

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication


To my dadi.

Thank you for being my safe haven.
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1

It’s official: the universe hates me.

I’m standing in the passenger arrival area of Houston Airport, trying not to let my irritation show. Face, blank. Eyes, wide. Smile, frozen.

I’m pretty sure it’s not working. My older brother, Talha, nudges me with his elbow. It’s the arm that’s holding a giant golden box of chocolates like in a cheesy movie.

“Stop pouting, Maha,” he whispers.

Easy for him to say. My arms are full of roses that make my nose itch. Still, I flip my ponytail and say, “I’m not pouting.”

“You definitely are,” he replies. “Like the whole world is against you.”

Not the whole world. Just my family. The Raheems have been a perfect unit of four until today. Two parents, two kids. The model all-American family (even if we’re technically Pakistani American). But in a few minutes, all that’s about to change. The plane from Lahore has landed, and soon we’ll be adding a fifth person into the mix: Dadi, my grandmother. That’s Abba’s mom, who adopted him when he was a baby. Who’s lived in Pakistan all her life, until today.

I can already predict it’s going to be terrible.

As a future journalist, I should find this fascinating. Journalism is all about recording changes in the world around you, and then telling people about them. But as a twelve-year-old kid whose life is about to turn upside down? Oh yeah, I’m definitely pouting.

“Shut up,” I whisper to Talha.

“You shut up,” he shoots back, then shakes his head like he’s regretting it. Ha! It’s fun when I can get a rise out of him, make him forget he’s fifteen.

“Kids, don’t argue, please,” Abba says sternly. He’s wearing his best suit and a nervous expression on his face. I guess it makes sense. His mother is about to walk through the sliding doors in front of us and change our lives forever.

“We want to welcome Dadi with happy faces,” Ammi adds. “Make her feel like she’s part of the family from day one.”

That’s a joke, because Ammi’s looking even more nervous than Abba. She’s only met Dadi a few times since my parents got married twenty years ago. I bet she’s thinking of all the bossy and demanding mothers-in-law in Pakistani dramas. On Friday evenings, Ammi relaxes in the living room, watching shows on YouTube and eating cheesecake or brownies. I often join her, even though the Urdu is hard to follow. The dramas are boring, but spending time with Ammi is super important to me, because she’s busy the rest of the time.

The sliding doors open and a wave of people pushing giant trolleys full of luggage comes through. It’s mostly families with kids. The noise level of the crowd waiting outside rises sky-high. Everyone’s waving; many are hugging each other. There are a lot of balloons and flower exchanges happening around us.

What wouldn’t I give to be holding a balloon or two instead of this giant bouquet of roses?

I look at the faces around me, trying to see if Dadi’s one of them, even though I’m not sure if I’ll recognize her. I mean, I’ve seen pictures, but Abba mostly video chats with her during his lunch break at the hospital. All I know is she’s got white hair in a bun and more wrinkles than I’ve ever seen on one person’s skin.

Ammi leans forward to peer at the crowd. “She’s not here yet.”

“Her flight landed half an hour ago,” Abba mutters, checking the time on his phone. “She still has to go through immigration and customs.”

“And then she’s got to find her luggage,” Talha adds.

“How will she do all that by herself?” I can’t help but ask. Not that I care, but still. I’m curious. Everyone knows curiosity is the best quality a true journalist can have.

Well, that and mad writing skills.

“Don’t worry, Maha, she’s got a wheelchair assist,” Ammi explains, putting an arm around me.

“Well, how much longer?” I ask, trying not to whine.

Abba gives me a stern look. The one he’s famous for, only it’s usually directed toward a patient who’s not following orders. “Mahnoor,” he bites out.

Oops. He’s using my full name, which means he’s very serious.

I swallow. “Yes, Abba?”

“Your grandmother is coming from eight thousand miles away. Sitting on a plane for close to twenty hours. With a host of ailments like arthritis and high blood pressure. The least we can do is stand here for a few more minutes to give her a warm, loving welcome.”

I nod quickly and try my frozen face one more time. “Yes, of course.”

Talha nudges me again. He doesn’t say anything, but his smirk is super annoying. Then Abba turns to him and snaps, “Stop bothering your sister.”

Talha loses the smirk and stands straight. “You’re right, I’m sorry. No more arguing.”

Abba shakes his head and goes back to his phone. I’m guessing he’s checking emails, because he took the day off from the hospital to be here today. That’s basically a sign of the end times or something. I can’t remember when he last took a day off.

Ammi likes to laugh and say the hospital can’t run without him. She should know, because they work together, although in different departments. Abba’s frown whenever she says this tells me it’s not really a compliment.

Then Ammi pats his shoulder and says she’s just kidding.

But is she really?

That’s why I like journalism so much. It’s all about facts. News. Information. I don’t know how to deal with people and their weird secret opinions. Saying one thing and meaning another—it’s all totally stupid.

Talha calls it subtext. I have no clue what that means, but it seems awful. I’m all about the text. No subtext allowed, thank you very much.

The airport sounds swell like a wave around me. High, then low. Loud, then soft. The walls are gray, and the carpet is a dull brown color that should be outlawed. Metal chairs nailed to the floor are scattered around in a geometrical pattern. There’s a snack kiosk in the corner, and another kiosk selling flowers just like the ones I’m clutching in a death grip.

My phone pings with a notification. I shift my roses into one hand and reach into my pocket with the other. It’s a message from my best friend, Kim Hoang.

Kim: Is yr grandma here yet?

I edge backward until I reach a wall and slide down to the floor.

Me: Not yet plz help me I’m dyinggg

Okay, no self-respecting journalist would forget about spelling or punctuation, but I’m too tired and stressed out to care. Plus, it’s just Kim. We understand each other.

Ammi turns to me. “Maha!” she gasps like I’ve committed a crime. “Get up! That floor is probably disgusting.”

“My legs are hurting,” I reply without looking up. I’m wondering if I should retype my text message with a comma or two.

“You should’ve eaten that banana before we left, like I told you to,” Ammi tells me with a sniff. “It’s got potassium and vitamin B6 to boost your energy.”

I ignore her. I wish she’d stop being a dietician when she comes home from work, but it’s like she just can’t switch it off. I know more about vitamins and antioxidants and other diet info than any kid my age. If I’d wanted to be a food writer when I grew up, I’d be golden.

Just then the sliding doors open again. Another crowd of passengers erupts from the airport like prisoners getting free. A few people waiting outside shriek “Salaam!” and one person starts crying very loudly.

Yikes. These airport reunions are off-the-charts weird.

My phone pings.

Kim: When will she arrive? Can’t wait 2 meet her

Me: Why??? It’s gonna be awful. I have to give up my room & my freedom & my position as the queen of the Raheem family!

Kim: Dramatic much?

Me: You have no idea

Kim’s grandparents all live in Vietnam. She visits them every summer, but they’ve never come to the United States. I think she’s hoping Dadi will be the American grandmother she’s been dying for.

Nope, not happening.

There’s another commotion up front. “Finally,” Ammi says. I look up. Right in the front of the latest crowd of passengers is a wheelchair, pushed by a man in a uniform.

Me: Gotta go she’s here

I get up from the floor and frantically dust my butt. The roses almost fall, but I tighten my suddenly sweaty hands around them.

“That’s her!” Abba shouts and rushes forward.

My mouth gapes open. I’ve never seen my father rush toward anything. He’s so calm and steady. Ammi follows at a slower speed, and Talha and I bring up the rear. We’re like a procession, bogged down by flowers and chocolates and nervous relatives.

We reach the wheelchair and stop. I’m the shortest, so I have to peek between Ammi and Talha to get my first look at the newest addition to our family.
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The first thing she says is, “What stinks so bad?”

If I wasn’t so against her living with us, I’d be a big fan of her sassy attitude. But since her presence means everything will change, I’m not sure I like the grumpiness.

“Oh, it’s probably just the airport smells,” Ammi titters. Ugh, I’ve literally never seen my mother act like this. She’s switching her weight from one foot to the other and wringing her hands.

“I don’t smell anything,” I say loudly.

Everyone’s attention shifts to me. Oops.

Talha moves stealthily to his left. He’s almost six inches taller than me, so I’m basically hidden behind him. Rude! I push back until he moves again.

Abba leans forward and hugs his mother. “Salaam alaikum, Ma,” he says in Urdu. “How was your flight?”

She pats him on the back and gives a deep sigh. “Very bad.”

We all wait for more information. Very bad? What does that mean? I stare at her, trying to see if she’s not well. That high blood pressure and arthritis combo must be pretty painful. She’s small and very wrinkled—as I remembered, ha!—and wears a gray cotton shalwar kameez with a red dupatta. Her hair is white, but the bun is absent. Instead, she’s got her hair in one thin braid that peeks from behind her shoulder.

“What was bad about it?” I ask in English. I can’t help it—I’m dying to know. You can’t just give a little bit of information without details. That should be against the law or something.

Dadi narrows her eyes at me like she’s looking deep into my soul. I gulp. No way am I letting anyone into my soul, thanks very much. She crooks her finger at me. “You, come here,” she says in Urdu.

I gulp again. Then I realize I can finally get rid of the roses I’m holding. I slide between Ammi and Talha, and reach Dadi’s wheelchair. “These are for you,” I say, offering the bouquet with another frozen smile.

She looks at the roses like she has no idea what they are. “Shukriya,” she finally says, and I’m one hundred percent sure she doesn’t mean it.

Ammi gently takes the roses from my hand. “I’ll hold these,” she murmurs.

Dadi pulls me toward her with a thin, wrinkled hand. Her fingers are cold and softer than crushed silk. “You’re Mahnoor, yes?” she demands, glaring at me.

I’m not sure what her problem is, but I nod. “Jee.”

“How old are you?”

I stand as tall as I can. I have no clue about numbers in Urdu, so I tell her in English: “Twelve.”

Dadi turns her glare to Abba. “This little girl is my babysitter?” She says most of the sentence in Urdu, except for the last word.

Wait, what? “What’s she talking about?” I ask Abba. I’m hoping it’s something lost in translation, like maybe babysitter in Urdu means beautiful grandchild or something.

Abba smiles uncomfortably. “Yes, she’ll be great at it.”

I grit my teeth. “What is going on?” I ask loudly.

“I’ll explain everything when we get home,” Ammi says, pulling me away. “Talha, get the bags.”

It’s a long ride home. We live in Sugar Land, a city just outside Houston. Most of the journey is on the Sam Houston Tollway, which is wide and full of traffic. After forty-five minutes, Abba takes the exit and the roads become narrow. The buildings are hidden behind trees, with small signs for shops and gas stations.

“Have you brought me into a jungle?” Dadi asks in Urdu. She’s sitting in the front passenger seat, while Ammi, Talha, and I are crowded into the back.

“No jungle, Ma,” Abba promises. Then he switches to English. “The trees make everything look prettier.”

She grunts, but doesn’t say anything.

We pass Bethune Middle School, where Kim and I go, then Walnut Ridge High School, where Talha is a sophomore. Abba points them out to Dadi. “That big building with the dome is the stadium,” he says proudly. “Talha plays basketball there. He’s on the school team.”

“Here we go,” I groan in a low voice.

Talha knocks his knee into mine. “You’re just jealous I’m the star of the team.”

“Puh-lease! It’s only junior varsity, so chill,” I tell him.

“I’m so chill, ice cubes are jealous of me,” he shoots back.

“Ha!” I say. “You won two games this year, and lost three. That’s a pretty mediocre average.”

“Maha!” Ammi warns.

“What? This is perfectly true information.”

Talha smirks. “Like I said, star of the team,” he whispers into my ear before slumping back into his seat.

I fume, but he closes his eyes and pretends to be asleep. We reach home a few minutes later. I know we’re close because the car passes over train tracks, and a sign saying “Welcome to Fort Bend County” glows in the dark.

“I should have come by train,” Dadi grumbles. “The airport is too far away.”

“They’re not actual trains,” Ammi says hastily. “Just a local tram that takes tourists around the city.”

“Moneymaking gimmick, that’s what it is,” Abba adds, not for the first time.

The security guard at the entrance to our gated community salutes Abba and says, “Welcome back, Dr. Raheem.”

Abba nods, pleased. He’s always happy when people call him Doctor. I roll my eyes a little, but mostly I’m used to everyone treating my dad like he’s a minor deity. I guess performing heart surgery and saving lives makes you a hero or something.

Talha brings in the suitcases, while Ammi and Abba help Dadi inside. She pushes their hands away. “I can walk by myself!”

“What about your wheelchair?” I ask.

She waves her hand and switches to English. “That’s only for long distances. I can walk around the house on my own feet. I’m not that old.”

She’s way older than any grandmother I know, but that’s because she adopted Abba in her forties, and then Ammi and Abba waited a while to have kids after they got married. But I don’t think she wants to discuss her age. “You speak English,” I say as we enter the house through the mudroom. “I thought you—”

She turns to look straight at me. “What? That I’m uneducated just because I’m from Pakistan?”

Wow, did she just read my mind? I wince a little and say, “No, not really.” Okay fine, I basically lie, which is totally against my journalistic code, but these are very stressful times.

She takes off her shoes in the mudroom and shuffles into the living room. “Go get me some water,” she commands.

I rush to the kitchen area to get her some water from the fridge. The entire space is one huge room, divided into the living and kitchen spaces. It’s all white and marble, like a magazine spread. Sometimes I want to throw all my stuff around, just to get some color into this place. Even a rug or two would be great. Too bad Ammi would have a fit.

Behind me, I can hear my mother protesting, “You don’t need to take your shoes off. We don’t do that here.”

“You should!” Dadi grumbles as she sinks down on a leather couch. “Who knows what dirt and germs you bring into the house from outside?”

“Er, well . . .”

“And you call yourselves doctors.”

My eyes widen. Technically, only Abba is a doctor, but Ammi knows enough about medicine to almost be one. “Um,” Ammi says weakly. “I’m going to heat up dinner.”

I get Dadi a glass of water and sit down next to her. “How do you know English?” I prompt. I need all the information I can get about her. Know your enemy and all that.

She takes a sip. “I was a mathematics teacher in a convent school for thirty-five years. All the staff had to be fluent in English. All the students too.”

“I like math,” I tell her slowly. I’m trying to connect the dots between this white-haired, grumpy woman and a math teacher in an English-speaking school thousands of miles away. It doesn’t add up. My journalist spidey-sense is tingling.

“Me too,” she says, and for the first time, I see a little smile on her face.

She dozes while dinner is prepared. I go into the kitchen to help Ammi. There’s chili bubbling on the stove and garlic bread in the oven. My favorite. Talha’s standing at the counter, cutting cucumbers into a bowl. I swipe one, and he taps my knuckles lightly with the flat end of his knife. “Thief!” he mock-yells.

I grab another piece of cucumber just to prove I can do it.

Ammi pushes a stack of china plates into my arms. “Set the formal dining room, please.”

I hold the plates against my chest. “What? Why? Are we having company?” I’m tired and I don’t want to meet any more new people.

She waves a hand toward the living room, and I see that it’s a bit shaky. “Did you forget already?”

Oh. She means Dadi. “Sure. Just for tonight, though, right?” I don’t like eating in the formal dining room. It’s too cold and the chairs are too hard. I’d rather slouch in my seat at the kitchen table, next to the bay window. There’s a bird’s nest in the tree right outside and I’m watching out for some cute little babies.

“We’ll see,” Ammi replies darkly.

I take a closer look at her. I realize that I’m not the only one who’s stressed out about Dadi being here. Ammi looked nervous at the airport, but now her face is totally panicked. “Don’t worry, Ammi,” I say cheerfully as I head to the dining room. “Everything will be fine, as long as you take off your shoes in the mudroom.”

Ammi sighs. “I’m sure that’s not the only change that’s coming around here.”

I find out what she means when we’re in the middle of dinner. Abba clears his throat and says, “Now that your grandmother is staying with us, we all have to help out.”

I open my mouth to say I already gave up my room, so I’ll be doing nothing else, thank you very much. Abba shakes his head at me, and I settle back down.

He continues. “Talha, you’re responsible for cooking on the days that your mom and I work late.”

I hide my smile. “No more McDonald’s?”

Ammi practically growls in her throat. Fast food has been banned in our house since the day I was born. Probably earlier, but I wouldn’t know. To make sure we don’t forget, Ammi sends weekly emails with links to the latest news reports about the evils of fast food. Of course, that doesn’t stop Talha from ordering his favorite Quarter Pounders using Grubhub when the parents are away.

“No McDonald’s,” Abba says firmly. “Your grandmother will need proper meals.”

Talha shrugs. “It’s okay. I can do it.” I don’t doubt it. He’s been helping Ammi and Abba in the kitchen since he discovered the Food Network in middle school.

Abba turns to me. “And, Maha, you’re going to spend time with Dadi every day after school.”

“What?” I almost choke on a piece of garlic bread.

He looks at me angrily. “It’s not that hard. Just an hour or two in the evenings. You can chat or play games or watch television. It doesn’t matter.”

Dadi shakes her head at me. “I told you. Babysitter.”

I toss my garlic bread back on the plate. I can’t take another bite.





[image: image]


3

“So, how’s everything?” Kim asks me.

We’re talking on the phone like we always do before bedtime. Only nothing is the same, because I’m not in my bedroom and we’re not discussing homework or even the latest school gossip.

We’re discussing what a catastrophe my life is right now.

“I’m her babysitter,” I say, still in shock.

“What does that mean?”

I explain what Abba said at dinner. “Chat or play games. Can you believe that? Like we’re best friends or something.”

Kim hums over the phone. “I’m pretty good friends with all my grandparents.”

“That’s different. You don’t have to live with them.”

“Right.” She sighs, and I know she’s thinking of her last trip to Vietnam. She always comes back super sad, like she can’t live without her relatives. “Anyway, how’s your new room?”

I look around the attic space that’s now my room. The floor is made up of wooden boards instead of the plush gray carpet in the rest of the house. The roof is basically two slopes, meeting in the middle like an upside-down V. There’s a single window under the slope, covered with a curtain that looks more like a blue checkered tablecloth. My old furniture couldn’t fit into this tiny space, so Ammi ordered a narrow bed and a matching dresser online. “It’s horrible,” I declare. “I’m in a dungeon or something.”

“That’s hyperbole, right?” Kim asks cheerfully. She’s a language geek like me, except she’s more into creative writing than journalism. Still, words are what bind us together, ever since I first met her in the school library in third grade, reading the exact same dictionary I’d wanted. It was so big you needed both hands—and arms—to carry it, with a leather cover and gold lettering. It was like something out of a wizard movie, used for spells and stuff.

We’d played rock paper scissors to decide who got the dictionary. I’d won, but Kim had stuck around to read with me. We’d pored over the letter T, pointing out all the strange words like tsunami and talisman. The next time we’d had library period, she was waiting for me at the reference shelf with a big smile. “What letter are we reading today?” she asked, jumping up and down.

“How about W for weirdo?” I asked. “Or maybe N for nerd?” But I was smiling, too, because nobody had wanted to read a dictionary with me before.

Sigh. Good times.

Kim’s still talking on the phone. “Or maybe an exaggeration?” she continues.

“It is not!” I protest. “It’s a complete and utter fact. A factoid. A statement of truth.”

She laughs. She was at my house last weekend when Ammi was setting up the furniture and curtain in the attic—sorry, bedroom—so she knows I’m exaggerating. Still, she says, “At least the dungeon has a closet, right? And a bathroom?”

This is true. When Dadi’s plans to move to the United States were finalized last fall, Abba had called some guys to section off a corner of the attic into a bathroom. At least that’s what they called it. “It’s literally tinier than an airplane toilet,” I say grumpily.

“Again, hyperbole!” Kim pauses. “Wait, are you sure you’re not secretly a fiction writer?”

“Shut it,” I tell her. Fiction is falsehood and misinformation in my opinion. Created to hoodwink the gullible public. Well, except for those fun Nancy Drew mysteries I read last summer. Those are awesome.

Kim laughs again, like it’s not a big deal to give up your room for your grandmother and be sent to the attic like a jailbird. “Maybe your brother will switch with you?”

“Never,” I reply. “Talha the Great needs his bedroom with the balcony for his precious Hershey.”

Kim makes a shuddering sound. “Oh yeah. You don’t want that stinky creature in a tiny space like the attic.”

Hershey is Talha’s ferret. I absolutely despise the animal, but Talha insists they’re best friends or soul mates or something ridiculous like that. Since ferrets are the smelliest of pets, he keeps Hershey’s cage in the little covered balcony off his bedroom.

“Besides,” I add, “where will all the guys on the basketball team hang out on weekends?”

“That seems . . . fair,” Kim says. “I can’t imagine those tall-as-trees guys cramming into your little space without bumping their heads.”

If she was in front of me right now, I’d smack her on the head with my pillow. “How is anything in my life fair?” I howl.

“Hey! The basketball team takes first priority, you know. They’re the ones that bring back the trophies!”

“I’ll bring back a trophy one day too,” I say softly, staring at my stupid sloping ceiling. I imagine my name on the front page of the New York Times, right under the main headline. That’s called a byline, in case you’re wondering.

“I know you will.” Kim gets serious. “You’re an amazing storyteller.”

“Stories?” I say indignantly. “News isn’t stories!”

“Eh.” I can almost see her shrug at the other end of the phone. “It kinda is.”

We always have this argument. She thinks stories make the world go round. I, like a normal, factual person, know it’s actually a combination of gravity and inertia and all the laws of physics that makes the earth rotate on its axis. “Whatever,” I respond. Sometimes it’s better to agree to disagree.

She sighs like she knows what I’m doing. “Speaking of your future trophies, are you ready for your elective?”

I perk up, because in the dumpster fire of my life, this year’s electives are a cool bucket of water. Bethune Middle offers changing electives every semester in seventh grade, and I’ve signed up for media studies this semester. “I’m soooo stoked about it,” I say, grinning. “I can’t wait to see what we do.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Kim says dryly. “You’ll probably learn to make Click Clock videos or something.”

“Don’t be silly. That’s social media.”

“So?” She yawns. “It’s a media studies class. You’ll learn about all the different kinds of media.”

“I don’t care,” I say. “I’ll take it.”

Okay, I may act very chill, but it’s not even one percent true. I care a stupendous amount about this course. I’ve been waiting since last year for it, ever since I first saw the electives flyer on the bulletin board outside the principal’s office. I want to learn more about news media, about how to pull people in, make their mouths fall open in astonishment. “Don’t worry,” I tell Kim. “This is going to be the best thing ever!”

“Sure,” she grumbles. “You have fun while I learn my lines in theater class.”

I want to reach out and hug her. Kim isn’t exactly shy, but she hates speaking up in front of people. She’d been late to sign up for electives last semester, so the only class with any openings was theater. “You could hide out in the library like old times,” I suggest. “You know they have a great reference section.”

“Puh-lease! I’m way beyond dictionaries now.” She pauses. “But I’ve heard their new fantasy and sci-fi sections are awesome.”

“It’s settled then,” I say. “You’ll read imaginary tales while I get busy learning how to share facts and information with the world. You know, important stuff.”

“Oh my gosh!” Kim squeals. “You and your superiority complex!”

I’m glad I’ve distracted her from theater. “It’s not a complex if it’s true, dearie,” I say in a haughty tone.

“Nobody says dearie except for grandmas.” Kim takes a breath. “Wait, does your grandma say that?”

“Ha! I doubt it.” Although Dadi speaks okay English from what I heard today, she prefers Urdu. It’s her native language, after all. Not like me, who grew up with ninety-nine percent English and only one percent Urdu, thanks to YouTube dramas about dysfunctional families.

Kim ignores me. “You know, I keep thinking about your poor grandmother. She’s had to move halfway across the world. That must be hard.”

I open my mouth to say nobody invited her, but that’s technically false, and journalists never lie. Abba invited Dadi. I’m guessing Ammi probably agreed just to make Abba happy. Nobody asked me or Talha. And nobody asked if I wanted to go live in the attic.

Then I think of the thin, tired-looking woman in the wheelchair, squinting at the bright lights in the airport. She looks strict and probably has a zero percent sense of humor, but she’s Abba’s mom. That counts for something, doesn’t it?

“Ugh,” I grunt, and drop backward on my bed. “You’re right.”

“I’m always right!” Kim replies cheekily. “That’s why I’m your best friend.”
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I’m late to school on the first day after winter break. It’s all Abba’s fault, because he insists on dropping us off in his new Mercedes. “We could just walk, like always,” I protest at the kitchen door. My school is just three streets away, and Talha’s is even closer.

“It’s fine,” Abba says, eyes on his phone. I suspect he’s trying to make a good impression on his mother. She’s standing near the stove, filling a kettle for tea and grumbling about the wrong kind of teabags.

“Let’s go!” Talha rushes by me, holding his backpack in one hand and a piece of toast in the other. “I’m gonna be late!”

“Bye, Dadi,” I say awkwardly as I leave.

She frowns at me, then says, “Khuda hafiz,” and goes back to the kettle.

Okay then. I tell myself she’s not yet used to us, or this country, or even the stove she’s glaring at. She just got here, and she spent most of yesterday sleeping off her jet lag. I should give her time to get used to things.

Lots of time before I start my babysitting duties.

In the car, Talha starts complaining loudly about how late he’s running, so Abba drops him off first, even though my school starts earlier. I read the headlines from the CNN app while I wait. By the time I get to school, it’s five minutes past first bell and the halls are empty. I trudge inside and sign for a tardy slip. First period is English, which means Kim will be super chirpy because it’s her favorite subject.

Ms. Turner is standing in front of the metal storage cabinet at the back of the class, going through some papers. Her back is turned toward me, so I thank my lucky stars, slap the tardy slip on her desk quickly, and slide into my seat next to Kim.

“Where were you?” she whispers. “You missed the new kid’s intro.”

New kid? I look around. One row behind us, there’s a boy I’ve never seen before. He’s got brown skin the exact same shade as mine, and he’s wearing slacks and a button-down shirt all formal-like. He’s staring down at a notebook, his leg tapping like Talha’s when he’s nervous.

“He’s from Pakistan too,” Kim whispers. “Just like you. I didn’t catch his name, but it starts with an A. Doesn’t he look shy?”

I frown a little. “I’m not from Pakistan,” I protest. Kim knows I was born here. Why would she say that?

“I meant your family,” Kim replies, patting my arm. “Only the new kid just got here.”

“What do you mean? He just got to school?”

“No, silly, he just came to America. Over winter break.” Kim opens her eyes wide. “Isn’t that cool?”

“He’s an immigrant?” I ask, staring at the new kid’s black hair, straight and shiny like mine. Sugar Land has a high percentage of immigrants, but the kids I’ve met in school are all first- and second-generation American. I’ve never met someone who’s just moved here. I wonder what it’s like to move across oceans to live in a new place.

Then I remember Dadi, who also moved here over winter break. Suddenly I’m thinking of the international arrivals lounge at the airport and whether I saw the new kid’s family there on the weekend.

Probably not. The coincidence would be too wild.

Ms. Turner comes back to her desk with a stack of papers. “Okay, everyone. Let’s review what we learned last semester, just to make sure we didn’t forget anything.”

The class groans. Reviews are the worst. Ms. Turner hands out a quiz, and we get to work correcting sentence structure. It’s really easy, but I don’t mind the reminder. Perfect language is the sign of a good journalist.

Once Ms. Turner collects our quizzes, a snicker makes me turn around. “Bet I’ll get a higher score than you, Maha,” a nasal voice says.

It’s Tiffany Hawkins, our class meanie. I glare at her. She’s sitting down, but she still looks tall. Her blond hair is pulled back by silver barrettes, and she’s wearing makeup.

Makeup in seventh grade. Ugh, Ammi would give me such a lecture if I even suggested lip gloss. “I knew all the answers, thank you very much,” I reply, making my voice as cold as possible.

“We’ll see,” Tiffany says, and then she snaps her jaws together. Chewing gum is strictly not allowed in class, but what does she care? She acts like she’s the queen of seventh grade.

“Attention, please!” Ms. Turner is handing out another paper. “This semester your big group project is going to be a novel study. It’s not due until April, but I’m giving you all the materials early so you have plenty of time to work on it.”

“Yesss!” Kim pumps her hands in the air.

“There’s a list of books to choose from, as well as a rubric.” Ms. Turner continues. “And it’s a major grade, so choose your partners carefully.”

Kim turns to me, bursting with excitement. “Me and you, obviously.”

I roll my eyes. “Obviously.”

Tiffany leans over with a sly look. “This project is so boring, am I right?”

I may agree with Miss Queen Bee in my heart, but I’m not going to say it out loud in front of my best friend, who just happens to love novels with a passion. “I’m sure it’ll be great,” I reply coldly, trying to sound confident.

Tiffany flips her hair. It’s her signature move, one that she perfected in fifth grade when her hair grew long. “Well, mine will be,” she utters. “Not so sure about yours.”

My mouth drops open. What’s her problem? It’s the first period of the first day of class. How can she already be irritating me? “Ours will be fabulous!” I finally whisper-shout. Then I turn my back to her before she can respond.

“Our project is gonna be so bad!” Kim groans.

It’s lunchtime, and we’re sitting at our usual spot in the cafeteria near the windows. I’m eating Ammi’s chicken salad with cranberries, but it tastes like paper. “This needs a little something,” I say. “Maybe a spice.”

“Spices in salad? Gross.” Kim picks up a veggie chip from my lunch box and munches on it. “Are you even listening to me?”

I shake my head. “You’re freaking out when we haven’t even started the project. How do you know it’s going to be bad?”

Kim picks at her lunch. “I took a look at the book options, and they’re all full-length. There’s no way you’ll read a book that long in time.”

I set down my fork. “Excuse you. Do you doubt my reading abilities?” I say in my snootiest voice.

She raises her eyebrows. “Yup.”

I narrow my eyes at her in mock anger. “How dare you!” But it’s too funny, and I let out a laugh. “You’re right. I read very slowly.”

She leans into me for a second. “That’s not true. You just get distracted by other things.”

I put my hand over my heart. “I promise to not get distracted.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah! I wasn’t kidding earlier. This will be a fabulous project.” I pause. “Only, you have to explain what to do, because I have zero clue.”

Kim giggles. “Don’t worry. We’ll dedicate an entire homework session to it.”

My eye catches a movement across the table. It’s the boy from our English class. He walks to the table next to us and sits down quietly. Then he stares at his tray of food with a frowny face.

“That’s a sloppy joe,” I call out cheerfully. “It’s not too bad, for cafeteria food.”

He looks up at me. “Is it halal?” he asks. He’s got a Pakistani accent, like the ones in the dramas I watch with Ammi.

I frown. “Um, probably not.” My family is Muslim, but we don’t really follow all the halal food rules. We don’t eat pork, but beef and chicken are okay. “Sorry.”

The new kid is looking at his sandwich like he’s expecting it to start moving around. “I’ll just eat the vegetables,” he finally says sadly.

I don’t know what the big deal is, but I decide we need a change of subject. “I’m Maha,” I say. “Short for Mahnoor, only nobody calls me that except my dad when he’s mad at me.”

The boy looks up, his eyes shining. “My sister’s name is Noor. She’s two years old.”

“Cool,” I reply. Baby siblings are not really my forte.

“Are you from Pakistan?” he asks.

I grit my teeth. If someone else asked me that, I’d give them a lecture about not assuming where someone is born. But since he’s new, I give him a pass. “No, I was born here. I’m American.” He looks confused, so I take pity on him. “My parents are from Pakistan, though. They came here a long time ago, when they were college students.”

“Cool,” he says. “I’m Ahmad Mirza. I’m from Pakistan.” He says his first name the correct way, EH-mud, not the weird way Americans always say it: a-MAAD. It makes me grin. My name’s easy to pronounce, but Talha’s always gets garbled into TAL-a, like people can’t be bothered to sound the h out properly.

Ahmad ducks his head at my grin. I guess Kim’s right. He’s definitely shy.

“How’re you liking classes so far?” I ask.

He looks up. “Confusing. So many things are different here.” He looks like he wants to say more, but he stops and stares at his food.

I feel sorry for him. I would hate being in a new school without Kim.

Kim pats the table. “Come join us, Ahmad. We’ll share our food with you.”

Immediately, he brightens. It takes him a few seconds to pick up everything and move to sit next to us. He’s smiling now, and looks more relaxed. “Is your food halal?”

I sigh dramatically. “No, sorry. But you can have my salad; it tastes like the most delicious paper.”

Ahmad’s eyebrows reach his hairline. “Really?”

Kim and I burst into giggles. “I was joking!” I gasp.

He smiles shyly. “It’s okay. I’m slowly learning all your American jokes.”

I feel bad for teasing him. I take out an apple from my lunch box and offer it to him. “Friends?”

He looks startled. Then he smiles bigger. “Yes, friends.”
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Electives are the last period. Kim leaves me outside my classroom and heads to the auditorium for theater class. “It’ll be great!” I call out to her, and she rolls her eyes at me.

“There’s no hope for me,” she replies. “But you have fun.”

I take deep breaths, trying to keep my hands from shaking with excitement. An entire class period to talk about the news and how to tell it? I’m ninety percent sure it’s going to be awesome.

The other ten percent is making me want to puke, but I’m not telling Kim that.

I enter the classroom on a deep breath, telling my heart there’s no reason to thump like a drum.

My heart continues the drum beating like I’m not the boss of it.

It’s a small room, with ten desks and chairs lined up in a U shape facing a whiteboard. A few chairs are already taken, but I find one toward the center and sit down. A bearded man stands at the front. He’s wearing suspenders and looks like he’s Abba’s age. “Come in, friends!” he says. “I’m Mr. Goode. Welcome to media studies, which is one of my favorite topics.”

“Why?” someone calls out in a laughing way.

Mr. Goode smiles. “Good question! I teach here now, but for a long time I used to write a column for Sugar Land News. I love all sorts of media. Not just
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