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To my extended family around the globe, whose love knows no boundaries
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As I reach for a pair of silver earrings that my best friend, Soojin, might like, Zohra smacks my hand away.

“Don’t touch anything!” she hisses.

“How am I supposed to look, then?” I laugh as I rub my wrist.

“With your eyes, and then keep walking. Tell me what you like, and I’ll go back and get a good price.”

“What if I want to see something up close?” The market is overflowing with a dizzying array of goods—rows of glittery bangles in every color imaginable, bolts of silky fabric, and mounds of beaded slippers, hair accessories, and evening bags. It’s all screaming to be picked up, or at least photographed. I’ve already taken at least fifty photos and videos, and we’ve only been here for half an hour.

“Don’t act interested in anything, Amina! And put your phone away.” Zohra’s tone is firm, and she suddenly sounds more like my mother than my sixteen-year-old cousin.

I glance at my older brother, Mustafa, who’s walking a few paces behind us, like a bodyguard. He’s dressed in dark jeans and a T-shirt, and his short scruffy beard makes him look older than Zohra, even though they’re the same age.

“Do what she says.” He shrugs. “You don’t want to get ripped off.”

I slip my phone back into my bag, resist inspecting the earrings, and keep moving. It took a bit of convincing to get Zohra to bring us here, instead of the fancy shopping center we’ve already been to twice in three weeks. Being there made me feel like I was back at Southridge Mall in Greendale, Wisconsin, instead of where I am: Lahore, Pakistan.

I’ve been wanting to visit Anarkali Bazaar despite Zohra’s warnings about pushy salespeople and pickpockets. Mustafa and I grew up hearing Mama’s stories about how she’d wait for school to end and catch a rickshaw here when she was a teen. When she described sharing freshly squeezed sugarcane juice and spicy samosa plates with her girlfriends in vivid detail, I could almost taste them.

My hopes of finally tasting those things in real life were crushed when Mama cautioned, “Don’t eat anything off the street” as the three of us left my uncle’s home with his driver, who dropped us off at the market. Mama’s worried that our American stomachs won’t be able to handle anything but filtered water, home-cooked meals, and a handful of approved restaurants. That means no samosa plates from the carts we pass, no matter how incredible they smell.

“Imported from China.” Zohra clicks her tongue against her teeth as she watches me eye a sparkly clip that I can picture in my friend Emily’s long blond hair. “You want things made in Pakistan, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Stuff my friends can’t get in Greendale.”

“Your friends can get anything from anywhere,” Mustafa reminds me. “Thanks to something called the Internet.”

“Okay, stuff they don’t have, then.” Mama already bought gifts for our closest family friends, Salma Auntie and Hamid Uncle. I picked out an outfit for their daughter, Rabiya, since we have the same taste in desi clothes: nothing itchy or “auntie-looking.”

Zohra links her arm with mine and navigates me through the crowds, warning me for the seventeenth time to watch my purse. I wouldn’t be carrying a purse if I were wearing jeans, but I’m in a thin cotton shalwar kameez that’s more comfortable in the fierce summer heat. My hand is gripping the bag that’s stuffed with the money I collected from generous relatives excited to see me for the first time in eight years, and I try not to bump into people.

“Your friends will like those.” Zohra points with her eyebrows toward a stall filled with colorful lacquered boxes and figurines. “They’re made in Kashmir.”

“They’re pretty,” I agree.

“Go see, but don’t say anything. Once the shopkeeper hears your English, the price will triple.”

I wander over and pretend to admire a shawl when I notice a green-and-gold box with a curved lid. It’s shaped like a little treasure chest and would be perfect for Soojin. Then I spot some stunning jewelry in a glass case, including a silver necklace with a row of small cobalt-blue stones. I try not to stare at it.

Zohra turns to the shopkeeper after I secretly signal what I want to her.

“Bhai Sahib,” she beckons in Urdu, calling the man with a mustache and thick glasses Mister Brother to be polite. “Tell me the right price for this. No ripping me off.” Her tone is surprisingly aggressive.

Then Zohra picks up a candleholder, instead of the green box. When I start to protest, she gives me a death stare. I watch in silence as they haggle in Urdu over the price of something I don’t want. Mister Brother claims excellent quality. My cousin complains it’s robbery and says she isn’t a fool. Then Zohra suddenly drops the candleholder as if she’s deeply offended by it and starts to walk away.

Mustafa watches, his dark eyes amused, as Zohra yanks my arm and starts to drag me off with her.

“Sister, see this,” Mister Brother offers when our backs are turned and we’re almost in the next stall. “I give you this for a good price.”

Zohra turns around reluctantly.

“Don’t waste our time. We’re in a hurry.”

“Come, see, very good price.”

Zohra squeezes my arm and returns to the stall, acting like she’s doing Mister Brother a favor. He shows her some bowls and gives her a number in rupees. I have no idea how much money that is since my Urdu is especially terrible when it comes to numbers. Plus, I forget how to convert Pakistani currency into dollars. Zohra shakes her head and then points toward the box I want.

“How about that? Can you live with it?” she asks me, wrinkling her nose as if it’s barely worth considering.

I start to sweat.

Am I supposed to say yes or no?

I take a gamble and nod yes.

“Okay, final price. No games.” Zohra challenges the shopkeeper.

The arguing continues until Mister Brother finally gives Zohra a number she grudgingly accepts.

“What color?” she asks me. I point to the green box for Soojin and a turquoise one for Emily. Zohra adds another bright red one to the pile.

“From me to you,” she says.

“What about that necklace?” I whisper to Zohra. She starts to shake her head, but Mister Brother has superhuman hearing and whips the case open and hands me the necklace before she finishes.

“Very nice,” he says in English.

Zohra gives me another glare, and Mustafa starts to chuckle. I giggle too. There’s no way Mister Brother hasn’t figured out we aren’t from here, no matter how hard Zohra tries to hide it. We’ve got American written all over us. Mustafa’s T-shirt literally has the Captain America logo on it.

“It’s very pretty,” I say in my best Urdu, although I know my accent sounds pathetic. “What are these stones?”

“Lapis,” Mister Brother replies in English, beaming. “Very real, very cheap.”

Zohra tries to convince me to walk away again, but I won’t budge.

“Can you give me your best price, please?” I imitate the Urdu phrase I’ve heard Zohra use. Mister Brother gives me a nod of acknowledgment, but then Zohra takes over, speaking for me. My face burns.

How am I supposed to get better at Urdu if no one lets me practice?

I can’t understand everything they’re saying, but it’s obvious Mister Brother has the upper hand. After he names his final price, I pull out the wad of rupees from my purse, and Zohra counts some and hands them over in defeat. She won’t look at me. But I take the necklace and thank the man in Urdu. And he grins like he just won the lottery.
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“You paid way too much for that,” Zohra mutters as we walk away.

“But I love it!” I rub the smooth stones of the necklace with my thumb. “I’ll think of you every time I wear it.”

“You might as well have picked it up and kissed it, you were so obvious,” Zohra snorts.

“Seriously,” Mustafa adds. “I’m surprised you didn’t offer the guy more money than he asked for.”

“Very funny!” I say, but I can’t help smiling. I’m never going to get the hang of bargaining. I don’t know how to pretend I don’t like things or play the weird game of insulting something that I want. Plus, it seems wrong to argue with a grown-up.

Zohra helps me clasp the necklace around my neck and gives me a quick hug. In an instant, my fierce bargaining cousin is back to the sweet girl I’ve spent every minute of the last few weeks with—and begun to love like an older sister. It’s hard to believe we barely knew each other when I first arrived, after only exchanging occasional gifts and letters over the years.

“Can we go now?” Mustafa asks. He’s been more patient than he is when we go shopping back home. “We’re supposed to meet Thaya Jaan soon.”

“Don’t you want to get anything?” Zohra twists her thick brown hair into a knot. When her hair is down, our family says we resemble each other, but I can’t see it, even though we share the same dark eyebrows and full lips.

Mustafa shakes his head. “Nah, I took a lot of cool pics.”

I realize I forgot to take more after I put my phone away and make a mental note to look at Mustafa’s later. I’ve been sending photos and video clips to Soojin, Emily, and Rabiya so they can feel like they’re here with me.

We start to head out of the market, and I hear a familiar song being played by one of the shopkeepers.

“Wait.” I stop Zohra. “I’ve heard him before. Who is that?”

“Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan.”

“Right. What kind of music is he famous for?” Baba played this singer’s songs in his car when I was little, and I loved hearing the drums and clapping. At night his powerful and commanding voice would lull me to sleep.

“Qawali. It’s traditional.” Zohra starts to walk again, but Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan’s voice stirs something inside me, and I remain standing to keep listening.

“What’s he saying?” I ask.

“I don’t know.”

“Can you please tell me?”

Zohra stops walking and concentrates.

“Tere bin. He’s saying something like ‘my heart doesn’t connect without you.’ Or like ‘my heart isn’t at peace without you.’ ”

“Tere bin,” I repeat.

“ ‘Without you,’ ” she says. “Dil is ‘heart.’ ”

I’ve heard a similar phrase, “dil nahi lagda,” before. Mama says it sometimes. I repeat the refrain of the song in my head, so I won’t forget it.

“Come on.” Mustafa points to a fruit stall ahead of us. “Let’s get some pomegranate juice from that guy.”

“No, no, no.” Zohra shakes her head. “Your mother said no bazaari food for you.”

“But this is a drink. And it’s fresh.” Mustafa brushes off her protests and asks a man for “theen anar juice.” Everyone mixes English and Urdu here, and the man nods his understanding.

The man cracks open a few pomegranates that are bursting with deep red seeds and feeds them one by one into a gigantic metal juicer that he turns with a crank. I try not to notice when he rinses the jug with tap water. Or when he pours the juice into three glasses that are murkier than they should be.

Mustafa pays for the juices with the money in his pocket and doesn’t need to ask Zohra for help translating. As we sip the sweet, tart juice through the thinnest straws ever, our cousin says a prayer aloud.

“Ya Allah, please don’t let them get diarrhea.”

Mustafa and I groan in disgust, and all of us crack up. My insides gurgle a little as we head to where the rickshaws are waiting, but I think it’s nerves. We climb into the worn backseat of one of the three-wheeled taxis, and Zohra tells the driver where to take us. And then I brace myself for a wild ride.

I haven’t gotten used to everyone driving on the opposite side of the road here yet, or all the activity on the streets. Apart from rickshaws and tons of cars, I’ve seen motorcycles with five people sitting on them, rumbling trucks painted in bright flower designs, and a bus packed with so many passengers that men were actually hanging off the outside. That was a video clip I sent to my friends, and they sent back emojis of shocked faces.

Today, I see the usual bicycles with riders covering their faces with scarves like bandits to keep out dust, a cart piled high with baskets of nuts pulled by a donkey, and a skinny goat that looks lost.

“Whoa,” I yell as we speed through a roundabout, and I grab the handle as the driver swerves to miss a cyclist. He doesn’t bother to honk, maybe because everyone else on the roads already is. We’re also driving on the line separating lanes on the road instead of between them. When he was here, Baba joked that in Lahore traffic rules are more like “suggestions.”

The way I feel on the roads is how I’ve felt in general since we arrived in this country. In some ways it’s familiar and works like back home. But in other ways it’s totally wild and different. The result is a mix of fun and frustrating. And no matter how much I want to fit in, sometimes I feel like I’m the only one who’s holding on tight for the ride, trying not to fall out, get ripped off, or end up with diarrhea.
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Thaya Jaan gets out of the passenger seat of his parked car as he sees us approaching. Our rickshaw drops us outside the entrance of the Wazir Khan Mosque, in front of a large brown stone gate with arches in it. My uncle’s driver, Nuredin, opens the rear door of the car, and Mama comes out wearing large-framed sunglasses and a thin scarf tied at her chin.

“How was the shopping trip?” Mama asks. As she hugs me, I wonder if I also have purple juice stains like the ones I spot around Mustafa’s mouth and hope she doesn’t notice.

“So cool. Anarkali is awesome.”

“I knew you’d like it. That’s beautiful,” she says, pointing to my new necklace.

Mama’s dressed up for the lunch party at a cousin’s house she’ll go to after we visit the mosque. We agreed earlier that the rest of us could head home with Thaya Jaan instead. There won’t be other kids at the lunch, and Mustafa and I need a break from nonstop parties. For the past three weeks, since we arrived in Lahore, we’ve been rotating through our relatives’ homes for lunch, chai—which basically turns into a second lunch—and dinner.

“You’re not too tired for the tour, are you, geeta?” Thaya Jaan asks me. Hearing the nickname my father gave me years ago sparks a pang of missing him. Although he arrived with us in Pakistan, Baba left last Saturday to return to work back home. The rest of us have another week in Lahore, which seems long and not long enough at the same time.

“I’m okay.” I smile at my uncle, glad to see him out of the house in a freshly pressed shalwar kameez and vest with a topi pressing down his gray hair. He’s as sharply dressed as he was when he visited Wisconsin last year, although he’s thinner now.

Our house felt empty when Thaya Jaan left Greendale after staying with us for three months. I’d walk by the guest room expecting to see him before I remembered he was back on the other side of the world. And I couldn’t believe how hard it was to see him leave, compared to how strange it had been when he first arrived. I’d felt uncomfortable around him, especially while my dad was overly focused on impressing his older brother. But that slowly changed as my uncle and I got to know each other and bonded in a way I hadn’t expected.

After Thaya Jaan got sick earlier this year, my parents decided to keep our promise to visit him and finally make the trip to Pakistan this summer.

“This mosque was built during the time of the emperor Shah Jahan—who also had the Taj Mahal built. It’s unique in how it blends styles from different cultures,” Thaya Jaan shares as we walk through the arch. I follow Zohra’s lead and cover my hair with the scarf hanging around my neck. “The restoration has been going on for more than ten years.”

I hear Mustafa whistle in amazement as he sees the mosque buildings first. I squint into the light, holding back a gasp as I take in the majestic onion-shaped domes and mustard and terra-cotta walls that connect four minarets, each topped with bright tiles. As we walk around, Thaya Jaan points to the designs on the walls and shows us different patterns like flowers and trees, almost like windows in frames. It’s mesmerizing, and not like any mosque I’ve seen before.

I wish I had a wide-angle lens on my phone as I try to frame the mosque with light glinting off the minarets, and take a few videos instead. Zohra snaps photos of me posing in front of the most colorful areas, and then we take a few selfies, like some of the other tourists wandering around. Despite a few crowds and tour groups, there’s a hush in the courtyard, and everyone whispers or speaks softly in this grand space.

“Can you imagine how gorgeous this must have been hundreds of years ago, when it was new?” Mama asks. I try, noticing how the vibrant parts of the buildings that have been restored contrast with the faint lines and weathered walls in other areas. “When I was growing up, we didn’t come here, because the area was so overcrowded with shops that this part of the city was congested and hard to get through,” she adds.

Thaya Jaan shows us the parts of the complex where there was a calligraphers’ market in olden times, and we pause by the huge square wudu fountain in the center of the courtyard. A few men are seated with their sleeves rolled up, washing their arms and feet, and it suddenly occurs to me that the ancient mosque isn’t a museum or monument. It’s being used for prayers while the restoration continues.

My thoughts drift to our mosque back home and how it was shut down for more than six months after someone started a fire that destroyed parts of the interior. The building next door to it, the social hall of our Islamic Center, was trashed and marred with graffiti. Luckily, everyone in the community rushed to donate new furniture and art and worked together to cover up the horrible words that had been sprayed on the walls with fresh coats of light gray paint. But I still see them in my mind whenever I go into the hall, as much as I try not to.

“Your father said they charged the criminals who damaged your mosque,” Thaya Jaan says, which means he’s thinking of the same thing as me. He was visiting when the vandalism took place and was as shaken by it as the rest of us.

“Yes. That chapter can finally close,” Mama says.

My stomach twists as Mama explains that the people who attacked the mosque were a bunch of teenagers, seniors in high school from Sheboygan who were eventually caught, thanks to an anonymous tip.

“They were tried,” Mustafa adds, “and they might serve jail time.”

“Young lives forever scarred by a foolish act.” Thaya Jaan frowns.

“It was more than foolish, Thaya Jaan,” Mustafa counters. “You remember how awful it was. They were charged with a hate crime.”

During the trial, the vandals said they had been drinking and what started out as a stupid prank had gotten out of control. They confessed that negative things people said about Muslims in the news had riled them up and inspired the hateful words they wrote. But they claimed that the fire was an accident that wasn’t supposed to happen.

I heard that one of the boys cried and said he never stopped to think about how he was hurting real people. And when the judge asked him, the boy admitted that he didn’t know any Muslims personally. Their sentences could include community service, counseling, and even jail time.

“People who do terrible things aren’t always evil,” Thaya Jaan says. “Just misguided. May Allah have mercy on them.”

I nod my head. I feel sorry for the boys, but I’m also glad they were caught. For months I imagined whoever had attacked the Islamic Center living among us and was afraid of passing them on the street or at the grocery store. The thought of seeing hate in their eyes terrified me. Mustafa told me I was being paranoid, since they had no idea who I was, and vice versa. But that didn’t stop me from carrying that fear around until they were caught.

I hope they learn how wrong what they did was, and that they don’t actually have to go to jail.

“Who’s doing this restoration?” Mama asks. I’m glad she changed the subject and want to know the answer too.

“A team, including the Agha Khan Foundation and the American government,” Thaya Jaan says. “And there’s talk of making it a World Heritage site.”

My heart swells to hear that people in America consider this place a historic treasure and are helping to fix it—like when so many people back home pitched in to rebuild our mosque. Soojin’s church hosted our carnival and fundraiser. Emily’s dad led the construction with his company. When they finished, he said the new mosque was strong enough to last for centuries. Then he joked that the supply of food in his freezer, gifts from grateful community members who cooked for his family, might last as long.

Thinking of food makes me realize I’m ready for lunch, but we enter the mosque to pray. I admire the intricate tiled ceilings and imagine artisans working together to create them. As we pray, standing in lines on red carpets, I wonder how many people have stood on this very spot, over hundreds of years. It gives me chills. I finish with the wish that nothing bad ever happens to this beautiful space.

Thaya Jann insists that Mama take the car to her cousin’s house, so when we’re done with the tour, the rest of us wait for an Uber.

“You kids in the mood to eat lunch out? Maybe burgers or pizza?” Thaya Jaan asks. It’s like he read my mind again.

“Yes!” Mustafa and I say in unison.

“Abu!” Zohra scolds. “What about your diet?”

“One treat won’t hurt me,” Thaya Jaan insists as he winks at me.

Mustafa gives Thaya Jaan a high five, and we decide on KFC, which is the most popular American restaurant in Lahore. Zohra is outnumbered but doesn’t seem too disappointed.

No matter how delicious it is, I’m tired of eating Pakistani food twice a day and have been craving a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for lunch instead of heavy, spicy meals. I can’t think of anything better than a good old American fried chicken sandwich with some fries right now.

I love it here, but I could use a little taste of home.
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“Why didn’t you throw that before if you had it?” Zohra slaps her card on the table extra hard.

“I was saving it,” I explain.

“But we could have won,” Zohra moans.

I study the cards I have left in my hand, confused. I thought I had finally figured this game out.

“Let’s keep going,” Mustafa says.

“No use. I have these.” Zohra’s older brother, Ahmed, throws down the rest of the winning cards. “You girls are finished.”

“Let’s switch partners,” Zohra suggests. “Siblings against siblings.”

“No fair!” I protest. “You and Ahmed will crush us.”

“It’s okay, Amina,” Mustafa says. “We got this.”

Thaya Jaan’s house has the perfect space for playing rung, or “color,” the card game our cousins taught us. There’s a small area upstairs with four chairs slung low to the floor and a square coffee table. Mustafa and Ahmed switch seats so Mustafa is seated across from me now.

After lunch, Thaya Jaan went to take a nap in his air-conditioned bedroom. It’s blazing hot outside at midday, especially up on the roof where Zohra and I like to hang out late at night. There are a couple of charpoys up there—beds woven out of thick scratchy rope that are like shallow hammocks. We lie on them, stare at the stars, and talk about everything. In those moments, I’m more connected to her than I ever thought was possible.

That changes when she plays cards, though. Suddenly she’s as cutthroat as when she bargains, and I’m a little scared of her.

Zohra deals to me, and I almost jump out of my seat with glee. I’ve got the ace, king, jack, and ten of diamonds! That almost never happens. But I try to play it cool.

“Rung?” she asks me. I’m supposed to say what suit I’m picking to be the trump card before the rest of the cards are dealt.

“Hmmm.” I act casual. “I guess diamonds.”

“Eent,” Mustafa translates for her.

“I know what diamonds are.” Zohra scrunches up her face at him. She deals the rest of the cards, and I get three more diamonds. This is one of the best hands I could possibly have. I take a deep breath and make a bold move, playing the ace of diamonds first.

Mustafa inhales sharply. Zohra cackles, confident I’ve made a mistake. But her smirk slowly changes into a frown as round after round I drop more diamonds and force everyone to play their most valuable cards up front.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Mustafa cautions, wiping sweat off his brow.

“We got this,” I promise, and when Mustafa throws down the card I was hoping for, I know we won by getting all the sets and crushing our opponents in the most humiliating way.

“Wow.” Zohra seems genuinely impressed as Mustafa and I celebrate. “You destroyed us. Don’t worry—we’ll get you back.”

But before we can start another round, Mama calls from downstairs. She’s returned from her lunch party, and it’s time for chai. Thaya Jaan is freshly washed up, and my aunt, who we call Thayee, rolls out the tea trolley.

The teapot is sitting under a thick quilted dome to keep it piping hot. It’s surrounded by bowls of coarse white sugar and lumps of natural brown sugar, and various cookies, fruits, and sweets arranged on plates.

Thayee says the British invented high tea, but Indians and Pakistanis perfected it. That’s because our tea is rich and milky with spices in it, and our sweets are nutty, moist, and decadent.

“I still have those sandwiches sitting in me.” Mustafa shakes his head when Thayee offers him some sliced mango.

“What sandwiches?” Mama asks. “Where did you eat?”

“KFC.”

Mama and Thayee grumble their disapproval, but Mustafa and I grin at each other. Since neither of us drinks tea, Thayee makes us hot chocolate, which I drink to be polite. The milk here tastes different and feels thicker somehow. It’s got a distinct scent, especially when warmed, that the chocolate doesn’t fully mask. I do love the rectangular chocolate sandwich cookies, though, and pile a few on my plate, making a mental note to take a few packages with us when we go home. We won’t be allowed to bring back the food I’ve enjoyed the most, summer-ripe mangos that ooze sweetness. So instead I’m devouring as many as I can and trying to imprint the taste in my memory.
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