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			For Ayesha and Aamna, sisters always

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I follow Amal through an endless maze of towering sugarcane.

			“Where are we going?” I ask her for the third time.

			“Shh!” my best friend chides me. “If you talk too loudly, one of my sisters will hear, and there’ll be no secret conversations.”

			“We could talk quietly right here and— Ouch!” I flinch as my arm grazes the jagged edge of a dried stalk. Amal shoots me a look.

			It takes a few more minutes, but at last we find ourselves on the other side of the field, where a grassy plain stretches into the blue horizon. Water buffalo graze and goats bleat in the distance. Amal heads toward a narrow stream slicing the land in two. Balancing atop a fallen tree trunk that bridges the divide, she settles down and gestures for me to join her.

			“Why here?” I ask, though I can see it is a pretty spot. The stream gurgles inches from our swinging feet. Overhead, the sun slips behind a patch of feathery clouds.

			“You said you needed to talk about something top secret.” She gestures to the expanse stretching out around us. “This is the best spot to be free of prying eyes and ears.”

			“You have a top secret place I didn’t even know about?”

			“You’ve never asked for a top secret discussion before.” Amal tilts her head. “What’s up?”

			“See for yourself.” I pull out the folded envelope nestled in the bottom of my satchel and show it to her. She squints as she takes in the golden calligraphy. Her eyes widen.

			“Is that…is that the acceptance letter from the Bukhari summer camp?”

			“Or the rejection letter.”

			“You don’t know what it says?”

			“I…I haven’t opened it yet.”

			“Hafsa!”

			“I know, I know. It’s just…I didn’t tell Amma and Abu that I applied,” I remind her. “I’ve been stalking the mailman for weeks so I’d be the one to intercept it. And now that it’s here…I guess I didn’t want to be alone when I got the news.”

			“Well, I’m here now.” Amal points to the letter. “Go on. Open it.”

			“I probably didn’t get in. It’s the best program in Pakistan. They only have a handful of spots for students who aren’t enrolled during the regular school year.” I shrug. “It’s not a big deal either way.”

			Amal nods agreeably, even though we both know I’m lying. This is a big deal. I’ve had my eye on this camp for months, ever since my teacher told us about attending it herself when she was my age. I’d studied Miss Sadia’s faded flyer until I’d practically memorized it. This session is a four-week program for girls who are curious about a career in medicine—shadowing not just doctors but also researchers who are trying to find cures for all sorts of different diseases, and also spending class time doing other fun stuff, like dissecting worms and frogs. Miss Sadia ended up changing her mind when she grew up and became a teacher instead, but I know that I want to be a doctor, so this program is tailor-made for me. I had to apply. I also knew my parents’ answer would be no if I asked them. So I didn’t. Figured I’d worry about that later, if I actually got in. And now? Later has arrived. This thin envelope holds my fate.

			Nervously, I tear at the wax seal. Pull out the neatly folded letter. My eyes travel over the words. I read them once. Then again to be certain.

			To the parents of Hafsa Imtiaz,

			Congratulations!

			We are pleased to extend an invitation to the Bukhari Summer Science Camp for the upcoming B session. Our top-of-the-line courses are taught by nationally certified educators with supplemental learning, excursion experiences, and more provided by renowned experts in their field.

			Please secure your child’s spot by June 24. Classes begin on July 13. Course fees include all outings and food for the duration of your child’s stay. Lodging is additional. Do not hesitate to reach out if you have any questions. We look forward to seeing your child soon.

			Stay learning and stay curious! Here’s to a Bukhari-tastic summer!

			Warmly,

			The Bukhari Summer Science Camp Team

			“Out with it!” Amal pokes me. “What does it say?”

			“It says…it says yes!”

			Amal squeals and tackle-hugs me so hard I nearly lose my balance, my sandals dipping into the cool stream below. I laugh. The pressure that had been bubbling in me all these weeks fades. I feel so light right now, I could float away.

			“I knew it! Hafsa, this is incredible!” She grins. “Don’t get me wrong. Four weeks dissecting frogs doesn’t sound like my idea of a good time, but you probably can’t think of anything more exciting, right?”

			I’m about to respond, but then I flip to the next page. My giddy relief fades.

			“What’s wrong?” Amal asks.

			“The fees.” I stare at the number for tuition plus lodging.

			Amal leans over, then gapes at the numbers. “That’s ridiculous! My father just paid that much for his new motorbike!”

			I sink back to earth like a deflated balloon. Of course there’d be a high cost for a program like this. I’d been so fixated on whether I’d get in and how I’d convince my parents to let me attend that I hadn’t stopped to think about this part.

			“It’s impossible,” I say.

			“Well…it is a big number.” Amal bites her lip. “But it’s also a big opportunity, right?”

			“I don’t think Abu will see it like that.”

			“Start with your mother? Convince her to convince your dad?”

			I shake my head. “She’ll say everything has to go through him.”

			“You never know, your father could surprise you. He’ll probably say no at first. But you’ll convince him. You will! No one’s telling you no.”

			Amal laughs when I side-eye her.

			“This is different than getting a new pair of shoes for Eid or even riding my bike around town—and you know how hard it was to convince my father that it was okay for a girl to be on a bike. This is climbing to the peak of Mount Kilimanjaro level of difficulty.”

			“Well, people have climbed that mountain, haven’t they? Sure, these fees are high, but if it’ll help you become a doctor, it will be worth it. Doctors make lots of money, don’t they?”

			“I could tell him I’ll pay him back,” I say slowly. “I definitely would.”

			“You shouldn’t have to pay him back! You’re always working at your family’s market.” She straightens a bit. “You want to know what I think? I think you’ve earned it.”

			I do help Abu most days. I’ve been working at our family produce market since I was old enough to poke my head out from behind the counter. And ever since my sister, Shabnam, got married and moved away a few months ago, I’ve been at the market whenever I’m not in school.

			“Shabnam lives in Lahore,” I say slowly. “She could promise my parents that she’ll check on me if they’re worried about my being so far away.” I brighten. Maybe I could see her on the weekends! My sister and I used to do everything together before she got married.

			“You’ll figure out a way to make it work,” Amal says, sounding so sure as she gives me a hug.

			I hug her back. This is what best friends are for, right? To remind you of your strength when you’re feeling wobbly. This camp costs a lot of money. A whole lot of money. I know it won’t be as easy as Amal’s making it out to be. But this is important. I’ll work on my father. I’ll convince him. He’ll come around. He has to.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The sun beams down unrelentingly on me as I pedal my bike toward the village square in my favorite sunflower-colored chador. This bike was my father’s when he was my age, which means it’s old. The bell is rusted and the front wheel wobbles, but it gets me where I need to go quickly. I swerve around a craterlike pothole as I near the semicircle of shops in the market square.

			The acceptance letter that’s in my satchel feels like it’s burning a hole through the bottom of it. It’s been four days since I received it. Four days of holding this secret from my parents. The more days that pass, the heavier the secret feels. And time is running out. I need to confirm my spot soon. Today’s the day I tell my father. No more delays.

			I dismount and walk the bicycle past the fabric store that doubles as the tailor shop. That shop abuts the candy-wala (with the best candy you’ll ever eat), which is right next door to the butcher store, which is kitty-corner to the milkman, who’s across from the chai stand from where I can smell the aroma of cardamom and cloves wafting toward me. I slide into our open-air produce market positioned in the center of it all—which, if we’re being honest, is the beating heart of the market square. Sure, everyone needs to get their meats and milk and all the rest of it, but my family’s store is where everyone actually stops to linger. There’s something about sifting through baskets of turnips and potatoes that makes people relax a little and want to chat about the goings-on in the community. Come for a ten-minute browse, and leave after learning just about everything worth knowing, like who is getting engaged to whom, who is buying a new car, who is in a tiff with whom. All of that? Free of charge.

			The market is busier than usual today because it’s Wednesday. New shipments are coming off the green truck idling by the front entrance of our store right now. Wasim, who’s worked for my dad forever, strains as he unloads crates of bitter melons. The usual folks who get to our store right when shipments arrive for their choice picks are already bustling about with anticipation.

			I crane my neck and look in my father’s direction. He’s got his hands on his hips and is shaking his head in disapproval. The truck’s exhaust lends a shimmery haze to the afternoon heat. He stalks over to the truck’s driver. I watch their tense exchange, then glance at the fruit section. Oh. I wince. The apple shipment didn’t come.

			Which means my father’s not in a great mood.

			Which means today is probably not the best day to bring up the letter.

			But when will the time ever be right? So far there’s been no perfect timing. Which means I’ll have to go ahead and talk to him in this imperfect time.

			After all the crates are delivered, the truck heads off down the road, out of sight, leaving a trail of dust in its path. I hurry over to help Wasim and my father unpack the produce.

			“You’re late,” my father says.

			“Sorry, Abu,” I say with my sweetest smile. “Ami roped me into chopping onions for the chicken kardhai for Shabnam’s visit on Saturday. She’s making eight different entrées for lunch alone, not to mention three different desserts!”

			“New week. New excuse.” He eyes the bicycle resting on the back wall and shakes his head.

			I fold my arms. I feel bad about a lot of things already—for keeping a secret, for how much this camp is going to cost, for being late. But I’m not going to feel bad about biking here. We’ve had this same argument more times than I can count. Who else do you see gallivanting about like you? Good girls don’t ride bicycles. To which I always counter, Why? And he always says, Because that’s how it is, like that’s the answer to everything. But that’s not how it should be, I always remind him.

			I square my shoulders, ready to argue, but Abu sighs instead.

			“Untie the onions and check on the bitter melons,” he says. “Smells like a few spoiled on the journey. And then go ahead to the—” He cuts off. His eyes shift to something behind me.

			I follow his gaze. Then I see her: Adiba. She’s in a hot-pink outfit and clutching her satchel tight to her body. Which means only one thing.

			“She has a problem with the produce again!” I exclaim.

			“No one has produce problems like Adiba. She’s always bringing things back from weeks ago. This day gets better and better,” my father complains.

			“You should say something. Tell her you know what she’s doing.”

			“You want me to accuse a customer of a thing like that?” he asks sharply. “Can you imagine what she’ll say to people?”

			“But, Abu—”

			“No, Hafsa, it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

			She’s getting closer and closer. Her eyebrows are furrowed. I smile.

			“Hafsa. Don’t get any ideas,” he says, noticing my expression. “We trade out her produce, cut our losses, and move on. I’m not going to have a scene at our store.”

			“I’m going to be nice,” I promise.

			“Hafsa…”

			I round the baskets of produce over to the side entrance where she’s approaching from.

			“Salaam, Adiba Bibi,” I say cheerfully.

			“Walaikumsalaam. Is your father around?” She scans the store.

			“Abu is wrapping things up with a shipment, but I can help.”

			Adiba lets out a deep sigh. “I’m afraid this is a matter for him, little one.”

			Sticking a hand in her bag, she pulls out an onion, sliced in half. There’s a brownish softness in the center rings. I take it from her and turn it over in my hand.

			“This onion’s gone bad,” I say.

			“Indeed.” She huffs. “It’s the third time I’ve had to bring something back this month.”

			And yet, curiously, no one else has such problems. I don’t say this aloud. I’ve already learned you usually don’t fix problems by blurting out the first thing that comes to mind. You must pause and look at the situation from all angles, find the hidden layers that you can’t forget about—just like I’m looking at this onion—and then carefully but confidently take the best way in.

			“I’m sorry this happened.” I rest the onion on the counter. “You should obviously get a replacement onion. Actually…” I purse my lips, pretending to think about it carefully. “I think you should get two.”

			“Two?” Her eyebrows shoot up.

			“It’s the least we can do for the inconvenience, and we just got a new shipment in.”

			“Your father won’t mind?”

			“Not at all,” I say solemnly. “I’ll let him know this happened again. We’ll make sure not to order from the Pirzada farm anymore.”

			“Pirzada?” Adiba tucks her chador behind her ear. “They don’t grow onions.”

			“This season they decided to give it a try.”

			I’m not lying. I’m 90 percent sure the shipment did come from their farm. I think I heard Abu talking about it a few weeks ago. But I am pretending I don’t know the Pirzada farm belongs to her cousin’s husband’s family.

			“You know how much Abu cares about having the best produce available for his customers. The fact that it’s happening so often? He won’t stand for it,” I tell her. “I’ll make sure he calls them right away and tells that we’re canceling our orders.”

			“Oh. Well.” Adiba coughs. “There’s no need for such dramatic measures.”

			“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “There’s another vendor we can switch to so you won’t have to deal with this issue again.” I have no idea how many onion vendor options my father has. But I’m betting by the look on her face she won’t call my bluff.

			“Now, really.” Adiba scoffs. “It’s not the end of the world to have a slightly blemished onion.” She scoops it up and tucks it into her bag. “Most of it is usable, anyhow—and it’s produce, after all. Can’t be perfect each time, can it? Let’s just forget about it.”

			She hurries away, and I feel a hand on my shoulder. I look up. My father. He’s…smiling.

			“Impressive, Hafsa.”

			“The onions were from the Pirzada farm, weren’t they?” I ask. “The green trucks are usually theirs.”

			“That’s right. Clever thinking right there.”

			My heart skips a beat at the way my father looks at me. He’s proud of me. My father doesn’t smile all too often. My mother says it’s because he’s so preoccupied with all the stresses of our family business. But moments like these—when the clouds do part—his smile warms me like the sun.

			“Abu—I have something to tell you.” This is it. The perfect time to ask him about the camp. “It’s…really important.”

			I hurry back to my bike. Grab my satchel, still hanging on the handlebars, and race back toward my father. I pull the envelope out and hand it to him.

			“What’s this?” He slides out the letter. Unfolds it.

			I watch him reading it. I’m rooted to this spot—I don’t dare move—but my heart? It’s beating a million miles an hour. Surely the huge, bolded Congratulations will sink in. He’ll see what a big deal this is. How I snagged an opportunity not everyone gets…

			My father finishes reading the letter and folds it back up. Tucks it into his shirt pocket. He heads toward the cash register.

			“A-Abu?” I hurry after him. “It’s a good opportunity, don’t you think? It’ll give me a head start for when I go to medical school one day. They call it a mini medical school because they bring in experts from around the country and—”

			My father puts up a hand. “No.”

			“No?” I repeat. Trying to keep my voice steady. I clear my throat to say more, but he speaks again.

			“The answer is no.”

			“I know it’s expensive, but—”

			“Even if it were free, the answer would still be no. I need you to hear me on this: This is not going to happen. I mean it, Hafsa.”

			The warmth and camaraderie from minutes earlier is gone. Like it never happened at all.

			I hear the jangling of bracelets. A handful of women arrive at the market. I hear their hushed voices. Laughter.

			“Finish unpacking the shipment and go home,” he says in a lower voice. “Let your mother know I’ll be a little late.” He walks back to the register.

			My lip quivers. My eyes threaten to fill with tears. I swallow them down. I will not cry. Crying doesn’t fix things. Crying means you’ve tried and failed. Crying means you’ve lost.

			There’s a breeze in the air as I pedal home later. It flutters my chador but brings little solace.

			No.

			Just like that. One word with the power to shut down my dreams. My home appears in the distance. The gray front door. The dusty front step. I grip my handlebars tight. He won’t get the last word on this. He can’t just kill my dreams with a one-syllable word. I will not take no for an answer. I will convince him.

			But how?

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A ball cracks against a bat in the distance. Looking out my bedroom window, I see a familiar gaggle of boys gathered at the field near the mosque. My brothers are there, wearing matching red shirts and racing around the bases. My ten-year-old brother, Haroon, pumps his fist as he crosses home plate. He’ll be talking my ear off soon enough about this home run. But the truth is that it’s a lot easier to win a sports match than a battle of wills against my father. It’s been three days since I shared the news with him. Three days since he refused to let me get a word in. I have until next week to send in my acceptance form, or they’ll give my spot away to someone else.

			I look at the poster on my bedroom wall of Zenith Irfan on her motorbike. Zenith biked (well, motorbiked) around the whole country, all the way to the Pakistan-China border, by herself when she was just a few years older than me. Her arms are folded in this photo. She’s smiling, a half smile that tells the world she’s ready to take anything on. When Zenith told her family she wanted to bike on her own across the country, did her parents say, Sure, beta, we trust you? Doubtful! It’s like she said in her video. Sometimes you have to be brave to get what you want. I bet she had to be stubborn too. It’s not like I’m asking to bike to the border of China! I’m asking to go to a four-week summer camp. I’m asking for an opportunity to become the Hafsa I was meant to be.

			“Hafsa!” my mother calls from the kitchen. “We need your help with the laddus.”

			I bite my lip. Amma hasn’t even bothered to console me about my father’s decision. I know the final choice isn’t hers, but is she too busy preparing for Shabnam’s visit to notice my heart is breaking? I look at the empty bed on the other side of my bedroom. I’ve gotten used to my big sister not living here anymore, but sometimes, like now, I miss her so much it’s a physical hurt. She didn’t push back against our parents like I do, but if Shabnam still lived here, I could have at least confided in her. She might not have been able to change anything—she was never one to make waves—but she was the best listener and sympathized with me. And at least I’d know someone in this house was on my side.

			I hear my mother call for me again, and grab a book from my nightstand before heading to the kitchen. My grandmother, who lives with us, and my mother are at the table with their sleeves rolled up to their elbows. A pile of sticky-sweet boondi is bunched up in a metal bowl in front of them. They pull colorful lumps from the batch and roll them with their palms into perfect circles of yellow flecked with green and red.

			“Salaam, Dadi and Amma. I was reading.” I hold up my book as proof.

			“Let the child finish her book,” my grandmother says.

			“Reading can come later,” Amma says. “Did you forget Shabnam’s coming today? She’ll be here any minute.”

			I try not to roll my eyes. How could I forget? I’m the one who swept and mopped the floors after Fajr prayers this morning. The one tasked with plumping up and aligning the decorative pillows on the couch while the boys played cricket? Me!

			Amma’s been cooking for three days nonstop. Chicken kardhai, minced beef shami kebabs, goat korma, lamb haleem, cholay—I can barely open the fridge, it’s so stuffed. My mother always goes above and beyond when we are having guests, but now she’s really gone overboard, and Shabnam’s not even a guest.

			“Shabnam is family,” I remind my mother. “Why are we treating her like royalty? Besides, you know she hates laddus. We could’ve made halva instead. I love halva.”

			“Of course she’s family. But things change when you’re married. Besides, it’s not just her coming, her husband will be visiting us as well, and by all accounts he loves laddus.” She looks at me, and her eyes grow misty. “One day we’ll be doing this for you, you know?”

			Not this again. I hold my tongue. How many times can I tell her I don’t want to get married?

			“Time flies, my love,” my mother continues. “Shabnam’s not that much older than you.”

			“I’m definitely not getting married at eighteen!”

			“Now, really! What’s wrong with that?” she retorts. “I was married at that age.”

			“You know why! I’m going to be a doctor.”

			“Oh, Hafsa.” My mother sighs.

			Dadi pats my hands. “Truth be told, I would have enjoyed an education. The gift of knowledge is one that ripples beyond oneself, and it pays off in dividends. I think it’s wonderful you dream so big.”

			“Not when her dreaming causes everyone in this family headaches,” my mother replies.

			If you let me dream, there’d be no headaches, I want to say. But I don’t. Because what’s the point? I hear the sound of a cat’s meow in the courtyard. Oh!

			“I’ll be right back,” I tell my mother.

			“Hafsa—”

			“Two seconds. Promise.” I open the fridge and grab the milk container and pour some into a bowl for Chotu, the ginger-colored stray cat who visits our courtyard each morning. I cup the saucer with both hands and step into the backyard.

			Chotu’s nestled in a shady nook. She leaps up and hurries toward me once she spots me walking over. I scratch her behind her ears as she laps up the liquid.

			Back in the kitchen, I wash my hands and settle down at the table. I mold a palmful of boondi into a perfect sphere and rest it along the rows of other laddus lining the sheet pan.

			“What’s the matter, dear?” my grandmother asks me.

			“It’s nothing.”

			“It’s certainly something from the looks of it. You can tell me.”

			I bite my lip. “It’s the summer camp thing.”

			“The what thing?” my mother asks.

			Dadi and Amma look at me quizzically. Did Abu not tell them? I just assumed he had, and that they’d simply decided not to speak of it. An ember of hope sparks. Amma will be a tough sell, but she’s got to be more easily convinced than my father. I hurry into my parents’ bedroom. Open the top drawer where my father drops all the things he collects and means to get to throughout the day. Sure enough, there’s my letter, settled atop a pile of receipts. I hand it to my mother.

			“It’s an amazing opportunity,” I tell her. “Lots of people apply, so it’s a big deal when you get in.”

			“Oh,” she finally says when she finishes reading.

			Oh? Her eyes aren’t narrowing. Actually…they’re widening a bit. She’s looking…impressed? My heart skips a beat. Maybe this is why Abu didn’t tell my mother. Because he was worried there was the teeniest, tiniest of chances that she would take my side.

			My mother sets the letter on the table. She heads back to the fridge. Pulls out a container of butter.

			“Amma?” I ask. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

			“What is there to say?” my mother asks. “The expense alone is prohibitive. You know we just patched up the roof at the market, and then there was Haroon’s cast after he broke his arm. None of that was free. Money isn’t as easy to come by as you think.”

			“Didn’t Shabnam’s husband help pay for the roof?” I ask. “And the cast?”

			“Sohail is very generous, yes. Even if money wasn’t a factor, though, do you think your father would let you go off on your own to Lahore for a month?”

			“You don’t understand,” I say, my voice wavering.

			“You’re right. I don’t. Even if I was open to it—which I’m not,” my mother continues, “your father will never say yes. Not in a million years.”

			“I’ve convinced him about other things before.”

			“This is different than playing soccer with the boys or riding your bike around town.”

			I turn to my grandmother. “Maybe you could talk to him? You’re his mother. He has to listen to you, doesn’t he?”

			“You know your father, Hafsa. He’s more stubborn than a mule.” She chuckles softly. “Dare I say he’s even more stubborn than you are.”

			“A girl off on her own in Lahore.” My mother shakes her head. “Honestly, Hafsa! Can you imagine? What will people say?”

			What will people say?

			Boom. There they are: the four worst words ever strung together into a sentence. It’s my mother’s go-to response for just about anything. What will people say? About our clothes. Our house. Our smiles. Frowns. We had to borrow so much money to throw my sister’s wedding because it had to be just right, otherwise people would whisper and judge us, according to my parents. And it’d be one thing if they were just worried about what people will say. They’re also preoccupied with what people might say. It’s not easy being the only one in this family who doesn’t care what other people think.

			“If Haroon got this opportunity, you’d be proud of him.” My voice breaks. “You’d let him go without a second thought.”

			“Yes, we would. I’m not pretending otherwise. It’s different, and you know it.”

			“Amma—” I begin, but she cuts me off.

			“I didn’t make this world the way it is, but it is the world we must live in. Honestly, Hafsa. Shabnam never gave us the headaches you do.”

			Not this again. I squeeze the laddu I’m rolling so hard it crumbles in my hands. Perfect beautiful Shabnam with her flawless skin and silky black hair. Who does whatever her parents tell her to do without ever a complaint.

			“She happily went along with our choice for her partner,” my mother continues. “Now look at her! She has the life she wants. Living in a big city. Married to a doctor. Wonderful in-laws. Soon enough, that could be your life.”

			“I’m not marrying a doctor, I’m going to be the doctor.”

			“Who says you can’t do both? You can get married and be a doctor if that’s what you’re so intent upon doing. Look at Shabnam. She’s at that culinary school in the city. She was telling me all about the fancy desserts she’s whipping up just the other day. Marriage doesn’t spell the end of one’s dreams.”

			Before I can reply, there is the rumble of tires against gravel. A door opens. Then closes. My sister has arrived. Which means the conversation is over.

			And I’m no closer to convincing my parents than I was before.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“Hafsa!” my sister exclaims happily when I open the front door. The corners of her brown eyes crease with her huge smile.

			When I see her, some of my sadness eases. I give her the tightest hug I can.

			“Whoa. Careful!” she exclaims. “You’re going to squish my dessert!”

			I take a step back, and the container she’s holding comes into focus. “Did you make your famous mango phirni?”

			“You only asked me ten times.”

			“It’s my favorite!”

			“Had no idea.” She winks.

			“Salaam, Hafsa,” says a male voice.

			I take a quick step back. Her husband is smiling at me. He’s here too. Of course he is. I guess I’m still not used to having a brother-in-law. He’s tall—a head taller than my father—and he’s wearing gray pants and a white button-down polo.

			“Salaam, Sohail. Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

			“You were greeting the most important person first,” he says.

			“You’re both important! I’m so glad you’re here,” I say as I usher them inside.

			Our grandmother hurries toward them. “Look at how lovely you both look!” she marvels. “The esteemed artist Parves himself couldn’t have painted a prettier picture.”

			“I’ve missed you, Dadi.” Shabnam hugs our grandmother, then embraces our mother.

			Soon Abu arrives, and my brothers hurry over from the cricket field. Amma sets up the appetizers—samosas and keema patties—on the coffee table in the drawing room, and I bring over the wooden tray with the milky chai that’s been brewing on the stove since morning.

			“Thanks, Hafsa,” Sohail says when I hand him his tea, served in one of our finest porcelain cups.

			Once I’ve served everyone, I pour a cup for myself and sit across from my sister and brother-in-law. Sohail is nice and all, but it’s weird to think that a person I barely know is now an everyday part of my sister’s life. Him being here makes everything and everyone a little awkward and different. Like my parents. My father is smiling and making small talk for once. My mother’s in the green silk shalwar kamiz she wears on holidays, and—I wrinkle my nose—when did she put on…lipstick?

			Shabnam’s in a gauzy white outfit and wearing gold earrings and a matching necklace. Her beautiful brown eyes are framed with eyeliner and mascara. There’s even a hint of eye shadow. Her hair, which she used to always wear in a braid, is brushed out and falls softly against her shoulders. She’s always been pretty, but with all this makeup she looks like she’s about to star in one of the Pakistani dramas my mother loves.

			I watch her sitting so formally and wonder: Is this how it is when people get married? Will she always act like a guest in our house from now on? Will I ever get used to it?

			When we shift to the dining table for lunch, my mother keeps piling more food onto Sohail’s plate, despite his protests that he’s completely full. I catch my sister’s eye, and we both stifle laughter.

			“How is your mother?” Amma asks Sohail. “We’re sorry she couldn’t come.”

			“She’s busy with the annual hospital gala, but she sends her regards.”

			“Well, we’re glad you could pull yourself away,” she says. “I know being a doctor keeps you busy.”

			I try not to roll my eyes. My parents mention Sohail being a doctor to friends and family “in passing” any chance they get. If they could frame a picture of him in his white doctor’s coat and stick it in the drawing room, they probably would. But the thought of me wanting the same for myself makes them shake their heads.

			“We were overdue for a visit,” he says. “Everything all right here? The roof isn’t giving you any problems now, is it?”

			“Everything is wonderful now,” my father says. “Between Haroon’s cast and the roof, I’m not sure what we would have done without you.”

			“Please.” He waves a hand. “It’s what family does. I’m glad I could help.”

			“How do you like it in Lahore?” I ask Shabnam. “It must be fun living in a big city.”

			“It is nice,” Shabnam says. “But noisy too. I’m slowly getting used to it.”

			“The noisy part will settle soon,” Sohail says. “They’re repaving the road a few blocks up from us, so it’s complete chaos lately.”

			“At least it’s summertime,” Shabnam says, “so the usual traffic for the school down the street isn’t too bad. Hope it’s all fixed up by fall.”

			I straighten at the mention of a school. The camp is at a school in their part of Lahore…

			“The school…is it Bukhari Academy, by any chance?” I ask.

			Sohail looks at me, surprised. “You’ve heard of it?”

			My pulse quickens. I’ve tried Abu, Amma, and Dadi, but maybe my brother-in-law and sister can help. Maybe they can vouch for this school.

			“I got into their summer camp!” I tell them. “It’s a monthlong program where they teach kids about medical things like CPR and take them behind the scenes of working in medicine. I already know I want to be a doctor, but attending would put me one step ahead when the time comes.”

			“Bukhari hosts fantastic summer academic programs,” he says. “My sister Kiran attended years ago.”

			“That’s so great, Hafsa,” Shabnam says, “not that it’s a surprise you got in. You’ve always been so smart.”

			They’re smiling at me. They’re actually proud of me. See? I want to tell my parents. Not everyone will whisper and stare and judge me for wanting an education. Stealing a glance at them, though, they’re looking at me like I’ve sprouted antlers.

			“That’s exciting, Hafsa,” Sohail says. “You’ll be right up the street from us.”

			“Not exactly,” my father says. “Hafsa’s not going to be attending.”

			“Oh?” Sohail frowns. “Why not?”

			Abu shakes his head as though he’s confused he has to explain. “It’s…it’s very far away. Hafsa’s barely left the village.”

			Seeing my crestfallen expression, Shabnam clears her throat. “We’re right down the road,” she says. “We’d make sure she’s okay.”

			“It’s more than that…It’s expensive as well,” my mother says.

			Sohail waves a hand. “I’m happy to cover it.”

			What? Am I hearing this right? Or is this a dream?

			“Sohail.” My father seems to search for the right word. “That is…It’s very kind of you. But we can’t keep asking you to cover us.”

			“It’s my pleasure.” He turns to me. “Shabnam said your birthday is in August—consider it an early birthday gift. What do you say?”

			Both my sister and Sohail are looking at me, awaiting my answer. But this isn’t up to me. I glance at my parents. They’re looking at each other. Having a silent conversation with their eyes.

			“Sohail, beta, I know you grew up in the city, but as your mother would tell you, things are different here,” my father says. “In our village—a girl going off like this and staying in a dorm, unsupervised—it simply isn’t done.”

			“It’s not unsupervised!” I burst out. “They have teachers there! Chaperones.”

			“I know my headstrong daughter has her own views on the matter.” My father’s voice is tight. “But I won’t have it.”

			Shabnam’s husband nods. My heart sinks. He’s new to this family; he’s not about to get in an argument with my father. Tears threaten to fill my eyes. Just like that, it’s over. But then I catch my sister’s gaze. She’s smiling. I know that smile.

			“Amma, Abu, I have an idea.” Shabnam leans forward. “If you don’t feel comfortable with the dorms, why doesn’t she stay at our home? We’re just down the road. I’m sure she doesn’t have to stay on campus to be part of the classes. It’ll be cheaper that way too.”

			I blink at this unexpected offer. But Shabnam knows my parents; she’s trying to find a compromise. It’s the Shabnam way.

			“That’s a fantastic idea!” Sohail exclaims.

			“Oh, well. We would never impose like that,” my mother begins.

			“No imposition at all. My driver can drop her off in the mornings. This is a great idea, Shabnam,” he says.

			“It will be so much fun to spend time together! I’ve missed you a lot,” my sister says. “What do you think, Hafsa?”

			I’m afraid to speak, afraid I’ll break the spell that’s silenced my father for the moment. I can’t lie—I’m a tiny bit disappointed because I’d have loved to stay at the boarding school and get the full experience, but the whole point is to attend the classes. Plus, a month with my sister would be nice.

			My father clears his throat, but before he can protest, my grandmother interjects. “This sounds absolutely wonderful. How kind of Sohail and Shabnam! It would be positively insulting to not accept their generosity.” She shoots a look at my father. “Don’t you agree, Shaukat?”

			My father looks stunned. My grandmother never speaks up to him—but now that she has, I dare him to try to cross her while she’s folded her arms and wears that stern expression.

			“Then it’s settled!” My brother-in-law grins. “My mother will be thrilled.”

			Shabnam tells me about all the fun we’ll have. We’ll go for high tea at a place called Haveli. Shop together on the weekends…

			I know my parents are the opposite of thrilled right now, and that I’ll hear about it once my sister and her husband are gone, but it doesn’t matter. There’s no way they’re contradicting Dadi or insulting their brand-new son-in-law, which means it’s settled.

			I won! I’m going to Bukhari!

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Time is a sparrow. That’s what my grandmother always says. A sparrow beating her wings as she zips off into the sky. I disagree. Time is a slug. A slug plodding down a concrete road in one-hundred-degree heat. And I swear time slowed to an even slower crawl ever since I accepted my spot. But whether it’s a sparrow or a slug, the awaited day does finally arrive. And I’m so happy it’s here.

			I lug my suitcase into the trunk. Make my brother Haroon promise to feed the stray cat, Chotu, while I’m out of town. I hug my brothers and Amal, who has come to say goodbye.

			I wave to them all and watch them grow smaller and smaller in the distance as I drive away with my parents.

			Part of me is still afraid Abu will change his mind. That he’ll come up with the perfect excuse. That my dream will die before it even has a chance to bloom. I don’t breathe easy until we merge onto the busy highway. That’s when it finally actually hits me. This is real. It’s happening. I smile. Even Abu grumbling nonstop from the driver’s seat isn’t going to get me down.

			I run a hand over Miss Sadia’s worn flyer and reread the words I have already memorized.

			BUKHARI SUMMER SCIENCE CAMP PROGRAM OF EVENTS

			
				Week One: Human Anatomy—learn all the parts of the human body, study real skeletons, and do speed competition challenges with classmates for who can memorize the most parts!

				Week Two: Human Physiology—learn how all the organs in our bodies work. Dissect worms, frogs, and more to get a firsthand view!

				Week Three: People in Medicine—meet doctors, nurses, and biomedical engineers who will share the part they play in health care.

				Week Four: Medicine in the Real World—shadow health care professionals and watch all that you learned fall into action.

			

			“Hafsa.” My mother turns from the passenger seat toward me as my father honks at a garbage truck merging into our lane. “It was kind of Sohail to offer to host you in his home. Remember you need to be on your best behavior while you’re there.”

			“For the hundredth time, I promise I will be a perfect guest, Amma. And thank you both for letting me attend.”

			“We didn’t have much of a choice, did we?” Abu grumbles.

			“It’s not too late,” my mother says, turning to him. “We could make some sort of an excuse.”

			No. I tense up. They can’t do this now! Before I can protest, my father shakes his head.

			“After everything he’s done for us?” Abu says. “What will he think? To turn this down is to insult him.”

			I exhale the slightest bit. This is probably the first time my parents’ preoccupation with what other people might think of us is working in my favor.

			“Don’t forget, Hafsa, this is Shabnam’s family. Different rules of decorum apply,” my mother implores. “You are a reflection of us, and your impression at his home will be a lasting one.”

			“You keep calling it his home.” I bristle. “It’s her home too. And they might be her family now, but she was our family first.”

			“Things change when you get married,” my mother says. “One day you’ll see.”

			Ugh. I try not to roll my eyes, and instead, I look out the window at the buildings in the distance. Of course things change is what I want to tell my mother. Does Amma think I don’t know this? Shabnam got married and left, didn’t she? But she’s still the sister who slept across from me on the charpai since my memories were a thing I could grasp. Who made me kaju katli for my birthday the last four years after I watched a baking competition and had to have it. Those things have not changed at all.

			The rest of the trip is quiet until my father takes the off-ramp from the highway and the city of Lahore comes into sharper focus. As we get closer to Shabnam’s home, I see a gleaming white building with white windows.

			“Iqbal Memorial!” I point to it. “That’s Sohail’s hospital!”

			Sohail had mentioned the hospital was close to the school and—my heart skips a beat—there it is! Bukhari is spelled out in gold-plated letters on an enormous mint-green building, at least three stories high. As we drive past it, I see it’s not just one building—it looks like a labyrinth stretching out in the distance. My jaw drops. I’m going to school there.

			The construction makes the last quarter mile of the drive bumpy and slow. The car windows rattle from the nearby jackhammers. I stare at Aray Bazaar, which we pass along the way. It’s a market with shops just like our own town square, but it’s ten times bigger. The sign for Shan’s Fabric Store is illuminated with bright neon. A dessert shop has an illustrated logo of a variety of baked goods. I even spot Haveli—the place Shabnam said we would go to for the best high tea!

			None of these shop owners need to worry about the weather because none are open-air ones like the markets back home, where wind might blow in rain and the heat cannot be escaped, no matter how much canopy cover there might be.

			At last my father pulls into a driveway leading to a huge wrought-iron gate that’s attached to a tall brick wall that seems to surround the property. He slides down his window and presses in the code my sister gave him to open the gate.

			As we pull up to the house, I gasp. I knew that Sohail’s family was well-off, but I hadn’t imagined this!

			“This isn’t a house,” I say. “This is…an estate.”

			“Hush.” My mother swats me. “It’s rude to gawk.”

			But it’s hard not to. Goosebumps trail my arms.

			This month is going to be even more eye-opening than I had imagined.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Stepping out of the car, I stare at the sprawling building, a beautiful peach-colored stucco house with enormous windows.

			I follow my parents down a slate walkway. Bushes shaped into squares flank the imposing wooden door. Across the vivid green lawn, there are two men trimming the bushes growing along the side of the wall.

			Before we can knock, a woman opens the door. She’s wearing a simple cotton shalwar kamiz, not too different from my own, and introduces herself as Wafa. She ushers us inside, and we follow her along cool marble floors to a sunken living room. There’s a massive flower-patterned sofa and lots of matching overstuffed chairs. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves line the back wall. An expensive-looking maroon-and-cream-colored carpet covers most of the floor. Shabnam never mentioned how fancy things were here, and I wonder, was the size of this house hard for her to get used to?

			“Please have a seat. I will let them know you are here. Lunch will be served shortly,” Wafa says.

			I settle onto the sofa, surprised by how firm it feels—maybe this is how a sofa is supposed to be when it hasn’t been broken in by decades of use, like ours. The truth is everything here looks brand-new. Not a smudge on the picture frames or a stain on the rug to be found. I’m about to mention this to my mother, when my sister arrives.

			“You’re here already!” she squeals. She looks just as dressed up as when she came to our house. A lavender kamiz with white churidar pajamas. Is she dressed up for us? Or are these sorts of outfits just what Shabnam wears now?

			“Traffic was clear today,” my father says. “We got here faster than expected.”

			“Welcome,” another voice calls out. It’s Raheela Auntie, Sohail’s mother. She’s walking down the winding staircase by the front door entrance with Sohail. “I hope you weren’t waiting long,” she says.

			We all rise from our seats as though in the presence of royalty—which it sort of feels like we are. Raheela Auntie looks impeccable. She’s wearing an elegant pale shalwar kamiz, along with a pearl necklace and earrings. Her hair’s swept up like she got it done at a salon—which I guess she probably did. She gives my mother a hug and then turns her attention to me.

			“Hafsa, what a pleasure to see you again, dear. I was delighted when Sohail told me you were joining us for a month.”

			Sohail nods. “This camp is a fantastic opportunity.”

			“We are so thankful to both of you for letting Hafsa stay here,” my mother says. “But if it’s too much of an imposition…”

			I grit my teeth. I can’t believe my mother’s still trying to find a way out of this.

			“Not at all! We’re thrilled!” Auntie turns to me. “It’s wonderful your parents are supporting this, Hafsa. Some of our small villages can be behind the times on female advancement and education. It’s important to see the way the rest of the world actually works.”

			I murmur my gratitude but don’t dare look in Abu’s direction. Of course Auntie assumes I’m here with my parents’ blessings, but it doesn’t change the fact that she just inadvertently insulted them. Not that Abu will push back; he is a different version of himself whenever Shabnam’s new family is around. I guess that’s something to be grateful for right now.

			“Your room is all set up,” Auntie continues. “I picked out the new linens myself, and dare I say you might like it so much here, you won’t want to leave.”

			“I think you’re right. It’s so lovely here,” I tell her as she leads us to the formal dining room for lunch. A woman with a green cotton chador places a serving tray of kebabs at the center of the table. Another woman in similar clothing trails behind her, setting down naans and rice. I look out the windows and see the gardeners in the distance.

			“How many people work here?” I ask.

			“Hafsa.” My mother blanches.

			“It takes a lot of people to keep things running,” Raheela Auntie says. “Wafa, our head housekeeper, oversees everything. Tanzila is our cook, and Shazia helps her in the kitchen. They make some of the finest meals you’ll ever eat. Arshad is our handyman. And then we have Jihad, who drives us where we need to go, as well as the men out there you see keeping our garden and grounds in tip-top shape.”

			There seem to be more people working than living here! I glance at Shabnam. Did this all seem surreal to her at first? Was it hard to get used to?

			We sit down at the table, which is filling up with an array of dishes from chicken kardhai to goat haleem. And Auntie was right about the food—it’s fantastic.

			So is the sweet lemonade. Everything is perfect except for the air conditioning blowing in from the metal vents above us, which is so cold it makes me shiver.

			“Thank you for a delicious lunch,” my mother says once we’re done. “We should head back. We have quite a drive ahead of us.”

			“Now, now. You can’t leave before dessert,” says Raheela Auntie. “It’ll only delay you a few minutes.”

			Ooh! I brighten, since dessert is my sister’s specialty. It’s the whole reason she wanted to attend culinary school. She can make everything from the best carroty gajrela in the world to a light and spongy strawberry shortcake. She used to always give Abu lists of specialty ingredients to get her when he’d go to Lahore, but now she lives here, so she must have all the supplies she needs at her fingertips. But my sister doesn’t make any move. Instead, the kitchen door swings open, and Shazia carries out porcelain plates with gulab jamun and kheer.

			“These aren’t yours,” I blurt out to Shabnam. The kheer is garnished with raisins, not my sister’s signature crushed pistachios, and the gulab jamun are smaller than my sister’s.

			Everyone looks at me. I blush and quickly apologize to Shazia. “These look delicious! I only meant I was hoping to have some of Shabnam’s desserts.” I turn to my sister. “You know how much I love your desserts! I’ve missed them.”

			“I’ve been pretty busy,” Shabnam says. “But don’t worry—we can make some sweets while you’re here.”

			“She has indeed been busy,” says Auntie. “When I asked her to help with our annual gala for the hospital, she didn’t hesitate. I don’t know how I ran our Friends of Iqbal charity without her.”

			“Shabnam told me all about your wonderful organization,” my mother says. “It’s such impressive work.”

			“It’s just a little passion project of mine.” Auntie shrugs.

			“It’s more than a little passion project,” Sohail says. “Ammi began this when I was in grade school. She started off holding fundraisers here at home, but now it’s grown to an event with over three hundred people at the Clarin Grand Hotel. The hospital named the cardiac center wing after her for all her work.”

			“Now, really, there was no need for that.” Auntie laughs. But she’s obviously proud of the honor. “It is a lot of work, though. I can’t deny that,” she explains. “My daughter, Kiran, has been after me to slow down. She wants me to come to Dubai and spend longer stretches of time with the grandkids, and now, with Shabnam’s help, I finally can envision that.”

			“It’s my pleasure,” Shabnam says.

			Once dessert is done, we follow my parents outside to say our goodbyes. I give each of them a hug, and as I watch them climb into the car, I clutch my hands into tiny fists.

			“It’s okay,” Shabnam says to comfort me. “It’s only four weeks.”

			She thinks I’m sad they’re leaving. I’m sure I’ll miss my parents, but the reason I’m tense is I’m afraid one of them will hop out of the car and try to take me back with them.

			But they don’t. I breathe a sigh of relief as their car pulls away and disappears down the road.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Two sun birds trill by my window, tussling over a twig before the dawn has even properly lit up the sky. But I’m already awake. I thought I’d sleep easy—the bed here is a modern one with a fluffy mattress, unlike my woven charpai back home—but sleeping on a tufted cloud isn’t something I’m used to. All night, I kept feeling like I was going to sink into the bed and be swallowed whole. And the cold! Back home, I sleep beneath a sheet with the windows cracked open to let in a breeze while a fan runs noisily overhead. But here, with the air conditioning constantly blasting, I was still cold, even under a sheet, blanket, and duvet. It’s like living inside a refrigerator.

			Walking to the window, I take in the view. This house is on a slightly higher elevation than the surrounding area, and with the brick wall enclosing the property, it feels like a private oasis. There’s a tiled courtyard below my window around which are planted all kinds of beautiful trees and flowering bushes.

			Just over the wall of this estate, I can make out some shops and cafés. In the distance, I see the edge of the rainbow neon sign of the fabric store we drove past on our way here. It glows against the still-dark sky. As do billboards advertising lotions and a new Ferris wheel at the local zoo. It’s so different from back home, where we have no need for billboards; we already know exactly who sells what and where.

			I walk over to my closet and am surprised to see my clothes have been put away and my shalwar kamiz has been washed and ironed. I’ve never known such luxury.

			My book bag has been placed on a table near the door.

			My book bag. A shiver of excitement runs through me. This is really happening. I’m here and it’s my first day of camp!

			I get ready in my very own bathroom, and I can’t get over having all this space to myself. Back home we all share one bathroom, and Haroon takes forever in the shower. I can’t believe that in all my phone calls with Shabnam, she never once mentioned how enormous and fancy her new home was. Maybe she didn’t want to sound like she was bragging?

			When I step into the hallway, I notice how quiet it is. I head downstairs, and since I’m up early, I decide to explore the place.

			The main floor of the house is shaped like a spider, with the dining and living room being the center hub. Then hallways snake out every which way. I walk into the den, which branches off from the dining room and is full of comfortable-looking sofas and a large television.

			Then I trail down more hallways and peek in all the rooms. There’s a library with wall-to-wall bookshelves. There are more guest bedrooms, including one with the prettiest blue linens and matching curtains.

			In another, narrower hallway, all the doors are closed, but one suddenly parts open and Wafa steps out. This must be the servant quarters. Wafa’s holding a broom, a mop, and a pail. She moves slowly, since she’s carrying so much. I offer to help, but she shakes her head and waves me away.

			“I have a system.” She smiles at me. “Really.”

			Trailing down yet another hall, I see a light glowing in one of the rooms. Peeking inside, I find my sister sitting at a desk and staring at a laptop with her shoulders hunched forward. The floor creaks beneath my feet when I walk toward her, and she looks up.

			“Hafsa! You’re up early.”

			“You’re the one who’s up early! Dadi used to have to drag you out of bed in the mornings for school. And are you really using a computer?”

			“I’m helping with the gala, remember?”

			“You barely knew how to use our flip phone back home.”

			“Not true! I used to get recipes from the computer at the literacy center all the time.”

			“You always dragged me with you to print them for you!”

			“Well, I’ve got my own office and printer, and I’m a proper computer wizard now.” She winks at me and stands up. “Let’s get you breakfast. Since today’s your first day of camp, I made you something special.”

			I follow her down the hallway and into the enormous kitchen. It’s a beautiful room with multiple islands and huge windows overlooking a garden. Shazia and Tanzila are already at work, and we exchange greetings as I follow Shabnam to an island in the corner of the room. That’s when I smell it: the perfect combination of butter and sugar.

			I gasp. “Did you make what I think you made?”

			“See for yourself.”

			On one of the counters there’s a metal tray with rows of kaju katli—the triangular slices of cashew and butter and sugar I love so much. I grab one from the tray and pop it in my mouth.

			“Mmm. This tastes like heaven,” I say. “You must have gotten up really early to make these.”

			“Well, it’s not every day my sister comes to stay,” Shabnam says. “I wanted to show you how proud I am of you for getting accepted to such a prestigious program, and how happy I am that you’re here.”

			I take another slice of the sweet treat and set it on a plate before Shabnam and I head into the dining room. Almost immediately, the kitchen staff starts bringing out platters of omelets, parathas, and sliced fruit.

			“This is a proper feast,” I marvel. “It’s not always like this, is it?”

			“Yes. This is just a typical day here.” She laughs. “Sohail’s mother loves her breakfast—she’ll be down in a little while. And if you’re ever in the mood for something you don’t see, Shazia will be happy to make it.”

			I try to process that this is just a normal breakfast for my sister. Sure, we make a big breakfast on weekends here and there, but nothing like this.

			Shabnam takes a sip of tea and lowers her voice. “So exactly how mad are our parents about you being here?”

			“Hopping mad.” I fill her in on the drama surrounding my acceptance, and it feels great to have someone to confide in. This is the gift of having a sibling you’re close to; they understand your family better than anyone else ever can.

			“Abu should have known better than to try to go up against you,” Shabnam says.

			“To be honest, I’d almost given up. I’d never seen him so unwavering. You and Sohail are why I’m here.”

			“Well, I’m glad we could help.”

			“You really did! And as a token of my gratitude, I’m ready and willing to be experimented on with whatever recipes you need to work on for culinary school. Just don’t get upset if I tell you exactly what I think. Remember those soggy mango crepes?”

			Shabnam’s smile fades.

			“Oh, come on! I’m kidding! I mean, they were a little soggy, but they still tasted delicious.”

			“It’s not that. It’s just…I’m not going to culinary school, Hafsa.”

			What? I stare at her. Is she joking? Did she flunk out? No way. My sister would never flunk out of anything. “What happened?” I ask.

			“Nothing happened,” she says. “I decided to hold off on it. There’s so much going on here that it didn’t feel like the right time.”

			“But you were so excited,” I say. “It’s all you talked about before the wedding.”

			“I didn’t know anything about what my new life would be like then. When Sohail’s mother asked me to help with the gala, the thought of adding school on top of that was too much to wrap my head around. Once the event is over and I get the hang of things around here, I’ll apply.”

			“But—”

			“It’s okay, Hafsa. Really.” She gives me a smile. “Culinary school isn’t going anywhere.”

			Floorboards creak overhead and footsteps tap against the stairs. Our time alone is coming to an end, and what is there to say anyway? Shabnam doesn’t need a lecture from her little sister.

			I’m here for a month; we can talk more about this later.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			“Good morning!” Sohail steps into the dining room. He’s in dark slacks, a button-down shirt, and a gray tie. “Something smells great. Did Shazia make something new?”

			“Not Shazia! Shabnam made kaju katli, and it’s so good!” I say proudly.

			Sohail walks to the buffet table and picks up a piece of sweet. Taking a bite, his eyes widen. “This is incredible, Shabnam. Tastier than any I’ve ever had.”

			“Kaju katli is her specialty,” I say.

			“Is it?” He smiles at my sister. “How did I not know that?”

			Shabnam grins at the compliment, but I frown. How does her husband not know? Back home, Shabnam was always in the kitchen, mixing up sweet treats. It’s how she unwinds.

			“I’ll take a few for the road.” He swipes a handful. “Hafsa, let me grab some breakfast and then we’ll leave in a few minutes.”

			“Ready when you are!” I pull my backpack onto my shoulder.

			“Heading out already?” Raheela Auntie asks as she enters the dining room, looking perfectly coiffed, even at this early hour.

			“Sorry, Ammi,” he tells her. “I have two procedures lined up before noon.”

			“Speaking of your work, don’t forget—”

			“I haven’t forgotten,” he quickly interjects. “One of our assistants is gathering the behind-the-scenes photos for the slideshow. I’ll have her get them all to you by week’s end.”

			“Perfect,” she says. “The visual aspect really gets the enthusiasm going at the gala.”

			Shazia enters the dining room, refilling the pot of chai, and Auntie turns her attention to me. “Ready for your first day of camp?”

			“I am,” I tell her. “I slept well! Thank you again for hosting me.”

			“It is truly our pleasure. You make yourself at home here, understand?” She glances at the dessert on the table and gives Shazia a puzzled look. “You made kaju katli today?”

			“Shabnam did,” I tell Auntie. “It’s my favorite thing in the world, so she made it for me. Try some—they are amazing!”

			“I can confirm that’s true,” Sohail says, taking another bite. “A tastier treat you will never have.”

			“Oh, Shabnam, I’ve told you before, you don’t need to trouble yourself with cooking.” She gives her a gentle smile. “That’s what Shazia and Tanzila are here for. You’re busy enough as is with the gala. And speaking of the gala, how are the donations coming along?”

			“Good,” Shabnam says. “Some big ones came in last night. Salman Kiyam donated a full spa day package at a resort near Murree.”

			“Fantastic,” Auntie says. “I might want to bid on that myself.”

			“Salman Kiyam, the actor?” I ask.

			“He’s always been a great supporter of our hospital,” says Auntie. “Wait until we add that to the preview of offerings. Our wait list will get even longer.”

			Shabnam kisses my forehead. “Have a great day, Hafsa. If I’m not here when you get back, we’re out for sari fittings, but I want to hear about everything when I return, okay?”

			“Sure,” I say. “I want to hear about everything too.”

			As I follow Sohail, I think about all the questions I have for my sister. I now know why Sohail had no idea that Shabnam could bake so wonderfully. Clearly Auntie doesn’t want her in the kitchen, but what about Shabnam? What does my sister want? Because that matters too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Sohail’s car is spotless. Sleek and black on the outside, with cream-colored leather seats inside. Unlike my father’s vehicle, where we have to crank down the windows to let the wind cool us as best as it can, air conditioning blasts in here just as it did in the house. It’s like transferring from one icebox to another. Also unlike at home, where my father drives himself, Sohail hops in the back seat next to me. His driver, Jihad, will take us where we need to go.

			“Are you excited?” he asks me as Jihad turns onto the road.

			“I can’t wait!”

			“Well, let me know if we are getting you there too early. Jihad could always drop me off first, and then swing back to get you. It shouldn’t be a problem, right, Jihad?”

			“Would be my pleasure.” Jihad tips his hat.

			“I don’t mind arriving early, and I don’t want to make any extra work.”

			“No extra work at all, Miss Hafsa,” Jihad says. “Your campus is on the way, and besides, this is what I’m here to do. I ferried Sohail’s father—may he rest in peace—to and from work, and also drove Sohail back and forth to school all the way up to his graduation.”

			“Jihad also always knew just when a detour for ice cream was warranted,” Sohail adds.

			“In my experience, ice cream always has a way of making everything better.”

			“That’s definitely true,” I agree.

			We stop at a red light, and I look at Sohail. He’s a doctor. The job I want most in the whole world. I figure now’s my chance to learn more about it. “Would you mind telling me what a typical day at the hospital is like for you?” I ask. “Do you ever set casts? I watched the doctors setting Haroon’s last summer, and my brother was screaming the whole time. I hope your patients are easier!”

			“Breaking a bone can be incredibly painful. I’m glad Haroon’s fully healed now. I don’t set casts, though. I’m a cardiologist. I work with people’s hearts.”

			“Do you perform surgeries?”

			“I do. I also teach residents who are learning to become doctors. And we counsel patients on healthy lifestyles and eating practices for a strong heart, though sometimes I don’t practice what I preach.” He grins at me. “As you saw by my snagging too many of the delicious sweets your sister made this morning.

			“Tell me.” He smiles at me. “What makes you want to be a doctor?”

			I pause for a moment before I speak, because no one’s asked me this before. “I remember when I was five years old, I had a sore throat that felt like I was swallowing glass. My parents thought I was being dramatic, but I knew something was wrong, and so they took me to the doctor. He said I had strep throat, and it can be serious if untreated. Once I got the antibiotic, the pain went away.” I look at Sohail and tell him, “I like that doctors fix things. My throat. My brother’s broken arm. They solve problems that could be life or death. I want to do that. Change people’s lives one person at a time.”

			“That’s a great reason for a career in medicine. I love hearing your passion. This program will be perfect for you. A sneak peek at what it’s really like.”

			Bukhari’s distinctive mint-green campus appears in the distance. Jihad pulls over to the curb to drop me off.

			“Sohail,” I say before we part, “I can’t thank you enough. I know this camp costs a lot of money. I promise I will pay you back one day.”

			“Pay me back?” He tilts his head. “We’re family, Hafsa. That’s what family does.”

			Family. I always think of family as my parents, Dadi, and my siblings, but he’s right—he’s married to my sister, which means he is family, and I’m glad for it.

			Goosebumps tickle the back of my neck as I stride up the wide steps leading to the school’s front entrance. I’ve waited so long for this moment, time had practically slowed to a slug’s pace, but as I take in the school crest emblazoned atop the entrance, I can feel it picking up again, and I know it’s going to fly.

			As I approach the glass doors, I’m surprised as they part automatically for me.

			I have arrived!

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			I had expected to encounter a gaggle of girls waiting to sign in, but the school’s entrance hallway is empty. I grab my folder from the registration table—it’s the only one left there. I look around. Where is everybody?

			I follow the signs to the classrooms and find the right room. Our class list is posted on the door—there are twenty-three of us. As I’m reading the names, I hear a woman’s voice.

			“Hello! You’re here nice and early! I think most of the girls are still in the cafeteria having breakfast,” says a woman in a black kamiz and straight-legged pants. Her hair is short and curly. “I don’t think we met at the welcome social last night.”

			“I wasn’t there. I’m commuting from my sister’s home.”

			“Ah.” Understanding dawns on her face. “You must be Hafsa.”

			My cheeks warm. I must be the only one commuting this year. That explains why no one else was picking up their paperwork this morning—they already retrieved it when they checked in to the dorms yesterday.

			“Don’t worry,” she says when she notices my deflated expression. “You’ll still have all day with the other students even if you’re not staying in the dorms.”

			She’s right. And I’m lucky to be here at all. But telling myself a true thing isn’t the same as feeling it.

			“I’m Miss Akhtar,” she says. “I’ll be your lead teacher. We’ll go over the agenda for the month once everyone’s finally settled in. I think you’ll enjoy the session very much.”

			“I know someone who attended years ago. She loved it,” I tell her. “Miss Sadia—”

			“Sadia Nat?” Miss Akhtar’s eyes light up when I nod. “What are the odds? She was in my year. From what I’ve heard, she went back to her village to teach.”

			“She did.” Just knowing she knows my teacher makes me feel instantly more at ease. “She’s the best teacher I ever had.”

			“I hope I can come close.” She smiles.

			I’m about to reply when I see a board on the far side of the room, with notes that break the semester down week by week.

			Session Overview: Climate Change

			
				Week One: Zoology/Botany

				Week Two: Weather

				Week Three: Conservation

				Week Four: Action

			

			“What…what’s that?” I point to the board. It must be left over from the previous semester. From when class was still in session during the regular year.

			“I know. The topics are heavy, but don’t worry, we’re also going to have lots of fun. We’ve got interesting learning stations set up and plenty of field trips scheduled.”

			“Th-there must be a mistake,” I say. “I’m here for the mini medical program.”

			“Mini medical is next year.” She takes in my confused expression. “We rotate curriculums so students get a bit of everything by the time they’re ready to graduate. Fear not, you’ll have the opportunity to do that course next summer.”

			“I…I hope so. But it was hard enough coming this year, so I don’t know…” My voice trails off. Tears threaten to surface.

			I think of the faded flyer. How many years old was it exactly? Why didn’t I think to inquire and double-check?

			I picked the right fight for the wrong year.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			By nine o’clock, everyone’s settled into their seats, chatting animatedly with one another. I’m still reeling from the news. The disappointment feels lodged like a stone in my stomach. I think of the arguments with my father. The back-and-forth with my mother. It was all for nothing.

			While Miss Akhtar writes something on the board, I look around the room. Self-consciously, I smooth out my shalwar. Lots of girls are wearing shalwar kamiz like me, but others are wearing pants and blouses. Even among the girls wearing shalwar kamiz, I’m the only one with a chador around my shoulders.

			Many of the girls are also holding phones—not flip phones like the one we share back home, but the shiny ones some people have back home that are like tiny computers. My village is only a few hours from Lahore, but right now it feels as distant as another planet.

			A bell rings overhead. Miss Akhtar claps her hands. The class falls silent.

			“All right, girls, let’s get started,” she says. “I am so excited for this summer session!”

			She pulls a bag from her desk and hands out golden crescent-shaped pins with the name of the school, Bukhari, etched beneath it. We are to wear them while at camp, she says before she begins to go over the details of our monthlong deep dive into climate change.

			After we introduce ourselves, she tells us we will be looking at climate change and its effect on plants and animals. I take notes about how habitats in the Himalayan mountains are vanishing due to the rapid melting of glaciers. How farmers are dealing with floods and drought in equal measure. As she talks about this, she pauses. Her eyes land on mine, and she brightens.

			“I think most of the girls attending this session are from the city, but Hafsa, you came from a village outside of Sargodha,” she says. “Perhaps you’ve noticed your local farms facing challenges?”

			All eyes turn toward me.

			“My parents aren’t farmers, but we own a produce market, and our supplies have been affected. Flooding isn’t a problem where we are, but the heat is. It fries crops on the vine before they can be harvested.”

			“Exactly this,” she says emphatically. “We can often forget the many ways hot weather and rain impact us because we have air conditioning and homes that protect us from the elements, but it’s all interconnected. Those crops that Hafsa is talking about are the crops that feed this country. We’ll be visiting a local greenhouse on Wednesday to talk more about this. Then we’ll get a sense of how the climate is impacting animals when we visit the Intisar Zoo on Friday. My hope is by the end of this camp, you won’t just know more about these issues, you’ll want to be part of the solution.”

			Miss Akhtar plays a video showing some of the creative ways people are trying to save the natural world. After, there are stations set up with hands-on activities. We rotate among them, playing board games with climate-related trivia and interactive digital games where we match the biome to the location on an enormous map projected on a screen.

			Back home, we have nothing digital in our classroom, and this is a lot of fun. I pair up with the girl who sits next to me, Bushra. She has long, dangly earrings with the Pakistani flag on them and carries a worn book with her like it’s a security blanket as we move from station to station. I smile a little, wondering if she’s a bookworm like Amal.

			“I hope we get into the smog problem in Lahore,” Bushra complains. “This city has the worst AQI in the world most years.”

			“What’s an AQI?” I ask.

			Bushra instantly launches into all the details of Lahore’s AQI—air quality index—and how Lahore is one of the most polluted cities in the world. “It gets smoky from crop burning in the winter months in villages, but it’s way worse here because of the cars and factories. So many people get hospitalized from breathing issues, and who knows how it’s affecting all the animals ? It’s not like they can speak up for themselves, right?”

			We go through the stations together, and she continues to pepper me with interesting facts about each of the topics we rotate through. When the bell rings for lunch, I’m surprised at how fast the time’s passed. The initial sting of being in the wrong summer session is wearing off. I’m still disappointed, but the things I’m learning are fascinating, and Bushra is nice.

			Walking into the cafeteria, I’m thrown by the number of girls here. There are only twenty-three students in my section, but it turns out lots of other sections are running simultaneously. Kids of all different ages are gathered here. I grab a tray, join the food line, and fill my plate with tandoori chicken and sliced carrots and cucumbers. Then I’m confronted by endless tables full of strangers.

			Back home, I know everyone. At the produce market. Walking about town. Certainly every girl in my class. Back home, someone would have waved me over. But here, no one even glances my way. I spot Bushra—I could sit with her, but she’s got her face firmly planted between the pages of her book, and I don’t want to bother her.

			Outside the windows, I notice a beautiful banyan tree with thick branches and wide green leaves casting shade in the center of the courtyard. My grandmother always says the ability to sit alone with one’s thoughts is an unsung strength—that in the silent moments we truly hear ourselves. The truth is, I could use a break, plus the air conditioning in here is freezing. I press open the door and step outside, telling myself I’m here for a month. There’ll be plenty of time for making friends.

			The sun, which usually feels so stifling, feels like a warm hug.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			I’m one of the first people to settle into my seat after lunch. I pull out my notebook and pencil as two other girls enter. One of them, Sonya, has blond hair with black roots, and the other, Tahira, has red cat-eye glasses with a matching red headband. They’re whispering and giggling as they find seats near me.

			“Were you really sitting outside?” Sonya asks me.

			“Yes, is that against the rules?” I ask.

			“Who knows?” She shrugs. “But it’s, like, a thousand degrees out there. I don’t put a toe outside all summer if I can help it.”

			They look at me like they’re expecting a response, so I tell them, “It wasn’t that bad. There was shade and a nice breeze.”

			“Better you than me,” Sonya says before changing the subject. “We didn’t see you in the dorms last night. Where were you?”

			“I’m not staying at the dorms. I’m at my sister’s—she’s just a mile down the road.” The girls exchange a look. Are they pitying me? I bristle. I don’t need their sympathy. “I wanted to stay with her. I’m not from Lahore, so it gives me a chance to spend time with her.”

			“I think that sounds great,” another voice chimes in. It’s Bushra. I hadn’t noticed her come in and take a seat. “I’m sure it’s way nicer than the dorms.”

			“The dorms are pretty basic, so I guess you’re lucky.” Sonya pouts. “My parents force me to come here every summer.”

			“Mine do too,” Tahira complains. “Isn’t it enough that we already go to school here most of the year? And that social last night was so lame.”

			As I listen to Sonya and Tahira continue complaining about the lousy popcorn and the cringey welcome speeches the teachers made, I think how shocked they’d be to know how much I wanted to attend and how I practically had to claw my way to get here.

			Tahira interrupts my train of thought. “So what’s it like in your village? Do you milk your own cows?”

			“Cows? No. My parents have a produce market. We sell groceries. Vegetables and fruit.”

			“Ooh.” Tahira’s eyes light up. “I’ve been to some of those roadside stalls on my way to the mountains. They’re so cute.”

			Miss Akhtar claps twice before asking everyone to open up their notebooks, so I don’t have a chance to correct Tahira’s mischaracterization. I think of my family’s huge, bustling market. The rows of crates and baskets filled with vegetables and fruits in every color. The shelves with canned peaches and pears. My family store is the beating heart of our town, and even though there’s so many times I complain about having to work there, at least when I’m there, I never have to explain myself to anyone.

			Suddenly I miss it terribly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			It’s Friday morning, and I can’t believe my first week at camp has already flown by. I’m looking forward to the weekend and hope my sister and I will finally have a chance to hang out. All week she’s been super busy—always on phone calls, out running errands, or in deep conversation with Raheela Auntie about the gala. Not that I can complain. She’s the reason why I’m able to be here. I just miss her.

			I glance at the bedroom clock. Whoops, I woke up a little later than I planned to. I pick up my pace getting ready. When I hurry into the dining room, Auntie and Sohail are still at the table, and Shazia is clearing away Sohail’s plate.

			“I’m ready to go!” I tell Sohail. “Sorry I’m late.”

			“But you didn’t eat breakfast,” he says.

			“That’s okay. We don’t have time. I’m not that hungry anyway.”

			“Nonsense!” Auntie pats the seat next to her, beckoning me to join. “A full day deserves a full belly.”

			“We have extra time today,” Sohail reassures me. “Help yourself to breakfast. And your sister should be out soon too.”

			Shazia pours me some fresh tea. “You make the best tea ever,” I tell her.

			“Thank you, Hafsa.”

			I take a sip and try to work out all the different flavors at work here. I taste cinnamon and star anise, but there’s something else too. “Is there black pepper in this?” I ask her.

			“Close.” She smiles. “Javitri. Only a pinch. A little goes a long way.”

			“My grandmother would love this,” I tell her. “She always says a good cup of chai is the best medicine.”

			“Those are wise words,” says Shazia. “Chai soothes you and gets your day off on the right foot.”

			“I totally agree,” I tell her.

			Finishing up my meal, I glance at Sohail. He and Auntie are chatting about the gala, so I slip out to check on my sister.

			Poking my head into her office, I see she’s there, as I expected. “You forgot about breakfast,” I say.

			“Right. Breakfast.” She looks up at me. “I meant to quickly reply to a few important emails, but I guess I lost track of time. Keeping this gala organized gets more and more tricky as we get closer to the date.”

			“Maybe I can help you this weekend.”

			“It’s fine. Really. You have your own work to deal with. Today’s your zoo trip, right?”

			“Yep.”

			“Sounds fun. And guess what? I was able to make reservations for us at Haveli for high tea tomorrow. How does that sound—you, me, and a tier of tea sandwiches, scones, and chai?”

			“Sounds like the best thing ever!” I exclaim. “I’ve only seen high tea served on television shows. Amal will die when she hears about it. I hope there’ll be those cute little cucumber sandwiches and clotted cream for the scones. And speaking of food, why don’t you come eat breakfast?”

			“I’ll be there in just a second.”

			“No. Come now.” I put my hands on my hips. “You know you need your chai or you get cranky.”

			“There’s no arguing with you, is there?”

			“Hello, have we met?”

			As we reach the dining room, Auntie looks up at Shabnam and brightens.

			“You’ll never believe what Neelo is donating to the auction,” she tells her. “A month of free homemade dinners by Chef Zardar. That will fetch an enormous sum.”

			“That’s wonderful,” Shabnam says. “I’ll update the spreadsheet today.”

			“Also, can you call the hotel to see if they can squeeze in any more tables? Let them know we’ll pay a premium for a few more spots.”

			“Of course.” Shabnam moves toward the hallway, back toward her office.

			“Wait,” I call out to her. “What about breakfast?”

			“I’m not that hungry.”

			“A full day requires a full belly.” I look at Auntie. “Isn’t that right?”

			Shabnam’s eyebrows shoot up. Before she can reply, Auntie laughs.

			“Shabnam is quite the helper. And your sister is right, dear. You should eat. The call can wait.”

			I’ve been here less than a week, but it’s becoming pretty clear why Shabnam’s not going to culinary school. Helping Auntie with this party is a full-time job. And one thing about my sister is she always goes out of her way to help people—her help is why I’m here in the first place and able to attend this camp—but sometimes she can lose sight of herself and what she needs.

			Maybe tomorrow, at tea, I can remind her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			I look out the car window as we drive toward school. It’s extra windy today. Trees are swaying and the charcoal clouds overhead darken the sky.

			“Looks like rain’s coming,” Sohail comments.

			“The forecast said it’ll be quite the downpour later this afternoon,” Jihad adds.

			“I hope it stays dry this morning,” I say. “We’re going on a field trip to the zoo.”

			“Really? What does the zoo have to do with medical matters?” Sohail asks.

			My face warms. My sister might have been too preoccupied to dig deeper about why medical camp students were heading to the zoo, but apparently Sohail isn’t.

			I hesitate, searching for the right words. It’s not easy confessing the embarrassing truth.

			“It turns out I was wrong about the subject they’re teaching this summer. I’d been looking at an old flyer. The camp session this year is about climate change.”

			“That must be a big disappointment.” His expression is solemn. A flicker of worry flits through me. Is he upset? He did pay for this session. “I’m sorry, Hafsa.”

			“I was upset when I found out, but I’m okay now. I’m still enjoying it. Even though it’s not about medicine, it’s still good to learn new things. It’s fascinating to hear about how climate change is affecting Pakistan. Even if it’s not what I came here for, it’s still important information to know.”

			As I say the words, I realize I mean them. We visited a greenhouse on Wednesday and learned about ways to conserve water while feeding plants. I took lots of notes so I can share what I learned with Abu. He could pass it on to our growers, and the information could actually help them. I think about what Bushra said about how smog is causing all sorts of breathing issues for people; climate change is also affecting health, isn’t it? I guess even if it’s not directly about being a doctor, I’m learning things that will be important for me to keep in mind.

			“That’s a good attitude,” Sohail says. “Dare I say a good quality for any doctor—or really, any human—to possess. Sometimes we all have to switch gears.”

			“That’s for sure.”

			I’m relieved he’s not angry, and even though I am still disappointed at my mistake, I feel good that I am making the most of it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			“Hafsa, a quick word?” Miss Akhtar calls me over to her desk when I step into the classroom. There are still twenty minutes until start time, and the space is empty other than the two of us. “Will you be coming a bit earlier to class every day?” she asks.

			I can feel myself blush. Am I interrupting her? “I can come later,” I tell her quickly. “I could also wait outside. It’s not a problem.”

			“No, no, it’s nothing like that,” she assures me. “I’ve been thinking about our conversation earlier in the week. You thought you were attending the medical session this summer, right?”

			“I did, but I’m still enjoying it here.”

			“I’m glad to hear that,” she says. “But I’ve been doing some digging in the meantime, and…” She leans down and pulls out a clunky black laptop and sets it on her desk. “I found recorded lectures from a mini medical program we did virtually a few years ago, and I have this old laptop you can watch them on.”

			“They recorded the lectures?”

			“It’s not the same as an in-person course,” she says, “but these lessons do teach a lot about what it’s like to be a doctor. I figured since you come to school early and have time, you might want to watch them. What do you think?”

			Is she kidding? “Thank you, Miss Akhtar! This sounds incredible.”

			She opens the laptop and clicks on a folder titled “Lesson One.” The video loads. It’s a talk about vital signs and the best way to interview patients for an exam. She hands me headphones, and I sink down in the chair right there, my hands tucked under my chin, and listen to every word until the bell interrupts us. When I reluctantly hit pause, Miss Akhtar promises me I can borrow this laptop anytime there’s free space in the day.

			“I was worried the weather might delay the zoo trip,” she tells us once class begins. “But the forecast seems to have shifted, and the rain is coming even later. Hopefully the clouds will provide some relief from the heat, though.”

			Miss Akhtar gives us each a notebook and pencil and reminds us about being on our best behavior, sticking together whenever possible, and wearing our pins that identify us as students of the school at all times.

			“We’ll be meeting an expert, Dr. Jahanzeb Syed, from Pakistan Wildlife Protection. He’ll talk to us about different Pakistani animals and the challenges they’re facing,” she says. “As you listen and take notes, think about what you could do to help make a difference.”

			Climbing onto the bus, I’m not sure why I’m surprised it’s so different from the ones in our village—everything is different here—but it’s still kind of surreal to ride in such a fancy bus. Back home the buses are creaky, with rusting seats. The motor rumbles so loud and the ride is so bumpy, you can feel every pebble hitting the underside below. This bus doesn’t even seem like an actual bus; it’s more like the airplanes I’ve seen on television, sleek and refined, with a high roof and a gently humming engine. I settle into an upholstered seat and look out the window. Cold air rushes out of vents, but today it doesn’t bother me. In fact, it feels nice. Am I getting used to it? How hard will it be to readjust to the heat when I’m back home at the end of the month?

			“I can’t believe they’re making us look at zoo animals. What are we, ten?” says a voice in the seat behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I see it’s Sonya, complaining again.

			“I know,” Tahira replies. “I went once and it smelled so bad there, I pretended I was sick so I could get out quickly.”

			I look at Miss Akhtar. She’s sitting with another teacher toward the front of the bus. Their heads are leaned toward each other, chatting. I hope they can’t hear these complaints. She and the other teachers must have put a lot of time into planning this trip. I don’t understand these girls. The thought of Miss Sadia hearing me complaining this loudly would have made me want to curl into a ball. But some people just don’t realize all they have, I guess.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			A man in khaki pants, a green button-down shirt, and a wide-brimmed hat greets us as we disembark from the bus right at the zoo. He is Dr. Syed—a zoologist.

			“Dr. Syed is going to walk us through the zoo and introduce us to some animals that are native to Pakistan, and we’ll discuss some of the ways climate change impacts them,” Miss Akhtar explains. “Afterward, you’ll all have free time to explore the rest of the zoo.”

			Dr. Syed starts walking, and we follow along past the ticketing booth and down a pathway leading to the animals. As he tells us about his conservation organization and the work they do, I look around at the zoo. It’s clearly not in the best shape. The trash cans are overflowing, and I have to keep watching my step to avoid tripping over all the cracks in the concrete walkways.

			We pass by the amusement park section of the zoo, and Tahira points at a camel. “Ooh, we could’ve ridden some animals. At least that would’ve been fun.”

			The camel is being dragged along on a leash by an older man. It’s carrying a bunch of small kids on his glittering saddle. The kids seem to be having a blast, but the man and the camel seem exhausted.

			Dr. Syed stops walking and points out the enclosure next to him, where two enormous snow leopards are curled up sleeping together.

			“These animals are from the Himalayan mountain range—the coldest part of our country.”

			I wipe perspiration from my forehead and feel a pang of sympathy for them. They look like bigger versions of Chotu, the ginger tabby I feed most mornings in our courtyard. But these creatures are meant to live in the cold. Even with the cloud cover today, it’s muggy here—if it’s uncomfortable for me, how bad is it for animals who grew up among the snow-capped mountains?

			Dr. Syed explains that these leopards are endangered because the rising temperatures have reduced their habitable lands, and because humans kill them for their teeth and bones.

			“Sometimes people kill them just for sport,” Bushra interjects. “There are only about five thousand snow leopards left in the world. Imagine thinking that it’s cool to kill a rare animal.”

			“So gross,” says Tahira.

			“This is depressing,” Sonya mutters.

			“It is,” the zoologist agrees. “But being upset doesn’t change things. I didn’t bring you here to simply point out how dire things are, but to make you think about what we could be doing to make things better. Despair without action only leads to apathy. We won’t ever actually disrupt the status quo if we simply give up.”

			We visit some ibex goats and Asiatic brown bears and learn that, sadly, they’re endangered too.

			We walk past an elephant enclosure to our left, but Dr. Syed keeps going.

			“Excuse me,” I ask him. “What about the elephant?”

			He slows his pace, glancing at me and then the elephant. “We don’t have native elephants in Pakistan. The one here isn’t an Asian elephant either—she’s from Africa.”

			How did an elephant from Africa end up in a zoo in Lahore? Before I can ask, Bushra speaks up.

			“Both elephant populations are threatened,” she says. “Most African elephants have tusks, so they’re a big target for poachers who want their ivory.”

			Sonya and Tahira exchange a smirk, but Dr. Syed nods, clearly impressed. “That’s right. And their numbers are also dwindling because issues like excessive heat and lack of water availability are making their homes less habitable.”

			“This can’t be the right habitat for this elephant either, though.” I gesture toward what we can see of the cracked concrete enclosure. “And snow leopards shouldn’t be in this kind of heat.”

			“It’s a zoo,” says Bushra. “There’s a reason people have issues with them.”

			“I have problems with a lot of them too,” says Dr. Syed. “But there are some that do good work and function as rehabilitation centers. There are also sanctuaries where animals are protected and able to live closer to their natural environments. Intisar is unfortunately neither a sanctuary nor a well-run zoo. Our team is working on addressing this.”

			“Humans make everything worse,” Bushra says.

			“Humans have caused a lot of the challenges we’re discussing,” says Dr. Syed. “But it’s also humans who are working to make things better. People who care about this—as you clearly do—are going to effect change. That’s why it’s important for us to learn as much as we can about this.”

			Dr. Syed tells us about some of the programs his organization offers for secondary students to work on animal rehabilitation, as well as opportunities to join the fight to protect critical habitats. There’s even a volunteer program to track birds and report them so scientists can get a better idea of their populations. I can tell from Bushra’s animated expression she’s raring to join!

			“All right, ladies!” Miss Akhtar claps to get our attention once Dr. Syed has finished his talk. “I know we’ll be thinking about what we learned today, and we will certainly continue to discuss it. In the meantime”—she checks her watch—“we have forty-five minutes until the buses leave. You may walk around, check out more of the zoo, or visit the amusement park, but once you hear the three honks, it’s time to head back.”

			The girls sprint off—mostly toward the amusement section. I glance at Bushra, but she’s cornered Dr. Syed. I smile when I see that she’s peppering him with so many questions, he’s scratching his head.

			This four-week camp may not have been what I signed up for, but it’s great to see how it’s fired Bushra up, like medical camp would probably have done for me.

			I can see that Bushra cares a lot, and these animals definitely need people to care about them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			With my classmates dispersed, I look around, trying to figure out what to do. The clouds above us are darkening, but the rain’s still holding off, so I may as well explore. I retrace our steps and check out some of the animals we hadn’t paid attention to on the tour: parrots, parakeets, and alligators. I stare with dismay at the trash-filled waters the alligator resides in.

			“Catch!” a voice cries out.

			I look over to see a boy, a little younger than me, wearing a tan shalwar kamiz and dusty flip-flops. He’s throwing popcorn at the monkeys.

			“Hey!” I shout at him. “You’re not supposed to feed them!”

			He ignores me and tosses more into the cage. The monkeys scamper, tripping over each other to grab fistfuls and stuff them into their mouths.

			“Look!” I point to a sign by the enclosure. “It says no feeding the animals.”

			“How about you mind your own business?”

			“What?” I stare at him.

			The boy snickers, and before I can say more, he takes off in a sprint.

			Shaking my head, I head toward the vendors. I see some selling samosas, others selling bun kebabs and grilled corn. But I’m in the mood for a sweet, icy treat, and finally spot a man selling kulfi.

			“Can I have a mango kulfi?” I ask.

			“Sure, but first, could I ask you a favor?” he says. “I have a new flavor I’m trying out. Half pistachio and half mango with a hint of chili. Will you try a free sample? I’d love some feedback.”

			“Well…okay. Yeah.”

			He hands the ice pop to me and I take a bite. Instantly I spit it out.

			“No good?”

			“It’s…it’s so spicy!” I cough. “That’s way more than a hint of chili!”

			“Hmm. My wife said it might be too intense.” He purses his lips. “I’ll have to rework the ratio. People like sweet and spicy. I thought this could appeal to people who like both.”

			“Maybe. But this one tasted like a stick on fire.”

			“Wife said the same exact words.” The vendor grimaces. “Okay, something to think about.” He reaches into the cart, pulls out a mango kulfi, and hands it to me.

			I glance at it hesitantly.

			“This one’s all sweet,” he promises.

			I take a tiny bite, then breathe a sigh of relief.

			“You’re right. This is great.”

			I move to pay him, but he waves it away. “This is my appreciation for your honest feedback.”

			I thank him and then, with kulfi in hand, I glance at my watch. I still have a little time. I head toward the elephant enclosure.

			I’m the only one here. My breath catches when I take in the elephant. She is majestic, standing about ten feet tall, with impressive ears and a curving tusk. She stands twenty feet away and sways side to side as though she’s dancing. There are two names on the placard, Sosan and Gulab—the names of the flowers, Lily and Rose—but the name Sosan has been crossed off.

			“Hi, Gulab!” I call out.

			The elephant continues to sway. I press my elbows against the bars. “Look at you go! You dance so pretty.”

			The elephant’s eyes fly open. She stops swaying and looks at me.

			My heart skips a beat. She looks like she knows I was talking to her. Is she annoyed? Maybe she was happy to have a moment alone, without throngs of people gawking at her.

			“I’m—I’m sorry!” I say. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			She can’t understand me, I know that—but why does she look at me like she does? The creature takes a step toward me. Then another. Abruptly, she jerks back. There’s a chain around her ankle. But why? She’s already locked up behind a steel gate. Why does she have to be chained up on top of that?

			“Maybe you can teach me your moves!” I say playfully. I press my arms together and hold them out and sway them the way her trunk had been moving moments earlier.

			The elephant watches me. Then, to my absolute amazement, she starts swaying her trunk again. This is really happening!

			Just then, three sharp honks pierce the air. The bus is ready for us.

			“I have to go,” I tell her. “But I’ll try to come back!”

			As I settle back on the bus, raindrops begin to hit the windshield. Girls chatter around me as I look out the window. I might be lonesome these days, but I think of the elephant by herself in her enclosure. How lonely she must be. I’m grateful for that short window of magical connection I felt with her. For the tiniest of moments, neither of us was alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“Glad the rain hasn’t been too bad yet, but it looks like the storm is coming later tonight,” Jihad says when I get into the car that afternoon.

			“The clouds don’t look great. Hope we don’t lose power.”

			“Homes like your brother-in-law’s are built to withstand most anything,” Jihad replies. “Hopefully this storm passes quickly.”

			I hope so too, since tomorrow’s my tea outing with Shabnam. When I get home, I immediately head to Shabnam’s office. She’s addressing a stack of programs we’re mailing out. I settle in the chair across from her and grab a pen.

			“Hand them over,” I tell her. “Why do you get to have all the fun?”

			“You just finished a long week of school, Hafsa. You should relax.”

			“It’s relaxing to be with you. Besides, you know my handwriting is way better than yours.”

			“No argument there.” She pushes one of the pages of addresses toward me along with a stack of programs, and I begin addressing them. The stack of finished ones grows steadily as I tell her about my day—the vendor who asked me to try his spicy experiment, the overheated snow leopards, and the poor elephant, all chained up. It feels good to talk with my sister. She’s always been the best listener.

			“Whoa.” I pause at the next name on my list. “I can’t believe I’m sending this to the Salman Kiyam.”

			“There’ll be a few more names you’ll recognize as you go.”

			“I wish I could bid. If you get close to Salman Kiyam, will you sneak a picture?”

			“I’ll do my best,” she promises.

			“Do you know what you’re going to wear?”

			“Sohail’s mother is getting us custom-made saris,” she tells me. “We each picked our fabric—those were the fittings we went to earlier this week.”

			“What color did you pick?”

			“Tea pink,” she says. “Sohail’s mother has a gold-and-ruby jewelry set she’s going to lend me that will go perfectly with the outfit.”

			“Are you excited?” I ask.

			“Yes, but mostly nervous. I’m just hoping it all goes off without a hitch!”

			“You’re sure putting in the work to make that happen.”

			“Kiran, Sohail’s sister, used to help before she got married and moved away, but Raheela Auntie’s been on her own the last few years. She has a board that helps with dispersing the funds raised from the gala, but she’s always hosted and organized the event herself. It’s gotten hugely popular, so it’s a lot to handle.”

			“But the event will be here and done before you know it, right?” I say. “Then you can finally go to culinary school.”

			She seals an envelope and adds it to the growing stack. “We’ll see.”

			“See what?” I think of how Auntie dismissed Shabnam’s sweet making. “Is Auntie saying you can’t do culinary school?”

			“Oh, no. Nothing like that,” she says quickly. “She doesn’t even know I wanted to go. It’s just that it looks like organizing the gala is really a year-round project. I’m not sure how culinary school will fit in.”

			“You didn’t promise to help her forever. You shouldn’t have to do this at the cost of your dreams, Shabnam.”

			“You’re probably right.” She sighs. “I’m just too tired to think about it all right now. The first thing I’m going to do when I’m done with this event is take a nice long nap.”

			I can’t argue with that. We work through the evening, breaking only for dinner. When the clock hits ten o’clock, I look proudly at the nearly finished boxes of addressed programs.

			“You saved me a full day of work.” She sets the pile of boxes next to the office door. “We’ve got only a handful left. I’m out of water, though, and I’m thirsty.”

			“I’ll get some for both of us. Be right back,” I tell her.

			I grab two glasses of water from the kitchen and hurry back to Shabnam’s office. When I return, I pause at the door. Sohail is there, perched on her desk.

			The two of them speak in hushed voices, so I can’t make anything out, but when she tilts her head and says something, they both laugh. He leans over now. Gives her a hug. I back away from the room to give them their privacy.

			My hands are sore and my eyes feel heavy, but knowing I lightened my sister’s load and seeing how happy she is with Sohail make me feel a little lighter.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			I fall asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow that night. But hours later, I’m awakened by thunder. It’s not regular thunder. The cracking sound is so loud it makes the bed tremble like the earth is splitting in two.

			I stumble out of bed and hurry to the window. Rain is coming down in buckets, and the wind is howling. With each lightning strike, the sky is illuminated as if by a photographer’s flash, followed by a thunderclap that rattles the windows.

			I’m safe, I remind myself. I’m in my room. I walk back to my bed and take a deep breath. Maybe I’ll sleep with my head under the pillow to block out the noise. Then—

			Crash.

			My ears ring from the sound of shattering glass. It takes a second to process what’s happening. Wind gusts into the bedroom and whips against my hair. The curtains flap violently, like they’re trying to break free. There’s another flash of light, and I see the floor around me is blanketed with a field of shattered glass and a mango is lying in the center of it all.

			“Hafsa!” My sister is at my door, beaming a flashlight at me. “The power is out. Come with me and—” She looks around the room and throws up her palms. “Wait! Don’t move yet!”

			Seconds later she’s back. She tosses a pair of sandals at me. I slip them on and race toward her. Glass crunches under my feet. I follow her down the hallway and the stairs to the den off the side of the living room. Sohail is here. Raheela Auntie too.

			“She’s all right, thankfully, but the shattering we just heard was Hafsa’s window,” Shabnam says.

			“Oh no! That must have been terrifying.” Auntie shakes her head. “You can sleep in the guest room downstairs. This storm should pass soon enough.”

			It’s hard to imagine this storm passing. Thunder continues to crash so hard it makes the floor vibrate. I peek into the living room to catch a glimpse of the dark, angry sky through the sliding doors that open to the courtyard. The trees are swaying violently beneath a blur of heavy rain. I’ve never seen weather like this before.

			“Is everyone else okay?” I ask. “The people who work here?”

			“Their rooms are secure, don’t worry,” Auntie says. “They should be fine. That’s why we’re hunkering down in this windowless room right now.”

			“It looks like cars are flooding downtown,” Sohail says grimly as he scrolls through his phone.

			“Flooding…” I say.

			“Don’t worry. That’s a good mile away from us. And it’s a lower-lying area,” Auntie assures me. “I’ve been living here half my life—and we’ve never had so much as a—” Her voice cuts off. Following her gaze, I see water pouring into the living room from the sliding doors.

			In an instant we rush toward it. Sohail and Shabnam gather towels. Wafa and Jihad and the other house staff arrive and join us. We wedge the towels against the sliding doors, but it’s no use. The water is finding its way. Soaking the handmade rug. It’s as though a stream has rerouted—quickly transforming this sunken living room into a lake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			It’s only in the morning light that I see the full extent of the damage. The power is still out, but the sun is shining, and without the roar of the air conditioner whooshing through the vents, everything feels ghostly quiet.

			Walking into the den, I stifle a gasp at the state of the sunken living room. The murky water has finally receded, revealing the damage left in its wake: muddy sofas and sagging cabinets. The walls are soggy and a whiff of mildew wafts through the air. The house feels stuffy, even with the doors open to let in the breeze.

			The gardens in the courtyard are battered. Stray branches are strewn across the yard, and a large limb from the oak tree has fallen and chipped off part of the brick wall. The outdoor sofas are littered with leaves, mangos, and guavas.

			I head upstairs to check out the view beyond my sister’s yard. Store windows are shattered, and some buildings are missing roofs; they’re being covered with tarps as I look on. The billboard advertising the zoo is tilted at an angle where it could fall off with the slightest breeze. Power is out everywhere.

			Back downstairs, I find my sister in the dining room. She’s got her hands on her hips, looking out at the yard.

			“I still can’t believe last night really happened,” I say when I join her.

			“It is bad.” She sighs. “But far worse for others.” She shows me her phone, and my heart sinks at the images of people carting their wares through waist-deep water downtown.

			“Their livelihoods are in those carts,” Shabnam says. “They lost practically everything.”

			As bad as things are here—a broken window, a flooded room—we are among the privileged.

			“I can’t believe so much was destroyed by one storm,” I say.

			“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Shabnam squeezes my arm. “You doing okay? Hopefully the guest room down here was fine?”

			“It was great. Just hard to sleep with everything going on.”

			“You and me both.” She yawns. “Wafa’s cleaning your room. Arshad is putting up a tarp to cover the broken window until it can be repaired. You’ll be back in it by the end of the week.”

			“I’m okay in the new guest room too, if that’s easier. They’re both beautiful.” I glance around. “Where is everyone?”

			“Sohail had to go in to work. A few people couldn’t make it in because of fallen trees on their commute. He might be working overtime until the roads are cleared. I think Auntie is trying to figure out which items to prioritize for power with our generator while we wait for the electricity to return.”

			“The fridge, I’m guessing.”

			“Definitely. She’s also trying to see if we can power a laptop or two.”

			“Laptop?”

			“The gala is around the corner. We can’t afford to take too much time off.”

			My eyes land on a bunch of photo albums scattered on the dining table. “Are they okay?”

			“I’m checking,” she says. “They were stored in the living room cabinets that got flooded out last night. Raheela Auntie wants to see what’s salvageable. I told her I’d help.”

			“You do so much around here.”

			“It’s how I show I’m part of the family.”

			“You shouldn’t have to prove you’re family. You’re automatically part because you’re married to Sohail. Plus you’re Shabnam. Anyone would be lucky to have you as part of their family.”

			“Not biased at all, huh?”

			“Nope. Not a bit. And I’m Hafsa—here to help. Let’s take a look.”

			I open the top album, and Shabnam and I both grimace when we see the damaged photos. I can only make out a few images among the streaks running down the first pages—weddings and old black-and-white school pictures. Memories now lost forever. I can see why Shabnam was eager to help—who wouldn’t want to save these?

			Mercifully we find out the damage is limited to the first pages.

			“Who’s that?” I ask, pointing to a baby in a frock with dark eyeliner ringing their eyes.

			“That right there is our dear Sohail.”

			“Why is he wearing black kohl around his eyes?”

			“You know how some people do that to ward off bad luck? Amma did that to all of us. We just didn’t take photos, so you wouldn’t remember.”

			I giggle. It’s hard to reconcile the tall, handsome person I know as my sister’s husband with this chunky baby pursing his lips at the camera.

			Shabnam picks up another album, and we find that only the cover is damaged. “I’m so glad these pictures didn’t get ruined!” She flips to a page and points at a photo. “Guess who this is.”

			The woman wears a sari. Her auburn-colored hair is long and falls in waves past her shoulders. She has winged eyeliner and a diamond necklace.

			“Is she a Bollywood star?”

			“Close. It’s Sohail’s mother. That photo is from their very first gala. They used to be held here until it grew too big.”

			I study the photo of Raheela Auntie. She’s standing at the edge of the sunken living room in the photo. Her hands are raised as she seems to regale everyone with her speech. And later, as we turn the pages, the gala photos shift to a hotel. Now Auntie stands behind a podium, her face radiating pride. Photos of doctors and smiling patients are visible on a projected display behind her.

			“What are you two girls up to?”

			I startle. Auntie’s at the entrance of the dining room.

			“Checking out the photos,” I say.

			“How badly were they damaged?” she asks.

			“This book is fine except for the cover,” I tell her. “I’m happy so many of your old photos are okay. It’s fun learning about Shabnam’s new family.”

			Auntie comes and peers over my shoulder. I point to the first photo of her. “You look beautiful.”

			“Aren’t you the sweetest?” She turns the page and stares at a picture of her holding Sohail as a baby. “He was such a sweet roly-poly little boy. Look at those chubby cheeks.”

			“I love the eyeliner too!” I say. Shabnam shoots me a look, but Auntie laughs.

			“It’s an old superstition I couldn’t let go of.”

			“Superstitions came about for a reason,” I say. “If they don’t hurt anyone, what’s the harm? That’s what our grandmother says anyway.”

			“Your grandmother is a wise woman.”

			“She is,” I tell her, suddenly missing Dadi very much.

			“Speaking of your family, I sent your parents an invitation to the gala,” Auntie says.

			“Oh.” My face feels warm, and I blurt out, “My parents wouldn’t be able to afford it.”

			“We’d love for them to simply attend as our guests.” She chuckles. “I thought it might just be fun for them to see the results of all the hard work their daughter put in to pull off a wonderful night.”

			“They’re not much for going out, but I can try to work on them,” I tell her.

			“Ha! If anyone can convince our parents of anything, it’s Hafsa,” Shabnam says.

			“Is that right?” Auntie asks.

			“I have a way of wearing them down. It’s kind of my superpower.”

			“A superpower like that would certainly come in handy. We could use your help for our charity when you’re a bit older.”

			“I’m always happy to help. Maybe when I’m older, I’ll be working at Iqbal Memorial too.”

			“You know, you remind me a lot of myself when I was a girl. I was interested in medicine—so I married a doctor. Thankfully, times have changed, and with your passionate spirit, I think you’ll make a fine one.” She gives me a warm smile. “Thanks for lifting my spirits, Hafsa. It’s lovely having you here.”

			I smile back. Even with this storm, even with my attending the wrong camp, I’m glad to be here too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			I wake the next morning to the sound of beeps, followed by the vents overhead whooshing down cold air.

			The power is back!

			The house is extra noisy when I leave my room. It’s early morning, but people have clearly been working for a while. The living room has been cleared out. Wafa and another worker roll up the wet rug and drag it into the courtyard as well, where the sun is shining down bright.

			Other people wearing coveralls, who I don’t recognize, are tearing up the cabinets that got drenched in the flood. They rip them out as if they were made of paper. Shabnam walks over from a hallway and joins me.

			“They’re going to have to completely gut this room.” She folds her arms and surveys the scene. “We are lucky Arshad was able to assemble a crew so quickly.”

			“Wow. This looks like a lot of work,” I say.

			“It is, but it will be done soon enough. Designers are coming tomorrow with options for new paint and furniture.”

			Tomorrow is Monday. My heart sinks.

			“What’s the matter?” my sister asks.

			“I just remembered we were going to have high tea yesterday.”

			“Oh, right.” She sighs. “Everything was closed downtown yesterday with the power outages. But I heard the flooding wasn’t too bad near Haveli. I’ll give them a call and try to reschedule for next weekend.”

			“Maybe you should open a tea shop one day,” I tell her. “This one’s always hard to get squeezed into, so it seems like it’d be popular.”

			“I like a lot of the sweets they offer at high tea, but I don’t want to bother with tea and sandwiches and all that. I want to pick one thing and get really good at it, like that cupcake store across the way. They make their cupcakes in every flavor you can imagine. If I ever go to culinary school, that’s what I want to do—have a signature dessert.”

			“I love your desi sweets, but I know what your signature would be: strawberry shortcake.”

			“Don’t box me in! I haven’t decided what I’d choose.”

			“Come on, Miss Cake Queen!” I tease her. “Don’t tell me you don’t already have a name picked out for it?”

			She laughs. “Okay, fine, it’ll be called Cake Corner.”

			“Maybe I can have a doctor’s office next door to your cake shop.”

			“That’s some combination.” Shabnam raises her eyebrows.

			“Hmmm. Or maybe I’ll become a dentist instead!” I furrow my brow. “You give them sweets. I fix their teeth.”

			“You’re awful, Hafsa. Can you imagine that?” But she’s laughing. A little at first and then suddenly a lot. It’s her classic high-pitched laugh that leads to snorts and is totally contagious. I laugh so hard, tears roll down my cheeks. I haven’t heard her laugh like this for too long.

			Just then I have an idea.

			“Do you want to grab a cupcake? I saw their sign was on.”

			“Oh. I don’t think so.” She shakes her head. “I have a lot to check up on now that the power’s back…”

			“Come on,” I needle her. “It’ll be a ten-minute break. Twenty, tops.”

			“Tempting.” She bites her lip, but before she can say more, we hear the click-clack of heels against the marble floor.

			Raheela Auntie appears, looking worried.

			“What’s wrong?” Shabnam asks.

			“I’m afraid I have bad news.” She clutches a white binder. “The manager at our venue just called. The hotel had significant wind damage and their roof needs replacing. They’re shuttering for at least five weeks.”

			“Five weeks…” Shabnam balks. “But the gala is in three and a half weeks. We’ll need to find another venue.”

			Another venue? My jaw drops. We’d spent hours addressing programs for that location.

			“Right,” Auntie says. “The Luqman has a tentative opening. I just called. They’re checking and will call us back once they can confirm.”

			“Isn’t that place enormous?” Shabnam asks.

			“They have almost twice the capacity. Which actually is nice. It means we can accommodate our entire wait list, which will make a lot of people happy.”

			Shabnam bites her lip. She’s nervous. I’m nervous too! It was a three-hundred-person party before, and now it could grow to over five hundred people!

			Raheela Auntie pats my sister’s arm. “I’m so lucky you’re here now. Nothing ruffles you, and you handle everything like a seasoned pro. I rest easy knowing that, soon enough, you’ll be the one in charge.”

			Soon enough, you’ll be the one in charge.

			My blood goes hot—like I’m a kettle readying to boil over. Shabnam doesn’t want to be in charge! She wants to go to culinary school. I look at Shabnam. Say something, I try to telegraph to her with my expression.

			“I—I’m not sure about that…” Shabnam begins, but Auntie quickly interjects.

			“I’ll still be here to help you, of course,” Auntie says. “But honestly, you could take over next year without blinking an eye. You’ve handled so many complications this year and made it seem like a piece of cake.”

			A piece of cake! I glare at Shabnam. Tell her you want to open a cake shop. Tell her you can’t spend all your time planning a party for fancy people.

			“Thank you for your trust,” Shabnam says instead.

			What? I want to scream, but I know what my mother would say right now. She would tell me to mind my own business. This is Shabnam’s life. She has new responsibilities and she’s clearly not fighting them.

			But just because Shabnam is going along with other people’s wishes doesn’t mean she doesn’t have ones of her own.

			Why am I the only one here who seems to care about that?

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			“Sorry for the earlier-than-usual drop-off,” Sohail says when we’re in the car the next morning. “The storm delayed most procedures at the hospital. We’re still catching up.”

			“An earlier drop-off to school is great,” I tell him. “My teacher’s letting me listen to some recorded lessons from one of the medical camps, so I’m using my mornings to watch them.”

			“You’re doing extra work on top of an already optional summer camp program?”

			“Today is the second part on vitals,” I tell him.

			“That’s dedication.”

			“I love it,” I tell him. “Did you know checking for vital signs is as old as medicine itself? Maybe even older.”

			“That makes sense.” He smiles at me. His eyebrows knit together as he thinks. He turns to me and asks, “I have an idea. Do you want to learn even more?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The videos sound wonderful—but you’re missing the hands-on part of the curriculum, right? That bit is fairly important. What if you shadowed me at the hospital? You could accompany me on my rounds this Saturday.”

			“Really? You mean it?” I stare at him.

			“Sure,” Sohail says. “I can ask one of our residents to teach you how to do vitals so it will really be hands-on for you. I’m pretty sure we have a CPR dummy lying around somewhere that we can practice on. I can’t guarantee I can pull that off last minute, but at minimum you’ll be able to see things up close and personal. This way you can use some of what you’ve learned online in person. What do you think?”

			The mint-green school glows in the distance. The skies are bright and sunny. Out of nothing, something. What else would I ever say but yes?

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			The bell rings, signaling the start of class. I pause my video and reluctantly shut the laptop before returning it to Miss Akhtar’s table. I feel empowered from spending the past forty-five minutes learning how to take a patient’s vitals and how an intake is not just for getting information about bodily functions, but also about having something called a good bedside manner—which is talking to people in a way that makes them feel comfortable so you’ll earn their trust and they’ll tell you what’s actually going on with them. I can’t believe soon I’ll be able to see all this in action.

			Settling down at my seat, I notice Bushra is looking quizzically at me.

			“What were you doing on the laptop?” she asks.

			“I’m watching some recordings of the mini medical camp.”

			“Why?” she asks. “They’ll have that camp next summer.”

			“I don’t know if I can come again next year, and since I want to be a doctor someday, I’m glad I’m getting to see some of it now. I’m guessing you want to do something related to animals when you grow up, huh?”

			“Yep, I emailed Dr. Syed after our zoo trip, and he sent me information on how to join their programs. I just sent in an application to volunteer at the rehab facility on weekends this fall.”

			I’m about to tell her how great I think that is when there’s a burst of laughter. Tahira and Sonya are looking at something on one of their phones, and Sonya glances at me.

			Miss Akhtar frowns at them. “Ladies, whatever is so funny can wait until lunch.”

			“Sorry, Miss Akhtar.” Sonya giggles as she stuffs the phone into her bag.

			“They’re so obnoxious,” Bushra whispers to me. “Don’t pay them any attention.”

			“I’m not.” I look at her, confused, since I’ve barely spoken to them since my first couple of days here. In fact, other than Bushra, I haven’t spoken much to anyone here. I imagine if I was in the dorms, things would be different. But it’s fine. I have friends back home and I’m only here for a little while.

			“That storm over the weekend was brutal,” Miss Akhtar says once we’re all settled in our seats. “I hope everyone’s families are all right.”

			“My parents’ power was still out this morning,” says Tahira. She has on a green headband with matching glasses today. “They’re staying at a hotel until things improve.”

			“I’m just glad we didn’t lose power here,” says Sonya.

			Everyone murmurs in agreement.

			“I hope your family gets their electricity back shortly, Tahira,” Miss Akhtar says. “We certainly had flooding around the school, but this building was thankfully unaffected.”

			“What about you?” I ask the teacher. “Were you affected?”

			“Thanks for asking, Hafsa. Unfortunately, my car was parked in an alleyway that flooded, and it’s totaled. It’s a bit ironic to have had a storm like this when this week’s theme is about extreme weather and climate change.”

			“Storms don’t happen because of climate change,” a student sitting in the front says. “There’ve always been storms.”

			“There have,” Miss Akhtar says. “But the intensity and frequency have increased.”

			“That’s true,” Bushra agrees. “That flood we had two years ago put half the country underwater. My village is still recovering.”

			Miss Akhtar nods. “We will have some experts coming this week to discuss all of this.”

			“This is so depressing,” a student groans. “And I’m still upset after the zoo.”

			“These are heavy topics,” our teacher says. “But I promise we’ll be exploring solutions as well. By the end of camp, I hope you’ll feel more empowered than disheartened.”

			Later, when we break for lunch, I load a tray with broiled chicken thigh and spinach. When I look down at it, I feel homesick for my mother’s chicken keema palak.

			I’m about to head back to the classroom to finish the video from this morning when Bushra approaches. “Want to eat with me?” she asks.

			“Yeah?” I ask. “Taking a break from your book?”

			“The book’s not going anywhere.”

			We sit at a table by the entrance, and when we hear a burst of laughter, I look over to see Sonya, Tahira, and a handful of other girls at the table next to us.

			“Those girls are the worst.” Bushra shakes her head.

			“Are they like this during the school year too?” I ask.

			“I wouldn’t know. I attend a different school during the year, but I’ve been coming here for three summers, and they still treat me like an outsider.”

			That’s actually enlightening. I figured part of the reason I didn’t fit in was because I wasn’t staying at the dorms, but maybe they’re just snobs about a whole bunch of things. What a pain it must be for Bushra, I realize, given that she’s staying at the dorms; she might be even lonelier here than I am.

			I’m about to ask her how she’s doing when there’s another loud burst of laughter and we see a crowd gathered around Sonya’s phone.

			“Here it comes! Watch!” Sonya squeals.

			I hear a tinny voice.

			“You dance so pretty.”

			I freeze. Is that my voice?

			“I didn’t mean to scare you,” the voice continues.

			My stomach turns. It is my voice.

			I walk up to the huddled group and look over Sonya’s shoulder, and there I am on her screen, at the zoo with the elephant. The viewfinder zooms in on me, swaying with my arms out, dancing with the elephant.

			The girls howl again, and I feel like I’m outside my own body.

			“Send that to me!” one of them squeals. “Now!”

			“I did!” Sonya says. “It’s on the group thread.”

			Tahira looks up. Her eyes meet mine and her cheeks turn scarlet. “Uh, hey,” she says.

			I fold my arms and keep my expression neutral. They will not see that they hurt me.

			“Hafsa, that was so sweet of you to dance for the elephant,” Sonya says. “Looks like you two had a real connection, huh?”

			“Oh, cut it out!” a voice says. “You’re not as clever as you think.” It’s Bushra, who’s joined the crowd.

			“What?” asks another girl in a syrupy voice. “We’re just enjoying her little dance with the elephant. She even pretended she had a trunk. That’s adorable.” This sends everyone into another fit of hysterics.

			“You all must be pretty starved for entertainment,” Bushra says.

			“You’re not mad, are you, Hafsa?” Sonya says. “We think it’s sweet. Really. Do you dance back home with the cows and buffalo?”

			“You know nothing about where I’m from.”

			“No need to get all sensitive, Elephant Girl.” Sonya frowns at me.

			Elephant Girl.

			“Don’t pay attention to them,” Bushra says. “They’re not worth it.”

			I know she’s right, but still. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. I don’t trust my voice to say anything.

			The girls shake their heads at me before they wander off.

			For once I’m glad they lose interest in things so quickly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			“Are you all right, Hafsa?” Jihad asks me when I get into the car in the afternoon. He eyes me through the rearview mirror.

			“I’m…I’m fine,” I manage to say.

			Except I’m not fine at all. I managed to tamp down my feelings until the bell rang, but now that I’m in the car, my eyes well with tears. I swallow hard and push them back.

			I need to tell Shabnam what happened. I know exactly what she’ll say. That these feelings are temporary. That those girls are not worth crying about. But I still want to hear it from her. Because ever since lunch, that moment has been playing in a loop in my mind. The truth is, while yes, those girls were mean, I did look goofy. I looked like a cartoon character. Or—a tear slides down my cheek—like the backward village girl they think I am.

			“Should we stop for ice cream?” Jihad looks at me again through his rearview mirror. “Seems like the kind of day that could use a sweet treat.”

			“Thank you, Jihad. Another time. I’m tired and just want to talk to my sister.”

			“I’m afraid your sister’s at the tailor. I dropped them off before I picked you up.”

			Really? On the day I need her most? I slump back against the car seat.

			As soon as I step through the foyer, I know I can’t stay inside this silent house. My parents gave me some spending money, and I haven’t touched a cent. I figure now is as good a time as any.

			The heat is sweltering as I walk toward the shops. Many of them still have boarded-up windows. Trash cans full of rubbish from the storm line the curb. But the neon sign of the cupcake shop down the street blinks brightly. It feels funny to be out on the streets of Lahore on my own. I know my parents wouldn’t approve, but I can take care of myself. Certainly, I can walk across the street, and I wait patiently for the light to change and the cars to stop zipping by.

			The front door jingles as I walk into the café. People are sitting at tables, eating cupcakes, and chatting while upbeat music plays. I half expect them all to turn and stare at me. Whisper to the person next to them about me being here by myself. But no one pays me any mind because I’m not in my village. I’m just one of the many anonymous girls in the big city getting a bite to eat.

			Despite the painful day, it’s hard to be sad when you feel like you’re inside a cupcake. The walls are painted a happy yellow. Portraits of cupcakes of all different colors are hung around the cozy space.

			After I order a chocolate cupcake with sprinkles, the shopkeeper, a man with parted black hair and a white apron, smiles as he hands it to me and says, “Great choice.”

			The dessert is beautiful, and it’s like eating a sweet, flaky cloud. I eye the decor again, making mental notes to discuss with my sister. If Shabnam opens up her own café, I bet she’ll do something cozy and inviting like this.

			Not if, I tell myself. When.

			She has to.

			Exiting the shop, I squint, shielding my eyes from the sun that hangs just above the trees. I look at my sister’s home in the distance. Jihad’s car is still parked in the driveway, which means he hasn’t left to pick her up yet. I glance down the road at the other stores that are open, and spot a shoe store. I hesitate. I might as well check it out—it’s not like anyone will notice that I’m gone.

			The shoe shop has hiking boots that feel like you’re walking with bricks attached to your feet. Are these the types of shoes you’d wear to explore the mountain terrain where the snow leopards live? I imagine Bushra will have to buy some if she volunteers to work in animal rehabilitation. The four-inch stiletto heels I try on next are way less comfortable. Why would anyone want to balance on needles?

			I go in and out of a few more shops. First a stationery store, and then a bike shop, where a girl a few years younger than me is picking out a basket for her pink bicycle while she chats with her father. I push back a smile, thinking of how my father would react to this—not only does this girl get to ride a bike, but her father’s encouraging her. It will never get old to me how different things can be just a few hours away from where I live.

			I wander to the end of the street and pause at the busy intersection. I look at the billboard—up close, it’s bigger than I’d thought—and it’s already been repaired. The ad for the zoo has an arrow pointing across the road. I hadn’t realized the zoo was this close—only a ten-minute walk from my sister’s home.

			The video flashes in my mind’s eye. The way I pressed my arms together like a trunk and danced along with the elephant. My goofy smile. The way the girls howled with laughter. I cringe.

			But now that I am so close, I wonder how the elephant is doing after the storm. I hope she’s okay. She’s way more important than girls calling me names.

			When the lights change, I cross the road and head to the zoo’s ticket counter.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			The man behind the counter at the entrance of the zoo barely looks up at me when I hand him the money. “In this heat? Really? You’re the first person I sold a ticket to since this morning.”

			“Great—then I will have the place to myself.”

			He shakes his head and gives me the ticket. “Suit yourself.”

			I pass a handful of people by the Ferris wheel, but otherwise this place really is a ghost town. And it’s easy to see why—it’s not just the heat. There are remnants from the storm everywhere. I hop over twigs and puddles and notice the flamingos’ watering pool is filled with leaves. Mulch and dirt litters the floor of the monkey cage.

			“Hey!” a voice calls out.

			I turn and see a man waving at me. The kulfi vendor?

			“Aren’t you that girl from the other day?” he asks when I walk over to him. “You’re the one who didn’t like my chili mango kulfi.”

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I shouldn’t have said that. I just—”

			“Sorry?” he interrupts. “I was tickled pink! I need real feedback if I hope to have customers. I was wondering if you might try this for me?” He digs into his cart.

			I eye the proffered item suspiciously. “What is it?”

			“It’s a pistachio kulfi with gulab jamun. You won’t hurt my feelings if you don’t like it,” he promises. “And there’s nothing spicy about it.”

			I take a bite. “Now, this is delicious.”

			“Really? You’re not just saying that?”

			“Not at all. It tastes different than any kulfi I ever had, but in a good way.”

			“Thank you— Oh, what is your name?”

			“Hafsa.”

			“I’m Mustafa,” he says. “Thank you for your help, Hafsa. My son liked this one too, but he likes anything with sugar, so I wasn’t sure if it was truly a keeper.”

			I pull out money, but he waves it away.

			“Well, thanks!” I glance at the elephant enclosure in the distance and back at Mustafa. “I have a question about the elephant. She’s locked up in such a small enclosure. And there’s a chain on her leg too. Do you know why?”

			“Poor Gulab.” He clucks his tongue. “She’s been that way for quite some time. When her companion died a few years back,” Mustafa continues, “Gulab was grief stricken. She tried to break the cage, and her behavior was scaring off customers, so she’s been chained up ever since. It’s awful.”

			Years? I flinch. She’s been chained for years? Walking to her enclosure, my breath catches. Gulab’s water bucket is full of leaves and her hay bale has tipped over, and with the chain around her ankle, it’s out of her reach.

			A bald man with a scraggly beard, dressed in jeans, emerges from the enclosure at the back of the cage. Restacks the hay. Sprays the elephant down. He looks like he’s about to leave.

			Is that it? I press my hand against the railing, lean forward, and shout, “Her water bucket is still dirty!”

			The man’s head jerks up. He sees me, then frowns. “Is taking care of the animals here your job? Or is it mine?”

			“If it’s your job, you should do it better.”

			I know I shouldn’t be talking to an adult this way. But it’s not like the elephant can speak for herself, so someone has to speak for her.

			He grumbles and disappears through a back door. Unbelievable! I’m about to try to go around to the back and find him, but he returns a few moments later. He’s got a new bucket that he sets down. He turns on a hose and fills it up. He looks at me and shakes his head and frowns before leaving.

			I’m glad she has fresh water now. I’m glad the cage isn’t as dirty as it had been. But still, no living creature should have to exist like this. I watch her sway her trunk back and forth. I glance around. No one is near me. I want to shout out to her and see if she’ll turn again and listen to me like last time. But I think of the video and shudder.

			Plus it’s getting late.

			I look at the time. I’ve been out for over an hour. I should head back home.

			I’m about to leave when I see him. The boy I saw last time feeding the monkeys. I stare as he somehow squeezes through the bars near the back of the elephant’s cage.

			Then he’s in there with Gulab! I watch as he reaches into his pocket and tosses something toward her.

			“Hey!” I call out, startling the boy. “What are you doing?”

			In a flash, he slips out through the bars he’d just snuck in from. I hurry around the enclosure to catch him, but he’s way faster than me. Within seconds, I see his figure racing out the zoo entrance. He turns a corner.

			And then he’s gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			“How’s everything going?” Amma asks over the phone later that week.

			I’m back upstairs in my original guest room overlooking the courtyard. You wouldn’t even know this room was in shambles less than a week ago. I look out the window at the gardeners planting new rosebushes to replace the ones damaged by the storm.

			“The courtyard’s nearly fixed up,” I tell my mother. “All the windows have been repaired. I think everything will be good as new soon.”

			“I had half a mind to come bring you home after that storm. But I spoke to Shabnam, and she certainly wasn’t going to let that happen.”

			Shabnam. Tightening my grip on the phone, I edge farther away from the door.

			“I wanted to talk to you about Shabnam…”

			“Why?” My mother’s voice tenses. “What’s wrong?”

			“She never stops working—organizing the gala that Raheela Auntie is putting on. And now, because of the storm, they have to move it to a different hotel, and the event’s gotten bigger. She’s even busier than she was before. I barely see her!”

			“Is that all? Well, of course she’s busy. And you know how competent your sister is. I’m sure she’s taking a lot of pride in her work.”

			“Probably. But it’s more than that. Did you know she’s not in culinary school? Auntie wants Shabnam to eventually take over all the party planning for her, and if she does, she’ll never have time to be able to go. Remember how excited she was about that school? It’s all she talked about.”

			There’s a pause. Finally. I know my mother won’t love that Shabnam didn’t update her on this, and I imagine she’ll feel bad that she’s not pursuing her dream.

			When my mother speaks, she does so slowly, as if she’s carefully choosing her words. “Plans can change, Hafsa. It’s all right. It’s good she’s helping with such an important cause.”

			Unbelievable. I know my mother is all about Shabnam’s new family. Respecting them and honoring them and all of that. But she knows how much Shabnam wanted to go to this school. And unlike my own dreams, which my mother thinks are unrealistic, she had been all heart eyes about my sister attending culinary school. It was my mother’s own passion—making sweets—and she was proud at least one of her daughters had taken on the mantle. Now she’s acting like it’s no big deal?

			“I understand the gala is important, but what about what she wants?” I ask my mother.

			“Hafsa. You’re not at Shabnam’s home to judge her.” I can almost see her massaging her temples. “You’re there to attend that camp, and then you’re to come home as soon as it’s over. Be thankful for the opportunity. Instead of being worried about how much she’s helping, you could learn a thing or two from her.”

			I grip the phone tight. Why can’t you be more like Shabnam is something I’ve heard a variation of all my life. Shabnam is kind. Shabnam is patient. Shabnam goes along with things. She doesn’t make problems. Doesn’t make waves. And neither should I. But how can I not make waves when I see things that aren’t fair! I don’t like seeing my sister lose a part of who she is.

			But I don’t say this to my mother. There’s no point.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			“Hafsa?” Miss Akhtar calls me over when the lunch bell rings on Friday. “A word, please?”

			“Did I do something wrong?” I ask when I approach.

			“Of course not. I wanted to check in with you. You’ve gotten quiet lately.”

			“Oh.” I look at my feet.

			“I know some of the girls can be a bit cliquish. I can have a talk with everyone and—”

			“No,” I quickly interject. “That isn’t necessary. I like to be on my own.” The lie slips out so quickly, I almost believe it’s true. “Besides, I’d rather catch up on the videos when I have free time.” I tell her about my brother-in-law giving me the opportunity this Saturday to visit his hospital and try out some of the things I’ve learned in the videos.

			“That’s wonderful!” She claps her hands. “Look at you, getting that mini medical session after all, but in your own, Hafsa way.”

			“Thank you for helping me make the most out of this month, Miss Akhtar.”

			“It’s always a pleasure to help motivated girls such as yourself. I hope the regular part of the camp is interesting for you too.”

			“It is! And I went back to the zoo,” I tell her. “I wanted to see how it looked after the storm, and I felt so bad for the elephant with that chain on her leg.”

			“Gulab.”

			“You know her name?”

			“She had a brief stint of fame,” Miss Akhtar explains. “Shahid Khanna, who comes from one of the wealthiest families in the country, brought her from a Tanzanian elephant orphanage as a birthday present for his daughter.”

			“The elephant was brought here as a gift?”

			“Apparently, the little girl asked for a baby elephant, and her father wanted to give her everything her heart desired.”

			So Gulab had lived free once. She’d been taken against her will.

			“She was a sweet thing,” Miss Akhtar says. “The press covered her in the early days. She had a large acreage on their family property to roam, but elephants only stay small for so long. Even with their expansive grounds, the care and upkeep of a growing elephant grew unmanageable, and his daughter lost interest. So they donated the creature to the zoo.” She shakes her head. “Or more like turned their problem over to someone else. She’s been there about fifteen years.”

			I open my mouth. Close it. She’s been stuck in that concrete enclosure longer than I’ve been alive.

			“If the media covered her as a baby, why won’t they cover her now?” I ask. “People should be furious!”

			“There was an outcry when her companion died. The zoo claimed the death was from old age, but she was only sixteen, hardly old for an elephant. A group of teenagers from a local high school campaigned to move Gulab to a sanctuary to be looked after properly. Their efforts were working, and the news was covering it, but then that typhoon hit Karachi. The headlines shifted.”

			“That typhoon was five years ago!”

			“It was, but once attention shifts, it can be difficult to bring it back. People move on to other things.”

			But Gulab hasn’t moved on. She’s still stuck. My head hurts. There’d been a window of hope for Gulab, but just as quickly, it had closed.

			I remember Dr. Syed talking about sanctuaries—safe spaces where animals live in natural environments and get the care they need. That would be perfect for Gulab. There has to be a way to get her the attention she needs.

			When the final bell rings at the end of the school day, I grab my things and head down the crowded hallway. Turning the corner, I bump into someone from another section.

			I’m about to apologize when the girl smirks at me. “Easy there, Elephant Girl.”

			I freeze. Huh? She’s not even in my class and knows about me? I guess I’m the talk of the dorms—or rather, the laughingstock.

			They want to hurt me. I won’t let them, I tell myself. I’m going to shadow my brother-in-law at a real live hospital tomorrow. I’ll get to meet actual patients with real problems they need help with. That’s the whole point of being here. I shouldn’t care what these girls I barely know think.

			But I do care.

			I hate that I do.

			And I hate that it still hurts.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			I’ve only been to a hospital twice: the time my brother broke his arm and had to get a cast, and then later when we went with my parents to get the cast removed. Both times I was stuck in the waiting room, and the nurses scowled at me when I slipped in to see them put the cast on him.

			But now? We stride past the waiting room—through the sleek sliding doors that open automatically with a sharp beep when Sohail presses a badge against it. People in blue scrubs and others in white lab coats greet us. It’s like I’m supposed to be here. Which I am.

			We stop outside an office with cream walls, an oak desk, and my brother-in-law’s name emblazoned on the door.

			“You must be Hafsa,” a woman sitting at a desk across from Sohail’s office says. There’s a pile of papers stacked in folders at the edge of her table. “I’m Dania Zaidi, Dr. Shahid’s administrative assistant. I have something special just for you.”

			She walks to the wall, pulls down a white coat hanging from a hook, and hands it to me.

			I gasp. My name is stitched on the right pocket: Hafsa Imtiaz. Of course there’s no MD or doctor tag on it because I’m not a doctor, but it looks so…official.

			“Well, go on.” Sohail nudges me. “Try it on.”

			I slip the coat over my shoulders, and when I look in the mirror, I feel goosebumps. This could be me. In just five years, I could be starting medical school. For the first time, I can see this dream go from a hypothetical hope to what could someday soon become my reality.

			I can’t believe how much has changed this summer. Tomorrow I get to have high tea with my sister. Today I’m at a hospital with my very own lab coat. Could things be any better?

			I get my own stethoscope. Then we’re off. It turns out shadowing my brother-in-law means acting like a real shadow. I follow a few paces behind, and when the patients say it’s okay, I sit in on intakes. I hear about palpitations, blockages, and follow-ups from surgeries.

			One of the patients we see is a woman about my mother’s age. Her husband is with her, watching nervously as Sohail checks her heart with a stethoscope and tells her that her pacemaker is working perfectly.

			“Thank you, Dr. Shahid,” the woman says. Her eyes well with tears. “We couldn’t have afforded this procedure without the hospital’s generosity.”

			“It is our honor to help,” Sohail tells them.

			We step back into his office after his last patient of the day.

			“What did you think?” Sohail asks. “All feedback is welcome.”

			“It was incredible,” I begin. But before I can say more, there’s a knock at the door. It’s his assistant.

			“They’re sending someone up from the ER. Heart attack. Male. Forty-three,” she says. “They need stents put in right away. Dr. Altaf is en route but stuck in traffic.”

			“I can do it.” Sohail glances at me. “Hafsa, I’ll tell Jihad to come get you. This could be a while.”

			He’s going to do an operation. Without thinking, I blurt, “Could I watch?”

			He hesitates. “This is going to be intense. It might make you feel a bit squeamish…”

			“I’m not squeamish. Promise.”

			He considers it. “Then come along.”

			During the procedure, I’m not in the actual operating room—rather, an observation area in the back with windows. And I’m not alone; there are medical students here watching and taking notes. Sohail’s face is obscured by a mask, but I can see the focus in his eyes. Someone’s life is in his hands.

			Time passes in a blur as the procedure goes on, and I can’t be sure if it’s been twenty minutes or two hours when it’s done.

			Then I’m ushered into his office. “Is the patient going to be all right?” I ask.

			“He will be.” Sohail hesitates. “I hope that wasn’t too traumatic for you. An operating procedure, no matter how relatively minor…”

			“I can’t believe I got to see it,” I tell him. “Thank you. This was one of the best days ever.”

			I mean it from the bottom of my heart. The wrong session, the mean girls—suddenly, none of that matters at all. Today was enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			The next morning, I hurry straight to Shabnam’s office. She’s on a call, and holds up a hand when she sees me. I take a seat as she finishes her conversation.

			“Sohail told me you got to see a procedure,” she says as she hangs up.

			I fill her in on all the details. “I wish you’d seen it,” I tell her. “It was amazing!”

			“You’re so brave, Hafsa.” Shabnam shudders. “I would have been too stressed to watch!”

			“It wasn’t stressful at all! But the medical student next to me did look squeamish.”

			“I would have actually passed out.” Shabnam laughs.

			“It was so fascinating! The way the whole team worked together to save a man’s life. There’s nothing that’s a bigger deal than that, is there?”

			“Definitely not. Sohail was impressed that you could handle it, but like I told him, you’re one of the strongest people I know. And the most persistent.”

			I laugh. “Thanks, Shabnam. I’m pretty sure my persistence gets annoying sometimes.”

			“Well, that’s what makes you our Hafsa.”

			“There’s so much more to tell you too—about everything that’s been happening. Maybe over high tea? We’re going to Haveli today, right?”

			She winces at this. “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry! I totally forgot to call them!”

			She forgot.

			The words land like a punch. I’ve been dying to spend time with my sister, but it’s clear she just doesn’t have time for me.

			“I’ll try now and see if they can squeeze us in this afternoon,” she says. But before she can call, her phone buzzes.

			She glances at me. “Sorry. I have to take this.”

			Of course she does. I get up, mouthing “Another time,” and leave.

			But I know the truth is that “another time” is probably not going to come.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			I need to get outside. I put on my shoes, press open the front door, and head toward the cupcake shop.

			“A plain chocolate one, please,” I tell the same man who I ordered from last time, and he remembers me.

			“No sprinkles today, huh? Maybe you want to try a different flavor this time?” he asks. “Strawberry is our most popular.”

			“Okay, sure. Why not?”

			I take a bite and find out strawberry is their most popular flavor for a reason. I can’t help wishing Shabnam were here to taste this. She spent hours perfecting her strawberry shortcake recipe and would love figuring out how they made this. But I decide to put my disappointment out of my mind.

			As I leave, I let the man who served me know how much I loved it, and then I head toward the zoo.

			On the way, I wave to the bike shop owner, and the woman who works at the shoe store nods to me as she dusts a window display. It wasn’t that long ago that everything here felt unfamiliar and intimidating. But I feel like a regular now, and it’s good to be part of the hustle and bustle of the city.

			Once I’m in the zoo, I take the path that leads me straight for the elephant enclosure. There’s no one around, and when I see her, I call out, “Hey, Gulab!”

			She turns toward me. My heart skips a beat. It’s not in my head. It’s real! She’s looking at me! I know she can’t understand me, but she keeps looking at me, and I want her to know I see her too.

			“I learned about electric cars this week,” I tell her. “They need no oil—they zip along on sunlight and electricity. If they can come up with something like that, there’s got to be a way to help you out, right?”

			The clouds overhead part, and the heat is so sharp it’s like I’m trapped in an oven. With hardly any cover in her enclosure, I can’t imagine how the elephant must feel. She’s meant to be in a shaded forest with dirt and grass underfoot, not sizzling concrete. I draw a sharp intake of breath when I notice that her water bucket is lying on its side.

			This is the second time I’ve been here on my own, and the second time she’s been without water. There’s a hose attached to a pipe on the far end of the back wall of the enclosure, but no sign of the zookeeper.

			I hurry from the enclosure to try to find the zookeeper, but the only person I see is that boy again. He’s by the alligator moat, tossing something at it. What is with him?

			“Hey!” I shout.

			When he sees me coming, he breaks into a run. No. I clench my hands into fists. He’s not getting away today.

			I race after him, but this boy can really run!

			“Stop!” I cry out. “I need to talk to you!” I chase him all the way to the amusement section, past the dusty camel ride. Sweat pours down my face and my lungs ache.

			It’s no use. I can’t go any farther.

			That’s when it happens—the boy glances back at me and trips and tumbles to the ground.

			I use my last burst of energy to hurtle forward and grab him by the arm.

			“Let go!” he shouts.

			“No way!”

			“What do you want?” He wriggles his arm, trying to break free. He looks to be my brother Haroon’s age, around ten years old.

			“Why are you feeding animals when you’re not supposed to?”

			“What are you, the zoo police?”

			“No. I’m worried about the animals! And now you were just throwing things at the alligator!”

			He stops pulling away from me and makes a face. “You mean the apples?”

			“They could get sick if they eat the wrong things.”

			“I’ve been feeding Bubu since he was a baby.” He crosses his arms. “How long have you been coming to this zoo?”

			“What does that matter?”

			“Because I’ve been coming since I was two. I know what I’m doing.”

			“It’s not your job to feed them.”

			“They’ll die if I don’t feed them.”

			Die?

			“They don’t get fed nearly enough,” he explains. “Can’t you tell these animals need help?”

			I can’t argue with that, so I just nod.

			“The grocery store down the block lets me have their expiring food.” The boy stands up. Brushes the dust from his kamiz. “I pick through for the good stuff. The owner knows my dad.” The boy nods to the kulfi stand in the distance.

			“Mustafa is your father?” I see it now. The same wavy hair. The eyebrows that meet in the middle.

			“Yep. And he doesn’t mind me feeding the animals.”

			My anger vanishes. If Mustafa is his father, and he allows his son to feed them, there must be a good reason. But—

			“Your dad doesn’t mind you going into the elephant’s cage?”

			“He doesn’t like that.” The boy grins sheepishly. “But Gulab loves peanuts. I think that’s why I’m her best friend. She’s sweet, and she’s lonely. She needs hugs sometimes!”

			“You…you hug her?”

			“Gulab loves hugs!” His eyes light up.

			Before I can reply, he’s off again. Making a beeline all the way back to Gulab’s cage. When I catch up to him, he’s squeezing between the bars.

			“You’re just a kid!” I shout. “She could accidentally kill you!”

			“I’m not just a kid! I’m Tariq. And she won’t hurt me.” He turns toward me as he enters the cage. “You want to meet her? You can come through too.”

			Meet her? My heart races.

			Behave. Follow directions. Don’t cause trouble. The three rules my parents tried to instill in me. And right now, Tariq’s asking me to break every one of them.

			Tariq runs toward the elephant.

			“Hey, Gulab!” he greets her. The elephant lifts her trunk and presses it atop the boy’s head. He hurries to the fallen water bucket and grunts as he tries to lift it, but it doesn’t budge. He looks at me and frowns. “Are you going to help or what?”

			I bite my lip. Gulab needs help. She needs my help. I walk along the cage until I reach the bars Tariq slipped through. They give the slightest bit. I squeeze through, just barely.

			“See?” The boy grins at me. “Not so hard! Now, if we work together, I bet we can lift the bucket back up,” Tariq says. “They’ve added more weights to the bottom of it, but she was still able to knock it over.”

			With Tariq gripping one end and me the other, we strain until we finally shift the bucket upright.

			There. Almost done. We just need to fill her water and get out as soon as possible. I race to the hose and unravel it. I turn the faucet, and cool water gushes out.

			Hands shaking, I squirt the water into the bucket.

			Gulab jerks her head in my direction and starts walking toward the bucket. Toward me. My mouth grows dry. What if she gets territorial? I’ve seen Chotu get upset when other stray cats get near the bowl of food I set outside for her.

			Gulab takes another step forward but stops and lets out a moan. The chain. It won’t let her get closer.

			“Let’s push it,” Tariq says. We grunt as we inch the pail closer and closer, until Gulab’s trunk can dip in. Up close, I see the thick veil of her lashes. The ridges along her trunk. The pink of her tongue as she gratefully inhales the water she desperately needed. I laugh as I watch her slurp it up.

			“You like that water, don’t you?” I ask her.

			“We could hose her down too,” Tariq says. “It’d be nice to cool her off since it’s extra hot today.”

			Before I can reply, I hear a creak. The man I’ve seen in the past. The zookeeper. He’s standing by the door and staring at us, arms folded.

			He does not look happy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			The zookeeper’s hands are on his hips. His eyes are narrowed.

			“This is not a playground.” The man’s voice is low. Practically a growl.

			We trespassed. He’s going to call the police. They’ll call my sister. She’ll call my parents. And then…I don’t want to finish that thought.

			I glance at the iron bars. I can make a run for it. He doesn’t know my name. If I can get out of here, no one will know. I’m moving toward the iron bars when the man speaks again.

			“Tariq, how many times have I told you that you can’t just skip in here whenever you fancy?” He jabs a finger toward me. “Now you’re bringing friends?”

			“She’s not my friend.” Tariq wrinkles his nose.

			“If the director walks by and sees you here, he’ll have my head.”

			“You worry too much, Kabir. The director never comes by!”

			As they bicker back and forth, I look at Tariq’s easy demeanor. And the zookeeper—Kabir—he’s annoyed, but in a tired, familiar way. Sort of how my dad reacts when my brothers and I are wrestling over the remote.

			“Gulab’s a wild animal.” Kabir looks at me. “Taking risks by coming inside her enclosure is dangerous. You could get trampled.”

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “But her bucket was knocked over. No water in this heat is a life-or-death situation.”

			“Yes, and taking care of it is my job, isn’t it? She tips the bucket over constantly—that’s why we got this heavy one, but she still manages to do it. Likes to see me fill it up again and again is my guess. But she’s not the only animal I care for here, is she?”

			“She shouldn’t even be here at all! Look at her. Look at that chain.” Closer up, I can see the heavy metal is digging into her skin. There’s a reddish ring all around it. “Bad enough she was taken from her family. This chain? It’s…it’s cruel!”

			He looks at me for a moment, then speaks—

			“I agree.”

			I blink. He agrees? “Then why is she still here?”

			“I clean her enclosure, feed her, hose her down. No one’s consulting me about more than that.”

			“You could take off the chain!”

			“And lose my job?” he says. “The one that feeds my family? I didn’t put the chain on her, and I can’t take it off. Of course I hate seeing her trapped like this. Who wouldn’t? Thought for a minute she might get a fighting chance when the news channels got involved after her companion died. Rania Baloch was here nearly a full week covering things, but the news is fickle. So this is her lot in life.”

			All this time I’ve seen Kabir as the enemy, but he’s as powerless as Gulab to change any of this. I guess sometimes things are less black-and-white than they seem.

			“Now it’s time for you both to be— Oof!” Kabir jerks forward. Gulab’s swatting the zookeeper’s back with her trunk.

			“Gulab! No pickpocketing,” he protests.

			“She wants a song!” Tariq turns to me. “Wanna see how good Gulab can dance?”

			“This is not a circus,” the man begins, but she jabs her trunk again and swipes at his pant pockets. I push back a giggle. Is she really trying to steal his phone?

			“All right, all right!” He pulls out his phone and swipes. A few moments later, a tinny song plays through the speakers. It’s an old Bollywood song, the kind my grandmother puts on when she’s washing dishes.

			The man sets the phone down and grabs the hose. He lets out a steady stream and coats her body in water. Gulab sways. She almost looks like my grandmother in the way her eyes go dreamy, like the music is taking her to a time long before.

			“Is she actually dancing?” I ask Kabir.

			“Who knows. Not as though I can ask her,” he responds. “Was playing this once as I swept her cage, and she’s demanded it ever since.”

			I can’t be certain, but as she gets washed down, Tariq patting her on the side, the music in the air, she looks happy. This creature is here because of humans, and somehow, she still trusts some of us. At least, she trusts this boy and this zookeeper. There is so much wrong and unfair about Gulab’s situation, more than I can properly wrap my mind around, but in this moment, she’s happy. And that’s a small mercy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			“I have good news,” Raheela Auntie says the next Saturday morning. “I overheard you girls talking about wanting to go to Haveli for tea, so I made some calls. You’re booked for a two o’clock this afternoon!”

			“Really?” I stare at her. “Wow. Thank you.”

			“Don’t we have the call with the board at two o’clock?” Shabnam says.

			“I was able to move it.”

			“This is so nice of you!” says Shabnam. “Would you like to join us?”

			I stare at my sister. Doesn’t she know how much I was hoping for one-on-one time? I hold my breath as I wait for Auntie’s reply.

			“Nonsense.” Auntie waves a hand. “This is sister time. Enjoy.”

			Shabnam nods, but just like that, the warm feeling inside of me vanishes.

			The first things I notice after Jihad drops us off and we enter the restaurant are the chandeliers casting a warm glow and the soft sitar music. Maroon rugs with intricate gold patterns cover most of the tiled floor. It’s hard not to feel awed by the surroundings.

			We’re seated at a sleek wooden table next to a window overlooking a courtyard, where a blue mosaic fountain is burbling.

			I order pink tea, and Shabnam gets chai with extra cardamom. Moments later, a glass tier holding scones, mini cakes, and sandwiches is set between us.

			“This is nice, isn’t it?” Shabnam picks up a scone and takes a bite. “This one is soft and crumbly. Just the right sweetness.”

			“Try the cucumber sandwiches too,” I tell her. “They’re perfect.”

			“Yum!” she agrees, and puts it down to try a mini cupcake. “Yikes.” Her eyes fly open. “This one is a bit of a fail. It’s got way too much flour.”

			“Whoa,” I agree after I take a bite. “It tastes like a brick.”

			“A brick, huh? How many bricks have you eaten?” Shabnam teases me.

			She tries a sip of my tea, and I feel myself relaxing. I’m sure she was just asking Auntie to join us to be polite. That is the Shabnam way, and Auntie had reserved our booking.

			“I’m sorry I forgot to make reservations,” she tells me. “I’m getting five hours of sleep at night, if I’m lucky. Once the gala is over, things will get easier.”

			“Will it, though?” I set my fork down on the plate. “Seems like helping Auntie with her gala is a full-time job. And she wants you to eventually take over.”

			“I don’t know if I’ll really be taking over…”

			“She literally said you’d be taking over, Shabnam. I was there. She wants you to be in charge so she can go spend more time with her daughter and grandkids in Dubai. Remember?”

			“Well, fine, then. She should. And even if I do have to take over, so what?” She looks out the window. “There are worse things I could be devoting my time to.”

			“Shabnam! Come on. There are things you want to devote your time to.”

			“Things change.”

			“They can. But you still want to go to culinary school. That hasn’t changed, has it?”

			“Hafsa—”

			“You can’t give it up. You have to take a stand. Running this silly party isn’t using your incredible talents!”

			“It’s not a silly party—” she begins, but I cut her off.

			“And you’re so tired all the time. You said so yourself. I know you, Shabnam. You’re my sister. I know you’re not happy.”

			“Happy?” She stares at me. “Happy?” she repeats. She shakes her head and laughs. But it’s not a happy laugh. “When will you understand my life isn’t like yours? I’m the eldest. I didn’t get to go to camp in a big city or ride my bike all around town because Abu would never dare tell me the word no. My life has always been about responsibility to others. Happy isn’t necessarily part of my equation. For you to sit here and tell me how things should be according to you—it’s selfish, Hafsa!”

			Selfish? My cheeks burn as if I’ve been slapped.

			“I wasn’t trying to be selfish.” My voice wavers. “I was…I am worried about you.”

			“How about you don’t worry about me?”

			“You’re my sister!” Our voices are high. Too high. The people at the table next to us are glancing our way, but I can’t keep my voice down.

			“I’m not just your sister anymore,” Shabnam says. “Things really do change. And I won’t have you berating me over it.” She takes a sip of tea and looks out the window again. Her cheeks are flushed. Her jaw set firm.

			Tears threaten to fall. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. I think of my mother’s words—this is her new family now. This is her new life. Amma said marriage changes people. But does it have to break the bond of sisterhood?

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			“Good morning!” Sohail says on Monday when I step into the dining room.

			Shabnam’s sitting next to him. We haven’t spoken since our argument. Even now, she won’t meet my gaze. I finish up my breakfast, and when I head out, Shabnam says goodbye to Sohail. She doesn’t even look at me.

			In the car, Sohail makes small talk with Jihad, asking after his wife and the health of their daughter, who was down with the flu last week. Sohail is so kind to everyone. I could tell everyone at the hospital really likes him. Looks up to him. I know he loves my sister, and I know she loves him too. Why can’t he tell that she’s unhappy? Does he not notice the dark circles under her eyes? How she’s running around all the time? Maybe it’s just that he hasn’t known her as long as I have.

			“How are you feeling about camp winding down this week?” Sohail asks me.

			“It’s hard to believe it went by so fast.” I glance at him. Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Be quiet. That’s what my mother would tell me right now. Mind your own business. But someone has to stick up for Shabnam, don’t they?

			“Sohail, I was wondering if I could talk about something with you. It’s kind of personal. But it’s important.”

			“Sure. What’s going on?”

			“It’s…it’s about Shabnam. I’m worried about her.”

			“Shabnam? What happened?” He looks stricken.

			“Nothing bad happened,” I assure him. “It’s just that, I was surprised when I arrived here and found out that she wasn’t going to culinary school. Before she got married, she was so excited that your house was near the school. All this time, we thought she was attending…”

			He looks at me, puzzled. “She hasn’t mentioned it in ages. I asked her about it when we first got married, but she told me she wasn’t sure it was a good fit anymore.”

			“I don’t think that’s true,” I tell him. “She wants to go, but there’s just not time with all the gala work. She’s not the kind to speak up for herself, because she always likes to be a team player. But I hate to see her give up her dreams.”

			Sohail is quiet for a moment. “Thank you for saying something, Hafsa,” he finally says. “I’m glad you felt comfortable enough to be honest and to share your concerns.”

			I thank him for listening. He looks shaken by this news. He may not have known before, but he knows now. He’s the one person who can help, and I’ve see how much he likes to help people.

			I’ve always liked thinking of myself as a helper too, but lately it’s gotten confusing.

			What do you do if the person you want to help doesn’t want it?

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			After a full morning of classes, the bell rings for lunch, so I head to the cafeteria and grab my tray. As I am heading back to the classroom, I hear a voice in the hallway.

			“No hay for lunch?” A girl points to my plate, and her friends start giggling. I don’t know them. They’re not in my section.

			“Why don’t you mind your own business?” I reply.

			“Easy there, Elephant Girl.”

			The words land like a punch.

			“Is everything all right?” Miss Akhtar appears in her classroom doorway, eyeing the girls.

			“Yes,” one of them quickly says.

			“Then you best be off to lunch.”

			I walk into the classroom and set my tray on the table near Miss Akhtar.

			“Hafsa?” she asks. “What was that about out there? Were those girls bothering you?”

			“I’m okay.”

			“You look upset. I’d want to know if there was any issue. I can talk to the girls.”

			“No issue, really, Miss Akhtar.”

			I pull out the laptop, avoiding my teacher’s concerned gaze, and put on my headphones. I do my best to keep my expression neutral and calm as I listen to the next lesson. The video does take my mind off those girls. They are just a temporary part of my life, but what I’m learning right now, I’ll carry with me forever. And that’s what matters.

			Once class resumes, we get back to our climate heroes lesson. Miss Akhtar puts on a documentary called Blackfish about the horrible treatment of orcas held captive in amusement park swimming pools. These majestic sea creatures were imprisoned in tight spaces and forced to perform tricks for loud audiences.

			Once the closing credits fill the screen, Bushra shoots her hand up in the air. “This is like the zoo we went to!”

			“There were no orcas there,” Sonya retorts.

			“I know that.” Bushra rolls her eyes. “I meant the orcas were held captive just like the zoo animals.”

			“Yeah, the orcas made me think of the camel at the zoo,” another girl says. “Having to do rides all day long under the sun. That didn’t look like fun for the camel at all.”

			It’s good somebody else noticed.

			“Why is the zoo even allowed to stay open?” Bushra frowns. “The zoologist said it had a lot of issues—it should’ve been shut down long ago.”

			“It’s been around forever,” Sonya says. “No one’s shutting it down.”

			“Well, the orcas in the documentary were treated poorly for decades,” Miss Akhtar says. “But when Blackfish came out in the US, people began to protest and boycott the amusement park, and things started to change. Catching orcas for parks is banned now in most countries. And scientists are working on creating sanctuaries to release captive orcas safely.”

			I think about all this. Public attention shifted the future for the orcas. Gulab also had a brief window of attention and outrage, but unlike the orcas, the window for her closed as quickly as it had opened.

			But if people once cared about Gulab, maybe they could care again. I’m sure if they saw the way she lived, they’d want to do something about it. Maybe something would actually change.

			Maybe. But how?

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			When I get home, before I can even step out of the foyer, Shabnam walks down the hallway toward me. Or more like she’s marching toward me. Her face is flushed.

			“What’s wrong?” I ask.

			She puts a finger to her lips. Motions toward the courtyard.

			As soon as we’re outside, she twirls around to face me.

			“Hafsa. How could you?”

			I move to say something, but she interrupts.

			“You complained to Sohail? You told him I’m unhappy?”

			“It came up because—” I begin.

			“How dare you meddle in my business! When he called me this morning to ask about culinary school, I…I didn’t even know what to say.”

			“But, Shabnam, you weren’t going to say anything, so I wanted to help you.”

			“How many times do I have to say it so that you’ll understand? I don’t need your help! I can fight my own battles!”

			“But you’re not fighting them! You’re letting people walk all over you. I can’t stand watching this happen.”

			She laughs bitterly at this. “Honestly, Hafsa. You weren’t meant to be watching anything. You were here to enjoy your field trips and new friends at camp. Why can’t that be enough for you?”

			“Friends?” A tear slips down my cheek. “You don’t know anything about camp. There are no friends.”

			“Wait.” Her voice softens. She looks at me. “What’s wrong?”

			“It’s not important.”

			“I can see that it is. Tell me. Please.”

			“I’m a big joke to everyone. People either laugh at me or treat me like I don’t exist. They think I’m a backward village girl. And now they call me Elephant Girl because of a video they secretly made of me at the zoo…” The tears I’ve been holding back so long start to flow, and I can’t continue.

			“Hafsa. This is awful! You should have told me.” She leans over to give me a hug. “I’m going to talk to the school.”

			“No! Talking to the school will make it worse. I only have a few more days to go.”

			She’s quiet for a moment, then finally says, “I’m so sorry things have been tough. I had no idea. I assumed everything was fine.”

			“You didn’t used to assume. You used to ask me things. But I know you’re busy and you didn’t plan for me to be here, and I’m grateful and all…”

			“Hafsa—”

			“It’s okay! It’s just that I hate seeing you put yourself last—even more here than you did back home. You’re obsessed with making Raheela Auntie happy. You’re sacrificing everything you love for other people. It’s not right, Shabnam!”

			“Really? Tell me, what would you have me do, O all-knowing Hafsa?”

			“Stand up for yourself!” I tell her. “Say what you want.”

			She laughs softly. “You think everything is so easy. You think you know best and can bend everyone’s will to yours. But by butting in to my life, you’ve added more to my plate, not less. You never change, do you?”

			“No.” Tears slip down my cheeks. “I haven’t changed. But you…you’ve completely changed.”

			Her eyes grow moist. “I hate to break it to you, Hafsa, but growing up comes with change—and responsibilities.”

			Without another word, she walks away.

			I stare at the empty space where Shabnam stood. How did things between us get so bad so quickly? Sure, we had fights growing up. About me borrowing her clothes. About how loudly she snored. The way she’d sneak to the fridge and finish the last of any dessert. But she used to like it when I helped her out. When I stood up for her with our parents and pushed them to let her do the things she wanted to do, like going to the literacy center or getting free time to see her friends.

			Now she wants no part of any help from me.

			I think of her angry expression and swallow. I’m usually so sure of things, but now I wonder: Was trying to help her in this situation wrong? Have I imposed too much?

			It feels like I’ve made a huge mistake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			I slip on my shoes and hurry down the block toward the zoo.

			Heading to the elephant enclosure, I slow my pace by the kulfi stand. Tariq is standing with his father. His shoulders are hunched. Is he…crying?

			I hurry over. “What happened?”

			“It’s Gulab,” Tariq whimpers. “She fell. She’s hurt.”

			“What?” Before he can respond, I break into a run, and Tariq follows. We race past the monkeys and parrots and peacocks. Behind Gulab’s cage, a makeshift tent has been set up.

			“There are veterinarians in there to help her,” Tariq explains. “The tent gives them privacy.”

			“What happened? What are they doing?”

			“You have to see for yourself,” he says. “Come, we can see better from inside.”

			I hesitate as he slips through the wrought-iron bars into Gulab’s cage. But I have to find out what’s happening, so I slip through too.

			My stomach drops when I see her lying on her side and a bunch of people who look like doctors surrounding her. One of them presses a stethoscope to Gulab’s chest. Another examines her ankle that had been chained. His expression is grim.

			Kabir is there too, off to the side. When he notices us, he walks over and whispers gently, “You shouldn’t be here right now.”

			“What happened?” I ask.

			“She fell during the night. I found her like this in the morning. Looks like the leg that had the chain around it is badly infected.”

			“That’s not surprising,” I say, my voice breaking. “It was really digging into her skin. It looked so painful.”

			A female vet calls out for more medication to another medical person, who’s writing notes on an electronic tablet.

			“Will they be able to help her?” I ask.

			“They’re hoping the antibiotics will kick in. The infection was really bad,” says Kabir.

			“Now that they see how bad her living conditions are, can they get her out of here?” I ask hopefully.

			“I wish. But that’s not their job,” Kabir says. “She’s lucky to even be getting treatment. Her companion died before anyone could help her.”

			The lady vet notices Tariq and me. Her eyes shift questioningly to Kabir. He gently ushers us out.

			Tariq and I trudge to his father’s stand. Mustafa reaches into his cart and hands us each a kulfi. He waves away the money I try to give him.

			“Sit a spell and take a break,” he says. “You both need it.”

			Tariq and I settle down on a bench. We stare at the white tent in the distance.

			“I can’t believe that even with seeing how awful her life is here, they can’t help,” I say. “If they can’t help, who can?”

			“Abu says it helps to pray,” says Tariq. “We could pray for her healing and recovery and to find a better place one day.”

			“Praying is good, but it’s not enough. We have to do something to get her out of here.”

			“Where would she go?” he asks.

			“She should be in a sanctuary,” I tell him. “It’s a place where animals can live more like they did in the wild.”

			“How do we get her there?” he asks.

			I think of the video we watched in class about the orcas. The way they brought their plight to the entire world and actually helped make a change.

			“Maybe we could make a video,” I say. “Share with the world what’s going on here and make the world care. They cared once. I bet they’d care again.”

			“That’s a great idea,” Tariq says. “Things are worse with Gulab now than they’ve ever been.”

			“I’ll see if I can borrow my sister’s phone tomorrow. There’s a girl at camp who cares a lot about animals. She could probably help us out too—”

			“Tomorrow?” Tariq interrupts. “Why not now? My dad has a phone.”

			Before I can reply, Tariq races toward his father. Moments later, he’s back and puts the device in my hands.

			“I’ve never used one of these before,” I tell him.

			“I have.” He takes it from me. “I can be the cameraman. You be the reporter.”

			The reporter. Which means I’d be on camera. I think of the video of me that Sonya shared, and shiver. But then I look at the white medical tent. I may look silly, but if this has even a tiny chance of working, it will be worth it.

			“Let’s go,” I say.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			As Tariq and I approach Gulab’s cage, my pace slows.

			“How do we do this?” I ask him. “What do I even say?”

			“Tell them what’s happening, that’s it,” Tariq says. “Let’s start taping here. I’ll record you going into the cage.”

			“You want to put that on camera?” I balk. “It’s not allowed!”

			“That’s how things go viral, right?” He grins. “When people do unexpected things like climbing into an elephant cage.”

			I bite my lip. He’s right.

			“Give me a thumbs-up when you’re ready for me to record,” he says.

			I’m not really ready—my heart is racing—but I’m going to do it anyway. I give Tariq a thumbs-up. He gives me one back.

			I’m being recorded.

			“My name is…It’s, uh, Hafsa Imtiaz,” I tell the camera. “I’m in Lahore for the summer, and I’ve been visiting the Intisar Zoo pretty regularly. I’m here to tell you about a tragedy that’s unfolding as I speak.”

			The more I talk, the more comfortable I feel, and the more I remember why I’m speaking. “Many of the animals are going hungry, and their living conditions are terrible. The snow leopards should be living in the mountains, and here they are with the sun constantly beating down on them. The water for the alligators is polluted. The monkeys are bored and starving. And as bad as all of that is, there’s an even bigger problem right now. An elephant named Gulab is getting emergency treatment for a bad infection. Here…you can see for yourself.”

			Tariq follows me as I press a hand to the iron bar and we squeeze through.

			“You see the chain on the concrete over there?” I point to it lying to the side. “That was around her ankle for years, cutting into her skin and, of course, keeping her prisoner. Her leg is infected now.”

			Tariq pans the camera toward the tent, and I position myself where we can glimpse inside. “These good doctors are doing all they can to help her, but she needs more than having her infection healed.” My voice wobbles. “She needs a better future. She deserves to live in a sanctuary where she’ll have freedom and will be cared for properly. But that won’t happen without you. If each of you reached out to demand help for Gulab, that would be a force no one could ignore.”

			“Hey! What are you doing?” It’s the zookeeper, Kabir. He’s hurrying toward us. “You kids know better than to sneak in here now!”

			“You’re messing up our video!” Tariq protests.

			“We’re showing the world what’s happening to Gulab,” I tell Kabir.

			“Once people see, it will go viral, and she’ll get help,” Tariq says.

			The anger drains from Kabir’s face. He shakes his head. “Videos about Gulab have been made before and she’s still here, isn’t she? People only watch silly things that grab their attention. Now let the vets do their work.”

			I think of that recording of me swaying my arms in front of Gulab. The one that sent some of my classmates into hysterics. The one that gave me the nickname that makes my stomach turn.

			It was ridiculous.

			It did get people’s attention.

			“I…I have an idea. We won’t be long. Just a minute more, Kabir. Please. I promise we’ll stay a safe distance away. We won’t get anywhere near the people helping her.”

			He sighs but nods slightly. The doctors look over at us as I inch closer to the tent.

			“That’s close enough,” Kabir says once we’re six feet away.

			I look at Gulab. She’s on her side. Her eyes are closed. I push back tears.

			“Can you put on the song from before?” I ask Kabir. “The one she loves?”

			He pulls out his phone. Presses play. At the first melody, Gulab’s eyes flutter open. My heart lifts.

			“Gulab is a feeling, thinking, loving creature,” I tell the camera. I hold out my arms and sway them like they’re a trunk while saying to Gulab, “Remember how you love to dance?”

			I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s one thing to be the laughingstock of the school—but by doing this, I am hoping for more views. More people to laugh at me. Anything to get people to watch.

			As the music plays and I continue to sway my arms, I see Gulab’s eyelids flutter more. Then she lifts her trunk in the air ever so subtly. She knows what I’m trying to do! Tears fill my eyes as I turn to the camera.

			“Please! Gulab needs your help. You, the person watching this, don’t look away. If seeing her suffer makes you as sad as it makes me, call Dawn and Geo TV and tell them to cover this. Let’s make some noise and find a new home for Gulab—she needs you.” I look square into the camera. “This is Elephant Girl, signing off.”

			“And done!” Tariq announces.

			I feel shaky. Elephant Girl? It was one thing to sway my arms. Why did I say that?

			“Do you know how to cut things out of the video?” I ask as we exit the enclosure.

			“I could ask my brother when I get home,” he says. “But I don’t want to wait. We should post this as soon as possible, don’t you think?”

			I nod, and Tariq smiles. The sooner we can get her help, the better. He uploads the video and again announces, “Done!”

			Just then, one of the female veterinarians approaches. “Hi, kids, my name is Dr. Mariam Qureshi. I just wanted to say I’m glad you’re posting a video. Be sure to tag newspaper and television networks. That way, more eyes can get to it.”

			“Will do,” Tariq says as he starts tagging people. “Rania Baloch with Pakistan News Today. She was here years ago covering Gulab. I’ll tag Geo TV and Dawn too. If they cared before, maybe they’ll care now.”

			I look at Kabir and Dr. Qureshi, who’s giving Tariq the names of more journalists to tag for the video, and I’m grateful for these people who care about Gulab.

			But will other people care?

			Will they watch and try to do something about it?

			Will this finally help Gulab get free?

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Over dinner that evening, Raheela Auntie updates us on the latest with the fundraiser. I try my best not to look too antsy, but all I can think about is the video. Did it start circulating? After dinner I’ll try to borrow my sister’s phone. But it would help if she’d look at me. How long is she going to stay mad?

			“I can’t wait until the gala is behind us,” Auntie says. “I am beyond exhausted at this point.”

			Sohail glances at Shabnam, then his mother.

			“Things will slow down after next week, won’t they?” he asks.

			Auntie chuckles. “Dear boy, as soon as one of these affairs ends, you begin planning the next. There’s chatter among the board that we should be doing more of them. Perhaps a semiannual one. Or we could expand out to different parts of the country. I can’t say I disagree with the suggestions. The demand for seats this year has been unprecedented.”

			“That’ll be even more work than it already is,” he says.

			“The harder the work, the greater the reward.” She smiles at him. “Where is this coming from? You’ve never taken an interest before.”

			“I haven’t.” He looks at Shabnam again. “I should have, though. Considering how much you’re both doing for it. Do you ever think of hiring people to help?”

			“Why would we hire someone? All the money we bring in goes into the foundation and straight to the hospital. And with the buzz this year, I’m confident we’ll be able to fund the nephrologist position and discharge the medical debts of more than half the applicants this year.”

			“Half of the medical debts?” Sohail opens his mouth and closes it. He’s speechless.

			“Yes. We’ve raised more than double the amount we raised last year, and that was our best year ever.” Auntie looks at my sister. “This is thanks to Shabnam. She handled so much of the behind-the-scenes work that I’ve been able to have more time to get the word out and network. You’ve been a godsend, my dear.”

			“I’m happy I could help,” says Shabnam.

			I look at my sister, and the realization of what’s been at stake hits me.

			Since I arrived, it seemed like all I heard about the gala was the fancy parts of the event. The famous people like Salman Kiyam attending. The extravagant auction items. The outfits and jewels my sister and Auntie will be wearing. But this is more than a lavish party.

			I remember one of the patients from when I shadowed Sohail. The woman who had been about my mother’s age who was so grateful to receive a pacemaker and thanked the hospital for their generosity. This is what she’d meant.

			One day, I hope I will be a doctor, and I know I’ll be grateful there are people like Auntie and my sister working to make sure that the hospital and doctors have the resources they need to better serve their patients.

			After dinner, I trail behind my sister. She looks up in surprise when she sees me enter her office.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell her. Before she can reply, I rush on. “I shouldn’t have meddled. I hope I didn’t make things worse. I get it now. The work you’re doing is important. I didn’t quite understand till now.”

			Shabnam considers my words, and I feel a flutter of worry, but then she finally speaks. “I’m sorry too, Hafsa. I know your heart was in the right place. I appreciate that you care about my dreams. I do want to go back to school, but it’s complicated. You see that now, don’t you?”

			“Yes, I do,” I tell her. “I guess I just want you to be able to do whatever you want to do, but no one should be pushing you to do things…and that includes me.”

			“Thanks, Hafsa. I have a lot to think about. Sohail thinks I should go ahead and just apply to get the process started while I figure it out.”

			“Really?” My heart lifts at this. “So maybe my talk with him helped a little?”

			“Hafsa.” She gives me a stern look but laughs. “Maybe. But listen, no more helping me without my permission from here on out. Got it?”

			“As long as you’re still okay with my unsolicited feedback on your baked goods, we have a deal.”

			“I think that’s fair.”

			When she smiles at me the way she used to, I feel happier than I have in a long time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Shabnam lends me her phone that evening, and my heart flutters as I open the video app. It’s been over four hours since Tariq and I filmed Gulab. Surely that’s enough time for the journalists and influencers we tagged to check their notifications. To see the elephant’s plight and feel moved enough to help.

			When the video finally loads, I stare at the view counter on the bottom of the screen. That can’t be right. I hit refresh and get the same number:

			12.

			I hit the main feed. The number one trending video is a man balancing across a beam between two towers in Karachi. The second one is a cat lip-syncing to a popular Bollywood number. So this is what the zookeeper meant when he said people weren’t interested in serious stuff. I think of my video—shot with a cell phone, shaky, with no clean cuts or breaks.

			My heart sinks. This won’t work. I guess deep down I knew that. We don’t have the kind of platform that influencers do to get noticed, even if our message is important. Why would news outlets care that we tagged them? They probably get tagged all the time.

			I wonder how Tariq’s feeling right now. He’s probably staring at these numbers too. Feeling a pit in his stomach just like I am.

			And Gulab. Poor Gulab. What will become of her?

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			I drag my feet as I head to class on Thursday. This morning a feeling of gloom has set in. Tomorrow’s the last day here, and then everything will go back to the way it was. I will return to my village and—my heart sinks each time I think about it—Gulab will stay stuck in her cage.

			Bushra comes in just as the bell rings. She sees me and her eyes light up. “Oh my gosh, Hafsa!” she exclaims. “You’re trending. Isn’t that amazing!”

			Trending? I’m about to ask her what she’s talking about when Miss Akhtar claps her hands twice for the class to come to order. But looking around, I realize that everyone has grown silent. They’re staring. At me. Even my teacher. What is going on?

			“Hafsa, that video was very impressive,” she tells me.

			“Y-you saw my video?”

			“Tons of people have seen it, Hafsa!” Tahira says, and she pulls out her phone, presses a button, and holds up her screen. I flinch at the sound of my voice. But it’s not the video from the first week of school. It’s…the one I took with Tariq. The one we made for Gulab.

			“My sister sent your video to me from Islamabad last night,” Miss Akhtar says. “She knew you went here because you had the school pin on your kamiz.”

			“That influencer—Yasir something—he saw it and shared it with his followers,” says Tahira.

			Sonya gasps. “The video game guy?”

			“And then of course all the other influencers got in on it and made it trend,” Tahira says.

			“My cousin in Canada sent it to me, Hafsa,” Bushra says. “I couldn’t believe it. I bet all of Pakistan has seen it by now!”

			Miss Akhtar laughs. “You might be right, Bushra.”

			I stare at the view count along the bottom. Can that be right? It has hundreds of views. Wait. No. There’s a comma there.

			“It’s…it’s got thousands of views,” I say.

			“No.” Tahira shakes her head. “Hundreds of thousands.”

			I look at the awed faces of the kids around me and back at the video. I’m so shocked I don’t know what to say.

			“It was a good idea to go through the cage bars,” says Bushra. “The comments are endless about it. I think that really helped it go viral.”

			“Not that anyone should be doing that,” Miss Akhtar quickly interjects. “That is a serious safety issue.”

			“You’re right, Miss Akhtar,” Bushra concedes. “But how cool was it when the zookeeper took out his phone and played a song?”

			“He was so cool! All grumpy, but it was obvious he loved that elephant, right?” says Tahira. “He didn’t skip a beat when you asked him to play it, and the way she lifted up her trunk when she heard the music…It made me cry.”

			Sonya’s head looks like it’s spinning as she follows the conversation. “Why did no one tell me?” she complains.

			“Oh wow,” I finally say. “I hope the video helps her. Gulab needs to get to a sanctuary, but I have no idea how that part works. Hoping someone watching does.”

			“Someone watching definitely did. Me,” retorts Bushra. She pulls a notebook from her book bag. “I looked up elephant sanctuaries after watching your video. I made a whole list. There are five that take in mistreated elephants who were in circuses and other places they shouldn’t be. Maybe we could write letters as a class to each of them to ask if they’ll take her in?”

			“That’s a fantastic idea,” my teacher says. “What do you all say to that?”

			Kids nod and start pulling out their notebooks to get to work.

			“Hafsa?” Miss Akhtar says.

			“I’d say Elephant Girl approves.” I grin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			I tap my feet as Jihad drives the car toward Shabnam’s home. I can’t wait to tell her about all that’s happened with the video. Then I need to head to the zoo to check on Gulab. But when Jihad pulls into the driveway, there’s another car there—my parents’!

			My heart skips a beat. They’re not supposed to be here yet! When I step inside the house, they’re in the foyer talking in low voices with Shabnam. My mother’s purse is still slung on her shoulder. My father’s hands are stuffed in his pockets. When they hear me approach, they turn to look at me, and my heart sinks.

			“There she is,” says Abu. “It took long enough.”

			“At least she’s not behind bars at the zoo today,” my mother says.

			“You…saw the video coverage?” I ask.

			“It was on Geo TV. Of course we saw it,” Amma replies tightly.

			“They did a whole segment on the news,” my father says. “They aired your video.”

			He says it not with awe, but instead with shame.

			“Amma. Abu. It was a great piece,” Shabnam says.

			“Great?” my father begins, before stopping himself. “Let’s have this conversation in private.”

			Shabnam reaches for my hand, and together we lead our parents to the den. As soon as the door closes, my father says, “How could you, Hafsa?”

			The words come out in a rush. “I had to because Gulab’s not doing well at the zoo. They’ve had her on this really short chain for years! Can you imagine what that’s like? I wanted to help her get out of there. Get to a sanctuary—”

			My father looks at my mother. “Do you hear her?” Then he turns to me. “Your help is all anyone can talk about back home. On most days our market is filled with gossip, but rare is it that people have the gall to gossip about my own family! The way they gasped at how you just marched into a cage with a wild animal. Now the whole world has seen that we can’t control our own daughter…” He shakes his head, too upset to continue.

			“Don’t you think you’re being a little too harsh?” Shabnam asks my father. “They’re not talking about a terrible deed—they’re talking about a good one. Hafsa was helping, and thanks to her, this elephant might have a chance.”

			“That’s right.” I try to keep my voice steady. “You should be proud of me for trying to make life better for a trapped, wounded creature.”

			My eyes well with tears. To my parents, wanting to ride a bike to get around town faster is shameful. Dreaming of becoming a doctor is shameful. Spreading awareness about cruelty to animals is shameful too.

			I can’t do anything right.

			But—no—helping Gulab was right.

			There’s a knock on the door, and then Sohail enters. “Salaam,” he greets our parents. “I saw your car. So nice of you to come early.”

			Their dark, cloudy faces shift. They’re all smiles again.

			“I’ll get Shazia to prepare tea and snacks. Let’s catch up in the dining room,” Sohail says.

			“That sounds wonderful,” my mother says. “Hafsa, why don’t you join us when you’re done packing so we can be on our way before sunset?”

			“Packing?” Sohail repeats. “She still has camp tomorrow.”

			“We felt it was best for her to come home early.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			Abu clears his throat but says nothing. He doesn’t want to tell Sohail because by telling him, it will shame my father. I swallow and turn to Sohail.

			“I made a video to help an injured elephant at the zoo.” My voice trembles. “It’s gone viral, and now they’re embarrassed.”

			“Video?” He glances at Shabnam.

			“I was just about to tell you when the doorbell rang,” she says.

			“Please show him now,” I say.

			She pulls out her phone to show Sohail.

			“Look at the views!” he exclaims as Shabnam starts to play it.

			When it is done, Sohail says, “Great reporting, Hafsa.”

			Shabnam squeezes my hand and looks at my parents. “Amma. Abu,” she says gently. “Hafsa did a good thing. She shouldn’t be punished for doing what she thought was right by having to leave without her certificate of completion. I’m proud of her.”

			Sohail nods, and Shabnam continues. “Why don’t we talk further over dinner? You can stay the night.”

			“The children are home,” my father says. “We can’t be gone that long.”

			“They’re with Dadi. They’re fine.” Shabnam folds her arms. “And we have a lovely guest suite on this floor that overlooks the rose garden. Amma will love it. It will be fun to have you here. Tomorrow afternoon, once she’s done with school, you can all go back. Please. You must. You know I don’t get to see you enough!”

			I stare at Shabnam. My parents do too. They’re used to me talking back to them and letting them know how things will be. But Shabnam? She sounds like her sweet Shabnam self, but she’s also not taking no for an answer. For me. She’s standing up for me.

			“Wonderful, it’s settled, then.” Sohail claps his hands. “My mother will be so happy.”

			I look at my parents. I know they want to turn around and go home, but Shabnam and Sohail look so happy…

			Wait.

			I look at my mother; she has a smile on her face too. I blink. Maybe she’s just being polite because Sohail is here, but maybe she’s coming around. Maybe one day she actually will be proud of me. But for now, both Sohail and Shabnam certainly are.

			And I’m feeling pretty proud of myself too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			While my parents are settling into their room, I walk into the living room and look out the big windows. I’m glad I can finish out my camp. But it doesn’t change the fact that tomorrow I’m leaving. And with my parents here, how will I get to the zoo again? See Gulab one last time?

			There’s a hand on my shoulder. Shabnam. She eyes me worriedly.

			“You okay?”

			“Just sad I won’t get to say goodbye to Gulab.”

			“Why can’t you say goodbye to her?”

			“Have you met our parents?” My eyes water. “I’m on thin ice as it is. I wouldn’t dare sneak out alone.”

			“I agree. You should definitely not sneak out alone.”

			I look at her. She’s smiling.

			“I want to meet her too,” she says.

			“Wait. Really?”

			“Really.” She slips her shoes on and points to mine. “Let’s be quick.”

			Arm in arm, we hurry down the street and make our way to the ticket booth.

			When we approach the ticket collector, he lowers his newspaper and looks me in the eye for the first time. He doesn’t move to take the money I push forward. My heart skitters. Is he mad I called out the zoo and said conditions here were unacceptable?

			“Please?” I say. “It’s my last day. Just wanted to see if—”

			“No need to pay. It’s nice to see you here, young lady. Go on in.”

			He’s…he’s smiling as I thank him. He must have seen the video. And he approves!

			I lead Shabnam to Gulab’s cage. Kabir is standing by the viewing deck with his hands on his hips as the tent is being disassembled. There are news reporters here!

			Before I reach the enclosure, Tariq races over.

			“Hafsa!” he calls to me breathlessly. “The antibiotics are doing the trick. She’s doing better today!”

			My heart lifts at this. This is fantastic news. But when Shabnam and I squeeze through the crowds to get a glimpse of her, my happy feeling fades. She’s on her side. Her eyes are closed.

			“She doesn’t look better,” I say.

			“Medicine can take some time,” Shabnam reassures me.

			I spot Kabir walking in the back of the enclosure. I hurry toward him. When I call out his name, he slows and turns to me. Funny how there was a time I was so angry with him. I didn’t realize he wasn’t the enemy. He had just been trying to do the best he could.

			“Tariq said the infection is healing,” I tell him. “But she’s lying on her side and barely moving.”

			“They’ve got her on heavy tranquilizers so she can rest,” Kabir says. “The doctors said the medicine is working, though. She’ll be better soon enough.”

			“When do you think she’ll be well enough to leave?”

			“Leave?” Kabir repeats. “What do you mean?”

			“To a sanctuary,” I say. “Now that the news crews are here, and everyone’s covering it, maybe enough people will chip in to support getting her out of here. To a sanctuary.”

			“Oh, Hafsa.” Kabir looks at me sympathetically. “I’m not so sure about that. We’ve been here before…”

			“It’ll be different this time,” I insist.

			He doesn’t say anything. But I know he doesn’t believe me.

			I try to hold on to my hopeful feeling, but a flicker of worry passes through me all the same.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			I gather my notebooks as class is dismissed the next day. Girls begin to file out, and a few wave to me as they do.

			“Your video has thousands more likes today,” Sonya says as she approaches me.

			“There were three different celebrities last night who were boosting it,” Tahira chimes in. “Including Junaid Shed.”

			“Yeah? Wow!” Sonya’s eyes widen. “You’re kind of famous too, then, aren’t you?” She gives a little wave as she turns to go. “Well, bye, Hafsa. See you next year!”

			“Doubtful,” I murmur as I watch her leave.

			Tahira stays behind. She looks at me and hesitates, but then speaks softly. “Look. It was mean, how we treated you. I’m sorry.”

			I blink at the unexpected apology.

			“But you probably got more out of this camp than any of us anyway,” she says. “I should have probably taken it more seriously.”

			She watches me earnestly. I give her a nod. “Now you know for next year.”

			After Tahira leaves, I tuck away my certificate. Pack up my notebook and pencils.

			“Guess what,” Bushra says as she slips on her backpack. “Now that the news is covering the zoo, I’m thinking this is the time to take it to the next level and get that zoo shut down for good. I think all the animals there should be transferred to sanctuaries, or at least to better zoos. It’s like Dr. Syed said—not all of them are like this one. I’m going to do more letter-writing campaigns, and I’m thinking I’ll make some videos about it too and post them online. I figured I’d tag reporters like you did, but is that being a copycat?”

			“If it helps, copy me as much as you want.”

			“Maybe Gulab can be the start of things getting better for all of the Intisar Zoo animals.”

			“That would be wonderful,” Miss Akhtar says from her desk. “I’ll miss you girls. But next summer will be here before you know it. You’ll love our medical camp, Hafsa. And, Bushra, we can see what we can do about helping you do a special focus on animal health care.”

			Bushra’s eyes light up at this, but I clear my throat. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to come again next year, Miss Akhtar.”

			“Well, I happen to have some good news on that front.” Miss Akhtar’s eyes twinkle. “Given how you’ve absorbed the lessons of this cycle—how you’ve taken steps to incorporate the things we learned about harnessing public opinion and speaking out—I’ve been told by the head of school that they’ll be offering you a scholarship.”

			“Really?” I stare at her.

			“It’s a gesture to show you how very proud we are. There will be an official letter sent out by the school, but I couldn’t wait to tell you the good news before you left.”

			“Oh. Wow. Thanks,” I tell her.

			“Thank you,” she says. “It’s always a pleasure to teach motivated students.”

			“Well, see you next year!” Bushra grins at me. “And if you stay in the dorms, maybe you could put me down as a roommate? It could be fun.”

			I smile at her, but the thought of pulling this miracle off twice is hard to imagine. Still, it’s nice to have this scholarship. It’s nice to imagine coming back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			Life is like a rubber band. That’s what Dadi says. You can stretch and stretch, but it often snaps right back to the way it was. I think she’s right, at least when it comes to my life. It’s been two weeks since camp ended. Two weeks since I came back home. Looking at the cinder block walls of my bedroom and the woven charpai I’m once again sleeping on, my month in Lahore feels far, far away. The camp. Gulab. My sister’s home. All of it feels like nothing more than a dream.

			“Hafsa, I need you. In the kitchen. Now!” my mother calls.

			I groan and get up and head to the kitchen. My mother is cooking, and the room smells of cumin and coriander. She glances at me as I approach. “Help me chop up the onions for the rice. Make sure you dice them thin this time!”

			“I was just about to go over to Amal’s,” I tell her. “You know I have to help Abu at the market in an hour.”

			“Onions take no time at all. The faster you finish, the faster you can head out.”

			I sigh. Resistance is futile.

			I chop and dice as fast as I can. Dadi walks over and pats my arm. “What did the cutting board do to make you so angry?”

			“Sorry.” I look down at the slashes I’ve unintentionally carved into the board.

			“We missed you while you were gone,” she says, as she’s told me every morning since I’ve returned. “It was so quiet. You could hear a fly buzzing in the next room.”

			“I missed you too,” I tell her.

			“You are glad you went, aren’t you?”

			“I am,” I tell her. “I learned a lot. But…I want to go back again. Next summer is the actual module I wanted to attend. I’d like to be able to take the class I planned to.”

			“Then you will.”

			“I’m pretty sure that will never happen. Amma and Abu have made that quite clear.”

			“Well, I’m pretty sure I know my Hafsa. When did you ever let that stop you? With your level of determination, anything is possible.”

			There’s a pounding on the door. It parts open. Amal races inside.

			“I’ll be done with the onions in just a second,” I tell her.

			“Forget the onions!” she exclaims. “You won’t believe this!”

			“Are you okay?” I stare at her. She’s not one to dash into my house with bold declarations. But she doesn’t reply. Instead, she races to our drawing room and turns the television on. This is very un-Amal behavior.

			“Just wait,” she mumbles as she flips the channels. “One sec…My sisters were watching television, and— Ah! Good, it’s still playing. Look! It’s the elephant you told me about. Gulab, right? There she is.” She points to the screen.

			I drop my knife and join Amal in front of the television. There’s a news reporter speaking to the camera. The same one I’d seen when the medical team was working on Gulab at the zoo. And then there she is! Gulab.

			“Hafsa…” I hear my mother’s exasperated voice in the background, but I move closer to the television set.

			The Song Nature Conservatory has agreed to welcome Gulab to their facility. She will be transported overnight to this safe haven with the help of a veterinary team.

			The image fades, replaced by a verdant green pasture. There are trees and flowers and a pond. And elephants. I count them. Five. Is this where they’re taking her? Is this going to be her new home?

			Though being here won’t erase the struggles of her past, once she is at the nature conservatory, she will get proper treatment and medical care. The largest obstacle, as is often the case, was financial, but thanks to a generous donation by Salman Kiyam, they were able to secure the funds needed to be able to take this momentous journey, and Gulab has a chance at a brighter future.

			“She’s free, Hafsa!” Amal’s at my side. She’s practically shaking with excitement.

			“I can’t believe it…” My voice trails off. I think back to the newscaster’s words.

			Salman Kiyam.

			I remember that name.

			I grab the house phone and call my sister. She picks up on the first ring.

			“Salman Kiyam,” I say before she can say anything. “He was at the gala. They said he donated the money needed for Gulab to be transported to the conservatory.”

			“It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” I can hear her smile on the other line.

			“You had something to do with this,” I say slowly. “Didn’t you?”

			“Who? Me?”

			“Shabnam!”

			“Well, I may or may not have been a proud big sister sharing your video with some of the attendees. And maybe Mr. Kiyam also saw it. Maybe he was moved by your activism. Maybe he did want to help Gulab get to that finish line.”

			Tears spring to my eyes. “Shabnam. You saved her.”

			“No, Hafsa, you did. You did everything you could, and the world pitched in to help save this sweet creature and give her the type of home she deserves. None of this would have happened without you. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to snap a picture of him while I was there, but I’m figuring this more than makes up for it, huh?”

			I consider Shabnam’s words. I did start this fight, but it wasn’t won by me alone. Lots of good people helped. Tariq and Mustafa. The zookeeper. All the people who amplified the message. The medical team and the news reporters. And Salman Kiyam. It took all of us to save her. And she is saved. She does get her happy ending.

			“This is such good news,” I tell her.

			“I have some more good news,” Shabnam says.

			“Yeah?”

			“After the gala, Sohail and I had a long talk. Well, lots of long talks. And we started having discussions with his mother too. We told her that considering how much the fundraiser has grown—we had five hundred fifty people in attendance and there was still a wait list—we have to hire a team.”

			“Auntie would never!”

			“She was resistant at first, but she understands. A team is what the foundation needs right now. And, well, as someone reminded me not too long ago, I have my own dreams to see through, right?”

			My heart skips a beat. “Does that mean…?”

			“Culinary school.” She laughs. “I’m applying! I’ll still help with the gala. It’s important work. But I have to at least give my dreams a chance to bloom too.”

			I wish I could reach through this phone and hug my sister. I understand now. Marriage doesn’t destroy the bond of sisterhood. Sisters always stay sisters, and sisters always look out for each other, but now my sister is also looking out for herself.

			When I hang up, my mother shakes her head. “Hafsa, I wanted to talk to her too.” Just then, the front door opens and my father comes inside.

			“There’s so much good news to share!” I hurriedly fill everyone in on our conversation.

			My grandmother smiles when I’m finished. “These are marvelous updates.”

			“The best news ever.” Amal claps her hands together.

			My parents? They’re standing in the kitchen staring at me.

			Finally, Amma clears her throat. “I’ll talk to Raheela,” she says. “I hope she’s not upset.”

			“It’s all good!” I tell her.

			“The gala—”

			“Shabnam is going to help with the gala,” I cut off my mother. “And next summer I can help with it on the weekends. It really is important work they’re doing, and I want to be part of it.”

			My father looks incredulous. “You can’t possibly think we’ll let you stay at your sister’s and attend that godforsaken camp again next year.”

			“Your father is right,” my mother says. “We will not be imposing on your sister’s family like that again.”

			I look at Dadi. She smiles at me as I think of the words she just said before Amal arrived: With your level of determination, anything is possible.

			“That’s true,” I say slowly. “Next summer I won’t stay with my sister. I’m staying at the dorms. That way I can have the full experience.”

			“Have you…have you lost your mind?” My father stares at me.

			“Nope—it’s a great opportunity. They’re covering the whole thing because of the advocacy I did for Gulab.” Before he can interrupt, I give him my sweetest smile. “And guess what? I have a whole year to convince you. I won’t take no for an answer. You should probably give up now—otherwise it’ll be a really long year.”

			My father sighs. He shakes his head. But he doesn’t say more.

			“This medical camp is just the thing you need,” Amal tells me. “Future doctors have to be prepared, right?”

			“I’m not positive I want to be a doctor anymore.”

			At this, everyone pauses to stare at me.

			“Excuse me. I am Amal. What have you done with my friend Hafsa?” Amal pokes me.

			“Well, I do want to do medical work,” I clarify. But I think of Gulab. The men and women who worked to save her life. Who stopped at nothing to get her to safety. “Maybe I want to be a doctor for animals instead. A veterinarian.”

			“I had an absolutely ordinary four weeks while you were gone,” Amal remarks. “But you—you’ve changed so much.”

			She’s right. I have changed. And I also changed a lot of things. For Gulab. For my sister. For me.

			My parents might not approve of my dreams. Maybe they will never understand me how I wish they would. It’s okay. I know what I want, and I know that no matter what happens, I’ll find a way.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			While Hafsa’s Way is a work of fiction, the story of Hafsa’s advocacy for Gulab, the elephant in the book, was inspired by the real-life story of the elephant Kaavan.

			Kaavan was an orphaned Asian elephant born in Sri Lanka in 1985. He was gifted at the age of one to the daughter of the then-president of Pakistan, Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq. While the little girl was delighted to have her very own baby elephant, these majestic creatures grow big and require a lot of care, so when he grew too big for the residence where he lived, Kaavan was moved to a cramped enclosure at the Islamabad Zoo.

			Life at the zoo was not easy for Kaavan, but he had a companion, Saheli—the Urdu word for “friend”—who initially shared the enclosure with him. She eventually died when the chain around her ankles—much like the chain Gulab had around her leg—caused an infection. Her passing left Kaavan heartbroken, and his condition worsened with each passing year.

			In 2015, Samar Khan, a veterinary student, was visiting the zoo from the United States. She was stunned at the deplorable conditions Kaavan was living in. She decided to try and help him by creating a petition. The petition went viral and reached the attention of pop music star Cher, who, upon hearing of the elephant’s plight, stepped in to use her platform to help.

			Thanks to Samar Khan, who got the elephant’s plight out into the world and helped spark the public outcry that followed, Kaavan was moved to an animal sanctuary in Cambodia, where he can be among other elephants in a safe and cared-for environment.

			Though Kaavan was saved, there are thousands of elephants in captivity—many in similarly difficult circumstances. As depressing as this may feel, there is good news. Through each person who chooses to care, who believes they can make a difference, and who speaks out, change is possible. Just as Hafsa used her voice to speak up for Gulab, many others speak up for the vulnerable every day. It is through these actions that animals like Gulab can get the freedom and safety they deserve.

			To learn more about this and ways to help, please check out the resources below.

			Cambodia Wildlife Sanctuary: AsianElephantProjects.com/Cambodia-Wildlife-Sanctuary/

			Elephant Valley Project: ElephantValleyProject.org

			SAFE Worldwide: SAFEWorldwide.org

			World Animal Protection: WorldAnimalProtection.org/our-campaigns/wildlife/innovative-solutions/sanctuaries/
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