s time to retire?”


My gut clenches at the mention of college.


And why does it have to be Columbia of all places?


Amma’s eyes, meanwhile, dart all around us, as if expecting a perfect specimen of a brown boy to materialize out of thin air. “Is he here? Your—”


“Harun,” replies Pushpita Khala, reciting her son’s name like a prayer. In her plump hand is an iPhone, and Harun’s photo must be her wallpaper, because she slides it across the table for Amma’s perusal, beaming at my mother’s awed, “Mashallah.”


I frown between the two women, but my mother has all but forgotten my existence, as if I’m no more than a spectator at a chess match. She leans forward, the brown eyes we share bright as polished mahogany, while Pushpita Khala sizes me up. I can’t fathom which queen is about to checkmate the other’s king, but I know one thing with 100 percent certainty.


Harun and I have just become their pawns.
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Life in the Khan house is far from glamorous.


When we lost Baba, we had no choice but to move into an apartment so tiny, my mother, brother, sister, grandmother, and I are packed inside it like a family of squabbling djinn in a particularly cramped lamp.


Amma sleeps next to my five-year-old sister, Resna, while Nanu and I share a room that used to be a walk-in closet. My fourteen-year-old brother, Arif, got the shortest end of the stick. He sleeps on a pullout couch in the living room, and his “bedroom” doubles as Amma’s work space and our hangout spot.


Worlds away from the grand estates of the stories my mother told at the wedding a couple of days ago.


“Resu, please just get dressed! I’m going to be late for work!” I shout, leaping over a bolt of beaded velvet. A teetering stack of library books almost topples as I attempt to catch my sister’s giggling, half-naked form. She ducks under the wooden coffee table that holds Amma’s sewing machine, but I’m not so quick. “Ow! Shit!”


Amma’s tired eyes narrow as she undoes a skewed stitch. “Zahra.”


My sister blows a raspberry from the other side of the table.


I throw my hands into the air. “She refuses to wear any pants, Amma.”


Now our mother’s stern gaze veers to Resna, who scurries to hide her pantsless form behind the torso of a mannequin. Whenever Amma’s busy with a particularly involved job, Arif and I take turns making sure Resna looks presentable while Nanu cooks. My brother conveniently claimed kitchen duty before I even woke up this morning, giving me the sneaking suspicion he’d bribed her into bed with too much sugar last night.


“Besides,” I add more urgently, “my shift at Chai Ho starts at nine. I just convinced Mr. Tahir to give me overtime. If I’m late again, he’ll change his mind.”


Maybe even fire me, I don’t have to clarify.


Amma already knows, if her weary sigh is anything to go by. Rising creakily to her feet, she crooks a finger at Resna. Immediately, my sister hastens to stand at attention in front of her, chubby hands bunched in the hem of her baby blue Queen Elsa nightie. A pout darkens her pudgy face as our mother dresses her.


“Now, go eat,” Amma orders us both.





Chai Ho isn’t far, but we don’t have a car anymore. When Baba died, I was only sixteen and Amma never got her license, so we used the thousand dollars from selling our beat-up old Toyota Camry as the security deposit for a cheaper apartment.


Paterson, New Jersey, rushes by as I sprint to the other end of Union Avenue, having left too late for the bus. Two- and three-family homes much like ours flank bodegas, bars, laundromats, and homey restaurants serving up a hundred different kinds of cultural cuisines. Beyond them, old brickwork factory buildings ascend to meet the smoke-kissed blue sky, some boarded up, others repurposed to host charter schools and apartment complexes.


Over the beeping of cars and the disgruntled complaints of the pedestrians I swerve around, the low burble of the Great Falls drifts toward my ears. It probably never comes up in the musical, but Alexander Hamilton himself saw the falls in the late 1700s and proposed building a city around them. It’s a wonder they didn’t call it Hamiltonville.


Amma, Nanu, and I applied for naturalization together when I turned eighteen a few months ago. Though I doubt the proctor will ask any questions about Paterson, we all memorized these facts by heart, because the city is special to us Bengalis. It contains one of the largest Bangladeshi diaspora populations in the entire United States.


Even someone who doesn’t know its history can guess that the instant they enter Union Avenue. Five times a day, the call to prayer echoes from the local mosque, pulsing through the boulevard like a heartbeat. All along the block are Bengali restaurants, grocers, and garment stores.


Then there’s Chai Ho, the only Pakistani establishment in Little Bangladesh.


A stenciled window displays the name of the shop—a pun on Jai Ho, roughly translated to mean let tea rather than victory prevail. It wisps out of a painted teapot like steam. Behind the image, I spot my two best friends, Dalia and Daniya Tahir. Dani spots me and drags a thumb across her neck, the universal gesture for you’re dead, while her twin sister directs an uneasy glance at the clock over the counter.


9:07.


Shit, shit, shit.


I skulk into the shop, wincing at the bells that chime overhead like a death knell. Mr. Tahir stomps out from the kitchen on cue, stocky arms crossed over an apron too lacy to be as intimidating as it is on him. For a second, it looks like smoke billows out of his hairy ears, but I know it’s just my imagination.


“I’m really, really, really sorry, Mr. Tahir. I was helping my mother get my sister dressed this morning, but she wouldn’t cooperate and—”


“And nothing! You were late twice last week. Is this your grandfather’s shop, for you to come and go as you please?”


His voice pitches louder with each word, as if he’s a teapot growing hotter and hotter, the lid about to burst right off. I recoil, please don’t fire me running through my head on a loop, but before he can progress to proper shouting, Dalia says, “Abbu, stop!”


“Zahra’s only a couple of minutes late,” Dani adds. “We haven’t had a single customer yet. Do your blood pressure a favor and chill out.”


As always, he deflates at his daughters’ reprimand, but still wags a thick finger in my face. “Weren’t you the one asking for more hours?” I mumble an affirmative without meeting his gaze. “You’re lucky Daniya and Dalia are starting full-time classes in the fall. I need help, but I won’t be so generous if you’re late again. Understand?”


It’s the millionth time he’s mentioned that my best friends will soon be going to college without me. The reminder fills my mouth with such a bitter taste that I’m afraid I’ll throw up on his shiny leather loafers if I try to answer.


I manage a nod.


He orders me behind the counter, where his daughters flock to cheer me up. Since the three of us moved to Paterson in the second grade, we’ve all been joined at the hip, bonded by our shared new-kid status. I was there when Dalia began veiling and when Dani admitted to liking girls. They helped me through my grief after Baba died.


Dalia wraps an arm around me. I drop my head onto her shoulder, the tassels of her pastel pink hijab tickling my cheek. Dani, meanwhile, hands me a cool glass of falooda.


“What’ll I do without you two?” I ask with a watery smile.


They exchange an apprehensive glance.


Dani says, “Zar, we’re going to Rutgers, not Rajpur.”


Dalia pokes my stomach. “Besides, you can still enroll, Miss Ivy League.”


I know they’re trying to console me, but the sago pearls on my tongue are suddenly too thick to swallow. The thing is, even if a djinn popped out of one of the shop’s decorative teapots and granted our family enough money for tuition, it’s too late for me to attend this semester. I’ve already deferred all my acceptances, including to my dream school, Columbia University. Although many colleges promised scholarships, most were contingent on attending full-time, and we have bills to pay at home.


Trust me, I’ve crunched the numbers. Maybe if it were just Amma and me, we could figure out how to survive without my paycheck and pay off student loans, but we’re not alone. What happens when it’s Arif’s turn? Or Resna’s? I need to consider everything. Everyone. There’s no way to keep the lights on, even if I go to school part-time and work the rest, much less if I don’t contribute at all.


I shake my head. “It’s not in the stars this year, but if I keep saving half my paychecks, I might be able to enroll at PCCC by next semester.”


The twins share another frown.


They don’t think I should give up attending a prestigious school like Columbia for Passaic County Community College, especially after working myself to the bone to get in, but PCCC is cheap, close to home, and has a less rigorous course load that I can work around if I need to keep my job. After two years there, perhaps I can transfer to a four-year university. By then, Arif should be old enough to chip in.


But for now, things are what they are.


The bells above the door jangle to announce the arrival of our first customer. We hurry to reprise our respective roles. Dalia joins her father in the kitchen, Dani brews the drinks, and I wait tables. It’s easy to become Chai Ho Zahra.


The day ticks by in a busy but blissful monotony. I pour tea, clean up after a string of customers, and make small talk whenever possible with our regulars: elderly aunties and uncles who enjoy reminiscing about the good old days over a cup of masala chai and a plate of somosas.


The city is full of characters who frequent the shop.


I move on automatic, but my brain buzzes with activity as it runs through a brand-new round of the People-Watching Game. It’s something I started playing with my friends when I first got hired at Chai Ho, where we made up increasingly hilarious backstories for customers.


Baba had just died, so Dani’s girlfriend, Ximena Mondesir-Martínez, suggested the game to distract me, promising it would spark my creativity like it did hers. It hasn’t helped me write a single word, but it is fun to let my imagination run wild.


Ximena drops by over lunch and seems to be having better luck with her art, her curly head bowed over a sketch pad, a smudge of charcoal on her brown cheek and one strap of her overalls.


Before I can pour her a drink, someone else enters the tea shop. Clearly not a local, the red-haired woman points at the screen of her phone to show me a photo of a cup of creamy pink tea sprinkled with chopped pistachios and almonds.


“I want this chai tea,” she enunciates slowly, squinting at me over designer sunglasses.


Ximena catches Dani’s eye over my shoulder and mouths the word, Gringa.


Without turning, I know Dani is smirking and whispering, “Gora,” right back.


Paterson isn’t exactly a gentrifier hotspot like Newark or New York City, but hipsters like Ginger Lady sometimes wander in to switch up their Starbucks orders, thanks to the scrumptious pictures Dalia posts online under the hashtag ChaiHoes.


Smothering a snort, I start to explain to the gringora in question that Kashmiri chai, although very Instagrammable, is deceptively bitter—in fact, in Bengali, we call it noon saa, which means “salty tea”—when the bells over the door tinkle for the umpteenth time. I turn to greet the new arrival and almost drop the teapot in my hands.


In the past two years that I’ve worked at Chai Ho, my mother has never once come to the shop, though she’s never kept me from the twins or acted anything short of civil to them the entire time they’ve been my friends. When I told her and Nanu that Mr. Tahir gave me a job, even my usually mild-mannered grandmother ranted for weeks about the Bangladeshi Liberation War, when Bangladesh was East Pakistan and Pakistan—then West Pakistan—placed us under martial law, forbidding us from speaking our language. Fifty years later, there’s still bad blood.


“Why do you have to work at all? I can take care of us somehow,” my mother pleaded, and when it became apparent both of us knew that wasn’t true, “Couldn’t it at least have been a Bangladeshi restaurant? It’s a slap to the face that they don’t use Bangla in our own neighborhood.”


“All that matters is that their money is in USD,” I replied.


She couldn’t argue with that, not with a nagging landlord and mounting debt. But knowing that Chai Ho is such a big part of my life hasn’t stopped her or Nanu from pretending it doesn’t exist. Needing Mr. Tahir’s money to survive was a step too far for their pride, my personal relationship with the twins aside.


“Wh-what are you doing here, Amma?” I whisper, after hurriedly handing the redhead her Kashmiri chai.


She scans the bustling shop before returning her focus to me, exaggerated innocence on her face. “I was in the area, picking up groceries. Can’t you take a break now?”


“Assalamualaikum, Mrs. Khan.” Dalia materializes beside me and flashes Amma a disarming grin before I can turn my mother down, holding a tray of confections, teacups, and a fresh pot of chai. “Can I offer you some of our best tea and desserts?”


“Oh, how kind!” Amma is already setting down her grocery bags so she can sit. “Zahra, join me.”


Left without a choice, I lower myself into a chair. “Why are you really here?”


Amma takes a bite of spongy gulab jamun, pink at its heart and drizzled in rose syrup, but rather than complain that it’s not as big as kalajam, the Bengali equivalent, she pulls out her phone from her purse. The WhatsApp icon opens as soon as she inputs her PIN. I groan.


WhatsApp can only mean one thing: the Auntie Network.


That’s what I call my mother’s group chats. Her hotline blings so often, even Drake would get jealous. A group for customers of her business, one for relatives in Bangladesh, another for acquaintances in Paterson, more for friends and family in New York, Michigan, Texas, and London—anywhere and everywhere a Bengali may have settled.


If there’s juicy gossip to be shared, the Auntie Network will know it.


Already, a thrum of activity simmers in the tea shop as the aunties inside it take note of my mother’s rare appearance and prick their ears in our direction.


“Do you remember the Emons?”


“Who?”


Amma frowns at my inability to name every single Bangladeshi person on the planet. She slides the phone over to me, and on the screen I see a grainy photo of a glum teenage boy with a serious case of Batman Jaw in a black graduation gown standing behind a podium. Between his glasses and cap, I can hardly make out any other distinguishing features.


I look from the image to her blankly. She gusts a vexed sigh. “That’s Harun. We sat with his mother during the wedding Friday, mono nai? It’s hardly been three days!”


I snap my fingers. “Oh, right! The lady with all the rings.”


“Yes! Well, I’ve been doing some research”—when Amma leans in, I inch close enough that no one else can overhear—“and do you know what your Meera Khala told me?” She pauses expectantly. I offer a dutiful shake of my head. “They don’t come from much status back in Bangladesh, but they are rich, Zahra! So rich, they own not only that grand restaurant, but three convenience stores in Paterson alone. And didn’t you hear his mother say they plan to open a second restaurant here?”


“Okaaay.”


Amma’s frown deepens at my lackluster reaction. Her gaze follows mine as it strays to the glaring chai tea lady, who’s clearly dissatisfied about something. Before I can bow out using Kashmiri Karen as an excuse, she clicks her tongue, her doe-brown eyes suddenly big and imploring. “You’ve been working so hard lately, shuna. We never even had a chance to celebrate your graduation. Come home early tonight, accha? I’ll have a special dinner ready.”


“Really?”


The abrupt subject change gives me whiplash.


She stands and kisses the top of my head. “Yes, really. Don’t be late.”


Round-eyed, I watch her shuffle out of Chai Ho into the bright afternoon light. Not a minute later, the woman in sunglasses marches past me, barking a parting complaint loud enough for the entire shop to hear: “That tea was disgusting. Yelp will be hearing about this.”


Although Mr. Tahir’s palpable ire radiates from the kitchen, and I predict dreadful bathroom duty in my not-so-distant future, my eyes are riveted to Amma’s retreating figure.


What in God’s ninety-nine names is she up to?
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A cool breeze blows through the window cracked over my head, carrying a medley of smells through the city. Sea salt from the Passaic River, the cloying odor of beer tingeing the parking lots of the bars on either side of the road, the mouthwatering aroma of food from restaurants getting ready for the five o’clock dinner rush.


Riding the bus is one of the few times I can daydream about the book I haven’t written since Baba called me to his bedside and asked me to look after everyone. He got diagnosed with stage four stomach cancer so suddenly that Amma completely came apart at the seams. His words still haunt me to this day.


I wish you could be a child, Zahra, but I need you to be strong if your mother can’t.


Giving up writing is something I have to do for him. For Amma.


At least for now.


Even if I could afford starting college in September, writing doesn’t fall into the trifecta of Asian-Parent-Approved careers every kid I know strives for: doctor, lawyer, or engineer. It’s not even a second-tier “respectable enough” career like accountant, teacher, or nurse.


Once upon a time, I had Amma to thank for my love of storytelling, but now she’s become the reason I guard my hopes so deep inside my chest, where a callous comment can’t blow them away like a stolen wish on dandelion fluff.


If she dismisses them—dismisses me—I don’t think I can piece together the broken shards of my heart this time. It’s much easier to play the role she wants, of the obedient daughter who dreams in secret, rather than risking that the only parent I have left will think less of me, after everything I’ve done for her.


But maybe tonight, since I don’t have to help with dinner, I can scribble a few ideas in my notebook.


The screech of tires calls me back to reality at my stop. I exit the bus and hurry to my rickety old building. Champa Khala, the landlady, doesn’t pester me about our overdue rent for once, busy sweeping the porch, so I salaam her and climb the steps to our second-floor apartment.


On the welcome mat, I freeze. Excitable chatter and the thump of my sister’s footsteps float through the door. No one sounds irate or upset, but when I sniff the air, I don’t smell anything cooking. Trepidation fills my belly, replacing any hunger. My sneaking suspicion that Amma has been cooking up something other than the special dinner she promised is all but confirmed. If I don’t tread carefully, I might end up on the menu myself.


Arif lets me in before I can use my key. Past the threshold waits… pandemonium. There’s no better way to describe it. Our apartment looks like a Sabyasachi factory exploded inside. Decorative scarves in every shade of the rainbow, made from any material you can imagine, are draped all over the couch, the coffee table, even the ceiling fan. A single jhumka earring crunches beneath the sole of my sneaker, reminding me to remove my shoes.


“Api, you’re back!”


Resna catapults herself at my legs, nearly knocking me over. Only then do I notice that she’s dressed in a pink frock with poofy sleeves and a tulle skirt, and has ribbons in her pigtails. After I manage to detach her, I get a proper look at my shifty brother. Arif is tugging at the too-short cuffs of the white button-up shirt that poke out of the suit jacket Amma made for his eighth-grade graduation. He’s been growing so fast for the past few years that he’ll be too tall for the whole thing before long.


“Aru, what the hell is going on?” I whisper, covering Resna’s ears.


He shrugs his bony shoulders. “Amma.”


As if summoned, our mother flounces into the living room from her bedroom, bringing with her a whiff of talcum powder and perfume.


Like my siblings, she’s dressed in her best shari, one with a silver brocade on opulent Banarasi silk that Baba had shipped from India for the last anniversary they shared. Plum-colored lipstick to match the shari adorns her smiling lips, a far cry from the more muted “widow” colors she normally wears.


She looks so beautiful, so happy, that I don’t have the heart to spoil it, until I recall my star-crossed plans to write and fold my arms over my chest. “I thought Eid wasn’t for almost a month. Why are you so dressed up tonight?”


“Hmm?” Amma bats her eyelashes. “What do you mean? I told you you’d get a delicious dinner tonight, but I never said I would make it.”


My jaw drops. “You never take us out to eat.” I affect her prim, perfect Bengali as best I can. “ ‘Why would we pay for food at a restaurant when we have perfectly good food we already paid for at home?’ ”


I look to Arif and Resna to back me up, but my brother won’t meet my gaze, while my traitorous sister snickers behind her hand. Amma, meanwhile, harrumphs as if I’ve insulted the last ten generations of our ancestors.


“So that’s what you think of your poor mother, eh? Here I got a coupon from one of my customers and thought I’d treat us for once, but you think I’m cheap and—and—and unfeeling.” She sniffles, using the hanging pallu of her shari to dry her weepy eyes. “Perhaps we should cancel and call it a night. Your grandmother already said she’s too tired to do anything but watch her natoks. You’re probably tired too. Why did I bother with such a terrible surprise?”


I raise my palms to quell her tears. “Wait! I—I want to go. Really.”


Immediately, every crocodile tear vanishes, leaving not a trace of runny kajol behind, as she begins to shove me toward the bathroom. “Good! Now, hurry and shower! You have to look perfect tonight!”


“Haza-fara, haza-fara!” Resna singsongs, thrilled about playing dress-up.


I spot Arif mouthing an apology at me and get the distinct impression that I’ve been played, but before I can grill him, I’m thrust into the bathroom, then ensnared in the natural disaster that is Hurricane Amma, a whirlwind of outfits, makeup, and curling-iron burns that ends with me dressed in a yellow anarkali suit trimmed with sparkling sunflowers, a billowing urna pinned into my braided hair, my kajol-lined eyes stinging from the perfume she sprayed right into my face.


For no more than a second, Amma strokes my cheek with her thumb, her smile tender. “Just like a princess,” she says in her accented English, but before I can respond, she’s already prodding me toward the door. “Let’s go! We don’t want to be late!”





Although I currently resemble a brown Cinderella with a particularly sassy fairy god-amma, our ride to the restaurant is more pumpkin than carriage. I dodge the stares of the people on the 150 bus as Amma, Arif, Resna, and I squish into an available row of seats, turning everything that’s happened over and over in my mind, to no avail.


What the hell could Amma be plotting? Is there some creep waiting for us at the restaurant? Did she dress up Arif and Resna to throw me off? Am I honestly expected to sit through my first-ever date with my entire family gawking? Or is this a ploy to get into my good graces when she does pull the blind-date card?


I could just ask, but it’s more likely than not that she’ll burst into tears again, wounded that I don’t trust her—not that there’s anything to trust at the moment—and I’d rather spare the rest of the passengers her histrionics.


We transfer from one bus to another until the sign for a restaurant surfaces: GITANJALI. It rings a bell, but Amma has been dragging me to so many wedding venues in the city that they’ve all started blurring into one ostentatious blob. Tonight, I expected a hole-in-the-wall, but the sheer size of this place is jaw-dropping. This is the sort of restaurant where a Kardashian might get proposed to if they wanted some exotic ambiance.


I elbow Amma mid-stride. “Are you sure this is the place?”


“I’m sure.”


“Are you sure it’s not too expensive?”


She scowls. “I’m sure. Now, hurry before the humidity ruins your hair and makeup.”


I click my teeth shut and follow her into Gitanjali. Another bout of déjà vu fills me at the sight of the red velvet carpet and the antique, metal-worked lanterns that suffuse the whole restaurant with a dim golden glow, strummed sitar music echoing off the tapestried walls. The welcoming smile of a pretty white hostess in an elegant black gown sidetracks me.


“You must be the Khans!”


“We are,” answers my mother, and then to me, as we trail behind the blond hostess, “I made a reservation for us tonight.”


She sounds so proud of herself that I smile. Perhaps I misjudged her, after all. “You didn’t have to do all this for me, Amma. It’s too much.”


The elation on her face ebbs. Before I can determine what emotion takes its place—guilt?—someone cries, “Zaynab, is that you?”


My stomach plummets.


Amma waves at a table hosting a familiar figure. I recognize her henna-red coif at once: Pushpita Emon, the woman we sat next to at Anika Afa’s wedding.


This is her restaurant.


“Oh no, Amma, tell me you didn’t…”


“Chup!” she hisses at me, even as a sweet simper greets our audience. “Assalamualaikum, Pushpita Afa!”


“What a surprise to see you here.” Pushpita Khala’s overemphasis on the word “surprise” reveals it wasn’t much of one at all. “Why, you simply must sit with us. Nai ni, Mansif?” The well-dressed man next to her nods, inspecting us above thin, wire-rimmed bifocals.


“Ji na, I couldn’t impose,” Amma replies.


“Nonsense! It’s no imposition at all,” Pushpita Khala says. “Zoey”—this she directs at the hostess, who snaps to attention—“get Nadir to push our tables together, please.”


“Yes, ma’am!”


All too soon, we’re at a long, makeshift table with the Emons, all of us on one end, the two of them on the other. While my brother does his best to keep our hyperactive sister from crawling around under it seeking dropped quarters—a task that normally falls to me when we go anywhere, though tonight, Amma clearly has another mission in mind for me—I stare up at the ceiling.


Et tu, Allah?


As always, there’s no response.


Amma’s query fractures my reverie. “Are you dining alone?”


“No, our son, Harun, will be joining us soon.”


I slump into my chair. Of course their son is joining us.


“There he is now!” Pushpita Khala says with a bright smile.


She and her husband rise from their seats to hustle over to a teenage boy waiting next to the hostess stand, whom I can only assume is the infamous Harun. With his parents in front of him, I can’t get a good look at his face, but I can tell he’s a good half foot taller than me, even while hunching over to speak to them.


After a brief but heated back-and-forth, Pushpita Khala snatches something off her son’s face and manhandles him over to the table, giving me my first proper glimpse of Harun. Tousled black curls that look as if he’s run his fingers through them one time too many do little to hide his dour expression or the firm set of his jawline. Renewed humiliation burns in my cheeks.


“Assalamualaikum,” he mutters.


Did you get ambushed into this too? I wonder, but my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth, and I suddenly feel dizzy under the intensity of the lantern lights.


Not that my silence matters.


As if God is punishing me for my ungrateful whining, Resna barges out from under the table like a possessed Whack-a-Mole and asks, “Are you gonna marry my sister?”


“Resu!” I squeak, face red as a tomato.


Arif scrambles out of his seat to catch her, but she’s too slippery, chanting, “Zahra and Harun sittin’ in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G—” while zipping between everyone’s legs.


By the time he gets ahold of her, the damage is already done. Harun ducks his head, refusing to make eye contact with me or anyone else. The adults, meanwhile, are guffawing at Resna’s antics. The conversation soon shifts to other topics without me. Without us. My unhappy date barely speaks unless spoken to, but no one else pays his reticence any mind, especially when platters overflowing with the menu’s specialties arrive.


They talk about—boast about—all manner of things while stuffing their faces. Amma recounts the princess story for Harun’s father, who explains how he went from waiting at an Indian restaurant after first immigrating to the US to opening up Gitanjali with his brother.


“This is that very restaurant.” He smacks the table, a gold watch peeking out of his sleeve. “Now we’re planning to open another in Paterson itself.”


“Mashallah!” Amma gushes. “This is the most delicious meal I’ve had in ages.”


I almost choke on a bland bite of chicken marinated in a watery tomato-butter gravy. It’s not the worst tikka masala I’ve ever eaten, but it’s under-seasoned, probably to appeal to the palates of the white customers sitting around us.


Oblivious, my mother continues, almost wistfully, “You’ve done well for yourself, Mansif Bhai.”


Pushpita Khala pinches Harun’s cheek, ignoring the way his bronze complexion tints faintly crimson. “All for our darling son. Did I tell you he’s going to Columbia in the fall?”


What, like it’s hard? snarks my inner Elle Woods.


After all, I got in too. I may not be going, but it’s not because I don’t belong. I wonder what the Emons would think if they knew. Would it make them excited that Harun and I have Columbia in common, or would they prefer a pretty girl with no other aspirations in life than being a perfect wife and daughter-in-law?


“He graduated at the top of his class from the Hillam Academy in the city and received a perfect score for math on the SAT and ACT,” Mansif Khalu adds, puffed up with pride. “Most of the Ivies accepted him, but he wanted to stay close to home. Isn’t that right, betta?”


Harun’s face darkens further as he mutters, “I guess.”


Amma sneaks a glimpse at me, and I know she’s debating whether she should mention that I also got into Columbia. I can hear the cogs turning in her head. She looks sorely tempted. But if she does, she’ll have to confess that we couldn’t afford for me to attend, and that would be a crack in my princess armor.


“Ah, Zahra loves math too!” she ultimately blurts.


This time, I actually choke. There are a dozen different things my mother could have bragged about. Although I wasn’t valedictorian, I graduated in the top three of my year and won several essay competitions while in high school. The local paper even did a piece on my acceptance to Columbia.


Math, though? It might defy every Asian stereotype, but I loathe math. Of course, that’s all she can come up with. A lie, because the truth isn’t enough for her.


I’m not enough for her.


Harun’s eyes flick toward me for the first time, pinning me in place until I stop hacking my lungs into my fist. They’re a brown so deep and dark, fringed by such an enviably thick fan of lashes, they look almost black. Even with smudges of dark circles beneath them, they’re the kind of eyes a weak-willed girl could get lost in—if he weren’t glaring with them.


Before I can snap, I don’t want to be here either, asshole, Pushpita Khala chimes in with an exuberant, “Harun wants to be a biomedical engineer someday and make prosthetics for amputees! It’s like being a doctor and an engineer all at once, isn’t it, betta?”


The doctor-engineer in question grunts.


I blink, begrudgingly impressed. “That’s cool. You must be supersmart.”


His inscrutable gaze returns to me, but he only says, “Thanks,” once his mother elbows him. I almost give up right then and there, until Amma kicks me under the table, forcing me to disguise my grimace with a smile.


“Are you excited to start studying engineering?”


Because of course, this paragon of a brown boy would choose one of the Holy Trinity of Bengali careers, as if to personally spite me with his perfection. Wait, scratch that, two of the three, if his mother’s bragging is anything to go by.


“I guess,” he replies again, pinching the bridge of his nose.


What the hell? Am I giving him a headache?


Gnashing my teeth at his audacity, I wring the napkin on my lap into twists, pretending it’s his neck. Neither of us wants to be here, but at least I’m not acting like a brat about it.


This is what parents like ours do. Although it’s nosy and intrusive and often exhausting, it comes from a place of love. I remind myself of that all the time.


But Harun Emon thinks he’s too good for all this? Too good for me?


Even Amma must realize by now that this is a match made in hell.
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When our table gets cleared at the end of dinner, I attempt to flee from the circle of hell that awful blind dates belong in, but Amma’s sturdy grip on my knee keeps me in my chair. A wily smile spreads across her lips as she surveys Harun, whose Adam’s apple bobs at the sheer intensity of her scrutiny.


“I would love to take a photo,” she says. “You know, to commemorate the occasion.”


“What occasion?” I grumble, then yelp when she pinches me.


Harun’s eyes grow huge. Before he can answer, Pushpita Khala claps her hands. “Oh, what a marvelous idea! Zoey”—she snaps her ring-laden fingers until the hostess emerges and accepts her iPhone—“take a picture of us with the Khans, won’t you?”


Between our two mothers, the rest of us are soon herded in front of an intricate tapestry that hangs from an entire wall of the restaurant, portraying colorful deities out of Hindu epics that make zero sense in an establishment owned by Muslims—likely window dressing for any customers who ordered a side of orientalism with their dinners. Harun attempts to slink behind the drapery, but Pushpita Khala stays him with a hand.


“Why don’t you stand next to Zahra?” she asks innocently.


It takes every ounce of my willpower not to scream as our mothers maneuver us close together. Harun stands rigid next to me, while Amma, Arif, and Resna hover at my other side—the latter rubbing her eyes with a chubby knuckle—and his parents pose on his side.


Then Zoey chirps, “Say chhena!”


Harun doesn’t bother to smile, and he beats a hasty retreat the second we’re done. Well, fine. I’m hardly about to fall swooning into his arms either.


Glaring daggers at his back, I tug at the veil of my mother’s shari, summoning her away from where she’s squealing over the photos with Pushpita Khala. “Amma, it’s getting late.” I incline my chin at Arif, who has lifted a drowsy Resna into his arms. “If we’re going to catch a bus home, we have to leave now.”


“Bus?” Pushpita Khala lifts a hand to her chest.


Between her scandalized expression and the warning glance my mother levels at me, I get the sense I’ve made some bhodro society blunder, but Amma just flaps her hand. “I told you about my late husband, didn’t I? He was the one who drove… before.”


“Oh, you poor things,” Pushpita Khala tuts.


Amma’s smile stiffens. “It’s fine. Please don’t fret, Afa.”


“Don’t be silly,” says Pushpita Khala. “Mansif, we can’t let these children take the bus home so late.” She wrinkles her pierced nose like the very notion stinks. Amma opens her mouth to protest but stops in her tracks when Pushpita Khala adds, “Perhaps Harun can drop them off?”


Her husband hmms in concession.


My jaw hits the carpeted floor. I wait with bated breath for Harun to decline, but he simply frowns at my sleepy siblings and consents with a shrug.


Amma beams. “Are you sure it won’t be a bother?”


“Of course not,” his mother says. “We’re also returning to Paterson, and Harun drove here in his own car. Go on, Zaynab dear. I’ll WhatsApp you the pictures soon.”


“Thank you, Pushpita Afa,” Amma replies. “For everything.”


They share a hug and kiss each other on both cheeks. Harun observes them with practiced boredom, hands in his pockets. After a quick sidebar with his mother, she gives him something from her purse—a pair of thick-framed black glasses, which he immediately puts on.


Wait, is that why he’s been glaring at me all night?


Narrowing my eyes in suspicion at his back in return, I start to follow him toward the parking lot, then notice Arif’s struggle to see around Resna’s sleep-mussed pigtails. As I stick out my arms to take her, I grumble, “You knew about this, didn’t you?”


“Um. I plead the Fifth?”


I glower. “We will be talking about this.”


When we don’t have a gloomy, looming tagalong, anyway.


The valet drives Harun’s car, a sleek silver BMW, up to the curb and tosses him the keys. Harun holds the door open for us, eliciting another charmed giggle from Amma. “Such a gentleman. Isn’t he, Zahra?”
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