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Dedication

For Mom,

who teaches me courage
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Chapter 1

It feels more like a rock concert than an awards show out there. The sound of all the screaming fans in the auditorium makes the entire backstage area vibrate. There must be ten thousand kids in those seats.

I peek through the curtains to try to get a glimpse, but the glare of the spotlights rotating back and forth makes it impossible to see.

A hand squeezes my shoulder, and I spin around.

“Feeling good, Nikhil?” Josh has to shout over all the noise to be heard. His tight-fitting gray blazer, dirty blond hair, and the tanned white skin of his cheeks glow purple under the dim backstage lights.

“Pretty good?” I smile. Josh is the head producer on Raj Reddy in Outer Space. And at the moment, I have a feeling he’s just as nervous as I am. Even though we already know I’m winning tonight, this is still work. RROS is the number-one animated kids’ series on TV right now, and it’s Josh’s job to make sure it stays that way.

“Five minutes until you’re on stage!” a wiry guy wearing a headset and dressed in black from head to toe barks at us as he scurries by. Adrenaline courses through my body, making my fingers tingle. The headset guy is just about to turn the corner when he looks back at me. He covers the microphone dangling in front of his mouth. “Sorry to geek out, but I’m a huge fan! You’re awesome!”

He lingers for a second, waiting for me to respond. I’m not quite sure what to say, so I give him a thumbs-up, hoping he doesn’t notice that my thumb is shaking.

Josh hands me a smartphone enclosed in a plastic underwater protective case. “Remember we’re grabbing this whole thing to play on social media, so be sure to record some stuff backstage and take some video of the audience. And at the end of your speech, wave at the camera and give us your signature line right before it all pours down on you, okay? Have fun out there. Just be yourself!”

Mom bends down in front of me. She gently tugs the bottom of my T-shirt, smoothing it out. “You’ve got this! Even if you’re dressed like someone kidnapped my actual son and replaced him with a member of a boy band.”

I look down at my T-shirt. It’s extra long with a rounded hem, and the logo of Raj Reddy in Outer Space is emblazoned across the front of it. My black jeans are super tight, and my feet are shoved into a pair of white high-tops.

These are not my regular clothes.

I grab an imaginary air mic and deadpan at Mom. “Should I join a boy band?”

She laughs so hard I can see her back molars. “Maybe stick to the voice acting for now, okay?” She reaches out to ruffle my hair, but before she can, Josh swoops in and ushers us closer to the entrance.

A rush of anxiety floods my body. My mouth goes dry, and my lips feel chapped.

From where we’re standing, I can see the entire stage and almost all of the audience. The auditorium is massive. I turn on the phone and hit the Record button. “Hey, everyone! We’re backstage at the Kids’ Cartoon Awards!” I do my best to sound more confident than I feel. “Check this out!” I smile at the camera and then flip the phone around to capture the spotlights sweeping back and forth across the heads of the audience. Onstage, two Jumbotrons flash bright white and then fade to black. A clip of Raj Reddy in Outer Space starts rolling. “There I am!” I spin the phone toward the Jumbotrons. A cartoon version of me is strapping on a jetpack and staring up at a dark night sky filled with hundreds of stars. You can just make out the glowing edge of the moon and hints of colorful planets in the distance. The offscreen voice of Intergalactic Commander Regina Marks—played by my favorite costar, Faraja Mwangi—slices through the silence. “Raj, you’ll be given the details of your assignment as soon you land on the planet Pacura. But before you go, I have just one question for you.” There’s a pause, and then the whole audience screams Commander Marks’s famous catchphrase in unison: “Are you ready, Reddy?”

The screen cuts to a close-up of my cartoon face. The rockets on the jetpack ignite. I raise my watch to my lips and whisper into it, “Oh, I’m ready, Commander. I’m Raj Reddy.”

The audience goes wild. The deep bass of an announcer’s voice booms through the sound system. “You love him as the voice of undercover, intergalactic kid detective Raj Reddy! Please welcome this year’s winner for Best Voice Actor on an Animated Television Series . . . Nikhil Shah!”

Josh practically pushes me onto the stage. I turn back to glance at Mom. She’s pumping her fist at me. Then, I look directly at the audience. My eyes go wide. I can see all the way up to the very last row now. There are even more people out here than I thought. My right leg starts to tremble, so I do a little dance move to try to hide it. I spin around on the heels of my high-tops. The audience roars. I throw both my arms up in the air, and they leap to their feet. I walk up to the podium. A glass trophy is sitting on top, waiting for me. It gleams under all the stage lights.

I lower the mic. Thousands of hands wave “hello” at the camera on my phone.

“Um . . .” I feel sweat beads forming along my brow. “Thank you. Uh . . . I wanna thank . . .”

I practiced my speech at home, but now it feels like all the words have flown out of my brain.

“Well, I want to thank all the fans . . . of course!” A huge cheer goes up in the audience. “And . . . oh yeah, my mom! And . . . our producer Josh . . .”

My voice bounces back at me through the stacks of speakers flanking the stage. It echoes around the auditorium.

It’s strange to hear my own voice, so loud, right after watching that video clip. When I play Raj Reddy, I pitch it up a little to add a hint of character.

I glance at the frozen frame of Raj on the Jumbotron, whispering into his watch.

The resemblance is uncanny. I mean, he’s obviously a cartoon character. And our faces aren’t actually that much alike. But he’s Indian American, and I’m Indian American. We’re both skinny. And we’re both pretty tall for our age.

“Speech! Speech! Speech! Speech!” the audience is chanting. I feel my cheeks turn red. What else did I want to say? Out of the corner of my eye, I see Josh reminding me to keep taking video. I turn the phone toward my face.

I grin, pitch my voice up, and say, “I’m Raj Reddy!”

Right on cue, what feels like three tons of green goo comes showering down on me.





Chapter 2

As soon as I’m offstage, the wiry headset guy guides us down the hallway to my dressing room. He looks me over. “Nice work, dude! They loved you out there!”

He unlocks the door to let Josh, Mom, and me in, whispering under his breath, “You know, the more goo you get, the bigger the star you are! Again, huge fan!” Then he hands Josh my trophy and disappears down the hall.

The three of us burst out laughing.

“Hey, was my speech okay—?” I start to ask as we walk in. But Streak, my dog, bounds out of his bed, where he’s been waiting for us this whole time. He darts straight toward me, yipping with excitement. Mom intercepts him, and he covers her face in sloppy, wet kisses, trying his best to wriggle out of her arms.

“I don’t want that green stuff all over the dog!” Mom holds him tight. She shuts the dressing room door behind her. “Go shower in the bathroom. Josh and I will wait out here!”

There’s a knock, and headset guy pops his head back in. “Someone named Anton is at the stage door? With his mom. Can I send them in?”

“Yes!” My whole face lights up.

Anton is hands down my best friend in the entire world. We’ve been inseparable since kindergarten, which—considering we both just turned thirteen—is basically forever.

When I found out I was going to be winning a Kids’ Cartoon Award, I’d asked Anton if he wanted to come watch from the audience.

“Stop. Stop it RIGHT NOW! Are you serious?” he’d asked, yanking at his red hair with both of his fists, his freckly pale skin turning pinker by the minute. His blue eyes had gone full saucer on me. “You can actually get me a ticket? To the biggest night of the year?”

Then his cheeks had turned green, and I thought he might throw up from all the excitement.

See, Anton loves all this stuff. He’s the biggest RROS fan. And not just because I play Raj.

In fact, Anton is a walking encyclopedia on everything animation. The desk in his bedroom is covered in cartoon figurines, and his bookshelf is littered with stacks of collectible comic books.

And if it has anything to do with outer space, Anton’s your go-to guy.

We make a pretty awesome pair. He’s the shortest kid in our class, and I’m, like, a full six inches taller than him, but apart from that, we have almost everything in common.

Anton’s also one of the only people who know how nervous I get about stuff like this. Because he’s got it way worse. I mean, last year, if a girl in our grade so much as talked to him, sweat would immediately start dripping down the sides of his face.

I guess that’s another thing that’s different about us. If someone were going to make me blush, it wouldn’t be a girl.

It would be a boy.

I hear footsteps running down the hall, and then Anton comes flying into the dressing room followed by his mom, Mrs. Feldman.

“You’re officially a Kids’ Cartoon Award winner!” he yells before he’s even halfway in. We both start screaming in each other’s faces and jumping up and down. Drops of green goo fly everywhere.

Mom pleads with me, “Nikhil! Careful!” She’s doing all she can to hold on to Streak, but his little body’s squirming in her arms, his gray fur sticking out in every direction.

Streak’s my other best friend.

When Josh had called to offer me the role of Raj Reddy, he asked Mom if he could get me a gift to celebrate. I’d immediately piped in with, “Can I have a puppy?” I’m pretty sure that’s not what Josh had in mind. Even Mom was skeptical. But when the three of us went to the animal shelter and laid eyes on the scrawny puppy cowering in the corner, Mom and I knew immediately that we were taking him home.

“Hey! I have an idea,” Josh had said. “How ’bout you name him Streak?”

Mom had shot Josh a questioning look.

“You know, for good luck! ’Cause something tells me Nikhil’s going to be on a winning streak here!”

“Josh,” Mom had laughed, “that is the cheesiest thing I have ever heard.”

But, even though we both made fun of Josh for it, the name just fit. And Streak has been Streak ever since.

Mom’s voice is firmer now. “Boys. I’m serious!”

Mrs. Feldman chuckles and squeezes Mom’s arm. “Thank you so much for inviting us, Deepa. And Nikhil, we’re so proud of you! Anton’s going to be talking about this night for the rest of his life!”

I grin at Anton, resisting every urge to pull him into a bear hug so I can cover him in green goo. If he ever had gallons of green sticky stuff poured all over him on stage, I have a feeling he’d pass out.

“Okay, Anton, I’m sorry, but we have to get going!” His mom taps at her wristwatch. “Your dad’s already getting the car. And you know we have an early morning tomorrow. We have to drive up north to visit your grandparents.”

Anton moans. I’d wanted him to ride home in the limo with us tonight, but Mrs. Feldman had said that “wouldn’t work” since they had family “obligations.”

We both stick our tongues out at each other and roll our eyes. Then Anton flashes me a Vulcan salute.

I return it.

“You’re basically in the superhero hall of fame now,” he says. “Which we all know is the greatest achievement ever.” And then he and Mrs. Feldman are gone just as quickly as they came in.

Mom points toward the bathroom, and I make my way past the enormous basket of candy that the network sent. I ignore the temptation to grab a handful of peanut butter cups with my still-green hand.

I’m just about to head through the doorway when I turn back to her and Josh.

I hesitate.

“Hey,” I say, not sure I want to hear the answer to my question. “Was I okay out there?” I swallow. “I mean, I had a whole speech planned. I don’t know what happened.”

Josh’s eyebrows rise in surprise. “You were great! You’re a star, Nikhil!”

“It was very sweet,” Mom agrees.

I close the door and lean up against it.

I feel like I can finally breathe.





Chapter 3

I toss my gooey clothes into a pile on the bathroom floor and hop in the shower, letting the hot, steamy water rinse away all the green.

I’m toweling my hair dry in front of the mirror when I hear Mom’s voice on the other side of the door.

“You’re sure it won’t be a problem, right?”

“I think we’ve got it all figured out,” Josh answers.

What won’t be a problem? I wonder.

It’s hard to hear them, and I’m tempted to turn off the bathroom fan. But from their hushed tones, I have a feeling they don’t want me to listen.

I tiptoe to the door and press my ear against it.

“I had to do a little convincing with the network,” Josh continues. “But we found a great studio out there that we can record him from. It’s surprisingly state of the art. Although it wasn’t easy, Deepa! Your family lives in the middle of nowhere!”

Mom exhales through her nose. “You’re telling me!”

What are they talking about?

There’s a moment of silence, and then Josh lowers his voice. “How does Nikhil feel about it?”

I hear footsteps, like someone’s pacing.

“I still have to tell him.” Mom sighs.

Tell me what?

There’s a knock on the bathroom door, and I almost bang my head. Then Mom calls out, “Nikhil, are you finished in there?”

I throw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt—my own, which I brought from home—slide my arms into my hoodie, and open the bathroom door. I scoop up Streak. “What are you guys whispering about out here?”

Josh glances at Mom like a deer caught in headlights. Then he slowly peels himself up off the couch. “Well, that’s my cue! The limo’s waiting for the two of you, as planned. Congrats again, Nikhil!” He points at the trophy on the dressing room table. “We’re all so proud of you!” Then he shoots me a double thumbs-up and awkwardly closes the door behind him.

“Ready to go?” Mom asks.

But I linger by the bathroom. “What haven’t you told me yet?”

“Let’s talk in the car, okay?” she says. She starts gathering up our stuff, packing everything into a roller bag.

We sit in silence for a few minutes as our limo winds its way through the Hollywood Hills. Out the window, the lights of the city glitter to the edge of the horizon. When I squint, they morph into a blanket of stars, and I can almost imagine the cartoon version of me soaring across the galaxy.

I turn to face Mom. She’s sitting in the row of seats across from me, the suitcase with the basket of candy and my trophy on the floor of the limo between us. Streak rests his head on my lap.

“So?” I ask. “What was all that whispering?”

She runs her hand along the empty car seat.

“Nikhil. I’m sorry for not talking to you about this sooner, but I wanted to make sure we were really going to do this before I . . . well, before I bothered you about it.”

“Do what?” Something in the tone of her voice makes me nervous.

She pushes her hair behind her ear. “Well, I spoke to your nani a few weeks ago. She called me from Ohio. I guess your nana isn’t doing so great. He’s been having some health problems. For a while now.”

My family is from the state of Gujarat in India, and Nana and Nani are what I call my grandparents. But it’s not like the “nana” a lot of my friends call their grandmothers. It’s pronounced “Nah-nah” and “Nah-nee.” “Nana” is for your grandfather on your mom’s side, and “nani” is for your grandmother.

“Is he going to be okay?” I ask.

A crease forms along her forehead. “I’m not sure. He has a heart condition, which maybe on its own would be more treatable, but his kidneys aren’t in good shape either. And, unfortunately, treating the heart is hard on the kidneys, and treating the kidneys is hard on the heart. So, I don’t know . . .” Her voice trails off. “Your nani thinks it would be a good idea for us to come home and . . . help.”

I feel my stomach clenching. Hearts and kidneys sound pretty serious to me. “Okay.”

I don’t know my grandparents well, certainly not like Anton knows his.

I was born in Ohio, where they live. But when I was really young, my mom and dad got divorced, and Mom and I moved to Los Angeles. My dad isn’t in the picture anymore, and honestly, neither are Nana and Nani. We video-call them for birthdays or the occasional holiday, but we’ve only visited them once. And that was years ago.

Ever since I was really little, “family” has just been Mom and me. The two of us taking on the whole world. And then, a few years ago, we added Streak.

“When would we go?” I ask.

“I think soon.” She chews on her lower lip. “Nikhil, I’m not sure how you’ll feel about this, but . . .” She leans forward. “I’d like to move us there. For a little while. With the school year starting soon, and not knowing how long we’ll need to stay, I was thinking you could start the eighth grade there, and then we’ll see how things go. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it wouldn’t be forever. Just for as long as Nani needs our help. Or until Nana . . .”

“Until Nana . . . ? Until Nana what?”

But Mom doesn’t answer, which makes me feel even more nervous. How sick is he?

I try to process what she’s saying. “Wait, but, how can we move? I mean, I already have my school. Here. And how would I record RROS?”

“That’s what Josh and I were speaking about. He found a studio near Nana and Nani’s house. They can record you remotely.”

“Wait. What?” My nerves are turning into panic, and my voice comes out sharper than I expect it to. I know I should be thinking about Nana, but I don’t want to leave home. Not for so long. “Why would you talk to Josh about . . . moving, before talking to me?”

“Because, Nikhil, I wanted to make sure this was a possibility. I know how important the show is!” Her voice softens. “Listen, this wasn’t an easy decision for me either. But I think this is something we need to do. Besides”—she keeps going, and now it sounds like she’s trying to find a silver lining to this—“you’re only young once. You’ll never get to be a middle schooler again, you know? It might be nice for you to see the world outside all this”—she gestures to the trophy—“all this Hollywood stuff.”

I want to say, But I love all this Hollywood stuff! Instead, I say, “What about your job?”

“You know I work from home. I can do my job anywhere.”

I stare at her. “So, that’s it? We’re just moving?”

Mom ducks down across the limo and sits next to me. “I know it might feel scary, Nikhil, but—”

“What if I don’t want to move?”

I think about Anton and how excited we’ve been to start the eighth grade. How we were finally going to be the kids who the rest of the school looks up to. I think about being at the recording studio every week, and taking Streak to the dog park, and all the things I love about Los Angeles.

I don’t want things to change. Just thinking about it makes my stomach hurt.

But it seems like Mom’s already made up her mind. And I don’t know what else to say that will convince her otherwise.

So instead I say the thing we never talk about, the thing I know I shouldn’t. “But you don’t even like Nana! You’ve never liked him!”

As soon as it comes out, I wish I could take it back.

Even Streak seems to know it was wrong. He whimpers, lifting his head in my lap.

Mom’s quiet for what feels like an eternity.

Then she says, “Maybe that’s why I want to go back, Nikhil. Maybe I need to make things right with Nana before . . . before it’s too late.”

I look up and catch her wiping away a tear.

I don’t want to leave home.

But it sounds like Nana is really sick. And that Nani could use our help.

And it’s pretty clear that Mom wants to be there.

She reaches down and squeezes my hand, and I squeeze hers back.

Outside the window, the lights of the city go flying by.

It isn’t forever, I tell myself. It isn’t forever.





Chapter 4

“IT’S THE LAND OF CORNFIELDS!”

I whisper-shout into my phone, trying not to let Mom hear the groan in my voice. Which isn’t easy, considering I’m sitting right behind her in the back of our station wagon.

Five days ago, we piled our suitcases into Mom’s Subaru. Then we went through the house one last time, pulling all the curtains shut and locking all the doors. We dropped the keys—and a bunch of Mom’s plants—at our neighbor’s, who promised to keep an eye on things until we got back.

Then, Mom pulled onto the highway and headed east.

Every day, for seven long hours, Mom drove and drove and drove and drove—through cactus-filled deserts, up curvy mountain roads, and over endless stretches of highways—until we finally stopped each night at a motel. In the morning, we’d grab breakfast and start driving all over again. You wouldn’t believe how easy it is to find an IHOP or a Denny’s on the way to Ohio. It’s a good thing we’re almost at Nana and Nani’s house, because I’m this close to turning into a pancake.

Mom tried to find ways to keep the trip fun for me.

“This is Captain Mom checking in with Copilot Nikhil. Can I get an update on how many more exits until the nearest gas station?” she’d ask, making her voice sound like it was coming through an intercom. “Copy that, Captain Mom. This is Copilot Nikhil guiding you in for a landing at the next refueling dock,” I’d play along, searching for gas stations on the GPS.

But with every passing mile—no matter how hard we scream-sang, totally off-key but with all our hearts, to “This Is Me” from The Greatest Showman, or how excited we got when we spotted a license plate from Hawaii—I couldn’t shake the feeling that our house was disappearing into a tiny dot behind us. And at the last rest stop, I finally asked Mom if I could video-call Anton.

Which is why I’m now crouched up against the window in the back seat with Streak curled against my leg in his harness. My headphones are in, so Mom doesn’t hear when Anton shouts back, “WHAT DID YOU SAY?”

I glance up at her. She’s leaned halfway over the steering wheel, squinting to make sure she doesn’t miss the turn into her old neighborhood. With one hand, she pushes her long, curly hair out of her face. Then, without taking her eyes off the road, she digs into a crumpled-up takeout bag in the passenger seat. She sticks a stale, cold french fry in her mouth.

I think that fry is from yesterday, but I bet it still tastes good.

I bring my phone closer to my face so Anton can read my lips. “CORNFIELDS! UGH! THEY’RE EVERYWHERE!”

I flip my phone camera toward the window. When I turn it back around, I roll my eyes, but to my surprise Anton’s beaming.

“Nikhil, I’ve been googling all about Ohio!” He whips out a vintage comic book with an illustrated UFO on the cover. He shoves it in front of his iPad. “See this?” The title comes into focus. It says, Incredible Sightings of UFOs and the Aliens Who Fly Them. Then, the book disappears out of frame. “According to this, cornfields make the perfect landing pads for UFOs! And”—his eyes grow wider—“according to the internet, Ohio cornfields have the highest number of crop circle formations in the entire country! So, hello? That means UFOs have definitely landed there! Not to mention”—now he stands up and starts pacing around his room—“there’s this place called Wright-Patterson Air Force Base—in Ohio!—where the government is hiding ALIENS IN THE BASEMENT!”

“What?” I say. “That can’t be true, can it?”

“Yeah. It is! And it’s not that far from your grandparents’!”

I feel a spark of excitement forming in my belly. I’m definitely looking that up later.

Mom slams the brakes, and Streak and I lurch against our seatbelts. “Sorry! I missed the turn! Every-one okay back there?”

“I have to call you later, Anton. I should probably help navigate.” I pocket my phone as Mom makes a U-turn. “Back on track, Captain?”

“Mm-hmm.” She purses her lips and lets out a long, steady stream of air. When I catch her reflection in the rearview mirror, her eyebrows are knitted tightly together.

I can tell Mom’s nervous today. About seeing Nana and Nani.

Whenever she talks to Nana on the phone, her voice always sounds strained. And her conversations are really short.

Which is exactly how I sound when my dad calls.

When I was two years old, my parents got divorced. Pretty soon after, my dad got remarried and moved to Texas. And a few months later, Mom and I moved to Los Angeles.

In the beginning, Dad would come to visit, or he’d fly me out to see him. But then he and his new wife had kids of their own, and our trips became less and less frequent.

Until eventually they stopped.

When he calls me now, we just don’t have that much to talk about. So, I always get off the phone pretty quickly.

Mom makes a right turn onto a long cul-de-sac. Tall trees with droopy branches line the sidewalks, and the houses all look similar: redbrick boxes with white- or gray-painted second stories. Black shutters frame the windows, and a couple of American flags dot the neighborhood.

Mom pulls into a driveway about halfway down the street.

We sit inside the car, the doors still locked, for what feels like five whole minutes, until she finally says, “Well. Shall we?”

I nod, letting myself out. The humidity makes my shirt stick to my skin. Our suitcases are still piled in the back, but I grab the duffel bag on the seat beside me. Streak jumps out, and I slip his leash into his collar.

Mom checks her reflection in the driver’s-side window. She pulls her hair into a ponytail and blots her lips together, even though she isn’t wearing any lipstick.

We walk up to Nana and Nani’s porch. Just as Mom’s about to ring the doorbell, the front door opens.

It’s Nani.

She has the same hair as Mom, but with streaks of gray in it, and her eyes crinkle when she smiles.

“Deepa!” She clasps her hands against her own cheeks. “You’re here after so long!”

Mom rubs her elbow. And then she does something I don’t remember ever seeing her do.

She lowers her head and bows down to touch Nani’s feet with her fingertips. Nani rests her hand on top of Mom’s head. “Come, come,” Nani says, quickly lifting Mom up. “There’s no need for that.” When she hugs Mom, I see a wetness in Nani’s eyes.

I’m not sure if I should bow down to Nani or not. I know it’s a way to show respect to your elders, and that when they place their hand on your head, they’re offering their blessings to you. But I’ve never actually done it before.

I’m not even sure how you’re supposed to do it.

I start to lower my head, but thankfully Nani stops me, grabbing my cheeks between her fingers and squeezing them. “And here’s my little actor!” she laughs. “Or should I say big actor? Look how tall you are! My movie star!” She pulls me into her, and I’m enveloped in her flowery purple blouse. I smell a faint hint of soap mixed with Indian spices.

Streak barks, as if he wants a hug, too, and Nani jumps back like three feet. “Oh!” She clutches her hand to her chest. “And this must be your dog!”

Now Streak is spinning in circles at her feet, yipping excitedly.

“Don’t be scared,” I say. “He’s super friendly. Right, Streak?”

I scoop him up and hold his wriggling face close to hers. She reaches out like she wants to pet him, but her fingers are curled back at a safe distance.

Behind Nani, the door opens and Nana slowly steps out onto the porch.

Streak’s body tenses in my arms.

Nana rests his hand on Nani’s shoulder for support. His fingers tremble against her shirt.

Nana’s thin and just a little taller than Nani. It’s obvious that he shaved this morning, but there are one or two spots of gray stubble that he must have missed, and his hair is tousled, like maybe he was napping. He wears a lightly wrinkled white kurta that hangs over his brown dress pants, and his feet are slipped loosely inside a pair of
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