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            For my parents, Samia and Mahmud Awad,

            with love and gratitude

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            But when a young lady is to be a heroine, the perverseness of forty surrounding families cannot prevent her. Something must
               and will happen to throw a hero in her way.
            

            —Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey
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            Chapter 1

         
         When I was in kindergarten, my class’s end-of-year presentation was The Nutcracker Suite. Being slightly plump, rosy cheeked, and all golden curls, I’d been chosen by my teacher to play one of the sugarplum fairies—no
            small honor. There were playground fights over the sugarplum fairy roles.
         

         
         My costume was composed of my sports leotard (a vibrant fire-engine red covered in silver tinsel), tights, and a wooden spoon
            wrapped in aluminium foil with a homemade star at the top.
         

         
         I sparkled. People talked about it for days. Admittedly, that was mainly because a boy named Matty had run out mid-performance
            in tears. Still, Mum told me later that a little boy in the audience had pointed me out to his mother during my performance
            and said I was his favorite. Unfortunately, we’d lacked the foresight to take down his contact details, but as it was unlikely
            he was Muslim, that was probably for the best.
         

         
         The memory played on my mind as I sat in front of my latest suitor. His name was, not surprisingly, Mohammed. He wore a sour,
            bored expression and didn’t seem interested in even glancing at me. Not even in a mildly curious How-can-I-look-at-her-without-making-it-obvious-that-I’m-looking-at-her
            sort of way.
         

         
         I couldn’t take my eyes off his hairstyle—gelled-back black hair, like a manga character. I half expected him to leap from his seat and speak out of sync. I actually began hoping he would, to be honest. It would have made for an exciting turn of events. 

         
         I looked over at my mother, who was engaged in conversation with Manga Boy’s mother. Our fathers were also deeply engrossed
            in a discussion punctuated by occasional guffaws. Any moment they could be high-fiving, such was the frivolity.
         

         
         Well. At least they were all having fun.

         
         Manga Boy tilted his head slightly to the side, perching his cheekbone on his index finger. The sourness swelled to Zoolander proportions. Truth was, I was starting to feel a little sorry for him. Clearly, he was here against his will. He didn’t seem
            at all interested in assessing me beyond a cursory glance when I’d entered the room an hour ago.
         

         
         And not because he was the pious, shy type who was lowering his gaze. He was evidently the bored, simpering type who was thinking
            one month’s army training in the bush was preferable to a Saturday night door-knock appeal.
         

         
         In my universe, instead of boyfriends there were only potential husbands.

         
         Wasn’t it every girl’s dream to get proposed to? Well, try being proposed to no less than seventeen times—including twice
            by one particularly overzealous suitor—since the age of eighteen. And they weren’t sweeping, romantic Will-you-marry-me?-written-in-the-sky types of proposals. Like any courtship ritual, door-knock appeals had clear procedures.
         

         
         After the all-important first visit, a suitor would call if he liked me (or his mum told him he liked me), or we wouldn’t hear back at all. It was rather like a first date with no obligation to call again no matter how well you thought it went. 

         
         Out of all the suitors, four or five had never called after our meeting. And I’d been through this enough times to realize
            Manga Boy’s family certainly wasn’t going to call. [Insert confident, woman-of-the-world laugh of indifference.]
         

         
         Still, dud factor notwithstanding, the majority had called. They hadn’t seen enough to be turned off, or they’d seen enough
            to be keenly interested.
         

         
         I was living my very own Victorian-era-style courtship. The only things missing were the fancy costumes and calling cards,
            and we didn’t have a butler or a posh name for our house like Wyndham Cottage. But aside from that, the similarities were
            rather eerie.
         

         
         The minutes ticked by, and I realized I’d been playing a scene from Gladiator in my mind: the one where Maximus takes on the gladiators’ ring by himself, then yells rather dramatically, “Are you not entertained?”
         

         
         I loved that movie. But naturally this wasn’t the best of signs.

         
         I directed my thoughts back to my stint as a sugarplum fairy. I remembered how the tinsel on my leotard had crinkled throughout
            the performance. I’d been so shiny and new. My moment in the spotlight. I’d held so much promise. The future had stretched
            before me in all its glory. And, as it had been kindy, the boys had boy germs and the girls had been all feminine and precious.
            As with warring gangs, the playground had observed strict boundaries: male versus female. West Side Story for tots, minus the tragic ending.
         

         
         Although, I couldn’t say I’d ever forgotten my first crush—also Muslim, also named Mohammed. He’d broken my heart when he wouldn’t share his mortadella sandwich with me. I hadn’t invited him to my birthday party by way of revenge. Seeing as Mum didn’t let me invite any boys, it hadn’t been quite as sweet as I would have liked. 

         
         Point was, there’d been very neat and logical divisions. Nobody had breached those boundaries. The rules had been strictly
            enforced (note earlier observation on respective boy–girl germs). Not at all like this. Giving up a perfectly nice Saturday
            evening to be ignored. I would’ve much preferred to waste a Wednesday night being ignored.
         

         
         But moving on. I noticed that Manga Boy’s hair had flopped a little to the side, and I found myself studying it closely. It
            must have been a science in itself, really. Ensuring the right amount of gel was applied to achieve maximum density. Getting
            the flip just right. Allowing the hair to tumble as opposed to fall over his forehead.
         

         
         I’d never seen it in real life before. The manga look, that is. A feat of engineering.

         
         Oh God, it had come to this. I’d had my share of dud suitors, but I’d never, ever resorted to critiquing a man’s hairstyle
            in such detail. So long as it wasn’t a nod to Flock of Seagulls, the door-knocker’s hair was of little importance. Honestly.
            I didn’t usually pay much attention to that sort of thing. I generally knew what to expect by now, even if Manga Boy did bring
            something new to the whole awkward setup.
         

         
         And, well, it wasn’t as though I was expecting him to be an Arab-warrior type—my preferred choice. I knew a suitor wasn’t
            going to burst into our house astride a magnificent horse, wielding a sword. It would have been totally brilliant if one did,
            though. I’d have definitely considered him.
         

         
         Mum always told me to leave if I wasn’t interested, but I’d never had the courage to do that. Let him leave, thought I. That, and it felt a bit rude. I hated to be rude.
         

         
         But really, door-knock appeals were like paint by numbers with only minor variations on the theme. Like whether the suitor
            was homegrown or FOB (fresh off the boat). There was always an assessor (mum/sister/relative). We always offered snacks and
            beverages. We stopped short of offering in-flight entertainment.
         

         
         At least there were biscuits, so the meetings weren’t total write-offs. And Mum always put out the fancy chocolate ones, not
            the plain shortbread she’d buy for us ordinarily.
         

         
         I rose from my seat without a nod or a smile and disappeared down the hall to my bedroom. Sitting on my bed, I checked my
            phone. No new messages. I considered venting to my cousin Lara. She would understand. Single herself, with no plans to get
            married, she was prepared for the possibility that, unable to outwit fate, she might end up hitched with some obnoxious kids
            (her words) before intended.
         

         
         I began composing a message—anything to delay my return to Mohammed’s hairdo and his engaging company. My life seemed to be
            turning into a really bad episode of The Price Is Right, but instead of a car and home appliances, I was the prize and the contestants were all potential suitors.
         

         
         Lara and I had joked about this before.

         
         I could just imagine my parents standing on a stage, microphones in hand, cracking million-dollar smiles while crazy lights
            flashed around them. And then the voice-over man (one of my uncles) would boom out, “Suitor number 534, come on down!” in Arabic and English. The trademark music would play as the suitor jumped his way down to the stage, everyone cheering and calling out in-jokes, and the voice-over man (well, my uncle) would make me sound like a bargain, which I guessed I shouldn’t sniff at. 

         
         “Samira Abdel-Aziz is twenty-seven years old! She has never been married, graduated with a communications degree, and currently
            works as an editorial assistant at Bridal Bazaar magazine! In her spare time, she likes to read books and watch movies. She is also proficient at burning salads.”
         

         
         Yes, I had a communications degree. It was a continuing source of distress to my relatives that I had “studied” (and some
            of them actually used the air quotes) communications at uni. A series of substandard media jobs had followed. A dreary trajectory
            made worse by the API (Arab Price Index). Case in point: My cousin Zahra had excelled by becoming a lawyer; I was the “dumb”
            one. Her stocks rocketed once she graduated; mine suffered a loss.
         

         
         However, when I’d gotten the assistant’s role at the magazine, I’d enjoyed a minor bump in market value. My newfound success
            had pleased my entire family, mainly because they’d thought it would help when it came to my own big day. Not sure how, really.
            But when the words “Bridal Bazaar magazine” became my get-out-of-jail-free card, I’d learned to invoke it shamelessly as needed.
         

         
         As fortune would have it, just as I came to terms with returning to the sitting room, my mobile phone rang. I’d been intending
            to go right back to being ignored, God’s honest truth. But someone was calling me, and it would be rude not to answer.
         

         
         Zahra. Shit. My aforementioned cousin Zahra lawyer-beat-communications-grad.
         

         
         But . . . what if this was important? The guests would just have to wait.

         
         “Samira.”

         
         “Hi, Zahra.”

         
         “Are you busy?”

         
         “Erm, sort of.”

         
         “Really? It’s just that you’re usually at home on Saturday watching TV or whatever. If you’re busy, I can call back another
            time.”
         

         
         Oh God. She was so good at that. A Jedi master of put-downs. “Wow, black really does slim people down!” was one for the history books. “It’s just that you don’t really have any hobbies, so why would you be busy?” was another fave.
         

         
         My family in Australia was actually quite small by Arab standards, meaning I still had a whole bunch of relatives I’d never
            met who lived in the Arab world (and Chicago). But in Sydney there was just one aunt on Mum’s side and two uncles on Dad’s.
         

         
         Still, my family tree wasn’t so much a tree as a forest, or even a jungle, teeming with weird and wonderful species. And like
            all jungles, there were the predators, the prey, and the pure.
         

         
         My cousin Zahra—twenty-six, lawyer in a top-tier firm, single, and evil—fell squarely within the predator category.

         
         “That’s okay, Zahra,” I said calmly. “What’s the problem?”

         
         “You watch too much TV, Samira.”

         
         “You’re calling to tell me I watch too much TV?”

         
         “No. I’m just saying it now since it came up.”

         
         “I don’t ask you how you spend your time, Zahra.” Besides, so what if my idea of a decent Saturday night was to stay in wearing
            my Betty Boop pj’s, with a packet of fun-size Snickers and a movie? I only needed me for that, and I got along well with me.
         

         
         “That’s because you already know I don’t have time for silly things,” she explained.

         
         “Oh, right. Well, in that case, it’s none of your business,” I said, looking toward the door. Manga Boy was suddenly feeling
            like a more preferable option.
         

         
         “Sorry, I guess some people just can’t handle honesty.”

         
         Another not terribly subtle put-down.

         
         “I can handle honesty, Zahra.” Totally calm. Thinking of meadows and rainbows and chocolate and other lovely things.

         
         “Well, I’m just saying one thing and look at how defensive you’re getting.”

         
         I’d stopped trying to get along with her years ago. By now, I was like Kill Bill’s Uma Thurman to her Lucy Liu, sans funky yellow jumpsuit and assorted weaponry.
         

         
         “Zahra, what do you want?”

         
         “My mum asked me to find out when you can come by to get the olives.”

         
         “What olives?”

         
         Zahra sighed. “Samira,” she sang. “My mum marinated some olives for your mum. You need to pick them up,” she said, enunciating
            every syllable.
         

         
         “I am not an idiot,” I enunciated back.

         
         “Look, just come by whenever. Later.”

         
         I hung up, thankful she’d spared me the career speech: the one where she’d point out how “lucky” I was because I “don’t have
            a proper career to worry about.”
         

         
         Oh, and how I just wasn’t “motivated like that.”

         
         Agitated, I put down my phone and finally went back out to the guests, a sacrificial air about me. As I sat down in the sitting
            room, I glanced over at Manga Boy and noted his look of desperation, his eyes pleading with his mother to end the torture.
         

         
         It was actually kind of amusing. Although, it occurred to me that I should have been insulted. Here we’d put out the nice
            Cadbury biscuits, and all evening I’d been dutiful and obliging and everything. Yet all Manga Boy could do was sit there and
            pout.
         

         
         Some people are simply ungrateful.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The following Monday afternoon, I was in the middle of drafting an email to Lara when Marcus began hovering. Marcus was head
            designer at the magazine and, despite being extremely annoying, was rather clever at his job. He’d won a bunch of awards last
            year.
         

         
         The staff were planning afternoon drinks. They would usually go out for drinks on Fridays, but the sales team had exceeded
            budget, so they were in celebration mode. Or, as Cate explained, “Any excuse for a piss up.”
         

         
         Respect for me among members of the sales team had increased greatly the moment they found out I didn’t drink my weight in
            liquor. Somehow it meant more for them. They had been, however, somewhat perturbed to discover that I didn’t drink at all,
            and at the first work function I attended, a small semicircle of watchers had gathered around me. Our finance manager, Tim,
            had raised an eyebrow and said, “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever known a Muslim.”
         

         
         That sort of comment would have normally pissed me off, because it wasn’t as though we were a bloody species one had to familiarize oneself with. Like a David Attenborough doco, but instead of animals and plants, there’d be a man geared up in a safari suit on the lookout for Muslims. “By golly! There’s another one. This one’s white!” Then he’d approach ever so slowly and continue to narrate in soothing tones: “Here we have a bona fide Muslim who doesn’t drink! We shan’t get too close yet, though, as we’re not sure if it’s easily provoked!” 

         
         But Tim was nice enough, so I kept my thoughts to myself.

         
         While everyone at work understood why I never attended drinks, Marcus would still come by every week to try to shame me into
            going with them.
         

         
         “How about no?” I said, still typing. I actually had a ton of work to do and I’d spent the last hour looking at bags online.
            I wouldn’t ordinarily do that, but I was still feeling a little disillusioned after Manga Boy’s visit. Only two things gave
            me comfort in times of distress: prayer (which I attempted to do five times a day) and shopping (which, rather unoriginally,
            I wished I could do five times a day). Both were capable of inspiring the same warm, fuzzy feelings of comfort and joy within
            me.
         

         
         Marcus laughed. Oh God, the hyena laugh.

         
         Cate groaned. “Marcus, shut up! Is he hassling you again, Samira? She doesn’t friggin’ drink!”

         
         “She can have orange juice!” Marcus said with a smirk.

         
         This was his cause; getting me to Friday drinks sat just below anti-whaling but beat out obtaining subsidized vending machines
            for the office kitchen. We were all behind him on that one, though.
         

         
         “I don’t go into pubs, Marcus,” I said in my maternal voice—the one I reserved for my nieces. I’d only told him this several
            hundred times before.
         

         
         Marcus pouted in response, much like my nieces when I refused them a second helping of chocolate. “I can’t believe you won’t
            even have an OJ with us,” he said.
         

         
         “Get used to disappointment,” I replied distractedly, finally sending off my email. I’d stolen that line from The Princess Bride, my absolute all-time favorite comfort-food movie.
         

         
         I looked up from my screen and waited for one of Marcus’s stunning one-liners. He always had them ready for swift deployment.
            Cate suspected that he had a list of them written down, catalogued for different occasions, like Mr. Collins in Pride and Prejudice (Cate’s ultimate comfort-food movie).
         

         
         “Marcus, did you reflow that feature layout yet?” said Cate, coming to my rescue.

         
         “The system crashed and I had to start again from scratch,” he said, still leaning against my cubicle.

         
         “What was the problem?”

         
         “A bug,” said Marcus. “But nothing I couldn’t fix with a crucifix and some holy water.”

         
         The hyena laugh again.

         
         He looked at me, and I nodded and smiled. Yes, just nod and smile. It was only Monday.
         

         
         When Marcus finally turned away, I put my head in my hands and massaged my temples. I truly believed in God’s mercy, and right
            then I prayed wholeheartedly for it to be showered down upon me.
         

         
         I was the first to admit that Bridal Bazaar magazine was a vast improvement on my previous place of employment—an accounting firm called Pachowski and Pachowski, where
            I’d been secretary to three chain-smoking men with potty mouths, including a recently arrived Indian Hindu who had wished
            he could “propose me.” And in actuality, there was only one Pachowski. When I’d asked the boss why there were two in the name,
            he’d said in his strong Eastern European accent, “Looks better. When can you start?”
         

         
         Vast, vast improvement.

         
         At least the magazine was one of those trendy workplaces where everyone called each other by cool nicknames, and at regular
            intervals a game of cricket or a round of Hula-Hooping would begin. So far, Cate was reigning champion in the latter.
         

         
         There was Timbo (Tim), Bazza (Barry), and Mickey (Michael) and Ollie (Oliver) and Shazza (Sharon). You get the idea. Incidentally,
            my “nickname” was Mira. Samira became Mira, which was preferable to Sammy, or Sazza, now that I thought about it.
         

         
         We even found the time to circulate emails that contained links to immensely profound and revealing tests like “Which Care
            Bear Are You?” In the interest of full disclosure, I was Tenderheart Bear, which meant I was a keeper of the peace, a thinker,
            I was organized, and people listened to me. I didn’t say it was necessarily accurate.
         

         
         “I really like your headscarf today, Samira,” Marcus said, turning back to face me. He leaned his forearms against my cubicle
            wall again, evidently settling in for the morning.
         

         
         “Thanks, Marcus.” I typed away at an email, this one work related.

         
         “You’re all matching.”

         
         “Yes.” I continued typing. Marcus didn’t move.

         
         “Is it hard to find headscarves to match your clothes?” he said a few seconds later.

         
         “Not really. You just look for variety.” I looked up and gave him the smile I’d give to the Mormon boys who stood on the street
            corner near my building and yelled, “Assalamu alaykum!” to me as I walked past. Cheeky buggers.
         

         
         “Samina! Coffee, please,” demanded Jeff, the publisher, as he walked past my desk.

         
         Despite the fact that I was his editorial assistant, a year later he still didn’t have my name right.

         
         I smiled at Marcus apologetically and pushed myself away from the desk. Marcus walked off as I went in the direction of the
            kitchen.
         

         
         Despite a reasonable amount of office space, there was a shortage of meeting rooms and the kitchen was tiny. Which was a pity,
            as it could have doubled as a meeting room. The kitchen was, however, a substantial improvement from the insect-ridden one
            at Pachowski and Pachowski. At least here we had utilities and appliances, and occupational health and safety rules.
         

         
         There was a small microwave, which no one but me ever bothered to clean. We also had a toaster, a hot water tank beside the
            sink, and a fridge that had seen better days. Rounding out the benefits were unlimited supplies of instant coffee, tea, Milo,
            five different varieties of milk, sugar, and stirrers. Which naturally made the workday all the more tolerable. I wasn’t sure
            I’d be able to face it without stirrers.
         

         
         And we had never, I repeat never, misused the significant stirrers supply to build a castle. Nor had it gotten knocked down by a random cricket ball while
            Marcus yelled, “Incoming!”
         

         
         Just as I was finishing Jeff’s coffee, he boomed out from across the hall. “Samina! Where’s my bloody coffee?”

         
         I jumped, spilling the contents of the mug all over the kitchen counter.

         
         Bugger. I cleaned up the mess as quickly as possible before pouring a fresh cup. It was the instant kind, so it wasn’t really coffee,
            but Jeff seemed to like it. He’d told me once that it helped to calm his nerves. I wasn’t exactly in a rage to find out what
            he would be like without his fix.
         

         
         Cate flew into the kitchen just as I was leaving it, giving me a shock and causing me to spill the second cup of coffee. This time I was the lucky recipient of the contents. 

         
         “I’m so sorry!” Cate said, her eyes wide. She grabbed the roll of paper towels and ripped some off. “Does it burn?”

         
         “No, it’s okay.” I put the mug down on the counter. “Just feels hot and soggy.” I inspected the damage. “I’m wearing black
            at least.”
         

         
         Cate turned on the tap and wet a paper towel, then began fussing over me to sponge off the damp spots.

         
         “I’m going to smell like instant coffee now,” I whimpered.

         
         “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry,” Cate said again.

         
         “Don’t worry. But I can tell it’s going to be one of those weeks.” I sighed.

         
         “Well, that’s why I came in. I forgot to tell you that Jeff wants you to attend the bridal convention with me.”

         
         I was about to reply when Marcus walked by and then circled back to the kitchen door. He assessed us for a moment, Cate still
            mid-clean. He smiled, then winked, cocking a finger in our direction before taking off.
         

         
         Cate shook her head sadly once he was gone. “Such a shame. He’s so pretty,” she said, tossing away the damp paper towels.
         

         
         “Too much information, Cate,” I said, washing Jeff’s mug so that I could make him a third cup of instant’s finest.

         
         “I’m just saying the man is good-looking.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” I said, scooping in some coffee. I supposed Marcus wasn’t bad looking, although I couldn’t be sure because I tried
            never to look directly at him. That, I surmised, would have the effect of drawing him in, the way an unsuspecting tourist
            might provoke a dangerous animal while on safari in Africa.
         

         
         “Anyways,” she said more brightly. “The convention. Freebies galore, baby!”

         
         “Great,” I replied with a tragic sigh. “That’s just what I need right now.” More samples of crap I was unlikely to get any use out of. But perhaps there’d be chocolate and cake pops, I realized hopefully. 

         
         “You can write something up,” said Cate, completely oblivious to my sarcasm. She grabbed the mug off me and poured in some
            hot water.
         

         
         “Sure,” I said as I grabbed a stirrer. “Tell me, is this convention by any chance run by Arabs?”

         
         Cate laughed. “No. But it’ll be a nice change from the office. And from making coffees,” she assured me, handing back the
            mug.
         

         
         “I suppose so.”

         
         “What’s with all the sweets?” She pointed at the tray of baklawa I’d brought in that morning. Manga Boy’s family had given
            it to us, but because we weren’t likely to finish it all at home, Mum had told me to bring the surplus in to work. This was
            always a good idea, since just about the only thing Bridal Bazaar staff were united in—besides discontent—was food. Group emails were ignored unless they contained an internet quiz or an
            alert for cake when someone was celebrating a birthday or leaving.
         

         
         “A door-knocker brought them,” I said as Cate dug into a piece of baklawa and commended Manga Boy’s generosity.

         
         “Another dud?” she said with a sympathetic smile. “What number are we up to? Twenty?”

         
         Twenty-three, actually, but I didn’t correct her.

         
         Cate knew all about the duds, and to her credit, she was generally an attentive listener, as I was to her when she’d had the
            date from hell and was trying to cleanse herself of the memory.
         

         
         “So, what happened?” inquired Cate.

         
         “He looked like a manga character.”

         
         We were both quiet for a moment. I was cradling Jeff’s mug, and Cate was looking as though she was trying to figure out a
            complex equation.
         

         
         “Huh,” said Cate eventually, nodding slowly. “A manga character. Did he sound like one too?”

         
         “I don’t know. He didn’t say a word to me.”

         
         “Ouch. Well, obviously there’s something wrong with him. You’re gorgeous. Those blue eyes of yours? What isn’t there to like?”
         

         
         “You have to say things like that because you’re my friend.”

         
         “Oh, come on, Samira. You just said he looked like a manga character. There could be trauma there. God knows what’s going
            through that boy’s gelled head,” she said, and I bowed to her knowledge.
         

         
          

         That afternoon, after what was perhaps an ill-advised double-shot coffee break, I logged on to Facebook. I was planning to
            do some intense work, of course, but I just needed to get settled in for the afternoon. I didn’t do this every day. Just some
            days, and everyone did it on occasion. It was practically an unwritten rule that we’d spend an hour or so at work doing other
            things. In fact, I was pretty sure I’d read something about that somewhere.
         

         
         Within a few moments a chat window popped up on my screen. I looked around to check no one was about, feeling a bit like a
            renegade. Not surprisingly, it was Hakeem, a childhood friend with whom I had almost daily contact.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hakeem: “The most perfidious way of harming a cause consists of defending it deliberately with faulty arguments.”

                  Hakeem: ?

                  Samira: Brad Pitt?

                  Hakeem: Lovely, Samira. It’s good to see you’re not expanding your mind with trash.

                  Samira: That stings. Brad does a lot of good for humanity. He’s adopted, like, a hundred kids, and he builds houses and stuff.

                  Hakeem: I’ll get you a book that requires thinking.

                  Samira: No need. I just picked up some Mills & Boon hot-doctors-in-the-desert romances. I’m all set.

                  Hakeem: Right. Hours of introspection to follow, no doubt.

                  Samira: There are so many levels to them.

                  Hakeem: I saw your parents the other night at Westfield. They were arguing over a book.

                  Samira: Perfect. No doubt they drew a crowd.

                  Hakeem: Your mother was saying your father didn’t need an encyclopedia on botany. It was actually quite funny. Have you ever
                     noticed how your parents fight but don’t really fight?
                  

               

            

         
         Yes. The smallest things could set them off. A casual observation, a simple statement about the weather. It was unbelievably
            embarrassing when it happened in public, especially in shopping centers, because people around us would start staring. And
            God knew what they thought, what with the headscarves and Dad exclaiming, “Don’t abbrehensive me!”
         

         
         Dad had yet to master the letter p, because it doesn’t exist in the Arabic alphabet, nor did he have a handle on verbs—no matter how many times I’ve told him “apprehensive” isn’t a verb, he’d still say, “Don’t abbrehensive me,” whenever he got upset. 

         
         
            
               
                  Samira: I’m sorry you had to witness that.

                  Hakeem: They made up, don’t worry.

                  Samira: Gawd. That doesn’t make it better!

                  Hakeem: Now, don’t be like that. That’s marriage. Understanding, compromise.

                  Samira: I’ll have to get back to you on that one. I’m having enough trouble with the pre-marriage part. But for the record,
                     I’ve no doubt I’ll be a perfectly lovely, compromising wife if I ever get married.
                  

                  Hakeem: Indeed. You think you have it hard, but did you ever think about what the poor guy is going through when he comes
                     for a visit?
                  

                  Samira: I’ll have you know that I am the very essence of hospitality. The very essence.

                  Hakeem: I don’t doubt it. But are you just ignoring what I’m saying?

                  Samira: Of course not. I’m copying all of this down as you type.

                  Hakeem: I hope you’re not like this when guys come to visit.

                  Samira: Bad?

                  Hakeem: Allahu akbar.

                  Samira: Just saying. So anyway, you still looking at the moment?

                  Hakeem: Not really.

                  Samira: You should get a move on.

                  Hakeem: True. I do have four positions to fill.

                  Samira: Ah, those polygamy jokes never get old.

                  Hakeem: Shouldn’t you be at work?

                  Samira: I am at work.

                  Hakeem: And Facebook falls into your job description how exactly?

                  Samira: Is that a trick question?

                  Hakeem: It’s Friedrich Nietzsche, by the way. The quote.

                  Samira: Oh yeah. Didn’t he invent the light bulb or something?

                  Hakeem: I’m confiscating your magazines.

               

            

         
         I knew who Nietzsche was, of course (even if I hadn’t known he’d said that quote). Obviously, being a humanities grad, I was
            a voracious reader. But I tended to filter out things that weren’t relevant to my life. Working at Bridal Bazaar didn’t require Nietzsche. It required shoes and dresses—even if they were all white—and that was something I could always
            relate to, no matter what else was happening in my life.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Samira: Is it from The Gay Science?
                  

                  Hakeem: I’m impressed.

               

            

         
         (Lucky guess.)

         
         
            
               
                  Samira: You really do read a lot for a scientist. Ordinarily scientists lack imagination.

                  Hakeem: I’m an engineer.

                  Samira: What’s your point?

                  Hakeem: You don’t remember what I do, do you?

                  Samira: Not true! You’re an engineer. Taking creativity to new levels.

               

            

         
         Educated Arab men were almost always either engineers or IT specialists. Medicine was also a valued profession. Law was yet to make a solid impression. I’d no idea why, though I suspected it was because Arabs once ruled the world of science and invented mathematical equations. 

         
         
            
               
                  Hakeem: OK. What kind of engineer am I?

                  Samira: You told me once but you know, halfway, zzzzzzzz.

                  Hakeem: I don’t think your work stimulates you enough. Find something that challenges you more.

                  Samira: Just last week there was a breaking story on warring models at an expo!

                  Hakeem: Really?

                  Samira: No. But it could happen.

                  Hakeem: No doubt Zahra will be tapping into your knowledge of weddings soon.

                  Samira: Why’s that?

                  Hakeem: Because she’s getting engaged.

                  Samira: Are you joking?

                  Hakeem: You didn’t know?

               

            

         
         No, I didn’t bloody know. I’d just spoken to her on Saturday and she hadn’t mentioned a thing. I would’ve remembered a detail
            like that.
         

         
         My heart plummeted into my stomach. I mean, really? Zahra getting engaged? Evil cousin, successful-lawyer-with-career, has-everything-but-it’s-never-enough
            Zahra was getting engaged? Zahra, who used to mock anyone who expressed a desire to get married?
         

         
         I was rather surprised I was finding out this way, despite knowing full well I was the last person Zahra would talk to about a guy. 

         
         
            
               
                  Samira: I didn’t know.

                  Hakeem: OK, well, it’s this weekend, inshallah.

               

            

         
         My face grew warm. Then I felt shaky inside, and I remembered why I avoided double-shot coffees. There’d been an incident
            once involving some slight hand tremors. And, well, me actually yelling at Marcus. (I still felt rather awful about that.)
            Although, in my defense, Cate had said that my outburst against Marcus was in response to a silly question about the length
            of a Muslim man’s beard, which followed a query about the Islamic version of Catholic confession (there isn’t one).
         

         
         
            
               
                  Samira: I have to go.

               

            

         
         I didn’t even wait for Hakeem to reply before I logged off and messaged Lara.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         A couple of hours and multiple work distractions later, Jeff appeared at my desk.

         
         “Ethnic weddings.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “We want to do a story on ethnic weddings. Diversity’s all the rage,” he said, like he’d just discovered an elixir for eternal
            youth. “I’m telling you because I want you to work on this story. Yeah? It will be a writing opportunity for you, Samina.
            You’ll have insight Cate doesn’t.” He indicated my headscarf. “Any relatives of yours getting married?”
         

         
         He waited.

         
         I was about to say no when I realized that I apparently did have a relative (evilness notwithstanding) getting married. Zahra was getting engaged, which would eventually lead to marriage
            and naturally a wedding of some sort.
         

         
         I wasn’t about to mention this to Jeff, though, otherwise I’d end up having to cover evil Zahra’s wedding. Wouldn’t that just
            have been the icing on the wedding cake?
         

         
         “Don’t forget to send out a reminder about the team-building exercise,” continued Jeff, not even waiting for an answer to his previous question. “Did you check the advertisements for the cadetships? I may make changes to the photographer ad—they keep bloody getting it wrong. Get me some coffee, please. Now, please.” 

         
         Jeff walked off and my mind went into Oh-crap mode. I’d forgotten all about the team-building exercise. I had no desire to bond with anyone, let alone my coworkers, and
            I’d been dreading it ever since it was first proposed a couple of months ago—hence my lack of organization. It was scheduled
            for this Friday and was meant to be a Bridge Climb, but I hadn’t confirmed the booking. I doubted I’d be able to secure enough
            spots at such short notice.
         

         
         I was used to being kicked when I was down. In my family it was survival of the fittest, none of this “We’re a team” business.
            If we did that exercise where you fall back onto a crowd of people standing behind you, we’d all go splat. This would be followed
            by a lecture on why we went splat, and by the end we’d be acknowledging that it was indeed our own fault for going splat.
            (Arab Guilt in all its glory.)
         

         
         Images of me tripping and dangling off Harbour Bridge attached to Marcus also haunted me. I’d be on the evening news, and
            everyone would talk about me being seen with a boy. My reputation would be in tatters. I’d never be able to show my face in
            polite society again, even though I wasn’t exactly sure who constituted polite society. I was fearful of being shunned from
            it all the same.
         

         
          

         Half an hour later, Lara finally appeared online.

         
         
            
               
                  Lara: Baby face!

                  Samira: Lara! Where the hell have you been?

                  Lara: Ah, ghastly work! It’s killing me.

                  Samira: Working overtime?

                  Lara: Yesssssssss. And the commute is KILLING ME.

                  Samira: You only live half an hour away from work.

                  Lara: I don’t have a caaaaaaaar.

                  Samira: I’ve seen you behind the wheel. Let’s be grateful.

                  Lara: Why did I think I could be a nurse? Today a patient vomited on me.

                  Samira: Only six more months of your placement. And TMI. I have news. Bet you can’t guess.

                  Lara: Who’s getting married?

                  Samira: Zahra.

                  Lara: Noooooooooooooooooooooooo!!!!!!! I don’t believe it!

               

            

         
         I looked up nervously and saw Jeff hovering nearby. I alerted Lara and jumped up to go and call her on her mobile before Jeff
            could bark another order at me. Or catch me on Facebook. Either-or, really.
         

         
         “What poor victim has she convinced to marry her?” shrieked Lara when she answered my call.

         
         “Come on, you know that Zahra is only selectively evil. She’s actually nice to people who don’t give a crap about her.”

         
         “True. I give it a month. Seriously, who is the poor sod?”
         

         
         “I don’t know anything yet.” I’d know more soon enough, though, because information spread through the family network as smoothly
            and efficiently as machine parts on a factory assembly line. The key was to make sure you didn’t look like you wanted to know
            the information. Make it seem like the info was but a minor piece of news and you would be showered with juicy tidbits. Otherwise,
            Mum would purse her lips and change the subject to tomorrow night’s dinner. By that point the cause was lost and retreat was
            your only option.
         

         
         “I want details!” Lara demanded.

         
         “I promise I’ll tell you as soon as I know.”

         
         “When’s the engagement?”

         
         “This weekend.”

         
         “Bloody hell! That’s a bit unexpected!” gasped Lara.

         
         “I know. She called me on Saturday and didn’t mention a thing.”

         
         “Samira, I know you, and I know what’s going through your head. Do not be upset by this. She is evil, and in no way is this
            a reflection of her value.”
         

         
         Lara was a good person, really, but she actively disliked Zahra. Any mention of her was like pressing a bruise. And in any
            case, she was completely right. Zahra’s engagement wasn’t an indication of her worth. So she had found someone. Except I did
            wonder what sort of person she’d be getting engaged to. She really was a difficult person. “Smug” was the word, actually.
            That and she used to mock me for entertaining suitors, like she was allergic to marriage.
         

         
         “Well, anyway, I think I need to get my life in order,” I said as I crouched in the stairwell.

         
         “Honey, you’ll be fine so long as you remember that all boys suck.”

         
         The biggest way they sucked, Lara once told me, was in the control they had over our emotions, a power the really sneaky ones
            were completely aware of. She likened them to bulls in a china shop. “The more they realize they’re screwing things up, the
            more they panic and buck about, which of course does even more damage, which then messes with our heads,” she’d said.
         

         
         “I think I might lose it if one more dud comes through our door,” I grumbled. “Is it too much to ask for someone without an
            obvious complex?”
         

         
         “Um, yes! We are Arab, Samira. What did you expect? This is why I don’t do the door-knock thing.”
         

         
         “I know,” I said with a dejected sigh. “I guess it’s just been a bit of an ordinary year so far.”

         
         “Have you been watching soppy romantic comedies?”

         
         “No! It just hasn’t been going very well.”

         
         “Remember to always be grateful anyway,” advised Lara in a moment of seriousness. “Things could always be worse. You could
            be Zahra, for example.”
         

         
         A very brief moment of seriousness.

         
         Still, she had a point. I should have been thankful that I wasn’t jobless or stuck in an unhappy marriage.

         
         “Anyway,” Lara continued. “Just start getting more selective about who you allow into your house. You’re going to have to
            revise the screening process, methinks.”
         

         
         “I think I have to stop doing them,” I said, realizing I was more than happy to call a moratorium on the whole door-knock-appeal
            process altogether.
         

         
         “Do it. Seriously. The further you are away from all that negative stuff, like the conveyor belt of loser suitors, the better
            you’ll feel.”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Look, I have to get going. Do you have enough ice cream at home to last you?”

         
         I thought for a moment. “I don’t know actually.”

         
         Lara and I had a rule that we weren’t allowed to overindulge in self-pity. But we were allowed to eat tubs of ice cream because
            that was what girls always did on those American TV shows whenever they were down. We weren’t sure why. But personally, I
            couldn’t see any downside to a plan that involved sugar.
         

         
         “Look, what lies within us is nothing in comparison to what we’ve done and what we’ll do,” offered Lara profoundly, trying to quote a bookmark I’d once given her. 

         
         “Don’t you mean ‘What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us’?” I said. Attributed
            to Emerson, but almost definitely not him.
         

         
         “Same diff. Look, will you just do as I say? Otherwise, you’ll end up considering another loser like The Boy. Oh Lord, babes,
            I have to go,” whispered Lara. “I promise we’ll chat soon, yeah?”
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Bye, sweetie. Mwah!”

         
         The Boy. He was a bad memory. Lara and I never used his real name in conversation: he was always referred to as The Boy, The
            Loser, or He Who Shall Not Be Named. Only Lara knew about him, and she cyber-pinkie swore she wouldn’t breathe a syllable
            about it to anyone. Not that she needed to: she was a bit excitable (in an endearing way, of course, which she put down to
            being three-quarters Arab and one-quarter Libyan), but she would lie down in traffic for me.
         

         
         Literally. She’d done it once when we were younger. I was nine and she was ten. She’d only gotten up when we’d heard her mum’s
            shrill voice crying, “Allahu akbar! Lara!” Admittedly she’d done it on our quiet street, and there’d been no cars, but it
            was the thought that counted.
         

         
         Anyway, Muslim or not, sometimes we had choices outside of the traditional Price Is Right format. And Lara and I had had our share of dud prospects come our way by these other means—especially Lara. We’d never done anything inappropriate, of course. We just never explicitly told our parents about them because that would involve explanation and possibly having to manipulate the truth, which I avoided because I didn’t like lying and wasn’t very good at it.
         

         
         I often wondered about Lara, though. The most she’d ever admitted to were some “cheeky” kisses (“pashing, not petting”), but
            that could have meant a whole heap of things. I didn’t judge, but I was curious.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         All right, I can do this. It’s easy. I’m not afraid of heights. Or plummeting spectacularly to my death.

         
         Actually, I was afraid of heights. I obviously hadn’t thought this through properly before booking. As I’d anticipated, we’d
            lost our booking for the Bridge Climb since I’d forgotten to confirm it in time. So that was how I ended up standing on a
            platform at one end of a flying fox rigid with fear and questioning the value of my own existence.
         

         
         Okay, so I’d dropped the ball. But I’d been understandably distracted. And the most recent distraction still loomed: Zahra’s
            engagement. Most of me didn’t care an ounce that she was getting engaged. But part of me was, well, something. I had no idea what. Maybe it was as Lara had diagnosed. I couldn’t understand why so many great things seemed to happen
            for Zahra when she was such a horrible person. Either way, the feeling was on a par with ripping open a wound and pouring
            a box of Saxa salt on it.
         

         
         On Monday afternoon, as I’d frantically searched online for team-building exercises that would cater to us at such short notice,
            Zahra had called me up just as I was on the verge of wanting to hurt myself.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” she inquired, a little taken aback at the panic in my tone.

         
         “I am in so much trouble right now,” I whispered, although
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