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Dedication

For my brothers, Osman, Talha, and Hamzah, and my uncle Jim, who are always there for me and who make the table tennis ball   f   l   y . . .

and Nana for sharing Yusuf’s legacy
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Part 1


Thrust

Thrust is a force

that pushes an

airplane forward.
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The Beginning

Rumor has it

when I was small,

if I would lose

I would hide under the table tennis table.

But now I’m not small.

And more importantly

I don’t lose.
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Table Tennis

Something

I’m good at.

Really good at.

You would think

on a small table

I wouldn’t get tired,

but at the end of the game

my legs are wobbly

my arms stretchy

my face sweaty.




Magic Trick

When I was little,

maybe my brother Rizwan’s age

(he’s two and a half years old),

my father, Abu, showed me backspin.

He sliced the paddle under the ball,

added enough spin

so the ball would bounce bounce bounce toward me.

I’d reach my fingers out

but then

the ball would suddenly

    u     r

t              n

and bounce right back to him.

Magic!




My Trick Now That I’m Twelve

When I serve,

I toss the ball up,

hold the paddle flat,

brush underneath the ball,

adding the perfect touch of spin.

So when the opponent

tries to get the ball,

it’ll spin

the

opposite

direction.

Success!




Why I Like Winning

My favorite part of Coca-Cola

is opening a fresh new can,

pulling the silver tab up.

The pop of success,

the sizzle of ice cubes

when Coke meets ice,

watching the fizz bubble up high.

I always drink the fizz right up.

The first time

I won,

I couldn’t wait to win

again.

I felt like Coca-Cola fizz.

Winning is like being thirsty for

Coca-Cola,

I’ll always want

more.




Me

I’m not really tall

for a twelve-year-old,

more on the small side.

So I look like a ten-year-old,

even though I eat a lot of

pasta, popcorn, pizza, Pringles, pretzels, parathas,

(Amma calls me Mr. P)

it doesn’t really do

much.

I’m okay

at basketball but

would never try out

for the team.

Something cool about table tennis

is that the players

are all different sizes

different shapes.

All that matters is

 how you hit the ball.




I’m Color-Blind

It means that

for me—

Orange is green.

Green is brown.

Blue is purple.

Purple is blue.

I like the two sides of my paddle,

one red,

one black.

It makes it easy

not to get confused.




My Mistakes

At first I thought the table tennis table

was brown,

until my big sister, Aaliyah,

laughed at me,

said It’s green,

duh.

In kindergarten,

my parents realized I was color-blind.

When everyone painted self-portraits,

my face was green.

Everyone else’s:

peaches and browns.

Oops.

When you make a mistake

and you can’t even see the right answer,

it’s not fair,

but Aaliyah doesn’t care.

Now, Aaliyah likes to point at things

and asks me the colors,

laughs when I get them wrong.

I know that grass is green.

Duh.

But when she wears a shirt that’s purple

and I say blue,

and my little brother, Riz, says puw-pul,

she laughs the laugh

that makes my eyebrows zip together

my skin hot.

Aaliyah rolls her eyes,

pats me on the head,

and says,

Good try!

Then rumples Riz’s hair

and says,

Even though you’re ten years younger

than your brother,

you’re MUCH smarter.

I clench my fists tight,

like I’m holding my table tennis paddle,

and squeeze.

I don’t like making mistakes.




It’s Not Just Me

My uncle Zia is color-blind too,

but he paints

pieces of art.

Swirly calligraphy,

mixed-up colors everywhere

that people buy

for lots of money.

And whenever I tell Aaliyah that

and point to Zia Mamu’s art,

Aaliyah says,

That would help you

if you knew how

to hold a paintbrush.

But you can’t even hold a pencil properly!




Left-Handed

I am

left-handed

which Amma says

means I’m more creative.

But my teacher Ms. Morgan

says my writing is chicken scratch.

Zia Mamu is lucky he can paint.

But I’m lucky too:

in table tennis I’m ambidextrous—

I can play

and win

using both hands.

Whether the paddle is in my

left hand

or right

hand

I can smash the ball

D

O

W

N

on the very edge of the table,

getting the ball in.

Aaliyah’s too scared to try me!
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Famous Left-Handed People

Barack Obama

Einstein

Pelé

Aristotle

Wasim Akram

Tom Cruise

Brad Pitt

Leonardo da Vinci

Bart Simpson too!




Aviation Alphabet

Even though

my big sister Aaliyah’s writing is better than mine

and she’s always reading,

and acts smarter than me,

there’s something I know

more than her,

way more:

every single letter in the aviation alphabet.

When Aaliyah tries,

she makes mistakes,

but I never do.
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My Name in Aviation Alphabet

Alfa

Delta

November

Alfa

November

Zulu

Alfa

Kilo

India

Romeo

These words that

not everyone knows

make up my name,

making it special

to me.

Amma works in the aviation industry

She made a        l    o    n    g

road trip

short,

when she taught me the aviation alphabet.

It’s like our secret code.




My Name Is

Adnan Zakir

(no middle name!)

Sometimes

Amma and Abu

call me Dani,

but I tell them,

Call me Adnan!

I like my name

just the way it is.

Alfa Delta November Alfa November
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Me

The coolest thing

about my name

is that when the teacher

goes in alphabetic order,

my place in line changes

with my name.

If they go by my last name, Zakir,

(for book reports),

I’m last.

If they go by my first name, Adnan,

(for PE),

I’m first.

I wish I got to choose.
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My Best Friend, Sufian

Is one year older than me

and makes sure I know it.

His little sister, Summar, is one month younger than me.

I make sure she knows it.

Sufian was my neighbor first

but then became my best friend.

Sufian lives on the top of the hill

and when his ball rolled   d

o

w

n

the

hill,

landed in my driveway,

he ended up staying,

passing the ball back and forth

every day onward.

He wanted to swap Summar with me

when we were little,

give Summar to Aaliyah,

take me instead.

But our parents just laughed,

said no.

Even though Sufian is my best friend,

once in a while, I feel closer to Summar.

And not just because I’m closer to her in age

or that we’re in the same grade,

but I’m not going to tell Sufian

or Summar

(obviously).




How It Started

A table tennis table

was donated,

placed

in the corner

of the masjid.

In between the water coolers

and the stacks of shoes,

I started hitting balls back and forth,

back and forth.

When I got better,

started beating the uncles

started getting compliments

started drawing a crowd

(Summar even).

Abu asked me if

I wanted to learn more—

get a coach,

start training,

compete in tournaments.

I didn’t even need to think before I said

YES.

I didn’t even know that was an option,

that there were competitions

for people in Atlanta,

for people just like me.
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Who I Usually Play Against

Abu

Sufian

Aaliyah

Uncles from the masjid

Friends

People I usually know

and Summar.
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Summar

My best friend Sufian’s sister

used to be really annoying.

Now Summar is not so bad.

Whether I call her

Hey, Winter!

Hey, Spring!

Hey, Autumn!

Summar always turns around.
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What I Like about Summar

She knows how to play table tennis

better than all the other girls

even some boys

and even though I beat her

every time,

sometimes she gets the tiniest bit

close.

But Summar could beat me in basketball

most times

so I guess we’re even.




When Sufian Smiles

His eyes get really small.

Sufian squint smiles

when the Atlanta Hawks

score a winning three-pointer

in the fourth quarter.

Sufian squint smiles

after he sips the mango lassi

he blended together

with the right amount of sweetness.

Sufian squint smiles

when he makes the perfect

swish of ball

meeting net

and air.

(This happens a lot!)




When Summar Smiles

Her eyes don’t squint like Sufian

but stay the same size.

When Summar smiles,

her nose scrunches,

making her face

better than before.
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When I Grow Up

I want to be a professional table tennis player

or a pilot,

so I watch airplane videos

filmed from the cockpit

and play Pilot Pro video games with Sufian.

We give Riz an extra video game controller

but turn it off,

so he thinks he’s playing with us

but he’s not.




When Sufian Grows Up

He wants to be a chef.

He watches the Kid Chefs Championship

on the Food Network

over and over.

After school, at Sufian’s house

I watch him practice.

I don’t like eggs

but Sufian’s eggs

are different.

He cooks creamy eggs,

adding butter,

milk,

salt,

and cooks it a special way,

taking the pan off the stove

and putting it back on.

He fries fluffy pakoras

and cooks keema,

filling spring rolls

in neat cylinders.

He sautés leaves of spinach,

melting them with golden turmeric,

and serves it onto swollen rice.

He folds samosa pastry

into bite-sized triangles

and serves them all times of the year,

not just Ramadan.

Sufian’s mom, Mariam Aunty,

lets him cook,

but tells him over and over

CLEAN UP AS YOU COOK!

Only thing is,

Sufian is messy.

Very Messy.

And doesn’t clean until the very end.

So when I film videos of him cooking

(he always shares what he has with me),

he asks me to help him clean up.

With a full stomach,

I don’t mind.




When Summar Grows Up

Summar collects dead bugs,

velvety bees,

shimmery dragonflies,

cottony moths,

even crispy roaches,

in a plastic box

lined with paper towels.

Tells us that when she’s an adult

she’s going to be an entomologist,

a scientist who studies bugs.

At Summar’s birthday party,

she gave out goody bags

with shiny insect stickers.

When Summar sees a dead bug at school,

she’ll put it in her lunch box pocket,

to add to her bug collection.

But sometimes she forgets to tell her mom.

Mariam Aunty unzips Summar’s lunch box

and screams.

She hates when Summar does that.




When My Siblings Grow Up

I bet Riz will want to work with airplanes

because every time he sees a plane,

or hears one,

he stops what he’s doing,

runs to the window,

points up.

Maybe we can be copilots.

Aaliyah wants to be a teacher,

which isn’t very exciting

if you ask me.

Why would you want to go back to school

when you’re finally done with it?




Before: Playing Table Tennis When I Was Eight Years Old

In table tennis,

Aaliyah doesn’t care

if she wins or loses,

which I will never understand.

But at least she plays with me.

When we were little

and Amma and Abu were napping,

Aaliyah and I would whip the tablecloth off the table

and line up chapter books

on the dining table to make a net.

Sometimes the books would    w    b    l

  o    b    e

and   t

o

p

p

l

e,

and Amma would scold us

when she would see the tablecloth

crumpled in a corner,

but that didn’t stop us.
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