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	1. We’re practically related. Reema’s Abbu is my Ammu’s, auntie’s, next-door neighbour’s cousin. And Mobeen and I share the responsibility of being NUMBER ONE Chicken Wing Champions at Uddin’s Fried Chicken.
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	2. We survived a plane crash together. When we were eight, Mobeen lost control of his remote-controlled Boeing 787 Dreamliner at the park. He sat on me and Reema to protect us.

	3. I actually can’t get rid of them because Ammu feeds them ALL of the time and now they won’t leave me alone.
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There was a buzz in the air on the walk home from school. EVERYONE was excited.

Tomorrow was THE DAY, our school camping trip in the wilderness. We’d waited our whole entire lives for this very moment: camping in Shiremoor Oaks. The ULTIMATE Outdoor Adventure Camp.

And finally, our time had come. And the best part?

NO GROWN-UPS ALLOWED.
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For one night only, there would be no ‘Because I said so, Mina’ (my Ammu).

No ‘Duro, beti!’ (my Ammu again) which I’m pretty sure means ‘YOU SILLY GOOSE LADY!’ in Bengali.

And no ‘Tu manush na goru?’ which almost sounds like a compliment, and then you find out it means ‘Are you a human or a cow?’ (I hear this one a lot from my big sister Sairah, aka Affa.)

‘I really hope we get to share a room, Mina.’ Reema smiled at me as she slurped her Cherry Ice-Blast Explosion. ‘I wrote your name right next to mine in BIG BLACK CAPITAL LETTERS so Miss Khan takes us EXTRA seriously. Obviously, I told her that if she doesn’t put us together, well … she’d, you know … regret it.’
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‘You didn’t say that,’ Mobeen scoffed as he balanced one foot in front of the other and continued his (eighth) attempt to tightrope-walk the kerb.

‘Yes, I did!’ Reema spluttered, shooting Cherry Ice-Blast at Mobeen.
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Mobeen sniggered, glancing quickly at me. ‘Yeah … she definitely didn’t say that.’

‘Maybe if we both pray EXTRA hard for a room together instead of a popcorn machine, just for tonight, it might be enough.’

I REALLY wanted a popcorn machine.

Reema agreed and nudged me just enough to knock Mobeen off his tightrope. ‘OK, so maybe I didn’t say that exactly, but I swear I was thinking it!’ A slow smirk spread across her face as she watched Mobeen tumble on to the road and burst into a fit of giggles.

‘I don’t even care who I’m with as long as I don’t have to share a room with Bilal the Bully … or his minions,’ shuddered Mobeen as he got back up.

‘What if he shaves off my eyebrows?’ Mobeen wobbled as he clutched at his eyebrows. ‘My eyebrows are my identity!’

They really are his identity. Mobeen without his eyebrows is just a naked Mobeen.

And nobody needs to see a naked Mobeen.
 
I couldn’t help myself.

‘What if he puts ants in your sleeping bag?’ I gasped at my own suggestion.

‘Stop scaring him, Mina,’ Reema jumped in. ‘You’d look absolutely fine without your eyeb–’
 
‘Oh no …’ Mobeen gasped. ‘Wh-wh-what if the ants he puts in my sleeping bag lay eggs in my eyebrows?!’ he spluttered, his face flushed a bubblegum pink. ‘Ammu’s going to kill me – I’m too young to have babies!’
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I giggled, and Reema did too, but neither of us expected Cherry Ice-Blast particles to shoot out of her nose like torpedoes.

In less than twenty-four hours, we would be on the trip of a lifetime. I’d SERIOUSLY had to BEG Ammu and Baba to let me go, because, if they didn’t, my life would definitely be over. EVERYBODY who was ANYBODY was going. It had taken some major work to convince them. A whole, entire month of being on my best behaviour, in fact.


Things I had to do:


	Clean my bed

	Help Ammu plant her exotic plants
 
	Stop my little brother Yusuf from eating paper

	Cut Abbu’s toenails

	Speak to my cousins in Bangladesh for more than three minutes (I lasted thirteen seconds, but Ammu said at least I tried)

	Find Nana whenever he got lost





It would all be worth it because we would get to do the most awesome activities like quad biking, archery, orienteering and laser tag. The kind of activities Ammu would NEVER let me do, unless I wore some kind of bubble suit.

Not even Bilal the Bully could ruin this.
 
I think.
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But if I was Mobeen, I would be scared too. Who knows what Bilal the Bully would do to him with no grown-ups around. I don’t like to make it public knowledge, but my Ammu was friends with Bilal’s Ammu once. That was until my Ammu accidentally said out loud that Bilal the Bully was a shaitaan (an actual DEVIL).

We spent the rest of the walk home finalising the essentials for our and trying to convince Mobeen that ringing 999 and demanding a SWAT team to take down the biggest bully in the universe wasn’t one of his best ideas.
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We finally came to a stop at the top of my street, and at first, we didn’t notice the extra car parked in front of my driveway. It was only because of the nose-tingling curry smell radiating from my house. It’s the kind of smell that makes your bogeys run away.

‘GROSS!’ laughed Mobeen as he buried his head inside his school jumper to avoid curry contamination. ‘I didn’t want to have a shower for at least another week!’

I pinched the bridge of my nose just as Mobeen’s giggle turned into a gag. Although, I’m pretty sure his SMELLY armpits were the culprit, and NOT the stink bomb hovering over us, made up of ginger, garlic, onion and spices, seconds away from detonating.
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‘What’s your Ammu making today, Mina?’ Reema asked as she licked her lips.

My tummy started to sound like a small, purring cat. Obviously, it would be Ammu’s cooking. It was always Ammu’s cooking; we were the only brown people on the street. I breathed it all in and my nose tickled. A little bit of drool even escaped my lips. Ammu was making the food of our people.

Chicken biryani.

On a scale of 1 to 10, Ammu’s biryani is 10,000. I love the food of our people, but I just don’t like smelling like Ammu cooked me in the biryani too. Baba thinks that Ammu secretly gets it delivered from our local takeaway, Modern Tandoori, and pretends she made it. It’s THAT good. But we rarely have it, she only makes it when we have guests ov–

Uh-oh.

I freeze.

My eyes land on the fly-splattered Toyota on the driveway.
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Baba’s voice echoes in my ears.

Shiremoor Oaks had taken up ALL of my brain power and I’d completely forgotten who was waiting for me at home.

Abbas, Azeem and Abdul. My cousins, though that’s still debatable. I’m yet to see proof that we’re actually related. Abbas alone makes Bilal the Bully look like a cuddly teddy bear.

[image: No image description]

But maybe, packing for Shiremoor Oaks was the perfect excuse to disappear upstairs until they left.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow at the bus station!’ I spun round to say goodbye to Mobeen and Reema, but they had already run ahead to the top of the street to avoid any more curry contamination. I flung the door open …

I could almost taste the freedom.

Almost.

A big waft of fermented fish crawled into my nose as I threw my school bag in the air and lunged towards the stairs.

OH NO!
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SPLAT!

I found myself tangled in a mountain of sandals and slippers. The damp warmth of a freshly worn sock twisted around my fingers like some kind of mouldy sock bandage. Gross. I tried to free myself and make my escape until I heard footsteps. It was too late. My plan had already failed AND I was almost suffocating in smelly socks.
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‘Salaam, Mina beti!’ squealed a familiar voice coming closer towards me. ‘Tsch, what are you doing down there?’

I craned my neck to get a better look at the figure that loomed over me. Auntie Salma has never exactly been hard to spot, always wearing the brightest salwar kameez dresses that make her look like the flowery wallpaper you’d find in an old people’s home. Before I knew it, she was dragging me to my feet using only my face.

‘Has your Ammu not been feeding you, beti?’ Auntie Salma spun me round to inspect me further and began poking at my ribs.

Scanning me from head to toe, she removed a dirty sock from my ear and tutted in disappointment before releasing my cheeks and shuffling towards the kitchen.

I rubbed my face and winced, and then I heard a scoff coming from the stairs.
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‘It’s not like your face could get any worse, Gollum!’ it grunted.

Abbas, aka mortal enemy number two.
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Abbas perched himself on a step, holding his little brother Abdul on his lap and stroking him like a cat.

It wasn’t that hard to NOT like Abbas. Ever since we were little and he tried to swap me for another kid at the park, I’ve never really trusted him. My sister Affa and I rarely see eye to eye, but when it comes to Abbas, we’re in agreement. We have so many cousins that we could take over a small country, but Abbas is the ONLY one that made it on to BOTH mine and Affa’s hit lists. If anything, it has brought us closer together. Maybe one day we’ll finally be able to figure out a way to make him disappear without us getting arrested or having to relocate to Bangladesh.

I slumped against the wall and let the curry smell swallow me up. It was too late for me.

‘Is it true then?’ A sly smirk crept on to his face as he made his way down each step. ‘You’re seriously going to Shiremoor Oaks tomorrow?’

I frowned. He already knew my business? Ammu should have known better. Of course I was going to Shiremoor Oak, why wouldn’t I be going? And what did it have to do with him?

Before I even had the chance to reply, Abbas stomped down the stairs, shoved past me and cackled, the kind that gives your goosebumps goosebumps, before disappearing off into the kitchen too.

I shuddered. I always feel the need to read Ayatul kursi (a prayer to protect yourself from PURE EVIL) around Abbas.

He really is the worst of the worst.

The rest of the evening went exactly how it usually goes when Auntie Salma comes over.

THE REST OF THE EVENING:

Azeem spat bubblegum into Affa’s hair so she threw the toilet sandals at his face and put him in a headlock.
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Nana, who’s older than the earth itself, climbed over the garden gate and brought Mouch, our neighbour Mr McCormy’s dog, into the house. We all nearly died.
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Abbas found two ghost peppers and hid them in what he thought was my plate of biryani. It wasn’t my plate. It was Abbu’s, and he’s been locked in the bathroom ever since.
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Ammu finally had enough after she caught me trying to hang Abbas from the washing line. Abbas, Affa and I were sentenced to spend the rest of the night in the living room to ‘sort out our differences’. I couldn’t even use the excuse of getting ready for Shiremoor Oaks and hiding upstairs because Ammu had already, super sneakily, packed my bags for me, so I was trapped with Abbas. I did my very best to ignore his existence by sticking very close to Affa and listening to her go on and on about how, years ago, she was the undefeated, undisputed laser-tag champion at Shiremoor Oaks, and I didn’t complain once!

‘Don’t be a hero, don’t trust anybody … oh, and sacrifice Mobeen if you have to. Show 
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