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  Islamic Terms




	Allah: God in Islam; the one and only Creator.

	Jazak Allah: “May Allah reward you.” A polite way to say thank you.

	Alhamdulillah: “All praise is for Allah.” Used to express gratitude or relief.

	Ma Sha Allah: “As Allah has willed.” Said when admiring something to avoid envy.

	In Sha Allah: “If Allah wills.” Said when hoping or planning for something in the future.

	Bismillah: “In the name of Allah.” Said before starting any task for blessing and protection.

	Ameen: “May it be accepted.” Said at the end of a prayer (dua).

	Quran: The holy book of Islam, believed to be the word of Allah revealed to Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).

	Fajr: The dawn prayer; first of the five daily prayers.

	Dhuhr: The noon prayer, offered after the sun passes its highest point.

	Asr: The afternoon prayer.

	Maghrib: The sunset prayer, offered just after the sun sets.

	Barakah: Blessing or divine increase; when something brings unexpected goodness.

	Nikkah: Islamic marriage contract; the ceremony that legally and religiously joins a couple.

	Dua: A personal prayer or supplication made to Allah.

	Halal: Permissible or allowed in Islam (can describe food, actions, income, etc.)

	Hijab: A practice of modesty in Islam. It often refers to a headscarf worn by Muslim women, but it also includes modest behavior, speech, and clothing for both men and women according to Islamic teachings.

	Non-Mahram: Someone you can marry in Islam (not a close blood-relative). Rules of modesty and distance apply between non-mahrams.










  Cultural Terms




	Abbu: father.

	Ammi: mother.

	Bhai: brother.

	Beta: son; also used affectionately for any child.

	Mami/Mumani: maternal uncle’s wife.

	Baraat: A traditional South Asian groom’s wedding procession that arrives at the bride’s venue with music, celebration, and family.

	Walima: The post-wedding reception hosted by the groom’s family in Islamic/South Asian culture.

	Mehndi Function: A pre-wedding event filled with music and henna application for the bride and guests.

	Rishta: A marriage proposal or potential match between two families.

	Shadi: Wedding; marriage.

	Dupatta: A long, light scarf or shawl worn with South Asian outfits for modesty or style.

	Kurta: A long tunic worn by men or women in South Asia.

	Shalwar: Loose, comfortable pants commonly worn in South Asia.

	Qameez: A long shirt or tunic worn with shalwar—part of the shalwar kameez outfit.

	Lehenga: A long, heavily decorated skirt worn for weddings and celebrations, often paired with a blouse and dupatta.
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It’s a new day—a bright and beautiful morning. The sun shines upon me, its warmth reaching into my heart, lightening up the hopes that this will be a good day In Sha Allah. The day before yesterday, I interviewed for a post in a company and got accepted so here I am—I stepped inside the building and headed upstairs where I saw some people talking in groups and eating.

“I’m early,” I thought.

I sat down at my desk and turned my laptop on. A girl—tall brunette with long wavy hair, dressed in a button-up shirt and jeans—approached me.

“Hi, you must be Arsalan Wani, if I’m not wrong,” She gave me a warm smile, “Yixin Ling.”

She extended her hand for a handshake but I put my hand over my heart and smiled back, “Yes, I’m Arsalan. Nice to meet you, Yixin.”

“Boss told only the bubbliest girl that she’ll be helping you get familiar with your work and co-workers.” She put her purse and sat down on the desk next to me, sipping on her coffee.

“Thank you, Yixin. I’d really appreciate that.”

“No worries… Oh!” She looked at the door and got up, “Julieeee! Look who I have here.” Yixin hugged the girl.

“Hey,” The girl had straight and short black hair with bangs.

“Julie, this is Arsalan… Arsalan, meet Julie.”

Julie wore a white maxi skirt and pastel purple blouse.

“Hey, um, it’s nice to meet you,” my lips folded into an awkward smile.

“Hey,” Her eyes had a strange sparkle to them.

Mr. Clifford, our boss, introduced me to all my co-workers and began explaining my tasks. Yixin was being super helpful and her best friend, Julie, although a quiet and reserved person, seemed really interesting.

During lunch break, I took out my little lunch box that Ammi had packed for me—biryani leftovers from last night.

“Arsalan, try these brownies.” Yixin extended her lunch box toward me. She was too extroverted, to be honest.

“Oh, thank you!” I took a piece, “Mm,” I gave her a thumbs up.

“Can I try some of those rice?” She smiled.

“Of course. It’s biryani—one of the best things Pakistan has to offer.” I tried to match her vibe but didn’t even come close.

“You’re from Pakistan?” Julie looked at me.

“Yeah… Wanna try some biryani?” I said awkwardly and handed her the lunch box over Yixin’s laptop.

“It’s wonderful. You need to teach me how you made it!” Julie remarked.

“My mother made it. She wouldn’t mind teaching you though.”

“Try some of rice.”

“Does it have any meat?” I asked, hesitating.

“No.”

“Alright,” I tried it, not knowing what to expect but oh Allah, it was literally delicious.

“I love it! It’s great. Did you make it?”

“Yeah, I did. Thanks.”

In the evening, I put my laptop in my bag and walked out of the office. I got into my car and put the key in the ignition. The machine whirred to life and started moving. The wind blew my hair away in every direction as I thought about getting something for Ammi. Today, I wouldn’t be here if it hadn’t been for her duas. She has supported me in every way, sacrificing her own needs for mine ever since I can remember.

An open flower shop in the distance caught my eye. I stopped the car. Resting my arm on the window, I asked, “How much are the tulips?”

After getting a bouquet, I got chocolates and drove home. I rang the doorbell, hiding the bouquet and chocolates behind my back.

“Assalamu Alayekum, Ammi!” I handed her the bouquet and chocolates. Then hugged her.

“Wa Alayekum… Assalam.” A look of surprised painted her face, “What’s this for?”

“I don’t know. I just think you deserve appreciation.”

“No…” She looked at her occupied hands, confused.

“Let’s go inside.” I followed behind, loosening the knot of my tie.

“I’m diabetic, Arsalan.” She chuckled softly, handing me the chocolates.

“Oh—I’m so sorry.” I said in confusion as I freed my neck from the top button, “Sorry.”

I was disappointed in myself. What was this stupidity? How could I forget?

In my excitement to see her happy reaction, I’d forgotten that she was diabetic.

“The thought counts,” A smile overtook her aging face, “Go freshen up and I’ll get you a warm slice of pizza.”

“Allah! You baked pizza, Ammi! Thank you so much!”

“What thank you?” She faked a frown, “Who says thank you to their mother?”

“Me. I do.”

“Go change,” She said, hurrying into the kitchen.

I ran to my room and after a warm shower, I came to the living room with a towel hanging off my shoulder.

“I hope the crust and filling is good. Homemade pizza can’t compare to pizza from the bakery.”

“Oh, Ammi, stop it! Nothing can compare to your cooking.” I stood up, held her hand and said, “Please sit and eat with me.”

“Now tell me about your day. How was the new job?” She said, caressing my face. I put my hand over hers and held it tightly.

It all felt the very same as the time that I was ten when Ammi had learned to bake. The first cupcakes she baked and had were also the last before she was diagnosed with diabetes.

I told her all about how Yixin and Julie loved the biryani. She was flattered. I felt a stab in my heart when I realized my time with her might be limited. She’s growing old. Every minute with her is precious and I have to cherish every moment I have with her. It was a stinging sensation. As a kid, I was excited to grow old but not excited to see my mother grow old too. Life has put out the flames of youth that her luminescent eyes once had. Her wrinkled smile makes me feel a pang of guilt. I am guilty of not having appreciated her enough. I wish I did more… but I was just a helpless child. After Abbu’s death, Ammi, Abeera and I were devastated but Ammi stayed strong for us.

I just want a safe and secure future for both of us… and there’s no choice for me but to work hard at my new job. Failure is not an option.

After dinner, I headed to my room. I tossed myself on my bed, feeling a bit strange. I closed my eyes.

* * *

“Alright, sir.” I put down the phone.

A woman rushed into the station, a weeping, disheveled mess.

“Officer! My—My husband,” she sobbed.

“Calm down, lady,” Officer Flockhart followed her inside.

“Ma’am, please relax and sit down.”

* * *

I jolted awake in cold sweat, shook by confusion as I hadn’t been reminded of this moment in a while. My brain still likes to torture me with this, especially because I have trouble recalling what happened after that day or why and how I actually quit my job as a police officer.

I’ve asked Damien several times what happened after and he just wouldn’t tell me. He says it’s better left unsaid.

I don’t know when I was overtaken by sleep again.
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I snoozed my alarm about three times before I finally woke up. Instead of going to the gym, I recited the Quran for really long after I prayed Fajr earlier and then fell asleep. So I was still sleepy. Before retiring from the police force, I used to stay up late and it never affected me in any way. I wonder how. Well, I guess all that sleep deprivation is catching up to me now.

It’s been a couple of years since I retired from the police force. I’d been busy in my job but I was focused more on the business I’d just started then. I got laid off last week but thankfully, I found a job quickly or else I would’ve had to rely on my savings since I was making little profit from my business, but Alhamdulillah, it worked out.

After taking a cold shower and getting dressed, I sat down on my bed for a moment. A random thought occurred to me.

* * *

“Ma’am, please relax and sit down.” I took a deep breath, trying to relieve myself of the anxiety that’s been bubbling in me inside ever since the Sergeant and I discussed my retirement.

“Officer… officer… It’s been a week. My husband still hasn’t returned.”

“Please take a deep breath.” Officer Flockhart tried to console her.

“Y—yes.”

“Legal adults do not have to return home unless there’s an involuntary disappearance. We have filed the paperwork.” Damien explained.

My hands began sweating. This has never happened before.

“Please do something. He wouldn’t leave like this.” She trembled.

I looked at Damien. My eyes screamed ‘is she talking about him?’

* * *

Why am I having these flashbacks again? Breath. Count backwards from ten.

Ammi’s voice interrupted my train of thoughts. I brushed the thought aside and headed outside for breakfast.

After breakfast, Ammi kissed my forehead and wished me luck for my second day.

When I got there, I saw Yixin talking to people but she immediately rushed over upon seeing me.

It weirded me out a bit—her outgoing nature—but I guess, this is just who she is. I don’t wanna be rude.

“Helloooo,” she held her hand in front of me but I put my hand over my heart and replied, “Hi, Yixin.”

She immediately picked up on the cue and said, “Oh, sorry! I’m used to the handshakes and hugs.”

“No worries.”

Right then, I saw Julie coming in. After greetings, we started working.

Many hours and fifty emails later, it’s finally break. I went to pray Dhuhr in the prayer room and came back to eat the halwa Ammi had packed for me.

“Arsalan, Julie and I were going for lunch and I convinced her to let you come along.”

“Oh—you didn’t have to do that.” It caught me off-guard.

“Look, we’ll be working together for God knows how many years so it’s better we become friends as fast as possible. Now, I insist you come along.”

“Alright,” I chuckled awkwardly, “I don’t see why not.”

We all got into Julie’s car. It was old and busted but worked fine.

“Where are we headed?” I asked in confusion.

“To school, to pick up her son first.” Yixin said.

“Oh.”

She has a son. Wow.

The air was sticky, the weather humid. It felt like I couldn’t breath. Maybe this was a bad idea.

The car stopped in front of a school. A boy came running to Julie as she walked toward the school.

He hugged her really tightly, muttering a little “I missed you.”

Then he hid behind his Mom after he noticed me.

“Who’s that?” The short kid, a ditto replica of his Mom, said, looking at me.

“That’s a new friend of your Mom and I’s.” Yixin replied.

“Oh.” He said and I waved with my lips folded in a gentle smile.

“Say hi,” Yixin pushed.

He mumbled the shyest “Hi,” and sat down in the passenger seat as Yixin sat in the back with me.

He looked to be about the age of six.

We stopped at a cafe and placed our orders, getting it in to-go boxes, deciding to eat in the car to make it back in time.

After eating throughout the drive and dropping Nick home, we headed back.

The rest of the day, we worked as usual but the shock still consumed me whenever I thought of Julie’s son.

After turning off my computer and packing my things, I got in the car and started it. On the drive home, I was accompanied by a gentle breeze and the dark clouds that hovered over the sky, not letting the moonlight shine through.

I got home and it started pouring. The power was out, surprisingly. I watched as Ammi added her final touches to the bread rolls she was making. We’d mostly have normal meals but nowadays, she was experimenting more in the kitchen.

Her bread rolls were scrumptious—unlike anything I’ve ever tasted in my life. After all, they were made by my dearest mother… and who else could cook and bake this good? No one compares to maa ke hath ka khana (food made by mother’s hand).

I looked at Ammi’s face in the candle’s orbit. The orange glow illuminated her textured skin. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Thank you for the bread rolls. They were amazing, Ma Sha Allah.”

“Jazak Allah,” she pursed her lips.

Her eyes welled up. I couldn’t look at those tears or else I’d break. I lowered my head, muttered “Fi Amanillah. Assalamu Alayekum,” and went to bed.
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A week has gone by at the new job. Everything is running smoothly. It was around 2 P.M. when Yixin and I were talking during lunch break, I saw that Julie was stressed out, working.

“Yixin, can you pick up Nick? I have a lot of work and I still haven’t prayed.”

“No worries.”

“Prayed?” I mouthed.

I’d already prayed Dhuhr in the prayer room.

“She’s Muslim like you.” Yixin’s lips twitched into a little smile as she poked her fork in the pasta.

How didn’t I realize?

“Oh, I can pick him up. I’m free anyway.” I offered, not knowing if Julie would accept or not.

Julie came back from the restroom after performing wudhu.

“Juls, Arsalan and I’ll go pick him up.”

“Oh…” She hesitated.

“I know you don’t really trust people easily especially with your son but Juls, look, I’m going with him. Arsalan is such a nice guy anyway.”

“No, it’s fine, I’ll—pick him up myself.”

“Don’t worry and finish your work.” Yixin gave her a thumbs up.

“Oh… okay, I guess.” She sighed, “Just don’t forget today’s Friday—chicken nuggies and chocolate milkshake day,” She opened her bag and handed Yixin some money, “Get something for yourself and Arsalan too.

“No need, I got it.” I declined the money.

“He’s my son. I won’t let you pay for his meal.” She looked into my eyes.

“We are supposed to be there for each other when it counts… and you could really use some help right now.” The situation was getting weirder and I had to say something.

She hesitated but gave in when Yixin insisted.

Julie looked at Yixin and her sparkling dark eyes said something along the lines of ‘I don’t trust anyone but you. Please take care of my son.’

I saw her take out a little hijab from her bag as she headed to the prayer room.

We got Nick’s chicken nuggies and chocolate milkshake. Then I drove to his school. The warm summer air brushed past my cheeks. When we got there, Yixin got out of the car first.

“Mom couldn’t pick you up, alright, sweetie?”

“Hi, Aunty Ling. That’s alright. Thank you for the nuggies and milkshake!” He whispered aloud, smiling from ear to ear, exhilarated about the food.

I closed the backseat and passenger seat door after Nick and Yixin got in.

“Assalamu Alayekum,” I smiled, looking into the rear view mirror.

“Wa Alayekum Assalam, Mr. Wani. It’s… nice to see you again.” He flashed a tiny heart-melting smile. I reciprocated.

“Care for a boba, Arsalan?”

I got Yixin and myself boba tea and we dropped Nick off at his home.

“Make sure not to open the door for anyone.” I instructed as we left.

He nodded.

We got back to the office with a boba for Julie, and Yixin told her all about our little trip.

Julie and I quietly worked for the rest of the day and Yixin, as usual, entertained us.

I came home, ate dinner with Ammi and went to my room.

That night, I laid awake in my bed. Thinking thoughts. And I wondered if it’s wrong. Wrong to be friends with Yixin and Julie.

I couldn’t fall asleep. I realized that I hadn’t painted anything this week. Nothing. The new job had been exhausting. I got up, turned the lights on, put a new canvas on the easel, took out my paintbrushes and tubes of paint. I thought for a while but no inspiration hit me… How could it be? Well, it’s the first time I’m trying to paint in my bedroom. What better place would be to paint right now than where I’ve painted every single piece of mine for the past ten years—under the street lamp in the neighborhood park. Tomorrow’s Saturday anyway. I left the house from the back door with my stuff and walked to the park. I hopped over the short barrier and made my way to the bench—the bench where Abbu, Abeera and I would sit, watching the sunset on weekends after a game of cricket.

There was peace and silence which made even a cricket’s chirping sound deafening. Moonlight illuminated my face as I took a deep breath looking at the dark sky.

I placed my canvas on the easel, positioning it so the lamp’s light fell directly onto it. Pouring out some orange paint on the palette, I thought to myself about the egg fried rice Julie had let me try.

* * *

I looked at the finished piece with a victorious smile. Painting is therapy. It just brings peace and joy to me that can’t be explained. If it weren’t one in the morning, I would’ve headed to what Abbu would call ‘our personal playground.’ Haven’t been there in quite a while… And I miss Abbu a lot today.

Quietly, I headed back home the same way I came.
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The next day, I woke up from my alarm and opened the windows. I prayed Fajr and went to the gym. I came back and sat on my bed, reciting the Quran until sunlight spilled in from the window a few hours later. I went to take a shower. Ammi was already making breakfast.

I sat down and began eating.

“Ammi, I’ll help clean the kitchen after breakfast. Please, just come eat.”

“Okay,” she took a deep breath.

After I’d finished my fried egg and paratha, I washed the dirty dishes. Then, Ammi and I began cleaning up the house. We finished around 1 P.M. and Ammi decided to take a nap after praying Dhuhr.

In the evening, I was running errands with Ammi. At the grocery store, we were getting our stuff checked out as Ammi realized that she’d forgotten something from her list. She went to go get it and I waited for her at the counter. When she returned, she was with Julie who was holding Nick’s hand.

“Assalamu Alayekum!” Nick walked to me and shook my hand.

“What a… pleasant surprise!” Julie said.

“Wa Alayekum Assalam… Seems like you ran into my mother.” I smiled.

“You two already know each other?”

My mother teaches Quran to girls online after Fajr. As it turns out, Julie met Ammi for the first time at some religious conference two years ago and she’s been Ammi’s student ever since.

They talked for a bit and then my Ammi bid Julie goodbye, “Feel free to come over anytime, Julie.”

I loaded the groceries in the car and opened the door for my mother.

“She’s such a nice girl, isn’t she, Arsalan?” Ammi asked as I drove.

“She is,” I smiled unintentionally.

“She’s so good by heart. I’ve known her for two years. Her husband died four years ago. And she’d been heartbroken and depressed since. Then Allah blessed her with guidance.”

“Ohh.”

“She never misses prayers, Ma Sha Allah, and her son is so well-mannered, mature and intelligent.”

“Ma Sha Allah.” I muttered under my breath.

I then went to meet Damien. He’s still in the police force but we’ve stayed in touch even after my retirement, and needless to say, we’ve become close friends.

“Hey, crew-cut.” I smirked, extending my hand toward the tall man.

“It’s Officer Flockhart for you, shortie.”

He stood up, took my hand and pulled me in for a hug.

“Been a while, dude.”

“How’ve you been?” He said, patting my back, then letting me go.

“Good, started a new job.”

We placed our orders and ended up chatting for a long time. I told him about my job and he told me about his daughter’s fifth birthday. I decided I should tell him about the random flashback I had a few days ago.

* * *

In the evening, I dropped Ammi off at Julie’s who had invited her for dinner and I sat in the car.

Nick came outside, “Mom’s… asking you to come inside.”

Oh.

After the welcome and greetings, Julie went to the kitchen to grab the food and stuff.

“I’ll help,” Ammi said, getting up from her spot.

“No, no, please allow me.” Julie said.

Ammi looked at me and I knew she was thinking the same thing as me.

I followed Julie and grabbed the plates she’d set aside.

Julie had prepared mac and cheese, and chicken dumplings with dumpling sauce for us. We’d brought her some biryani.

“Please go sit in the lounge.” She picked up the biryani and poured it out into a dish.

“Oh, no worries. I do this at home all the time.” I placed the plates on the dining table and grabbed the spoons and jug.

“No, it’s incredibly rude to have the guest serve themselves.” She put the salad and raita containers on the table.

“Please just let me help.”

“Alright,” she sighed, giving in, “Nick and Mrs. Wani! Please come for dinner.”

After both of us finished setting up the table, we all sat down.

“Mrs. Wani, I want you to start.”

“No, you kids begin.”

“I insist,” Julie said.

Ammi tried some mac and cheese, and then the chicken dumplings.

“Mmm… Ma Sha Allah!”

“Dip them in some sauce!” Julie suggested.

I made my plate as Julie fixed Nick’s and hers.

“Nick, say the entire Bismillah before you start eating.” I heard Julie whisper.

“Your cooking is incredible, Chen.” I let her know.

“Thanks, Jazak Allah.”

“Nick, have you tried the biryani?” A smile took over Ammi’s face.

“Not yet but let’s give it a shot.” He said slowly.

“How is it?” I asked, putting some mac and cheese in my mouth.

“It’s… yummy. I like it.” His eyes sparkled. The same way his Mom’s do.

I quietly sat in the lounge as my mother was busy teaching Julie some crochet pattern, talking about motherhood, challenges as a single mother, cooking, Quran classes and whatnot. Just then, Nick came up to me.

“Hi, Mr. Wani.” He said, a little awkwardly.

“Hey Nick. How’s school?”

“Good. I got an A on my math test yesterday.”

“Wow, that’s amazing!” I said and muttered Ma Sha Allah under my breath.

“It is.”

“How about you get yourself a scoop of your favorite ice cream flavor to celebrate? I’d take you out for ice cream but your Mom wouldn’t like it.”

“That’d be nice… but I don’t get an allowance.” He mumbled.

“No, here.” I handed him a hundred dollar bill, “Get yourself ice cream and whatever else.” I smiled.

“No, I can’t take that.” He pushed my hand away.

“It’s okay. I insist.” I said, putting the bill in his fist and closing it gently.

“Wow,” he gasped, “Thank you sooo much!”

“It’s no problem. Just keep working hard and making your Mom proud.”

I watched Nick play for the next hour. He kept filling me in on details every once in a while. Ammi and Julie kept talking, sitting on the other sofa. Then we bid farewell and left.

We went home and I went straight to bed, exhausted somehow.

It turned into another night of wondering what was going on in my life.








  
  5

  
  
  Wrong Idea

  
  




“I guess, he’s not so bad after all.” I heard Julie tell Yixin when I arrived on Monday.

Their gaze shifted to me and that startled me.

“Hi!” Yixin got up to shake my hand but I put my hand on my heart as usual.

“Assalamu Alayekum,” I said to Julie and she responded with “Wa Alayekum Assalam.”

“Julie’s car broke down this morning and she walked all the way here.” Yixin pursed her lips as Julie gave her the death glare.

“Oh… You could’ve called me. I left for work late today.”

“No, it’s alright. I’m fine.”

“How did you walk to work in heels and managed to get here before me?” I furrowed my eyebrows in genuine concern.

“Allah’s given me strong legs, Alhamdulillah—”

“Arsalan can drop you home today, right?” Yixin broke in.

“Uhh, sure, no problem.” I tried not to be invasive but sounded kinda unsure.

As always, she hesitated at the offer. I can’t understand. Is she scared of me? Maybe.

“I’ll be fine. I’ll take the bus with Yixin.”

“How will you pick up Nick?” Yixin asked, “You’ll go with Arsalan, pick up Nick and then in the evening, Arsalan will drop us both home. You’re not saying no.” Yixin convinced Julie.

“I don’t wanna bother him.”

“I’d be happy to do it.” I blurted out in nervousness.

“Okay.” She sighed.

That afternoon, I opened the car door for Julie and she sat in. I sat in the driver’s seat and started the car.

“Hey, look… Chen, I’m sorry if I make you uncomfortable but I don’t blame you. I totally get it.”

“You get it?” She seemed confused.

“You’re a revert Muslim, a single mother. You’ve lost your husband and—I may seem like I’m interested in you or something.” I straight up voiced my thoughts although not wanting to bring up her late husband. 

“I’m not uncomfortable with you. I just—it’s just so hard to trust people.”

“Yeah, I understand.”

“Thanks for genuinely caring… And understanding, Wani.”

“That’s not something you should thank me for.”

We picked up Nick and got him some biscuits and juice. On the drive to Julie’s, I listened to Nick tell us all that went down in school today. After we dropped him off, we were quiet for the rest of the ride.

* * *

“Yixin, that was so stupid. Why’d you do that?” I heard them talking alone from outside the prayer room after Asr.

“Because Arsalan seems to like you.”

She’s getting the wrong idea.

“Are you in your right mind? He’s being nice!” She had a weird expression on her face.

“No way. You’re ruining this chance for yourself.”

Yeah, that’s true. She’s a great girl and everything but I am not interested in her.

“Please, don’t say these crazy things. I am fine on
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