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For Mom and Dad,

who sacrificed everything so that I might dream.
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Chapter 1

There was no such thing as magic.

But if there was, it would be the cakes on display through the bakery window. Freshly baked namoura cakes, to be exact. Soft on the inside, crisp on the outside, and sugary sweet all over.

A rosewater scent wafted from an open window and I sidestepped over to ogle a tray of baklava. Lucky for me, the only Arabic bakery in Maine, Halwa Heaven, was just a block from Portland Middle School. My last class had finally gotten out, and holy cannoli, was I glad to be done with pre-algebra.

I leaned in closer, licking my lips. Inside, rows and rows of pastries were stacked on top of each other, all fresh and ready to be eaten. I needed a taste. Something brushed against my shoulder and I sprang around, suddenly aware of the drool rolling down my chin. I quickly wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

It was an old lady holding a cane. “Sorry, young man,” she said, offering a wrinkly smile and reaching for the door handle.

I hurried forward to help her. I held the door open long enough for her to get inside and, just when I was ready to close it behind her, the baker appeared.

Clad in a white jacket with his belly falling over an apron, he shot me a disapproving stare. I was jealous of that belly. Sure, I had some pudge, but nothing like his. One day, I’d eat enough sweets to earn a sumo stomach too.

“How many times must I tell you not to stand outside my bakery?” he asked, emphasizing his k’s in a thick accent. My teta did the same thing. Unlike her, though, the baker curled his lips into a deep frown and said, “You are bad for business.”

I ignored him like I always did and stepped back over to the open window, continuing to stare inside. The baker’s assistants hurried back and forth, helping the woman and the other customers with their orders of mouthwatering baklava, crispy knafeh, and everything in between. I remembered my family shop in Lebanon, all the customers asking for help in Arabic, and my baba’s hospitality. How he would welcome all types of people, if only for a sip of tea to warm the belly. It sure used to warm mine.

Watching the happenings in the bakery felt like stepping into a time machine, except with loads of sugar. But just as the heavenly smell of pies began to drift out, the baker slammed the window shut in my face.

I stuck my tongue out. One day, my bakery would be right next to his, only bigger and with ten times the sweets. Closing my eyes, I pictured the baker’s white hat atop my curly black hair, his spotless jacket buttoned up to my neck.

The only problem with my plan was that I had no money and still lived with my grandmother. She only spoke a little English and liked it when I called her Teta instead of Grandma. Teta was too old to teach me about recipes and ingredients from Baba’s shop. She was too old for a lot of things.

“Figs, I need to cook dinner!” I said, realizing that Teta would be waiting on me. “Oh, I’m such a bahle.”

I’d turned to head home when, out of nowhere, a wet blob smacked the back of my neck. It stung as I reached around, wondering if a pigeon had just used my head for its toilet seat. My fingers ran across something gooey. A closer look revealed a yellowish slime.

“An egg?” My stomach felt woozy as I flicked away the goo.

Laughter came from across the street. My throat burned at the sight of Sarah Decker, our middle school’s nastiest bully. Two boys and a girl, each as tall and imposing as her, stood there too. All of them were in my sixth-grade class, and they were laughing.

Laughing at me.

Teta had always told me that demons were real, and Sarah was definitely one of them, or at least a distant cousin. Exhibit A: a carton in her hand with a single egg missing, the one that she’d just launched at me. Exhibit B: her signature devilish gap-toothed grin, pasted on her face right now.

Maybe that was why I hadn’t felt guilty about yesterday, when I stuffed her backpack with used paper towels from the bathroom trash. Since she’d come with three of the biggest, most frightening twelve-year-olds at Portland Middle School, she’d probably taken my prank the wrong way. Well, since I’d meant to annoy her, I guess she took it the right way.

In my defense, she started it . . . two years ago. We were friends before then, but her parents didn’t like that I wasn’t born in America. When she told me, I said her parents were a couple of moldy eggplants. Then she shoved me into a locker. But I, Shad Hadid, never do two things: rely on anyone else, or let a bully mess with me and get away with it. Thus, our rivalry was born.

Sarah pulled another egg from the carton and turned to her friends. “Did everyone see that throw? Perfect angle, just the right velocity . . . and score!”

Sarah is a science and math whiz, which makes her different from the other bullies, especially since she is smart enough to turn basically anything into a lean-mean-wedgie-machine. Her friends, on the other hand, aren’t so smart.

“What’s a velo-city?” asked Anthony Clarke, captain of the wrestling team.

Meanwhile, Catherine Lee reached for an egg only to have her hand slapped away by Sarah. “Let me have a try,” said Catherine. “It’s not like he can run—he’s slower than a camel! They have those where you’re from, right, Shad?”

Camel? The insult made my skin crawl. “You fig-heads have it all geographically wrong,” I shouted. “There aren’t any camels in Lebanon. I don’t pay attention in school, and even I know that!”

Sarah and her friends laughed even harder. “Fig-head?” she asked. “Who says that?”

“Someone who can actually read,” I shot back. “Unlike you.”

All of them quieted and Sarah’s face went red, and she picked up another egg. Not good.

“You think you’re so funny, huh?” she shouted, rushing to the other side of the street. My side. “Since you love food, how about I make an omelet out of your head!”

She brought her arm back to throw, but I dashed down the street. Behind me, I heard the thwack of an egg breaking against the bakery glass and then the door swinging open. One of the baker’s assistants stepped outside and shouted at Sarah and her friends. She called Sarah something in Arabic that, had it come out of my mouth, would have made Teta slap me into another dimension.

My Sultan of Slam wrestling backpack thudded against my butt as I raced down the block. Sarah had already crossed the street with her friends, only twenty feet away and gaining on me with each stride. I hadn’t thought past calling her a fig-head, but what was I supposed to do? They were picking on me. Saying nothing was worse than saying the wrong thing, right?

Egg after egg started raining down. Some soared by while others painted the wall in yellow. One egg hit the sidewalk right next to me and bits of yolk splattered onto my sneakers.

“You can’t outrun us!” said Sarah.

She was right. While I could barely even run, Sarah could both run and throw. But I was darn good at hide-and-seek. While eggs smashed all over the pavement, I rounded the building that connected several stores to the bakery. An alley I could hide in was up ahead. Now, I hadn’t outgrown what Teta called my baby fat, and the alley was pretty narrow. Still, I sucked in my stomach and squeezed inside.

My fear of Sarah totally outweighed my fear of tight spaces. Although my hands were trembling, legs getting noodly, I snaked out through the long alley and . . .

“Holy cannoli,” I whispered.

Directly ahead, where the back of the bakery should be, was a large, colorful garden. Well, more like a mini-jungle. I approached a few fruit trees: oranges, bananas, and even figs. Purple and brown and other weird-colored flowers sprang up in the corners, while moss climbed up the building’s walls.

I used the short lead I had on Sarah to catch my breath. Between the scent of sweat and the rotting egg on my neck, the aroma of the flowers was hard to notice. I was still wobbly on my feet, and when I reached back to flick off the yolk, the alley darkened.

I glanced up at a large black figure hovering over me as if descending from the sky. A shadow.

I’d once convinced myself that the scarf hanging from my closet door was a ghost. I’d refused to leave my bed until Baba put it around his neck and started dancing the dabke. I wiped my eyes, sure this was some kind of similar mistake.

Nope. The shadow was real, and it had no face or shape.

I jerked away from what looked like a large batch of chocolate pudding that had learned to walk. It drew closer. I kicked it, but my foot passed right through.

“You are trespassing where you do not belong,” it said with a raspy voice that sounded hollow and lifeless.

I tried to scream, but could only muster a faint croak.

“Who’s trespassing?” I asked, looking around, my hands shaking, knees wobbling. “Not me, I was just . . . just leaving!”

I didn’t believe in magic, or monsters, or any of the things from the stories Teta told me growing up. But there was no denying this thing—whatever it was—was real, and terror gripped me. Breathing became harder. Each step back felt like lifting a shoe full of bricks. All I could do was keep moving away until I thudded against a wall and crumpled to the ground.

The shadow hovered closer and closer. Sitting there, shaking, I held my legs and watched it grow as tall as a basketball hoop and wider than a billboard. It blocked out all daylight. I was done. Finished. Pooped. It raised a shadowy tentacle and I shoved my head between my knees, unable to look.

But as the shadow brushed my cheek, a shrill cry pierced my ears.

“Begone, necromancer!” shouted a new voice.

Boom!

An explosion shook the ground beneath my feet. I looked up and the shadow vanished. Sunlight poured back into the alley, onto my face, and lit up the lush, colorful garden.

Just a second ago, that thing had cornered me. Now there was a man who wore a faded navy coat that ran down to the ankles, too-big glasses, and had wild hair that shot out in every direction. His skin was tanned like mine, giving him the look of an Arab Albert Einstein. He also wore an unusual belt beneath his coat, pouches hanging from all around it. And one veiny hand held a leash for his pet . . . salamander?

He furrowed an eyebrow and asked, “Who in the elements are you, and what are you doing in my alley?”
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Chapter 2

“Answer my question,” he said sharply. He adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses, the space between his bushy eyebrows creasing. “How did you find this alley? It should be hidden.”

“Well, it’s not,” I said, my voice still shaky.

“Don’t you lie to me,” he said. “I have Truth Dust and I am not afraid to use it.”

Truth Dust? I had to admit I was curious, but not enough that I didn’t want to rush home after encountering a walking, talking shadow. And I could hear the video from our last school assembly repeating the words stranger danger in my head.

“This is not a public alley,” he said. “Besides, children should not be wandering into alleys alone. You ought to stay close to your friends.”

I’m not a child. And I hate when people tell me I should be with friends. Always, they say friends this or friends that.

“I do perfectly fine on my own,” I snapped.

“Clearly you had that necromancer handled.” He rolled his eyes and stuck a hand into one of the several pouches hanging around his belt. He fed whatever he pulled out to the salamander.

“That’s what you call the shadowy thing that attacked me?” I asked. “A necromancer?”

The old man ignored me. “Go back the way you came, boy. Parents shouldn’t let their kids wander around like this.”

The mention of my parents lit an angry fire in me. This man didn’t know that right after Baba closed our family shop and brought us to America five years ago, he and his father, my jiduh, died in a car accident. He also didn’t know that my mama had left Baba seven years ago, back when I was just four years old. Now she lived in Lebanon with my evil stepfamily and I was sure she’d forgotten I even existed. Sometimes, I tried calling her old number, but not once had she ever picked up.

Yet all my anger simmered to fear at the thought of the monster. Necromancer. Just the name of it gave me goose bumps. And I might have demanded to know more about it if the guy didn’t have a salamander the size of my arm.

“I’ll be out of here in a second, Gramps.”

“Gramps? Are you calling me old?”

“You bet your tush I am. And you better believe that—”

A scraping sound came from the alley. I twisted around and almost screamed. It was Sarah, her mischievous grin stretched from ear to ear. She and her friends had found me, and they were squeezing their way through.

“Hey, you’ve gotta help me with these . . . oh figs!”

The old man and his salamander were gone. So much for adult intervention.

“I do know how to read,” said Sarah. “You’re going to wish you’d stayed home today!”

I couldn’t decide what was more terrifying: being cornered by that shadow monster or Sarah Decker. I needed to think fast if I didn’t want to get covered in sticky eggs. A sudden memory crossed my mind, a trick my jiduh would use to keep cats away from our shop in Lebanon.

I reached down and grabbed a clump of dirt beneath my sneakers. From inside my backpack, I reached into my Persian Punisher wrestling lunch box for a salt packet. My fingers were shaking from the pressure. I ripped open the packet, mixed in the salt with the dirt, and spat into them both to create a mushy, stinky clump. It was disgusting and perfect and missing just one more key ingredient . . .

Leaning in like Jiduh would when making his stink bombs, I imagined the most disgusting smell: my used school gym clothes. I whispered the words into my hand, following Jiduh’s instructions. He’d always said that thoughts were just as real as any other ingredient.

Sarah was nearly out of the alley, her grin now devilish. But her expression changed to surprise when she saw me smiling back.

“I’m not the one who’s cornered,” I said, aiming. “You are!”

I chucked my stink bomb as hard as I could into the alley and it hit one of the walls right in front of Sarah. She was only a few steps away, a full foot taller than me and much scarier up close. But then the clump began to work its magic, because all the kids in the alley stopped.

“What’s that smell?” asked the girl behind Sarah, scrunching up her nose.

Her friends turned and ran back the way they’d come. Sarah gagged, but she held out the longest, giving me a frown that said we weren’t finished. Then she hurried down the other end of the alley and disappeared.

I looked at the stinky clump, more than a little proud of myself. When I told other students that my baba once owned a shop in Lebanon, I never mentioned what kind of shop. We sold unusual ingredients. Not spices and vegetables but ground-up flowers, animal intestines, stuff like that. We also sold charms. Knickknacks that Baba said would keep away demons or help a person run faster. Of course, those were for the gullible. The only exception was the stink bombs. Those, like the bakery sweets, were as real as it got.

Ding!

My watch chimed. It was 4:00 p.m.—I really needed to hurry home. Teta would be waiting on me for dinner. But I couldn’t go back through the alley or I’d die from the stink. I glanced around the garden and stiffened up like a statue.

“By the elements,” said the strange old man. He’d reappeared, standing with his giant salamander. “I saw what you did to those children. Who taught you that?”

Scrambling back, I asked, “Where did you come from? You . . . you vanished like a ghost earlier!”

He bent over and laughed, sounding younger now, his navy-blue coat drifting with his movements. He reached into a pouch and flung a green powder into my face. I stumbled away and sneezed. The powder went up my nose and into my mouth, tasting and smelling foul. It burned my eyes, and everything went blurry.

Things transformed all around me. The brick wall beyond this mini-jungle wasn’t a brick wall, but the bakery. A back door hung wide open behind one of the orange trees. And the old man . . . he wasn’t so old anymore. His hair darkened from gray to black, he still wore the same coat and belt, and his belly began to grow. The salamander wasn’t a salamander anymore either, but a cat licking its butt.

The man’s changing face was the weirdest part of it. I wiped my eyes just to be sure I was seeing clearly, but he looked exactly like . . .

“You’re the baker!” I said.

My breath got quicker and quicker until I was hyperventilating. This was just a dream, right? People can’t change the size of their bellies. I’d been trying to make mine bigger for years.

The baker snickered, lifting the cat into his arms. “What has gotten you so wound up, boy? I simply used a decanter that undid my Illusion Alchemy.”

“You used a what? De-cant-or?” I didn’t understand. “A . . . alchemy?”

I’d read stories about magic and fairies. Alchemy kind of fell into that category—the one for, you know, stories. Maybe he’d read one too many of those. I couldn’t think of any other explanation for what was going on.

“Ah, now I see how you were able to walk right through,” he said, bending to pick up a palm-sized metal block. Beside it lay a broken line of string. “My Walling Charm fell off the alley entrance. By the elements, just wait until I get my hands on those squirrels. . . .”

The alley around me blurred while he held the strange block in his hands. When I leaned closer to see what made it so special, the baker raised it high up above my head.

“I’ll fix this later,” he said, pocketing the cube. “Now tell me what you know of alchemy.”

“Alchemy?” I asked. “You mean the stink bomb?”

“By the elements, of course that’s what I mean. Only, alchemists call it an Odor Charm rather than a stink bomb, and you got the key ingredients wrong. Count yourself lucky the alchemy still worked.” He picked up my Persian Punisher lunch box, and when I reached for it, he drew it back. “Tell me, what is your name?”

I puffed my chest and said, “My name is Roger McLardface.”

“McLardface?”

He narrowed his eyes but held out his hand for me to shake. His cat made a noise that sounded like a growl. Hesitantly, I reached out and he gripped my fingers tight. Even after a couple shakes, he didn’t let go.

Then, before I could jerk free, he threw another powder from one of his pouches into my face. I swallowed some and breathed in the rest through my nose.

“I warned you I would use my Truth Dust, didn’t I?” he said, letting go of my hand. “Now, what is your real name?”

“It’s Shad,” I said, coughing and sneezing. “Shad Hadid.”

“And I am Kahem,” he said, handing me back my lunch box once I’d stopped coughing. “That Truth Dust scrambles your brain cells so you can tell no lies. It shall last for the next thirty minutes.”

I took a step back toward the alley. Truth Dust, shape-shifting, necromancers, secret gardens . . . talk about creepy.

“Where did you get Truth Dust?” I asked, my throat as dry as the Sahara Desert. “That stuff tastes like burnt falafel.”

A cloud passed overhead as the baker took a step closer, the alley darkening around us. “Anything is possible for an alchemist,” he said. “I am one of the last in the world. And young Shad, you are an alchemist too.”
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Chapter 3

I couldn’t believe what Kahem was saying. Apparently, I had this strange ability, one that allowed me to take random ingredients like dirt and turn them into amazing things.

“So, you’re saying alchemists can do magic,” I said. “And that I am one of them because I made a stink bomb?”

Kahem sighed. “Not magic, alchemy. Listen, I will be gone on private business for a day or two, but if you were to come by this Saturday . . . well, I may have time to explain in more detail.”

I didn’t know if that old majnoon had expected me to believe his nonsense, but I was eleven. I wasn’t born yesterday.

The “necromancer” was likely some kind of projection, a trick to scare normal people like me out of our lunch money. And his transformation from an old man . . . well, anyone can do that with a bit of makeup, right? I wasn’t about to trust a person I hardly knew after all that had just happened.

“Hey, I think you dropped some of that Truth Debris,” I said, pointing behind Kahem.

“Truth Dust,” he said, shaking his head and turning around. “The first thing I will teach you is—”

I ran around the orange trees and through the bakery’s back door. Once in the kitchen, I squeezed between the two assistants as they angrily shouted at me.

While I had so many questions, none of them were as important as getting home and checking on Teta. I hurried through Portland, arriving back in my neighborhood before the sun started to set. The other middle schoolers who walked home were gone now. The sidewalk was about as empty as it got . . .

. . . until I turned a street corner and skidded to a stop right behind Sarah Decker. She knelt on the ground with a can of tuna in one hand, back facing me, and she was talking to someone.

“Meow!” screamed a cat, which darted into a tight crack behind one of the apartments.

“You scared her away,” said Sarah with a snarl. She stood up, towering over me like the shadow from earlier. “I knew you’d be easy to ambush if I just stuck around. You might be the most brainless kid in our class.”

None of her friends were with her, and it was obvious why. She smelled like a skunk farted on another skunk. I was surprised that the stray cat could stand it.

“Well, I’m actually the second. The first would be Peter Gamble,” I said.

Wait. That wasn’t what I’d meant to say. Trying again, I shouted, “I could probably be an average student, even if I am a few leaves short of a fig tree when it comes to pre-algebra. Cut me a break. I have a lot going on!”

Oh no . . . it was the Truth Dust. That stuff was real. How could I insult Sarah with the truth?

She looked as confused as I was, but still angry. She made a fist with her hand and pounded it into her other palm. “Now it’s time for payback.”

I tried to say sorry, but what came out instead was, “Hey, look, you’re about two steps from watching me pee in my pants, but if anyone deserves payback, it’s you. You were the one chasing me, and you are the school bully. People are only nice to you because they’re scared of you!”

Sarah stopped coming toward me and tilted her head. “Everyone at school likes me because I’m popular,” she said. “What would you know? You’re so irrelevant, you’re basically a ghost. No one wants to be your friend.”

“I’d rather have no friends than fake friends,” I said, wishing the Truth Dust would stop making me say silly things. “And it’s your fault we aren’t friends anymore, remember? Your parents told you to stop hanging out with me, which was totally rude!”

“Why are you bringing that up?” she asked. “Aren’t you scared of what I’ll do?”

I shrugged. “After my mama met my stepfather, she left my baba and made me move into her new husband’s fancy house. Only, my stepsiblings didn’t like sharing. They put bugs in my pillow and hid my underwear. It lasted for two years until my stepfather, who was always away for work, came home one day and blamed me for coloring in the white spaces of his favorite painting. He demanded I leave, despite Mama’s protests, and Baba happily took me back. Both of us, along with my grandparents, moved to America then. Mama hasn’t answered a single one of my calls since. So, not to be rude, but my stepfamily is way higher than you on the bully scale.”

Sarah hesitated and her lip quivered like she was going to cry. “This is so weird. Why are you telling me this?”

I wanted to say that she was the weird one, and that even the trash in her backpack smelled better than she did right then. What came out of me was a series of guilty admissions. “It’s this Truth Dust. And I’m sorry about putting the trash in your backpack, and for starting that rumor about you eating mustard straight from the packet. It’s just . . . sometimes I get scared, and I cope by fighting fire with fire.”

I didn’t even know I felt some of the things I was saying until I said them. I was pretty sure that I’d lost my marbles, every single one of them. Maybe Sarah would knock them back into place with her fist. Or she would squeeze me into Shad juice and serve me to her friends at lunch.

Instead, she rolled her eyes before saying, “Ugh, this is so not cool, dude. Just get out of my way.”

She knocked me aside with her shoulder and ran down the sidewalk. I nervously turned and watched her disappear around the corner. The air still smelled like all the rotten things in the world mushed into a perfume. If only Jiduh were alive to smell how good a job I did.

It suddenly dawned on me how lucky I was that our grade’s most terrible bully just let me walk away without even a noogie.

But I didn’t have time to dwell on that or the effects of the Truth Dirt—or debris, or whatever it was called. Without wasting another second, I hurried down the sidewalk. Teta had some explaining to do.

I arrived home with my hair sticking to my face in sweaty clumps.

It was 4:30 p.m., an hour past when I usually got back. Thankfully, Teta was asleep and I slipped into the shower without her noticing. If she’d been awake, I doubted that I could’ve given an answer for why I was so late without sounding like a complete majnoon.

Hi, Teta, sorry, I had to find a way around our school’s biggest bully, a humongous shadow monster, but also the baker . . . yeah, that one. He can change how poofy his hair is, and he gave me Truth Dust that helped me deal with the bully. Oh, and the baker has a pet that can shape-shift from a salamander to a cat.

That probably would’ve given her a heart attack. At seventy-eight, she spends her days in her bed, sleeping, or on the couch watching Arabic soap operas.

After a quick shower, I tiptoed across our apartment to her room. She breathed through tubes in her nose that helped get the oxygen into her body. To keep warm, she’d buried herself under a mountain of sheets. Back in Lebanon, we never had heat, but we had closets full of sheets. I guess Teta hadn’t gotten the memo that things were different in America.

Leaning in, I whispered, “I failed another science lab today. They wanted us to dissect these frogs, but I felt bad for mine, so I gave it a proper burial in the baseball field. That earned me a one-way ticket to the principal’s office.”

She heard none of that, of course. I just felt less guilty about messing up if I told her, even if she was sleeping. And now that I’d gotten the confession out of the way, it was time for Shad the boring student to become Shad the totally butt-kicking chef. I carefully shut her bedroom door on my way out.

Calling my kitchen a disaster would have been an understatement. In the sink, I faced a stack of dishes that would probably come down on me like a Jenga puzzle if I wasn’t careful. Beneath my feet, each step I took made a crunching sound from all the crumbs. The fridge had even been left open. I’d need to see if anything spoiled while I was at school. The first two were probably my fault for slacking on chores, but the third was definitely Teta. She’d grab the milk to make Turkish coffee and almost always forget to shut the fridge.

I sighed and got to cleaning. Teta couldn’t do much around the apartment. Cleaning and cooking always fell on me, and after all that, there was still homework. Well, sometimes I ignored the homework part.

Messy or not, this was still my happy place. Rosemary, basil, and the other herbs with their unique scents, the shelves and shelves of spoons, scales, pots, and pans. The Sultan of Slam had his muscles, and I had my wooden spatula. No Arab chef can work without one. And when I closed my eyes, I saw myself as a chef, puffy white hat and all.

I bent to open one of the bottom cabinets. The one with all my stuff—wooden spoons, rollers, and other baking supplies.

The doctors said Teta couldn’t have sugar, so I kept my baking to myself. Saving up the leftover change from the grocery money she gave me, I bought utensils and ingredients, everything I needed to satisfy my sweet tooth.

I laid out a bag of rice, crushed pistachios, rose water, and sugar, then yanked a carton of coconut milk from the fridge. Picturing the rice pudding the ingredients would make, I licked my lips while I set the rice to boil in a small pot. As it finished cooking, I pictured the measurements in my head, not relying on any tools or recipes, trying to feel what seemed right as I eased in the milk, sugar, and rose water. Baba had once told me that true Arabic cooking relied on the imagination. And while steam rose from the pot, the pudding thickened. A scent of rosy sweetness filled the kitchen.

“Heaven,” I whispered, enjoying that smell for a few minutes until the pudding was ready. “Now for the final step . . .”

I poured the thick pudding into a container before adding a coat of ground pistachios along the surface. If only Baba could see me now. Mama too. She used to love when I watched her baking. Sighing, I considered the pudding. All that was left was to let the mixture cool.

With my baking done for the day, I eased my rice pudding in the fridge, shoving it into a compartment too far back for Teta to reach.

That would make a tasty dessert for later, but now the time had come for part two of my chores for the night—preparing dinner.
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Chapter 4

Teta’s shuffling footsteps came as I finished making a large bowl of tabbouleh: one cup of onions, one cup of tomatoes, and two cups of parsley, all mixed with freshly squeezed lemon juice.

“You’ve been sleeping for a long time,” I said, taking her arm and helping her into the kitchen. “Are your headaches better?”

I helped her into a chair at the kitchen table, which was shaped in a semicircle against the wall and faced the only window in the kitchen. The sun had set by the time I’d finished preparing our meal, which was perfect because every night since we’d moved in, we’d eaten dinner in front of the twinkling stars. Being on the second floor meant we couldn’t see the cars passing below, only hear them as they rumbled through our busy street.

Teta groaned, bending slowly to adjust one of her slippers. She leaned back, holding her belly in her arms as she said, “Shaddo, Shaddo.” It was the nickname she’d used for me for as long as I could remember.

Mixing the tabbouleh, I turned and looked over my shoulder. “What is it, Teta? The food’s ready, I’m going to bring you a plate.”

“Habibi, when did you become my caretaker?” she asked. “Am I not supposed to be the one taking care of you?” Her accent was thick since she’d never fully learned English, but I liked that. Her voice reminded me of our old life in Lebanon.

“Just focus on getting comfy,” I said, not mentioning that she hadn’t cooked in years. “Where’s your breathing machine?”

She chuckled and placed her hand over mine. “Do not worry about that.”

I did worry. Her fingers were shaking, her breath becoming heavy. If alchemy was real, I’d invent a charm to make Teta twenty years younger.

She broke into a coughing fit, using her arms to cover her mouth. I handed her the half-filled brik and she lifted the drinking jug to her lips. Water flowed out from the spout and she gulped down every last drop. Even as the coughing stopped, it hurt knowing that she was sick and that, one day, she’d be gone just like Baba and Jiduh.

Tears threatening my eyes, I brought the bowls full of tabbouleh and set them on the table. Teta’s shaky fingers picked up a knife sitting on the table and she used it to dig out the insides of a squash. Stuffing it with rice, she smiled up at me, hands working without her even paying attention.

“Tell me, what is this I am making?” she asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Duh, it’s kousa.”

“Good. Good.” She set down a final stuffed squash, one of my favorite meals, and wiped her fingers with a cloth. “Now it is your turn. Make some stuffing and help your grandmother with her kousa. What am I missing?”

I groaned. With our dinner waiting, she sure picked a weird time to prepare food, but the proper ingredients were laid out around the table. Rice, pepper, chopped onions . . .

“You’re missing the ground beef,” I said. “That’s the most important ingredient!”

Teta slowly lifted her shoulders. “Perhaps you should try something new?”

Memories of Teta’s cooking lessons flooded my mind, times when she accidentally left out ingredients or forgot the right measurements. It had taken me a few years to realize it was all on purpose. She had been trying to teach me to create new recipes for the same foods. To make my own measurements.

And I was pretty darn good at it. For whatever reason, my brain connected the dots with food. Teta would clap or take me to the Arabic bakery each time I passed one of her tests, so I kept doing it. Even now, I could see the solution since we had no beef.

“Pass me that can,” I said.

Combining everything with one hand while accepting a can of chickpeas with the other, I smushed the new ingredients with the old. Everything fit nicely into the squash. Meanwhile, Teta’s wrinkly smile widened, stretching from ear to ear. Her smile was the reason I fell in love with food. Why I dreamed of being a baker.

But as soon as I finished, glancing over at all the medicines organized at one end of the table, worry clouded my mind. My fear of one day losing Teta. She was the last living person on my baba’s side of the family, and Mama’s side had probably forgotten I even existed, the way she had.

“My Shaddo,” Teta said, running a hand through my thick, curly hair. “I see the sadness in your eyes. You cannot feel this way, not when you make me so very proud.”

“But why can’t Mama be proud of me too?” I asked, my lower lip trembling. “Do you think she’ll at least call on my birthday this year?”

Teta’s expression hardened. Gray eyebrows furrowing, she shook her head. “We do not talk of your mama. I told you this, Shaddo. Not in this house.”

“But why?”

“Because she abandoned you,” she snapped. “That is that.”

Listening to Teta, my heart sank. She was right. Mama had been there for the early years, so why’d she decide to leave? I still couldn’t understand what made her new family so special. More special than me.

Teta nudged the spoon into my hand. As she began to eat, I replayed the events of the afternoon in my head. The memory still felt hazy, like one of those bad dreams after gorging on an entire chocolate cake. Alchemists weren’t real. Yet when I thought back to our family shop in Lebanon, I couldn’t remember any ordinary ingredients like the ones I used for cooking. I remembered Jiduh holding up a plastic bag full of strange purple-colored plants.

“This will heal any burn, no matter how bad,” he had told me.

Or on another occasion, Baba had taken me to the shop and was speaking to a customer: “Oh, you sink whenever you try to swim? I have just the thing!”

The memory was so vivid, so odd, and I recalled how Baba had walked over to a shelf and pulled out a strangely wrapped box.

“Shaddo,” said Teta. “Why do you not eat?”

I opened wide and began to shovel spoonful after spoonful into my mouth, but my grandmother saw through the act. She was basically a mind reader.

And I couldn’t hold in my questions any longer. If the Truth Dust had really worked, maybe the baker was right about other things. Maybe Teta hadn’t told me the whole truth about our family.

The truth about alchemy.

After swallowing the food in my mouth, I asked, “What kind of shop did we have in Lebanon?”

“Shop?” Teta gazed out the window. She smiled, the tiny gray hairs on her chin moving. “Ah, we had such a beautiful shop. . . .”

I leaned in closer, ready to hear her say we sold vegetables, plants, or something boring. Something that would prove I was just remembering my childhood wrong.

Instead, switching to Arabic, she said, “We sold Voice-Change Juice, Baby-Sleeping Sniffers, Cow Dung Lotion for Rashes, Herbal Teas for Happiness, and our most popular item was our trademark Mold Milk for Memories.”

I set down the soup and asked, “M . . . moldy milk?”

Teta was still looking out the window, as if seeing the night sky helped her remember. I was beginning to wonder if something had gotten into her oxygen machine.

Thinking about Kahem, his shape-shifting cat, and the shadow monster, I asked, “So all those things we sold, did we use alchemy to make them?”

Teta smiled. “Alchemy? Yes, of course.”

My stomach began to ache. Had I heard her right? If I had, then Jiduh’s stink bomb trick really was alchemy. I was the son and grandson of alchemists.

“Why did no one ever tell me?” I asked.

She said, “Oh, you did not know, habibi? I thought it was . . . what is the word?”

“Obvious?”

“Yes, obvi-oos.”

The food I’d just eaten felt like rocks in my belly. My whole childhood was a lie. My best memories from Lebanon were in our family shop, and I hadn’t even known what we were selling.

“So . . . it was an alchemy shop?” I asked. “Alchemy like the bedtime stories you’d tell me?”

“Yes,” she said, “those stories were passed down from your ancestors.”

My head began to spin. Had my family’s history been kept from me, or was it my fault for not believing the stories?

I opened my mouth to ask about alchemy, Baba, or one of the million other things crossing my mind, but then stopped. Teta was gazing up at the stars, her lower lip trembling, catching silent tears as they rolled down her wrinkly cheeks. I’d never seen her cry before. Not even at Baba’s and Jiduh’s funerals, when she’d held me tight.

I reached over and grasped her hand, asking, “Did I say something wrong? Teta, I’d never mean to hurt you. . . .”

A long silence stretched between us. Slowly, she slid off her chair. Her feet shuffled out of the kitchen faster than she’d moved in years.

“Stay in your seat,” she ordered before disappearing through the kitchen door.

I finished my tabbouleh while anxiously waiting. Grabbing my plate and Teta’s, I got up and stacked them on top of the mountain of dishes in the sink. Arabic music filtered in from the living room television as I returned to my seat until, finally, the door reopened and Teta shuffled in, her breathing heavy.

I helped her into the chair, noticing the green, pocket-sized book in her hands. She lifted it to her face, blowing a thick layer of dust right into my nostrils.

I scrunched my nose and sneezed. “Talk about allergies, Teta!”

She set the book down, its pages old and yellowing, and pushed it toward me with trembling fingers. Her expression fixed on me with seriousness. “There is much to apologize for,” she said. “To you, and to my son.”

“You mean Baba?”

“I do,” she said, placing her hand on top of mine. “This alchemy book was his. Passed down from parent to child since long before your teta was born. Since before my teta was born. It reveals the secrets of the ancient craft, and your baba wished to teach you. But . . . I stopped him.”

Now tears threatened my eyes. Baba hadn’t just been an alchemist; he had planned to teach me too. I was meant to carry on our family tradition. “You stopped him? Teta, I don’t understand.”

She squeezed my hand. “We had just left our country after your stepfather bought our shop’s building and raised the rent to drive us out of business. Without any money, I was scared. We needed a new start, a safe life for you.”

“And what about Mama? Wouldn’t she have wanted to protect me too?”

Teta sighed, her leathery hand brushing my shoulder. “She and that new husband of hers would have taken everything. Even that book you hold now. I am lucky to have kept it—and you—away from them, my Shaddo.”

Picking up Baba’s book, I flipped through pages full of recipes just like a cookbook, only they contained strange ingredients. Things like sulfur, zinc, and even something called galena.

Meanwhile, Teta’s gaze had shifted to the stars, her eyes avoiding mine. I didn’t want her to hurt. To feel guilty. Setting a hand over hers, I said, “You’re the best teta I could ever ask for. Do you know that?”

She laughed, bringing me into a tight hug. When we pulled away, she was sitting up straighter. As if a big weight had just rolled off her shoulders.

Yet now that she’d explained the truth about our family, there was someone else I needed answers from. Someone who’d claimed they might be able to tell me more about my family as well as this strange book. . . .

The alchemist.
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Chapter 5

I rounded the street corner and headed toward Halwa Heaven’s hidden alleyway.

Rays of sunlight brightened the sky this Saturday morning, the very first day of summer break. The day Kahem said to meet him here if I wanted to learn more. After what Teta had told me about our family, there was so much I needed to know. Hopefully, she would be all right back home. She usually sleeps until the afternoon on weekends, but in case I was late, I left a lamb and potato stew she could quickly heat in the microwave.

All thoughts of Teta and her next meal vanished as I heard something that stopped me in my tracks. . . .

“Coach is the worst. It’s summer, can’t she give us a break?”

“Tell me about it. My dad was going to make us pancakes for breakfast, but instead we’ll be practicing our batting all morning. I barely had time to eat a bagel!”

The voices coming around the side of the bakery sounded familiar, sending a chill down my back. I hurried into the alley and peeked out, careful not to be seen, when Sarah Decker appeared on the crosswalk down the street. Dressed in Portland Middle’s softball team uniform, two friends walked on either side of her. One I recognized as Catherine from our last run-in, and the other was Eliana, a girl from my gym class.

“Maybe we can stop and get some desserts here after practice,” said Eliana
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