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To my husband, my very own Ehan. Thank you for being the light at the end of the tunnel.

To every lady out there still striving in darkness, may Allah grant you your Ehan and make the light waiting for you at the end of the tunnel brighter than the sun.
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GLOSSARY

1. Abaya - A long, loose-fitting outer garment traditionally worn by Muslim women.

2. Akhirah -The Hereafter.

3. Akhi - “My brother” in Arabic; commonly used by Muslims to address another Muslim man.

4. A’lam Al-Arwah - The realm of souls (pre-existence where human  souls were created by Allah and existed in a spiritual form before being placed into physical bodies on earth).

5. Alhamdulilah - Praise be to Allah/ All praise is due to Allah.

6. Allah - God.

7. Allahuma Baarik - O Allah, bless him/it/her/them.

8. Ameen/Aameen - Amen; may it be so.

9. As-salamu alaykum / Salaamualaykum - Peace be unto you.

10. Astaghfirullah - I seek forgiveness from Allah.

11. A’udhu bilahi min ash-shaytan ir-rajim - I seek refuge from the accursed Satan.

12. A’udhu bilahi min dhalik - I seek refuge from Allah.

13. Barakallahu lakuma wa Baraka ‘alaykuma wa jama baynakuma fi khayr - May Allah bless you both, bless your union, and bring you together in goodness.

14. Bi idhnillah - By the permission of Allah / if Allah permits.

15. Bismillah - In the name of Allah.

15. Deen - Religion or way of life, particularly referring to Islam and its teachings.

16. Dua / Duas - Supplication of personal prayer to Allah.

17. Dunya - This worldly life.

18. Faskh - Judicial dissolution of an Islamic marriage.

19. Habibti - My beloved / my dear / my darling, addressed to a female.

20. Hajj - The pilgrimage to Makkah.

21. Hijab - A head covering worn by many Muslim women; more broadly, it refers to modesty in dress and behaviour.

22. Halal - Permissible or lawful according to Islamic law.

23. Haram - Forbidden / prohibited according to Islamic law.

24. Hayati - My life / my dear; a term of endearment.

25. Imam - Muslim religious leader, particularly one who leads prayers or provides religious guidance.

26. In Shaa Allah / Insha Allah - If Allah wills / God willing.

27. Istighfar - Seeking forgiveness from Allah.

28. Jannah - Paradise.

29. Jazakallah khayr - May Allah reward you with goodness.

30. Khul - A procedure in Islam that allows a woman to end her marriage.

31. Mahr - Marriage gift / dower given by the groom to the bride as part of the Islamic marriage contract.

32. Malakul-mawt - Angel of death.

33. Masha Allah - What Allah has willed; commonly used when expressing admiration or appreciation.

34. Masjid - Mosque / place where Muslim worship.

35. Nikkah / Nikah - Islamic marriage ceremony/contract.

36. Quran / Qur’an The holy scripture of Islam.

37. Ramadan - The ninth month of the Islamic calendar, observed by Muslims as a month of fasting, prayer, reflection, and charity.

38. Sadaqah - Voluntary charity or an act of giving done for the sake of Allah.

39. Salaam - Peace; also used as a shortened greeting.

40. Salah - The formal ritual prayer performed by Muslims.

41. Salatul-Istikhara / Istikhara - Prayer for seeking Allah’s guidance when making an important decision.

42. Shafakillah - May Allah heal you, addressed to a female.

43. Shaytan - Satan / the devil.

44. Sister / Brother - Respectful forms of address for fellow Muslims; not necessarily biological siblings.

45. Subhanallah - Glory be to Allah.

46. Sujud - Prostration in worship before Allah.

47. Sujud Ash-Shukr - Prostration of gratitude / thankfulness.

48. Sunnah - The teachings, practices, and example of Prophet Muhammed.

49. Suratul-Fatihah - A-Fatihah, the first chapter of the Quran.

50. Tahajjud - Voluntary prayer observed after waking up in the late hours of the night.

51. Wa alaykum as-saa  / Walaykumsalaam - And peace upon you too.

52. Wali - Guardian who represents / protects the bride’s interests in an Islamic marriage.

53. Walimah - Wedding reception / celebration associated with an Islamic marriage.
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5 years earlier...

He was the sweetest human ever!

I put on the jeans skirt I got just for today. I was so excited! Is this what it feels like to be in love? I went to the mirror and applied my eyeliner and mascara. I wasn’t good with makeup. Hell, I’ve never even done it before. But for him, I buried myself in YouTube, learning how to do whatever I could. I couldn’t afford to buy foundation, concealer, and other makeup products, so I went with just mascara, eyeliner, and lip gloss. I could use a little more foundation, though.

I went to Sephora, and I turned back immediately. Their makeup products were so expensive! I looked online and saw that Ulta Beauty was cheaper.

They lied.

I got this makeup from TJ Maxx. I had no other option. I only just found out that I could get samples and not pay for them to try at home. If I’d known, I would have gotten those. I got a notification from my phone, and I checked.

I’m here, pretty. 

It was him! I put on my boots hurriedly and went outside to meet him.

“Are you going somewhere, Zara?” My roommate, Inayah, asked me as I left the room.

“Yeah, just going around, you know, to explore.” That wasn’t a complete lie. I was exploring. I just didn’t say who I was exploring with.

“You don’t have your scarf on?”

“No, I’m good. I’ll use it tomorrow.”

“Um... Be safe,” she said after giving me a confused look.

I smiled in return and muttered, “bye bye,” before leaving the apartment. Inayah used her scarf more often than I did. Actually, she always had it on, except she was in her room, not even in the general kitchen or sitting room that seven others share with us, because they sometimes bring boys over. Friend, boyfriend, brother, cousin, doesn’t matter.

I, on the other hand, try to use it as often as I can, but not with these curls I spent hours on. I just need to look as good as I can for him today! I’m aware we’re supposed to use our hijabs as Muslims, but as long as we’re not going to hell for it, I’ll be fine! After all, my mum didn’t wear one.

After scrambling through the stairs because the elevator was taking so long, I eventually got out, and there he was! My knight in shining armor, looking like a Greek god. If the devil looked this good, I’m afraid I’ll fall a thousand times.

Too bad he didn’t.

“And this princess, is for you.” Ahmed gave me a bouquet of roses.

“Omg, why?” I formed a teary face, collecting it from him.

“The question is why not?” he winked and smiled, flashing his set of white teeth.

“Thank you.” I smiled and hugged him.

“You smell so good, and you look even better,” he complimented me, and I looked away, blushing.

“You don’t look too bad yourself.” I recalled what I read when I searched up what to say when complimented.

“I’m glad.” He took my hands and led me to his car.

It was our first date. I remember when he asked me a week before, I was panicking. He took me on a tour around the city since it was my first time here, and we hit it off. We first met at school. It was my first day of college, and I was very nervous, my first time away from home, my first time around so many people, I felt like fainting.

Then, he came to my rescue. My knight in shining armor for real! He helped me all through, and I found myself getting comfortable around him, which didn’t happen very often. It was, in fact, my first experience with a man as a grown-up girl. He was so nice, and I quickly opened up to him. And now, here we are...
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It was done.

A knock came at the door. I took the last picture of the couch to post on Facebook Marketplace before heading to the door. I saw a redhead when I looked through the peephole and opened the door. I had no idea who that was, but I guessed she was the one I’ve been talking to for three days now to buy my TV.

That was just a guess, by the way.

“Hello,” I looked at her.

“Hi,” She smiled brightly before giving me a wary look. I would give myself the same look with the way I looked right then. Like I needed help.

“Are you here for the TV?” I asked her, ignoring her look.

“TV? What TV? I’m here for Lucas.”

Yep. I was wrong. Could’ve been a kidnapper, and I would’ve opened the door anyway.

“Luc- what? I’m the only one living here. If you’d mentioned another name, it would’ve been understandable.”

Ahmed.

She looked at me, confused. “Does Lucas not live here? I’m his girlfriend. Who are you?” she grew impatient.

“Are you sure you’re in the right place? This is apartment 1786.” She looked through her phone and looked back at me apologetically.

“I’m so sorry. His apartment is down the street. It’s also 1786, so I got it mixed up.”

It was my turn to give her a wary look.

How do you get apartment buildings mixed up? If he lived here and his apartment number was 2786, it would be understandable, but how do you stop in front of an unknown apartment building to find 1786?

I didn’t say all this to her.

“I’m sorry. I’ve just been exhausted. I came all the way from Oregon. Right after a night shift. He’s not been picking his calls, and I suspect he’s with that bitch, Natasha.”

I wanted to say, “language, please,” but I decided against it. She’s stressed. The last thing she needs is me correcting her language.

“Tell me about it,” I responded. Maybe I should have said something more to make her feel better, but I also needed something to make me feel better at this moment.

“I’m sorry to bother you. So, do you sell TVs?” she changed the topic, and I let go of the breath I didn’t know I was holding.

“No, I’m just moving. So, I’ve been trying to sell everything I have here.”

“Oh. Do you mind if I check?”

“Absolutely. Come in.”

My smile grew bigger. She checked some of the things I wanted to sell.

“You know, I have a friend who is moving to this apartment building, and she wants to get furniture, but she’s worried about the cost.”

“This apartment building I’m in?”

“Yeah. That’s why I mixed it up with my boyfriend’s. Their numbers are both 1786, but different apartment buildings.”

“Oh. I get it now.”

Sorry for judging you earlier.

“Yeah. I could give her your number. Maybe she’ll buy everything. They all look good. And they are cheaper, yeah?”

“Of course. They’re used.”

“I’ll let her know. How much is this PS5? Or are you not selling it too?”

“Yes, I am. I’ll let it go for $250. I just got it a couple of months ago. Barely used.”

Lies. He got it, not me, but that’s not necessary information.

“Omg, that’s a steal! I’ll take it. And my friend will be in touch with you.”

“Thank you so much.” I gave her my Zelle, and she sent the money to me. I love people like her. They just accept the price and pay immediately, not these dragons I’ve been meeting on Facebook Marketplace. I gave her my number to give her friend, and she left.

Just then, my door opened, and Inayah came in, confused as ever.

“You startled me,” I told her, yawning.

“Who was that?”

“You mean the redhead?”

“You don’t even know her name?”

“I don’t. She was in the wrong place. She’s looking for her boyfriend, Lucas, who’s hooking up with the bitch, Natasha.”

“What?”

“Her words, not mine.” I shrugged.

“So, you just opened the door for a stranger. What if she was a serial killer? Can you fight?”

“Not really, no.”

“Then, you’ll just die?”

“Might as well, yeah.” She glared at me.

“Relax. She’s a godsend. She bought the PS5, and she has a friend moving to this apartment building I’m in who needs furniture. She’s gonna come over tomorrow to check them out. See. If I hadn’t met her, I probably would’ve never found anyone to buy this stuff.”

“Okay, but be safe. You never know.”

“Know what? Think Ahmed will come? And what if he does?”

“You think I don’t trust him? It’s you I don’t trust.”

“You’re ridiculous.” I rolled my eyes and walked away.

“When are you going to sign the lease?” she asked after making herself comfortable on the couch I was about to sell, drinking coffee that she made from the espresso machine I’m about to sell, and watching Netflix on the TV I’m also about to sell. Ridiculous.

“I have to see the place first.”

“Then, let’s go together!” she deadpanned.

“Tomorrow. No, the day after. This girl’s coming to check these things out tomorrow.”

“You’re not taking it seriously. So where are you going to stay after selling all these things?”

“Your house?” I said, stating the obvious.

“Girl, no. You know my husband lives with me. So, follow me, and let’s go check out the apartment before your lease ends here and you end up homeless.”

“And then what? What happens after I sign the lease and move in? What happens? I’m just going to sit and look out the window or wait for you to get back from work?” I asked.

“That’s why I came here today.”

“No, you just came here for free coffee.”

“I agree. My husband doesn’t support my caffeine addiction. And here, you have a whole café. Why not?” she took a bite of the doughnut she took from my counter, and I shook my head.

She’s ridiculous. There’s a reason her name is stored on my phone as Mrs. Ridiculous. Lame, I know, but she really is.

“Anyways, there’s a place I think you can rent. Open a bakery.” I gave her a sardonic look.

“Seriously! You said you wanted to! And this is totally feasible, except you want to go back to college and get your degree or download a matchmaking app to find a husband that doesn’t mind his wife not working.”

“Wow!” I muttered in disbelief.

“I know, but that’s just the reality. Your pastries over Paris Baguette any day! And you love it. You love baking! You literally bake and give out to random people on a random Tuesday. There’s no better option than this, I tell you.”

“It’s not just about baking. It’s a business! I need to set up a whole lot of stuff and buy so many things. And a place! And people to help! And appliances. I have mine, but I’ll need professional ones.” I complained.

“Okay, buy them,” Inayah said, like it was the most obvious thing ever. It was, but how?

“With what money?” I raised my eyebrow.

“With that money!” she emphasized the “that.”

“From my mom?” she was referring to the money I got from my mom after her death.

“Duh. You don’t even have to use that. I know you have more savings. And your jewelry. Sell them! You have so many things you can sell, you know? I can start listing them if you’d like. Matter of fact, start with selling the house he gave you.”

“I told you I want to give these things out.”

“And then what? Pay the rent of your apartment with what money? You’re not looking at the future. Let me remind you. You don’t have a job, a house, a degree, a family to help you, and you’re divorced.” She listed all my predicaments.

“Ouch.”

“I’m sorry, but I just have to. You’re drowning yourself in self-pity, and you’re not making any move. I love you, and I want the best for you. All this you’re doing won’t get you anywhere.” I agreed with her.

I’ve been thinking about what I should do. Maybe go back to school? But I need to pay for my tuition and accommodation. How would I do that without a job? I just... I didn’t want to use my mom’s money just yet. I didn’t feel good about using it. Not with the kind of relationship we had.

I also didn’t want to sell the house Ahmed left in my name. I didn't want to need him. Technically, it was mine, but it was only mine because he gave it to me. He made it mine; if not for him, it wouldn’t have been mine. He believes I need him, and I can’t do anything without him. Using his house would be affirming that. My ego is not letting me prove him right. But what could I do in a situation like this?

“I understand you. I promise I understand. But we have to face reality right now. You need something. If you’re open to working at Chick-fil-A, that’s okay, but I think you would prefer this. You’re working, therefore earning from it, it’s something you enjoy doing, and you don’t get to have anyone boss you around because you’re an employee. That’s the best option if you ask me.” She said, and I heaved a deep sigh.

“Where’s the place you mentioned?” I finally asked.

“Yes!” she sat up excitedly. “It’s downtown, literally in the middle. You’ll definitely get customers, I can assure you. That’s where everyone is. They go on dates there, family nights, blah blah. But it’s a demanding place. My husband knows the owner. He can talk to him for you. What do you think?”

“Let’s check it out when we go check out the apartment.”

“Perfect!” she grinned.

“So, I’ll be paying two rents then?”

“It’s okay, you can afford it, and if you have any issues, I got you.” She winked at me before jumping to hug me.
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4 years earlier...

It was getting real!

I looked at my diamond ring on my ring finger for the umpteenth time today. I just couldn't believe it! I’d be getting married!! I guess all these good things that have been happening to me since I moved all the way to New Jersey from Alaska are my reward for bearing everything that I’ve been through. It must be.

“Are you okay?” Inayah asked, bringing me back to reality. I was folding my clothes, and I stopped halfway through, just smiling.

“What do you think?”

“I think you’re hiding something from me.” She gave me a look.

“I wouldn’t call it hiding. I just have been waiting for the perfect time to tell you.” I grinned ear to ear. I’ve always wanted to tell her about Ahmed. That we were getting married.

“I’m all ears,” she closed the book she was reading and faced me.

“Give me a second.” I finished putting my clothes together before closing the drawers.

“One.” She counted, and I gave her the “you’re-not-really-doing-this” look.

“Okay. I’m done.” I joined her in our reading space and pulled out a chair.

“I’m all ears.”

I took a breath before breaking the reveal. “I’m getting married.”

No reaction. No response.

“I said I’m getting married!” I repeated, in case she didn’t hear the last time.

“Yeah, I heard you the first time,” she answered indifferently.

“And?” I edged her to give a response.

“Tell me what it is and don’t play with me. I have a test coming up, and I haven’t read.”

“I’m serious! Why would I lie about that?” she didn’t believe me.

“Okay. Who are you getting married to?”

“Ahmed.”

“You’re lying.”

“No, I’m not. Look at my ring. Matter of fact, I have the proposal video. Let me show you.” I checked my pocket to find my phone, but it wasn’t there.

“Here, this is it.” I showed her the video after I found my phone, but she didn’t even smile once. Is this how she’s supposed to react to good news?

“You want me to believe you’re getting married just like that?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m your only friend, Zee.” She used my nickname, and I almost felt bad. “Besides him, apparently,” she added, sarcastically. “How can you meet someone, talk to them, have feelings for them to the point where you get engaged and you’re about to get married without telling your only friend?”

“I was going to tell you, and I am now.” I was starting to get mad.

“Okay. Did you at least tell your uncle and maybe your cousins?”

“No, you’re the first person I’m telling.”

“Zee, they’re your only family! Shouldn’t your uncle even talk to him? You know you need him for the Nikkah, right? You need your dad, brother, or uncle to accept it too.”

“I don’t like the way you’re reacting. I never said I wouldn’t tell them. I will. I’d want them to attend my Nikkah too.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. Tell me about the guy. Ahmed, right?”

“Yes! Well, he’s the sweetest. He buys me flowers, kisses my forehead, touches m—”

“Everything but the haram things, thank you.” she stopped me halfway.

“Whatever!” I ignored her cringing. Everyone thinks love is cringe except the person in love.

“Tell me things like his age, how you met, what he does, does he pray, does he respect you? Those are things I want to hear.”

“Okay. Well, we met during my first semester. He helped me find my class on the first day. He also took me on a tour around since I was new. He’s 27.”

“What do you like about him?” she asked.

“He’s really sweet and thoughtful. He bought me all the different types of flowers I said were my favorite. He buys me—”

“What he buys you isn’t all that matters, Zara. It’s cute he buys you these things, and I love that for you, but we’re talking about a long-term relationship. We’re talking about marriage. You need more than that to marry someone.”

“Why are you being so bitter?”

“I’m not being bitter. I’m just worried. I’ve never seen this guy; your family hasn’t either, and you already made the decision to marry him! What do you think your uncle will think when you tell him this? He’s literally your dad!”

“I don’t have a dad.” I argued.

“I’m aware. But in Islam, in the absence of a dad and a brother, your uncle steps in. And your uncle is aware of that, and that’s why he’s been by your side all along, checking on you, paying your accommodation fees, even buying things for you.”

“Is this about your failing love life?” I asked. That was harsh, I know, but I wasn’t expecting this sort of reaction after telling her such big news.

“What?” She was offended.

“You’re just mad you don’t have anyone to buy you flowers and gifts.” I repeated.

“You’re the one who has no one to buy you flowers and gifts, that’s why you want to marry him just because of that.” She retorted, and words got stuck in my mouth.

She went lower. She used my past against me. I got up without another word and left.

“I’m sorry, but you came for me first. I’m only trying to help.”

“Yeah, you can help by taking your nose out of my business.” I slammed the door.

I left the apartment and called Ahmed to pick me up. We drove to his apartment because I didn’t want to stay where Inayah was.

“It’s okay, there are always people like them. Bitter for no reason.” He gently patted me as I cried.

After then, I didn’t go back to the apartment. I only went back when she wasn’t there to move out. Ahmed told me I could move in with him since we were getting married anyway.

We got married about a month after. I didn’t tell my uncle and cousin either. It was secret. His family was involved, but we told them I had no family. That wasn’t a complete lie.
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Present

It’s been a month since I moved to Jersey City.

It’s been taking me a minute to settle in. The issue wasn’t just settling; it was starting all over. Emotional and mental difficulties aside, it’s physically draining. I got an apartment and the space I wanted to start a bakery. The only thing left for me – baking.

I’ve been busy cleaning out the space and trying to remodel it into what I have on my vision board. I never knew I had technical and construction skills until this moment. I did the remodeling myself. Inayah helped, her husband helped, and whoever Inayah was able to convince to help me. I only got what I needed and started to fix it. I didn’t have thousands of dollars sitting around to have someone remodel this space for me.

“Do you only want to bake?” Inayah asked me, taking out the gloves she put on to paint.

“Now that you mentioned it, I’ve been considering adding breakfast to it. Breakfast and bakery.”

“Omg, that’s so perfect!”

“Right! There are a lot of people going to work around here, so I think it’s a good idea. Breakfast, bakery.”

“Coffee too! You know how much people rely on a caffeine boost to start their day.”

“Yeah, I know how much you do.” I laid emphasis on the “you,” and she rolled her eyes.

“You need to start working on your menu. So, you can make them in advance and take pictures of them.”

“Pictures for what? I have enough already.”

“For Instagram, you old school! And TikTok! And wherever you can put it to get customers.”

“I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. I only thought of Uber Eats and DoorDash.”

“You still need pictures for those. I don’t order food from places that don’t put pictures on their Uber Eats or DoorDash, except it’s a place I’ve been to before.”

“So, this is about your preference.”

“I’m sure it’s at least 75% of people.”

“I don’t know about that.”

The door opened, and we turned to see who it was.

“Omg, she’s here!”

“Hi.” A tall girl with black curly hair entered the bakery, and Inayah went over to hug her.

“This is Hager. Remember I told you about her?”

“Yes, I remember.” I turned to her. “Hi, how are you doing?”

“I’m good, how are you?” we exchanged pleasantries.

“Are you Somali?” I noticed her features.

“No, I’m Eritrean. Everyone asks that.” She laughed.

“Oh, my bad.”

“It’s okay. I like what you’ve done to this place! I remember when the Italian restaurant was here. It looked entirely different.”

“I’m glad. We’re really trying. We could use some help. We still have a long way to go.”

“I could help. I’m down anytime. Where’s the interview going to be?”

“What interview?”

“You know I want to work with you, right? Aren’t I going to get interviewed?”

“Oh, come on. Let me just see how much you can bake. I just need to know you can bake and you’re willing to help around the bakery. I don’t have specific job requirements if I’m being honest. Everything is still all over the place. I just need someone to run it with. So, it’s just going to be whatever we have to do.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. And I can bake. I have all the pictures of what I’ve baked here. I also have my recipe book, and I brought my resume in case. I’ve worked at two bakeries before; one was mine, but I closed it because it was really stressful for me at the time. I had other things going on.”

“Don’t you think it will be stressful for you now?”

“Absolutely not. You’re the owner, not me. There’s only so much I can do. The stressful part wasn’t the baking and the little work around the bakery. It’s what goes on when I’m not in the bakery; the financial aspect, the legal aspect, the bills... I just couldn’t.”

“Okay, I understand. Don’t go around scaring me now, I just got started.”

“It’s okay, you got it.” She laughed.

“Also, she’s good with social media. She could help with handling the bakery’s online presence!” Inayah chipped in.

“Yep, I can.” She agreed proudly.

“Omg, you’re such a Godsend. Come on, I don’t have time to go through your resume. I’ll definitely check your recipe book later on. I could use some inspiration from there. But for now, let’s get to work.”

“Work it is!”
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It was the D-day!

I was at the bakery as early as 4. I had things left undone yesterday because I was so tired. Everything still felt a little all over the place. The bakery should open at 7, and I had to start baking and getting things ready. For the first time in my life, I prayed Tahajjud.

Second, actually.

First was to pray against death since I was close to dying. But now, I needed it. I needed customers to show up to make me feel better about how hard I’ve been working these past weeks just for this opening.

Hager has created pages for the bakery across social media, but we’ve gotten little to no engagement. It takes a lot of effort to be consistent with social media. Following trends and staying updated is a little difficult when we have all this to run. I’ve been sleeping just a little over 4 hours recently and, not very fortunately, Hager isn’t a social media expert like Inayah claimed. She’s just good with pictures (mostly because she has a camera).

Hager and Inayah joined me at the bakery as early as 5 to complete the clean-up and assist me with baking.

“Why aren’t the chairs here yet? We’re going to open two hours from now!” Inayah panicked as she entered. This was my biggest concern, but I ignored it and got to work, waiting for Inayah and Hager so I could ask them too. Who opens a breakfast shop without chairs?

“And why do you look a mess on your first day?” she turned to me, looking at me with my apron filled with flour.

“Good morning to you too. Such a beautiful day, huh?” I answered her sarcastically, wiping the flour off my face and taking off my gloves.

“Not really. Where are the chairs?”

“I have no idea. I’m just as confused as you are. I was waiting for Hager to show up so I’ll ask her.”

“You could have called her or texted her!” Inayah said, disappointed.

“I did text her. I called, but it didn’t go through. So, I texted her.” Now, we both turned to Hager.

“Hi, girls. I’m sorry I didn’t see your text. I mean... I did, but I was so tired at the time, and I forgot to respond later,” she looked at us with a guilty look.

“That’s okay. Where are the chairs? That’s what matters.” Inayah pressed.

“Give me a second.” Hager took out her phone and scrolled through it for some seconds. “They should have delivered it yesterday, actually.”

“Well, they didn’t because I was here till 12 a.m. today.” I responded like it was the most obvious thing.

“Oh my God. There’s a delay, and they changed the delivery date to next week!” Hager screamed.

“You’re joking, right?” Inayah took her phone to check it. “What is wrong with these people!”

“Let’s all go back home.” I took off my apron.

“Calm down, Zara.” Hager picked the apron.

“There’s nothing else we can do. How am I supposed to serve breakfast to customers without chairs?”

“Why did we pick the day to the opening as the delivery date, by the way? Of course, there are delays and unpredictable situations!” Inayah said, frustrated.

“That was our only option. The others were either above our budget, or it didn’t match the aesthetic we were going for.” I reminded her.

“Can we just let customers know we’re only available for pickup?”

“Which breakfast shop is only available for pickup?” I deadpanned.

“This is an office district. They’re not coming to sit and eat. They just want to get coffee and sandwiches to eat at their desks while checking their emails. All I’m saying is we can give it a try since we don’t have another option and we’re running late. We can’t throw out all the food we’ve been making.”

“Yeah, I think we should just do that, Zee.” Inayah agreed, and I sighed.

“After we get through this opening phase, we can give out specials or invite people for a party. An opening party or something for exposure, you know?” Hager suggested.

“Come on. Let’s get to work.” Inayah nudged me.

I already felt demotivated, but I decided to push through either way. We got back to work and finished our first batch for the day. We only made a small batch because we didn’t know if we were going to sell out or not. If we do, then we’d make the other batch. The dough is ready. We’d just bake it.

Finally, it was 7.

“Shall I do the honors?” Inayah beamed.

“Sure.” I shrugged, and she flipped the closed sign to show Open.

We were still finishing up some clearing, but we weren’t expecting any customers to come at this time, so we continued to clean up.

Just then, my biggest fear came through – having a customer when we’re not ready.

A guy walked in. He stayed at the front door, looking at it for a minute before walking in. He was dressed professionally in his black suit and black tuxedo shoes. He took off his glasses, put them in his pockets, and came in. He didn’t look impressed.

And we were done for.

“No greetings to your first customer?” He questioned, and it occurred to me that this man has been here in front of me for at least a minute now. I was just panicking inside and forgot to say something.

“Oh – I’m sorry. I got carried away.” I stuttered. How did he know he’s our first customer, by the way?

“Can I have the menu?” he asked, and I hurriedly looked over to the drawers to look for the menu.

Oh my God! This should be readily available for customers.

“Are you aware there should be a menu on display for customers?” He asked, and I panicked even more.

“Omg, hi! Our first customer! We’re so glad to have you.” Inayah came out of the kitchen with flour all over her, with Hager looking just the same.

“Finally, a greeting. An enthusiastic one, even.” He smiled, trying to ignore the flour all over them but failing miserably.

“I’m sorry. They were busy in the kitchen,” I quickly said.

“I can see that. Can I have the menu?” he asked again.

“Oh. The menu!” Inayah brought out one from her pocket, and I was grateful.

“Thank you.” He dusted the flour off it and skimmed through it.

“I’d like three croissant sandwiches, a yogurt parfait, and iced Americano.”

“Got it. Would you like to use our coupons? We’re offering—”

“Does he look like he needs a coupon?” Inayah whispered loudly.

“No, I’d like to pay the full price. I’ll probably be your only customer anyway.” He answered me, and I instantly got mad.

“How do you know that?” I challenged him.

He looked around as if to say, “Can’t you see?”

“Sir, we’ll go ahead with your order, but I’d like you to know we’re only available for pickups.” Hager interrupted, quietly tapping me to let it go.

“I don’t like eating at my office. The office will smell like food. You can go ahead and cancel my order then.” He replied, turning around.

“Oh no, you can sit. Please just give me a minute.” Inayah ran in to get two chairs and put them behind the tables we had set.

“You can wait here, sir. Your breakfast will be here soon.” She smiled and led him to the table she just set for him.

Hager and Inayah set the table up by putting the plate set up, drinkware, flatware, sweeteners, spreads, and seasonings. All while he was sitting there, nodding at them as they came and left. These were supposed to be on all tables, but because we weren’t expecting anyone to sit, we didn’t prepare it.

“Go give it to him, you’re the owner!” Inayah nudged me, insisting I serve him. I left there while they were going about getting things for him to make the breakfast he ordered.

I was irritated that we were so unprepared and our first customer caught us lacking, and now we made a bad impression. And that was my biggest fear. And he wasn’t nice about it either. Not that I can blame him, though.

I collected the plate from Inayah and went to serve him.

“Here’s your breakfast. I’ll be back with the coffee.” I served him and went back to get the coffee.

“Enjoy your breakfast.” I hid my irritation and smiled at him after dropping the coffee.

“Thank you.” He said without looking up from his phone, and my anger only increased. So, I just walked away.

“He didn’t even look up to see the food. I spent my time trying to make it look good too, and he said nothing!” I complained when I got inside.

“He said thank you.” Inayah argued, and I glared at her.

“It’s okay. You’re just frustrated at how everything turned out. Put yourself in his shoes too. He’s probably tried many breakfast places with better hospitality, experience, and food just for him to get here and all this is happening. I can’t blame him, to be honest. Even the fact that he didn’t leave, is the most surprising part.” Inayah explained to her to calm down.

“Now, let’s all go out in case he needs anything.” Hager said, and we all went out.

“It’s okay, we got it.” Hager went over to his table when he was packing up his plates to help him pack it.

“At least he has manners.” Inayah whispered and straightened when he walked over to us.

“It was good. Worth the stress you put me through.” He commented, taking out his card.

“We’re glad you loved it, and we’re sorry for the inconvenience.” Inayah responded.

“She doesn’t seem glad. She looks like she just wants me out of here. I’m not sure a customer would appreciate that.” He said, referring to me.

“Oh. I’m sorry. She’s just having a rough day, I promise she’s not like this.” Inayah slightly pushed me out of his view.

“Where can I pay?” he asked, waving his card.

“It’s on the house, sir. That’s the least we can do.” Inayah offered and I turned to her immediately. Is she crazy? This could probably be our last customer!

“I insist.” He said, and I felt at ease. I gave him the card reader before Inayah mouths rubbish again, and he paid.

Hager left and came back with muffins. Well, I didn’t mind her giving him that one. She boxed it and gave it to him.

“This is the least we can do to apologize for our actions today. It’s our first day, and it’s been a little rough.”

“Does she agree to this?” he asked, referring to me. I guess he saw my reaction when she said it was on the house. Oops.

“Yes, I do. We’re deeply sorry for the inconvenience.” I collected the box from Inayah and gave it to him myself.

“I understand, thank you.” He collected it.

“We hope you return.”

“I will.” He replied and left.

“Oh my God! Did you hear that? He said he will!” Hager and Inayah jumped up, celebrating.

“Be happy, Zee. Not all customers will stay like he did. You don’t want to send them all away.” Inayah pulled me up from the chair.

“We already made a bad impression.” I slumped back on the chair.

“Something tells me otherwise. He saw how hard we were trying to fix it, and I think that left a good impression. That’s why I told him it was on the house. Of course, we need the money, but what’s the point if he doesn’t come back? That’s how you build trust. And he said he’ll be back!”

“What if he’s lying?”

“Well, time will tell.”

We set everything up in case any customer comes in again. So, we won’t make a bad impression again. We got about four chairs from inside, which was all we had in case a customer insisted on sitting in.

We had a few more customers, and they didn’t sit in. We sold the batch for the day, but we didn’t have to make more because it was the end of the day.

Guess he was wrong after all. We did get more customers.
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We had a party to plan!

It was the second week at the bakery, and the chairs finally arrived. I upgraded the space to look even more inviting. One week at it, and it feels better. The tension and the anxiety I felt were gone. They loved the meals and my pastries. Baking and cooking weren’t difficult for me at all.

When I was married, I used to make pastries for a lot of people, going door to door to give them – that was my form of sadaqah. I made sure to feed at least 100 people monthly; most of them were my neighbors and homeless people. Not that I could afford this because I had a job, I just happened to have a husband who paid for it all. I shuddered at the thought of him.

“I have to go. I have a meeting.” Inayah announced.

“Girl, just quit your job and come help me.” I groaned.

“Sure, since you pay more,” she responded sarcastically.

She doesn’t get a dime.

Inayah had a hybrid job; she worked online three out of five days a week and onsite the rest of the days. During the days she worked online, she helped out at the bakery. She had her office set up in a corner of the kitchen and came to help whenever we needed her and wasn’t having a meeting.

Today was one of those days.

“Salaamualaykum.” A familiar voice came in, and I internally rolled my eyes to the back of my head.

“Wa’laykumus salaam!” Hager responded cheerfully.

“How are you doing this lovely morning?” she added.

“Just waiting to have my coffee to officially start my day.”

“I totally get you on that one.” Inayah chipped in, sipping her cup of coffee before going inside for her meeting.

“Caffeine addiction is one of the causes of chronic high blood pressure.” I added, without looking at either of them, and I heard her scoff in response.

“Good thing I’m not addicted.” He turned to me.

“Ah, of course. How can you be?” I responded sarcastically, intentionally eyeing the coffee Hager is already making for him because that’s his usual.

“I believe addiction to coffee is purely psychological, not physical. I take an 8-ounce cup of coffee every day during the week and can’t seem to function without it.”

“So much for not being addicted.”

“But I don’t take it during the weekends, and I function fine without it,” he continued. “I also don’t take it when I fast or during Ramadan, and I’m okay. Plus, for the risk of chronic high blood pressure, you need high-level intake of caffeine, which is about four to six cups of coffee daily. I take one.”

“I see.” I commented, obviously uninterested in the topic of caffeinism, and he shook his head in disappointment.

“You need to work on your attitude. You’re chasing your favorite customer.”

He was our first customer the first day we opened, and since then, he’s come every single day, leaving large tips. I didn’t have an issue with him. After all, he’s our customer, and I appreciate his patronage, but he thinks too highly of himself. He always has one complaint or the other and says he just gives suggestions to make the bakery better.

“Lovely day, isn’t it? What would you like today? More complaints or perhaps suggestions?” I feigned a smile, laying emphasis on suggestions to show my sarcasm.

“I wouldn’t recommend you attend to customers, you know?” He helps himself with the cup of coffee Hager makes for him right as we open the shop because he’s always our first customer.

“Yep. More complaints.”

The last time, he came earlier than we did. I slept off and woke up late. He opened the bakery with us and never stopped talking about how unprofessional that was and how I won’t last long in this industry if I keep acting like this.

Blah blah blah. That was when I declared my dislike for him.

“I heard you guys are having a grand opening party.” He ignored my comment.

“Yes, we are! And we’d like to give you the first invite.” Hager grinned, handing him the invite to the party.

“I thought grand openings were for when you just open. You’ve been open for a minute now.” He mentioned, and I sighed, taking a seat away from them. He
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