
[image: Maya’s Laws of Love, by Alina Khawaja. Her happy ever after is about to be taken off course. ‘Charming, funny, and unique’ Abby Jimenez, author of Yours Truly.]



Praise for Maya’s Laws of Love


‘I absolutely loved it! Alina Khawaja is such a talented writer and the story had me hooked from page one. It’s funny, clever and full of relatable characters I’m still thinking about. I’m officially a fan and can’t wait for the next one from Alina’ Lucy Vine, author of Seven Exes

‘A charming, funny, and unique twist on challenging the laws and traditions that shape us’ Abby Jimenez, New York Times bestselling author of Yours Truly

‘Just as sweet as the romance that blossoms between Maya and Sarfaraz is the satisfaction of watching Maya learn to prioritize her own desires. Figuring out what she really wants in life is tricky enough; throw in familial expectations, a possible curse, and the right man at the wrong time, and you’ve got a delicious recipe for an engaging, relatable, and rewarding read’ Sarah Hogle, author of You Deserve Each Other

‘Fans of the romantic slow burn will fall for Maya’s Laws of Love. The international setting provides the perfect backdrop for an emotional plot worthy of a K-drama, and readers will cheer Maya on through her many adventures (and misadventures!)’ Lily Chu, author of The Comeback

‘Maya’s Laws of Love is the perfect enemies-to-lovers read, with a dreamy cinnamon roll hero at the center. Loved this!’ Erin La Rosa, author of Plot Twist

‘Maya’s Laws of Love is a whirlwind debut you won’t want to miss. Khawaja marvellously crafts a hilarious, sweet romance with nuanced, fleshed-out characters and excellent tension. A true joy, this is the type of comfort book you read again and again’ Aamna Qureshi, award-winning author of The Lady or the Lion

‘Khawaja understands yearning well as this couple navigates attraction and tension through their delightful journey. Her story reminds us that we must get out of our own way to make our own luck’ Charish Reid, author of Mickey Chambers Shakes It Up

‘Laugh-out-loud hilarious and gorgeously heartfelt, Khawaja’s cinematic writing will sweep you away and have you falling head over heels in this story about finding joy as you find your truest self. Whether or not you believe in curses at the beginning of the book, like Maya does, you’ll most certainly believe in love by the end of it’ Ann Liang, author of If You Could See the Sun

‘A captivating tale of a young woman’s exploration of love, self-discovery, and a transformative romantic journey in this enchanting novel with so many heartwarming moments, it feels like I drank a warm cup of tea on a cool autumn day’ Zoulfa Katouh, award-winning author of As Long as the Lemon Trees Grow

‘Maya’s Laws of Love was a delight! Packed with charming banter and unexpected adventures, this page-turner is full of twists and turns and sizzling chemistry. Maya and Sarfaraz may have started on the wrong foot, but they quickly learn to rely on each other as they travel from Canada to Switzerland, and finally to Pakistan together. But what really shines in this book is Maya’s growth from a people pleaser who follows her family’s wishes, to finally following her heart and going after what she wants. A wonderful debut!’ Farah Heron, author of Accidentally Engaged
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To my parents, for always supporting my dreams, and for never telling me to stop buying books, even when I had to resort to stacking them on top of each other on my shelves.




Dearest reader,

This book is for the women who don’t have it all figured out.

Specifically, for the brown Muslim women. For the women who don’t feel like adults. Who go straight from their parents’ house to their husband’s house. Who find it hard to make friends in adulthood. Who long for companionship but are worried it won’t happen for them. Who had to grow up too soon. Who don’t have a sense of their own identity.

But it’s also for the brown Muslim women who love shalwar kameez. Whose hearts come alive watching Pakistani dramas, and who long for their rom-com moment. Women who whisper prayers in their daily life and think in more than one language. Women who deserve their big, grand love stories without having to compromise who they are.

Maya’s Laws of Love came from a lot of different places, but mostly it arose out of my desire to see more faces like mine in books. To show Pakistani Muslim women that they’re worthy of whirlwind, heart-fluttering romances just as much as anyone else. With that being said, please keep in mind that this is just one experience. There are 1.9 billion Muslims in the world, all from different countries and cultures; it’d be wild to expect this book—or any book, for that matter—to completely encompass the experience of every Muslim. I know the phrase “my Muslim experience” may seem like a bandage that people slap on to cover any imperfections in their portrayals of Muslim characters, but that’s just it: there will always be imperfections. The Perfect Muslim doesn’t exist. Our backgrounds (given that Islam is a religion and cannot be associated with specific races or cultures) inform so much about how we practice. My experience will be different from yours, and it will be different from the next book you pick up, and the next book, and the next. We are all trying the best we can, and everything else is between a person and Allah (SWT).

That being said, this book is about life, love, pain and the happiness that comes from being our truest selves.

So, grab your ticket, your suitcase and your mind, and prepare to lose them all on Maya’s journey to finding her truest self.

And never forget: no matter what, you deserve the world.

All my love,

Alina




1 Maya’s Law #1: Anything that can go wrong will go wrong.

“Dr. Khan, you know how desi families are when it comes to weddings.” I lift my head from the back of the loveseat I’m lounging on. “Everything is an emergency. I feel like I spent all my breaks during the school year planning for this wedding. Once this whole fanfare is over, I’ll be able to focus on me for a change.”

My therapist’s office is very Zen, which I suppose all therapist’s offices should be. Three pale blue walls, with the last wall behind her desk being white. The desk, which she rarely sits behind during sessions, is long and gray. There’s some clutter: stray pens, a file stuffed with papers, a coffee cup that’s half-empty and looks like it’s been sitting there for a while. Hanging on the white wall are three white canvases with gorgeous Arabic calligraphy in shades of cerulean and gold. The only thing that seems out of place is the bright orange loveseat; it’s such a strange color for an office scheme, but according to my therapist, Dr. Zaara Khan, it was a gift from her uncle who leases the place, so she couldn’t refuse it. I hated the color when I first started coming here, but it’s grown on me so much I would defend it to anyone.

“Well, you know how much I love it when you take ‘me time,’ ” Dr. Khan says. She pushes her dark brown hair over her shoulder, and the fading sunlight streaming in through the window gives it a golden glow. “You need to be more aggressive about it.”

“Dr. Khan, I’m the daughter of a Pakistani,” I say, disbelief underlining my words. “I was raised to be a people pleaser.”

Dr. Khan winces, but she can’t contradict me. Her understanding of how Pakistani Muslim families work is exactly why I picked her over the other therapists my family doctor recommended. Dr. Khan knows what our culture is like, so she knows not to recommend certain things, and she also knows how to navigate situations when I barge into her office frantic about whatever my mom did this week to push my buttons. She straightens up. “And how are you feeling about the wedding?”

I bite my lip. “I’m excited.”

She flashes me a look of disapproval. “Maya, every time I ask you how you feel about your wedding—or about the details of your relationship—you brush it off.” She taps her pen against her notebook. “Now, as your therapist, I can’t push you to talk about it before you’re ready to, but we’ve been seeing each other for three months now and nothing.”

“That’s because there’s nothing really to tell,” I insist. I sit up straighter in my seat. “Imtiaz and I met at university. We were in the same sociology class because we both needed a social science credit, and we were friendly to each other for the whole semester. But we weren’t great friends or anything; we sat next to each other and occasionally texted to ask for notes. He went on to med school, I went to teacher’s college, and then two years later when I wanted to teach abroad in South Korea, Ammi wouldn’t let me unless I got engaged first. And by a wild coincidence, Imtiaz was the first suitor my mom found. We remembered each other from school, and we remembered getting along well enough, so we went for it. It’s not exactly a fairy-tale romance, but it’s good enough for me.”

“And why isn’t it a fairy-tale romance?” Dr. Khan wonders, setting her chin on top of her fist. “By your own admission, you and Imtiaz met at a time in your lives when you were trying to figure out who you were as people and then went in two different directions, and then he ends up being the first rishta your mom finds for you.” She tilts her head. “Doesn’t that sound like fate to you?”

I squirm in place. “I guess,” I allow. “That doesn’t matter now anyway. Imtiaz is great. He’s kind, funny, and he’s going to be a surgeon, so job security.”

“I’m sure the security must make you feel really good,” Dr. Khan says. “I know how committed you are to having a plan for everything.”

“Of course.” I square my chin. “When you’re cursed like me, you have to think of every disaster scenario first.”

Dr. Khan’s sigh fills the office. “Maya, what did we talk about?”

I bite the inside of my cheek, but at her incessant stare, I give in. “It’s not the power of the curse, it’s the power you give the curse,” I recite.

Dr. Khan grins. “Exactly. You can think your bad-luck curse is real, but it all depends on how much you allow it to control you.”

I barely refrain from an eye roll. At least Dr. Khan didn’t try to dissuade me from my personal affirmation that I was cursed. My older sister, Hibba, thinks it’s all in my head, but I’ve grown up with the worst luck anyone could ever have.

Especially when it comes to romance. I’m twenty-eight, and I’ve never been in a real relationship. Okay, that’s also because dating is technically haram in Islam, so any time I even tried thinking about a boyfriend when I was a teen, Ammi would shut me down. Then, somehow, she was confused when I entered my twenties and couldn’t make conversation with boys.

“That’s what I have my laws for,” I remind Dr. Khan.

My laws—which all started with Murphy’s Law, the idea that anything that can go wrong will go wrong—are the only things that kept me sane while growing up. When I was a kid, it was mostly a joke; it was the only way I could make sense of all the bad stuff that happened to me. But eventually as I got older and bad things kept happening—especially in my love life—they were all I had.

“Why don’t we change the subject?” she suggests in a polite tone. “Tell me about Imtiaz. He must be excited to see you.”

“He only left a few days ago,” I start. “I’ll see him in a couple of days. My flight leaves on Sunday, so I’ll be in Pakistan by Monday.”

My therapist quirks a brow. “And are you ready to get married?”

I wrinkle my nose. “Of course I am. I wouldn’t be getting married if I weren’t. I thought that was obvious.”

“I’m being serious, Maya,” Dr. Khan says with a deep frown. “In the few months we’ve been together, you’ve rarely mentioned Imtiaz. You only talk about him when I bring him up. Don’t you wonder why that is?”

“It’s because I’m happy and comfortable about that area of my life,” I respond. “Why shouldn’t I be? If I had a problem with it, I’d talk about it.”

“And you don’t have a problem with it?”

“No!” I swallow back my frustration. “After spending my whole life wanting love but thinking I’m cursed to be alone forever, I found this great guy who, for some reason, wants to be with me.”

“Why is it for some reason?” Dr. Khan questions. “Usually, that reason is because he loves you. Does Imtiaz not love you?”

“He…does,” I say, though I don’t know how true that statement is. He’s said it to me, but sometimes it feels like it’s more out of obligation than anything, or else it feels platonic. “Plus, love isn’t always necessary in brown marriages. My mom always told me she fell in love after she got married.” I set my jaw. “Not that it did her any favors when Dad left.”

“Your dad may have left, but from what you’ve told me, it seems like she managed just fine raising two daughters,” Dr. Khan points out.

A smile graces my face. “Oh, yeah, she did a great job. My mom worked two jobs to keep the lights on and keep us fed. And even despite working all the time, she still found time to come to school events and spend time with Hibba Baji and me. She had to put providing for us first, yes, but she also prioritized being present in our lives. It must’ve really worried her to think that I was going to end up alone as I got older and had no success in finding a husband.”

Dr. Khan tilts her head. “And what’s so wrong with being alone?”

I snort. “You’re kidding me, right?”

When she stares at me in an I’m-not-kidding way, I gnash my teeth. “Dr. Khan, in the desi community, if you don’t get married, there’s something wrong with you.”

“What could possibly be wrong with someone not wanting to be married?” she asks.

“It reflects badly on you and your parents. My mom already doesn’t have the greatest track record in our community thanks to the whole spousal-abandonment thing. Do you know the kind of rumors people spread about her?” Heat rushes to my face. “That my mom was a cheater, that she was so annoying she drove him away, that there was something wrong with her for a man to have left her alone with two young daughters.”

I clench my hands into fists, my nails biting into the soft skin of my palm. “All of that aside, I just don’t want to be alone.” I sink back into the cushiony couch. “As much as I hate when she’s right, Hibba Baji mentioned once that Ammi isn’t going to be around forever, and I can’t stick to my sister’s side. She has her own family, and I want one, too, someday. And I don’t want to do it alone.”

Dr. Khan clicks her pen. “I think before you start worrying about other people loving you, you should consider loving yourself.”

“What do you mean?” I ask. “I love myself.”

She gives me a dubious look. “When was the last time you did something for yourself?”

“I gave my mom a head massage yesterday.”

“And how was that something for you?”

“It meant I had a couple hours of quiet while she napped on the couch.”

I expect Dr. Khan to be upset with me because I am very obviously dodging her question, so I’m surprised to see her curl her lips inward while her breath hitches, like she’s trying hard to keep a laugh in. After a beat, she’s back to being professional. “Don’t think I don’t see what you’re doing. Be serious, please.”

I set my jaw. “I’m doing absolutely fine. I’m going to Pakistan in a couple of days. I’m having a destination wedding. I’m getting married. I’m the happiest I could ever be.”

Dr. Khan leans back in her seat. “Who are you trying to convince? Me or you?”

I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. Just as a stutter bursts from my throat, the timer on Dr. Khan’s phone goes off, signaling the end of our session. Dr. Khan sighs, but she presses Stop on the alarm.

I get to my feet before she can speak. “I’ll book another appointment when I get back from Pakistan.” I don’t make eye contact as I gather my things. “But I’ll be so wrapped up in postmarital joy that I don’t know when I’ll be able to see you again.”

“That’s fine,” she assures me. “I hope all goes well with the wedding.”

“Thanks,” I mumble in her direction. I grab my purse and head for the exit.

Dr. Khan’s voice stops me at the door. “But remember this, Maya,” she says. I steel myself, then look over at her.

She offers me a kind look, her fingers laced together. “No one is incapable of love, but we all have the ability to sabotage our own happiness, even if we don’t realize it.”




2 Maya’s Law #2: Always hide how you really feel.

There’s truly no sound worse than a six-year-old crying.

It’s like your neighbor’s lawnmower going off at 9 a.m. after you stayed up all night doing an assignment. It’s like closing your fridge door and hearing something fall inside. It’s like driving over something and hearing your tire pop.

I try my best to calm Mohinder, the little boy who, earlier today, abruptly paused the creation of his Play-Doh horse to look me in the eye and say, “When you die, you go to God, and you don’t come back.”

That caused Zack, another boy in our class, to yell, “That’s not true because God isn’t real!”

Mohinder promptly burst into tears, and I’ve been consoling him for the better part of an hour. Luckily, school ended not long after the incident and Zack’s mom took him home, so at least Mohinder had stopped yelling about how God is real.

“It’s okay, sweetie. You can believe whatever you want.” I pat Mohinder lightly on the back.

“How can he say that?” He sniffles. “My mama says that people who don’t believe in God aren’t good people.”

Did she actually say that to him? Maybe he misinterpreted her. Either way, it’s a strange thing for a kid to say.

“People put their faith in different things,” I tread carefully, because the last thing I want to do is tell this kid one thing and then have his mom upset with me. “Some people put their faith in God, some people put their faith in family, or in science. The point is that you believe in God, and you believe that He always makes things right for you.” I twist my mouth, the words heavier on my tongue than I expected. “Even if you sometimes forget that.”

A hiccup erupts out of Mohinder’s throat. “I don’t know…”

Against my own personal rule, I check my watch. The school day ended fifteen minutes ago. Mrs. Singh is running late. I was hoping that all my kids would go home early today, especially because it’s the last day of school. My plan was to clean up the classroom as fast as I could. I still have to finish packing.

Mohinder stares up at me with wide red eyes. “But, Miss Mirza, what if he’s right? What if there is no God?”

I pause. Then I say, “That’s a conversation for your mommy and daddy.”

He sniffles, and I give him another tissue before patting his back again. Luckily, Mohinder is the last student to be picked up today. Anaïs Bordier, my support worker, has already gotten a head start on cleaning the classroom. She’s currently fetching the giant plastic bins that we put the toys in for the summer from storage.

The bell to our classroom rings. We have an official entrance for the front of the school, but the side classroom door is where parents drop off and pick up their kids. I stand too quickly, and my chair tips backward. “Oh, Mohinder, that must be your mommy!” I gesture to the door. “Come on! Time to go home.”

Mohinder pushes himself away from his desk. He shuffles behind me as we head for the cubby area. I open the door while he grabs his backpack. His mother steps inside, a gift bag in the crook of her arm. “Hi, Miss Mirza!” she greets.

“Mama!” Mohinder cries. He launches himself at his mom’s legs.

Mrs. Singh makes an oomph noise, but she grins down at her son. “Hi, baby!” She bends down to his level and drops a kiss to his cheek. She gives the bag to Mohinder. “You want to give Miss Mirza the bag?”

Mohinder looks up at me, suddenly shy, as if he hasn’t spent the better part of an hour crying in my lap. He holds the bag out to me. “This is for you, Miss Mirza.”

My heart swells. As much as this job can drive me nuts, the kids are too cute for me to ever hate working here. I take the bag from Mohinder. “Thank you, Mohinder,” I say, then turn to Mrs. Singh. “Thank you so much for this—it’s really not necessary.”

“Of course it is,” Mrs. Singh says. “It’s the last day of school, and you’re getting married this summer!”

My gut twists, and I peek down at the engagement ring sitting on my finger. The diamond stone catches the light streaming in from the window and glitters brilliantly. Everyone told me I’d get used to the weight on my finger eventually, but every time I slip it on in the morning, I can’t help but feel it’s weighing me down like a thick winter coat. I curl my fingers into a fist. “Well, thank you again.”

She smiles at me, then takes Mohinder’s hand. “Time for us to go home, then.”

“Oh, wait, before you go.” I step forward and lower my voice. “There was an incident earlier. It’s nothing too major, but Mohinder got into an…argument, for lack of a better word, with another kid. It was about the existence of God.”

Mrs. Singh frowns. “What?”

I nod sympathetically. “Yeah, I have no idea where it came from, either. But you should probably talk about it with him. I didn’t want to say anything because I’m not sure what your family believes.”

“Thank you, that was very considerate,” she says. She checks on Mohinder, who’s now stomping his feet in an attempt to get his Skechers to light up. Looking at him now, you’d have no idea he was crying less than five minutes ago. His face is dry and his nose snot-free. “I’ll talk to him tonight.” She heads for the exit. “You have a good summer, yeah? And good luck with your wedding!”

I wave as she steps out of the building. “You have a good summer, too!”

I watch them make their way to the parking lot, and then move to shut the door, but just before it closes, a leg pops into the doorway. “If you break my leg, it’s a lawsuit!” Anaïs calls out.

I refrain from an eye roll but push the door open wider to give her more room. She stumbles in, three large storage bins in her arms and clearly in danger of toppling over. She peeks over her shoulder. “Mohinder’s gone?”

“Yeah.” I take one of the bins from her so she can see better.

“Thank God,” she huffs. She sets the bins down on the tiny brown activity table. “I thought he was going to go on for hours.” She points in the direction of the door. “That is exactly why I’m never having kids.”

I set my bin down next to hers, then head over to my desk to put the gift bag next to the ones that a few other parents gave me. I give her a strange look. “Anaïs, you literally work with children.”

“I said I don’t want them, not that I hate them, Maya,” she corrects. She wraps her burnt orange hair into a bun at the base of her neck. “But these kinds of questions, sitting there for hours when they cry, having to drop everything for them…” She clicks her tongue. “Not for me.”

I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say next, so I get back to work. Having conversations that go beyond the surface-level is awkward with Anaïs because I don’t know her very well. We’re coworkers, yes, but I don’t know if I’d call us friends. I haven’t had much success keeping friends in the past, so it’s just easier not to get too close to anyone—that way, I won’t be upset when they inevitably leave.

I head over to the student tables and start picking up stray crayons and neglected papers.

We both work quietly for a while before Anaïs lets out a long, dramatic sigh. I stop and look up at her from my spot by the bookshelves. “Care to share, Anaïs?”

She smirks at my use of the phrase that we say to the kids. “Oh, nothing… I’m just thinking about how when you come back from Pakistan, I’ll have to refer to you as Mrs. Porter.” She smirks. “Miss Mirza rolls off the tongue so naturally. Plus, the name sounds better.”

I stiffen, then continue rearranging the bookshelves, putting my back to Anaïs. “Well, who says I’m changing my last name? Religiously, I’m entitled to keeping it.”

“I’m honestly surprised you’re even still going through with the wedding,” she blurts, and at my offended expression, she quickly backtracks. “Oh, no offense, it’s just…you guys have been engaged for a long time, is all.”

“Two years isn’t that long,” I argue, though even by Western standards, it is quite a while. If it were up to the desi parents, engagements would only last as long as it takes to plan the wedding. “I think it’s time I put the guy out of his misery.”

“At least he’s cute,” Anaïs points out. “The last four dates I’ve been on have all been duds.”

“Maybe that’s because your only goal is to go home with any woman who’ll have you,” I tease as I pass her on my way to the crafts closet.

She snorts. “You don’t have to call me out like that.” She picks up the plastic toy box from the floor. She’s going to take it to the kitchen area in the school, where we can properly wash the toys before we put them away until the fall. “I’m super jealous you’re having a destination wedding. Pakistan sounds beautiful.”

“It really is,” I breathe dreamily. I haven’t been back in a long time, so I’m excited to breathe in the sweet air of my motherland. “And it makes sense for the wedding to be in Pakistan. When my family came to Canada, it was only my parents. All my extended family is in Karachi. It wouldn’t make sense to have everyone come here when it’s much easier for a few of us to go there.”

Anaïs clicks her tongue. “Still, if I ever got married, I don’t think I could afford to have it anywhere but city hall.”

“With our salaries, I wouldn’t blame you,” I agree. “I’m lucky Imtiaz’s family is…” I pause, thinking of the right word.

Anaïs smirks. “Loaded?”

I chuckle. “Not how I’d put it, but yes.”

“I’m not sure how you managed to land someone who’s hot and rich. With all the stuff you’ve told me about your love life, it seems almost impossible.”

I open my mouth to protest but stop. “Yeah, fair enough. I’m happy to have found someone. Imtiaz is kind, he’s smart and funny.” I press my lips into a thin line. “He’s great.”

Anaïs whistles low. “Except you don’t seem happy like a bride should be a week out from her wedding.”

Yikes. I flex my fingers for a second, sneaking a look at the ring on my finger. Then, I go over to Anaïs and take the box from her. “I’ll sanitize the toys,” I say. “And let’s be quick about this.” I brush past her, heading for the door. “I still have some important things to do.”




3 Maya’s Law #3: Trying to be stress-free only stresses you out more.

The house is too quiet without the trill of Ammi’s constant chattering on the phone, or the whistling of the kettle, or the anger-tinted voices of ARY News blasting on the TV. I drop my keys into the bowl beside the front door, my stomach clenching at the reminder that this could very well be the last time I do this while this place is still considered my home. When I come back from Pakistan, it’ll be my mother’s home.

I guess it’s always been my mother’s house, though. She picked out the royal blue couches that sit in the living room. She chose the muted gray paint that coats the interior. She decided on the decorations, from the forest painting hanging above the television to the crystalized ornaments that line the shelves attached to the walls. It’s just been me and her in this house since I was twenty, when Hibba Baji got married at twenty-six. Anything that’s truly mine is up in my room. Or, at least, it was. I already moved almost all my belongings into the apartment I’ll be sharing with Imtiaz. When we get back, I’ll take whatever’s left here, and that’ll be it.

I ignore the thought and head upstairs so I can change and pray Dhuhr and Asr together, the two prayers I usually miss while I’m at work. Once I’m done, I traipse into the kitchen. I twist my hair into a bun. I struggle for a second with the long brown strands that swing against my back, but once I secure the tie, I peek into the fridge. Bare shelves stare back at me. At first I’m confused, and then I remember that because I’m leaving for another country, I haven’t been grocery shopping. Ammi would be so mad if she knew I wasn’t cooking and instead ordering takeout, but she’s not here to berate me for it. I shut the door at the same time as I pull out my phone to place an order with Uber Eats.

Just as I’m about to set my phone down, it rings.

I bite the inside of my cheek when I realize it’s a video call from Imtiaz. I inhale deeply through my nose and answer the call. “Hey!”

Imtiaz’s handsome—there’s no denying that. His striking green irises are the first thing anyone notices about him; they pop against his light brown skin. His bushy brows are surprisingly lighter than his hair, but that’s because he dyes his hair darker. When I found out about it in university, he swore me to secrecy because he didn’t want it to affect how he picked up girls. What a wild turn of events that I ended up being the one engaged to him.

He smiles, though the bags under his eyes betray how tired he is. It’s like 8 a.m. in Karachi, so he must have just woken up. “Hey,” he yawns.

I smirk. “Yeah, that’s exactly how you should greet your fiancée the eve before your wedding.”

Imtiaz snorts. “Technically our wedding isn’t for another week or so,” he reminds me. “So it’s not really the eve.”

“True.” I pad over to the stairs. “Why are you awake so early?”

“My mom wants me to go looking for some clothes.” He rubs his cheeks. “She said that since I arrived early to Pakistan, they might as well take advantage of it and host some dholkis. I need more outfits for them. Can’t be caught wearing the same thing twice, after all.”

Imtiaz is in his third year of his general surgery residency, with the eventual goal of specializing in pediatrics, but that won’t happen for another three years, at least. He went early to help finalize some last-minute details, and then the plan is to fly to Cancun the day after the wedding to spend five days there for our honeymoon. It’s not ideal to go right after the wedding—I’m worried we’ll be too tired from all the festivities to actually enjoy the trip—but it was either that or wait months for our honeymoon, and I didn’t want to do that. “That sounds like…fun.”

He gives me a look. “There’s no way you believe that.”

I snort. “Yeah, I don’t. Sorry.”

I reach my room, and another pang hits my chest at how bare the place is. My room has always reflected whatever obsession I had at the time—from Twilight posters covering my walls to my own artsy paintings to photos with childhood friends—but now, the only things staring back at me are the bare lavender walls. My three bookshelves are empty; I packed away the books I wanted to take with me and then donated the rest because I don’t have room for them in the new apartment. My drawers are bare, as is my closet. I’ve been mostly living out of a suitcase these past couple of weeks, and today I’ll drop off the rest of my stuff at the apartment.

I swallow back my emotions and sit down on my bed. I zoned out before, but I tune back into the conversation as Imtiaz says, “In a few weeks, we’ll be at our own house and settling into our new life.”

My stomach churns. “Yeah!” I say, a bit too enthusiastically. “It’ll all be great. We’ll be able to make our own choices. I can decide what I want to have for dinner without having to get my mother’s input.” I lean back against the headboard. “I’ll cook all your favorite meals. Aloo gosht, daal, chicken pulao. You can call me Gordon Ramsay, except I promise I won’t curse at you.”

Imtiaz’s smirk falters, and I scrunch my face. “What? What is it?”

“Nothing, it’s just…” He awkwardly clears his throat. “I don’t really like those dishes, especially daal.”

“Oh.” These are dishes I like. I assumed he liked them, too. “But didn’t you have, like, two servings of daal at my house when you came over for the Baat Pakki?”

“Yeah, I only ate it to be polite,” he says. “And I did tell you that later, because you mentioned how green I looked afterward.”

“Right,” I murmur. I clear my throat to dispel the tension. “I’ll have plenty of time to learn your favorite meals when we go on the honeymoon. I know I was pretty disappointed when you said you didn’t want to go to Switzerland, but now that I’ve gotten used to the idea, I’m warming up to Cancun, especially because it’s nice this time of year—”

As I speak, Imtiaz’s face contorts, hesitation creasing his forehead. I stop. “What?”

“I thought we talked about the honeymoon.”

Dread twists my gut. “What do you mean?”

“You know Dr. Sun?” he starts. “The doctor who I was getting to cover me while I’m in Pakistan?”

I nod, already not liking where this is going.

“Well, she got an offer to attend a medical conference with her mentor and now she can’t cover me anymore,” he explains. Regret lines his mouth. “I thought I told you. I guess with all the chaos, it slipped my mind.” He rubs his ragged face. “I’m sorry, Maya. We’ll have to postpone it.”

I nod again, not trusting myself to make a noise that isn’t squeaking. Disappointment wraps itself around my throat. I shake it off. “Okay,” I begin, proud of the way my voice doesn’t break. “When do you think we’ll be able to go?”

“Maybe later in the year?”

The lines in my forehead deepen. “How am I going to do that? I have work. I can’t take two weeks off during the school year.”

“We can reschedule to the winter break,” Imtiaz suggests.

“You mean during the holiday season?” I splutter. “When it’s incredibly expensive to travel to hot climates? We’re renting a space in Toronto, not to mention my pay as a teacher is terrible and you’re still paying off student loans.”

I can tell by the way Imtiaz opens and closes his mouth and runs his palms along his pants that he’s panicking. I don’t get worked up very often, but when it does happen, all he can do is stammer until I calm myself down. I close my eyes and inhale deeply three times, a strategy Dr. Khan and I came up with for when I feel myself starting to spiral. When I open them again, my chest is much looser. “It’s okay,” I tell him. “We can figure it out later.”

Imtiaz’s shoulders deflate. “Yeah, cool, that sounds like a good idea.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Oh, hey, there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

I hate the way alarm immediately rises in my throat at those words. They’re the same ones Ammi said right before she told us Baba left in the middle of the night and wasn’t coming back. I squish the rising fear and struggle to keep my composure. “What’s up?”

“There’s someone I invited to the wedding,” he begins, his tone casual, but with the way his fingers fidget I know he’s nervous. “I didn’t mention who it was earlier, but now that you’re on your way I think I should—”

A bell echoes up the stairs and in through my open door. When the bell rings again, I stand up. “Oh, hey, that’s my dinner,” I say. I look back over to Imtiaz, who still looks pretty nervous. I decide to let him off the hook, because I don’t care who he’s invited last minute; that’s an issue he’ll have to take up with our mothers. “Listen, I have to eat and finish packing. Whoever you invited to the wedding is fine with me. It’s your wedding, too; it’s all good.”

“Really?” Imtiaz blows air out of his lips. “Because—”

My screen abruptly goes dark, the white circle flickering in the middle of my screen before shutting down completely. I try to turn my phone back on, but a battery-bar icon appears with red at the end, signaling that I need to charge it.

I groan but plug my phone in. I set it down on the side table and leave to grab my meal from the front door. When I come back after a few minutes, my phone is back on and charging. I debate calling Imtiaz back, but I’m hungry, and I really do have a lot of work to do before I get on my plane tomorrow. He’s gotten my blessing to add his last-minute guest to the list; he doesn’t need anything else from me.

So, I sit on my bed and dig in.



“You are not going to believe what Asma Mami did,” Hibba Baji says the moment I answer her video call later that night. It’s 1 a.m. here, which means it’s 10 a.m. in Karachi, so everyone is up and bustling about. She’s still feeding breakfast to her six-year-old daughter, my niece, Iqra.

I balance my phone on my side table, then return to packing. “Tell me. I’m sure it’s riveting.”

She ignores the sarcasm in my tone. “She told Ammi last night that her daughters were not wearing the clothes you picked out for them.”

I stop for a second. “I picked out clothes for our cousins to wear?”

Hibba Baji pauses. “Didn’t you?”

“I’m sure Ammi picked them out for me. Or I don’t remember.” I shrug. “There’s been so much stuff happening for the wedding, and I feel like I’m not even planning most of it myself.”

“Don’t feel too special,” she says. She stuffs another piece of egg into Iqra’s mouth, then nods at her when she asks to be excused. “Ammi took over most of my wedding planning when I got married, too.”

“I’m not surprised,” I retort. I fold a kameez and stuff it into my suitcase. “Mom is the most control-freaky person I’ve met.”

“True.” She shakes her head. “Anyway, back to what Asma Mami said. So, she doesn’t want her daughters wearing the suits you picked because she thinks Ammi was intentionally trying to make them look bad to make us looked better. Then Ammi went and talked to Rashid Mamu, and then—”

She keeps going, but I drown her out as I flit around the room. All the stuff I personally need for the wedding, like jewelry and clothes, is already in Pakistan. Ammi took it with her when she went at the end of May. All I’m packing now are some things just in case of an emergency—spare clothes, toiletries, chargers, and an adapter for my phone. I grab my backpack from the floor. It holds my iPad, my travel documents, and a few other things I’ll need for the fourteen-hour plane ride. I only have to bring myself to Pakistan, and even that was a struggle to achieve. I’m a teacher, and my area manager refused to give me vacation days for my own damn wedding.

I check and double-check and triple-check to make sure I have everything I need from the list I made.

“Maya!” Hibba Baji’s voice screeches me to a stop.

I look over to the phone, irritation thinning my mouth. “What?”

Her annoyed face fills up the entire screen. “Have you even been listening to me?”

“Nope,” I admit cheerily. At her annoyed nostril flare, I roll my eyes. “I don’t care about petty family drama. Tell Asma Mami to let her kids wear whatever they want. I don’t care. I’m too busy trying to sort things out on my end before I leave tomorrow.” I hold up a finger. “In fact, you shouldn’t even be telling me any of this stuff because as the bride, I deserve to be as stress-free as possible.”

“That’s not how it works,” she retorts.

I give her a confused look. “Those are literally the words you said to me when you got married nine years ago.”

Hibba Baji avoids my gaze. “That’s what I thought,” I tease. I duck out into the hall, grab my hairbrush from the bathroom, then step back into my bedroom, which I still cannot get used to seeing so bare. We briefly talked about finding a place to live after the wedding, and when Imtiaz mentioned living with his parents, I flat-out refused. Don’t get me wrong, my in-laws are as great as they come, but I’m not sure I could ever have sex in a house where my father-in-law might be in the next room. Plus, after spending my whole life living under my mother’s roof, I knew I wouldn’t be able to continue living somewhere I couldn’t fully be myself. Thankfully, Imtiaz agreed, and he secured us a place close to the hospital where he was doing his residency.

I return my attention to the call. “I’m just excited to start the next phase of my life and get Ammi off my back.”

“Maya,” Hibba Baji lightly chastises. “You shouldn’t talk about Ammi like that. You know she only worries about you being single because she doesn’t want you to be on your own.”

My fingers pause on the zipper of my suitcase. I frown at my sister. “Baji, I’m twenty-eight. I went and lived on my own halfway around the world for two years, remember?” I zip my luggage closed. “It’s insulting that Ammi thinks I can’t take care of myself. You know how much convincing it took to get her to leave for Pakistan without me?”

“It’s just how our culture is,” Hibba Baji reminds me, her tone gentle.

“What, that unmarried women are infantile?” I grumble.

“No.” She pauses, then winces. “Okay, maybe. But it’s also the burden of being the younger child. Ammi’s bound to continue to smother you, especially because you still live at home.”

Unfortunately, that’s the truth. In Pakistani culture, young women never leave their parents’ house before they’re married. If they do, they’re gossiped about; people say she had an argument with her parents, she was kicked out, or she ran away.

“This whole mentality is a bunch of crap,” I start. “Forget if a woman wants to start her adult life away from her parents but without a husband. Forget if she wants a shred of independence that she isn’t going to get if she continues to live under her parents’ roof. Forget that there’s a reason most people leave their homes at eighteen—the older you get, the more you butt heads with your parents. If you leave your home, but it’s not to move into your husband’s house, then there’s something wrong with you.”

Hibba Baji stares at me. “You’re really that desperate to leave Ammi? After all she did for us?”

Annoyance rises to my face. “Ammi is the reason I didn’t leave home for uni,” I tell her. As much as I hated the “log kya kahenge” mentality, I couldn’t bring any more ridicule to Ammi’s name by doing something that would bring her shame in our community, not after she spent so much of our lives being the butt of every joke because Dad left. “I know she worked herself to the bone so we could have nothing but the best. The least I could do was stay with her as long as I could, but now I want to live my life how I want. Why is that always too much for a brown girl to ask?”

Hibba Baji looks away, and in the ensuing silence, I pick my suitcase up off the bed and set it by the bedroom door. “I texted you my flight information,” I start, changing the subject. “Make sure you send it to Huzaifa Bhai. I don’t want him to be late picking me up.”

“Don’t worry, he’ll be there on time,” she assures me, her tone much lighter now that we’re on a safer topic. “Make sure you’re as early as possible for your flight so you don’t miss it by accident. The last thing we need is the bride late for her own wedding.”

I glare at her. “I’ve never been late to anything!”

Hibba Baji raises a hand. “My thirtieth birthday dinner—” she puts a finger down “—Ammi’s fifty-fourth birthday—” she puts another down “—your own teacher’s college graduation—”

“Okay, okay, fine!” I relent. “But it isn’t my fault. I have bad luck because of my curse.”

Hibba Baji let out a long groan. “Please don’t start with the curse thing.”

“It’s true!” I sit down on the edge of my bed. “Someone put their nazar on me as a kid, and because of that, nothing has ever gone right for me, especially in the relationship department.”

Hibba Baji, who has been trying but failing since we were teens to convince me my curse isn’t real, clicks her tongue. “Then think about this time as the beginning to your fresh start. It looks like your curse is finally going to be broken. You’re getting married, Maya. You’re going to be so happy.”

“I hope so.” I check the time on my phone. “I should go to bed. My flight is at eleven a.m.”

“I should go, too,” Hibba Baji says. “I’ll see you soon, Inshallah. Khuda hafiz!”

“Khuda hafiz.” I hang up. I set my phone beside me, then flop back on the bed. I stare up at the ceiling, thinking about how this is the last time I’ll be in this bed by myself. Tomorrow, everything changes.

“Tomorrow’s going to be a long day,” I mutter to myself. “But at least I’ll be one step closer to being free.”




4 Maya’s Law #4: When you think you’re lucky, think again.

I stir restlessly, nestling deeper into my bed, wrapping my sheets around my body like a burrito. I struggle with insomnia so even on a good day, I get only three or four hours of good sleep. Last night, though, I guess the exhaustion caught up with me, and I slept uninterrupted for a couple of hours. I stretch my arms out, seeking my phone on the side table. I hold it to my face, and my eyes fly open when the time registers.

9:36 a.m.

I bolt up, throwing my blanket off and trying to jump out of bed at the same time. My feet get tangled in the sheets, and I crash onto my knees. Bursts of pain shoot through my body, but I brush it off as I scramble to stand up.

I don’t have time to take a shower, so I hastily brush my teeth and wash my face before throwing on a simple outfit: a T-shirt and flowy floral-printed pants. Thank God I packed all my stuff last night, because all I have to do is grab my purse and my suitcase. I run down the stairs as I call an Uber on my phone at the same time.

I calm down once I’m in the car. I rest my elbow on the door. Setting my chin on my hand, I let the soothing scent of the mehendi adorning my skin calm me down. Ever since I was a young girl, the earthy
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