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            Prologue

         
         Once there was a boy who lived with a monster. Not the kind under the bed or in the closet. This monster was real, and it
            was scary.
         

         
         Big and loud and furious.

         
         But sometimes this monster was also kind. Sometimes it laughed and told the funniest jokes. Sometimes the monster was weak,
            and the boy had to help it. At other times, the monster helped the boy.
         

         
         Often the boy hated the monster and wished it was dead.

         
         And the monster? It didn’t hate the boy at all. It wished the boy understood him better. It wished it wasn’t a monster.

         
         But if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.

         
         This is the story of the boy and the monster.

         
         Well, mostly. There are other stories in this book too, about animals and fairies and giants. About kings and queens and evil villains. Talking animals and shape-shifting creatures. Demons and gods. Legends and myths. 

         
         It’s up to you, dear reader, to decide what’s real, and what isn’t.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         My new house has a yellow door. That’s the first thing I notice about it, because let’s face it, yellow doors aren’t very
            common.
         

         
         I mean, I’m from Queens, New York, which has some of the funkiest people in the world, but I’ve never seen a yellow door there.

         
         Maybe Houston will be chill. Maybe the yellow door is a sign from God that my life is about to get better. Not that I’m holding
            my breath or anything. God has never really cared about me. He’s got more important things to do.
         

         
         “Be on your best behavior,” Abbu says from the driver’s seat.

         
         I drag my eyes from the yellow door and take in the rest of the house. It’s gray, with white shutters on the windows and a dark gray roof and no other color. Except for that yellow door, which is completely, I dunno, different. 

         
         I stare at it, wondering who painted it and why, and were they a little bit off their rocker when they made that decision?

         
         “Are you listening to me, Mohammad?” Abbu’s voice is louder now, the kind that sits squarely between “irritated” and “ready
            to rumble.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I reply quickly. I’m not ready to rumble with him. Not now, not ever.

         
         Which is why I don’t remind him that my name is Mo.

         
         I mean, okay, technically, it’s Mohammad, which is the most popular name in the world or something. But I’m called Mo by everyone
            except my dear father (can you hear the sarcasm?). Mumtaz Mirza doesn’t do anything he’s asked to do. He’s—what do they call
            it in westerns—a law unto himself.
         

         
         We stare at each other in the rear-view mirror. I can see the top half of his polo shirt, ironed like he’s trying to make
            a good impression, but crinkled at the collar. His face has a sneer built in, like it’s a part of his features. Part of him.
         

         
         That’s the worst part. The part that scares me.

         
         Our eyes are the same, medium brown with flecks of black. I want to have exactly zero things in common with this person, so
            the eye business always gets to me. I come from a long line of South Asian people, aka desi, and almost all of us have monochromatic
            eyes. Black. Dark brown. Light brown. Charcoal. Caramel. Mocha.
         

         
         You get the idea.

         
         But Abbu and I have these strange medium-brown eyes with black flecks, like nature decided to play a trick at the last minute.

         
         Abbu runs a steady hand over his hair, then opens the car door and gets out. “Come on, let’s go meet everyone.”

         
         By everyone, he means his sister, Naila, and her son. This is their house, in the middle of Houston, that we’re now going
            to be living in. We drove two days from New York with all our belongings in the trunk of Abbu’s old Corolla, so we could be
            with family or some stupid thing.
         

         
         Family is nothing to me. Sad but true.

         
         It’s also nothing to Abbu. He doesn’t like to meet people. He thinks the human race is a disgrace and that being alone is
            the best feeling in the world. Who cares about things like parents and spouses and siblings and blah blah?
         

         
         But apparently we’re pretending to be in love with family right now, since we don’t have anywhere else to live. Also sad but
            true. wwSo I’m going to behave like a good boy—yeah, right—and act all thankful that we have a place to stay.
         

         
         Here’s a secret, though.

         
         Secretly, I am grateful. I want to know what it feels like to be in a family with other people. Normal people, not Abbu.
         

         
         So even though I act all tough and roll my eyes, my heart thumps in my chest as I follow Abbu to the yellow door.

         
         *  *  *

         Speaking of secrets, I have many.

         
         You could say I’m a secretive kid. At my fifth-grade parent-teacher conference, Mrs. Jenner said, “Mo keeps to himself and doesn’t share much. He’s like the poster child of still waters run deep.” 

         
         Was I supposed to be flattered or offended? I couldn’t tell.

         
         Mama—she was around then—just chuckled like it was funny to be a still water or whatever.

         
         Like I was a deep lake, not a human being with feelings and needs and mountains of fears.

         
         I guess it helped her, thinking of me as a lake. You can leave a lake and drive away, knowing it will be around next year
            or the year after, if you want to visit again. You can say goodbye to a lake without worrying what it’s going to think of
            you leaving, or how it’s going to cope in a house all by itself with a father who’s always angry.
         

         
         Needless to say, there are no more parent-teacher conferences with my mother.

         
         Also not with my father, because he couldn’t care less about things like that.

         
         *  *  *

         “Salaam akaikum, salaam alaikum!” A heavyset woman with black hair in a bun and a cheery smile hugs me so tightly I gasp a
            little. We’re standing in the living room now, me and Abbu. The happy woman is Naila Phupo, who of course I’ve met online
            lots of times. Abbu loves video calls, because he doesn’t have to go anywhere or do anything, but he can still say he’s met
            all his . . . what-do-you-call-it? Social obligations.
         

         
         Naila Phupo doesn’t come across as a hugger on video calls, obviously. This is something new I’m learning about her. She lets me go, but then smiles and starts hugging me again. “Yakeen nahi aaraha! Tum itne barey hogaey!” I can’t believe it, you’ve grown so big. 

         
         “He’s thirteen now,” Abbu says proudly. “See how tall he is already.”

         
         “Just like you!” Naila Phupo finally releases me and grabs Abbu instead.

         
         Okay. This is weird. We’re so not a hugging family.

         
         Abbu chuckles awkwardly and pats his sister on the head like she’s a puppy.

         
         Naila Phupo lets Abbu go with a little sigh and points behind me. “Apne cousin se milo.” Meet your cousin.

         
         I turn. A dude stands near the wall, looking nervous. What has he got to be nervous about? This is his house, and I’m the
            one who’s just barged in with the intention of living here. No offense, but they don’t seem rich. The furniture in the living
            room looks older than the state of Texas. And the house is small.
         

         
         Being from New York, I can’t really complain. The apartments are like shoeboxes there, and I’m not talking the big sneaker
            boxes. I’m talking those tiny shoes people put on babies, even though they can’t walk yet.
         

         
         I exaggerate, but you get my meaning.

         
         “Hey.” I nod to the dude. My cousin. I can’t remember his name, but I’m sure someone will tell me.

         
         All three of them look at me in disappointment. Great. I haven’t been here five minutes and I’m already disappointing people left and right. 

         
         Of course that makes me want to be obnoxious, because why not? “Whazzup?” I say.

         
         “Mohammad!” Abbu says loudly. “Sahih se salaam karo!” Say salaam properly.

         
         He must be kidding. Since when did he get so religious?

         
         I look at him and realize that he is not, in fact, kidding. He’s got that look on his face, the one especially for outsiders.
            Big, toothy smile. Gleaming eyes. The sneer is still there, but masked until it’s almost gone.
         

         
         Almost, but not quite. It’s hiding in plain sight, warning me to be on my best behavior.

         
         Problem is, me and good behavior aren’t really on speaking terms. I grit my teeth and hold out my right hand. “Salaam alaikum.
            I’m Mo.”
         

         
         My cousin smiles nervously and shakes my hand like it’s covered in germs. “Walaikum assalam. I’m Rayyan.”

         
         Naila Phupo laughs. “He knows that, silly.”

         
         The way Rayyan looks at me, one eyebrow raised, it’s obvious that he knows the truth. I’d totally forgotten his name. In my
            defense, he hardly ever came on the video calls, lucky guy. I wouldn’t have either, if Abbu hadn’t dragged me out of my room
            and in front of the screen every time.
         

         
         Anyway.

         
         The silence is awkward, so I sit down on an ancient-looking sofa. The threadbare fabric is covered in faded flowers, and the whole thing creaks like it’s gonna break any second. I sit up straight, trying to put my weight on my legs instead of my butt. 

         
         Rayyan’s mouth twitches. Wait, is this dude laughing at me?

         
         He’s tall, but not taller than me. He’s also very thin, with his bones sticking out every which way. Doesn’t he eat?

         
         Abbu sinks down next to me, putting all his weight on his butt. “Ahhh, shukar.”

         
         “How was your trip?” Phupo asks. “We have so much to catch up on!”

         
         I ignore her, because this is officially grown-up talk. You know, the weather, politics, who’s married to whom, and other
            stupid stuff. I don’t need to answer, because I’m a kid.
         

         
         Abbu closes his eyes and mumbles something, so apparently he’s not into grown-up talk either. His grin is almost gone now,
            like it was too exhausting to keep up the pretense.
         

         
         Naila Phupo chatters on. It takes her twenty minutes to hit on all the highlights: the blistering heat even though it’s October,
            a dirty political campaign for mayor, and the wedding of a relative I’ve never heard of.
         

         
         Then she circles back like a pro to the weather in New York and how she’s glad she doesn’t live in snow, but seeing the fall
            colors for once in her life would be incredible.
         

         
         Wow, this lady. She can talk.

         
         All this time, I’ve been staring at Rayyan’s jeans, which are too short for his legs. They’re faded, but not in a fashionable way. More like an it’s-past-time-to-buy-new-jeans way. His socks peek out of his slippers, which are also faded. Threads hang out of the ends of the laces, and there are scuff marks on both toes. 

         
         “What are you looking at?” Rayyan whispers.

         
         I blink. “Nothing.”

         
         He narrows his eyes like he knows I’m lying.

         
         His mom’s convo shifts to Abbu’s new job. Apparently there’s a nearby garage that’s hired him for a trial run. “We’ll see
            how it goes,” Abbu says. “I may not like it.”
         

         
         “It’s just for the time being,” Naila Phupo says soothingly. “You’ll find something else, inshallah.”

         
         Abbu nods casually. “I’ve already got feelers out; don’t worry.”

         
         He’s got an accounting degree, but he’s never really held a job for too long. His last stint was keeping the books at a mechanic
            shop in Queens, so I’m guessing that’s where he got this referral from, even though he’d be fixing things instead of doing
            calculations.
         

         
         Finally, finally, Naila Phupo stops chattering and stands up. “Dinner will be in an hour,” she says with another cheek-splitting
            smile.
         

         
         Abbu stands up too, and yawns. “So soon?” he grumbles. “I want to rest for a while.”

         
         Nobody mentions how he’s being a baby right now. Inconveniencing his sister even though she’s made him dinner. Like I said,
            a law unto himself.
         

         
         “Koi baat nahi, bhai,” Phupo says quickly. No worries, brother. “I’ll show you your room.”

         
         They walk toward the door, then she turns back like she’s just thought of something. “Rayyan, beta, why don’t you take Mohammad . . .
            sorry, Mo . . . to your room?”
         

         
         Rayyan nods slowly, like the movement is painful. “You mean our room.”
         

         
         What they really mean is I’m going to share a room. With another person. Someone I don’t know and am not interested in knowing.
            Like, ever.
         

         
         This is awful. I didn’t share a room even in my baby-shoebox-size apartment in Queens, New York.

         
         Rayyan gets up and goes toward the staircase. He’s assuming I’ll follow him. I debate what to do. Maybe I can just sleep here
            on this sofa that’s falling to pieces. It’s not too bad, once you get used to it.
         

         
         Abbu turns to me. “Go, fool!” And yup, his sneer is back where it belongs.

         
         I scramble up and hurry after Rayyan before things get any worse.
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         This is what I learn about my cousin Rayyan in the sixty minutes we spend in his room.

         
         Sorry, our room.

         
         One, he’s thirteen, same as me. Okay, I knew that already in some corner of my brain, but I hadn’t really thought about it.
            Mama used to tell me she and her sister-in-law were pregnant at the same time. “We attended family events together wearing
            the same maternity clothes,” she’d say, looking annoyed, like it was all my fault.
         

         
         What can I say? Mama likes to stand out from the crowd.

         
         Two, Rayyan’s dad is dead. Again, it’s another thing I knew, but not all the details. What I find out today is that he was,
            get this, murdered.
         

         
         I think I make a choking sound when Rayyan drops it into casual conversation.

         
         “Shot in broad daylight,” Rayyan insists. I think he thinks I don’t believe him.
         

         
         Oh, I believe him. It’s too bizarre not to be true. “Who was it?” I ask. “Who shot him?”

         
         My cousin’s shoulders slump. “That’s the real question, isn’t it?”

         
         Okay, that means nobody knows. Not even the police. Cool, cool. I have a dozen other questions, but I don’t want to look eager,
            so I decide to take it slow. I’m going to be living here. I’ll have plenty of time to get to the bottom of this murder business.
         

         
         Three, Rayyan’s a smart kid, as evidenced by a shelf crammed full of trophies, medals, and plaques. He’s got Honor Roll and
            Winner of Texas Public Schools STEM Award and Regional Spelling Bee Finalist blah blah blah. There’s also a bookshelf full of very thick books, mostly nonfiction. Half of them have “introduction” in
            the title.
         

         
         Introduction to mathematics. Introduction to the human body. Introduction to engineering. Introduction to machine systems.

         
         Geez, this kid has no life.

         
         Rayyan notices me noticing. “You like reading?” he asks.

         
         I shrug. “I prefer stories. Folktales, to be exact.”

         
         He gapes like I’ve said something blasphemous. “Like what? Davy Crockett?”

         
         I roll my eyes. How Texan of him. “No, desi folktales. Stories from India, Pakistan, Bengal, Sri Lanka . . . ya know.”

         
         “How did you get into folktales?” he asks, frowning like I’m a puzzle he wants to solve. “They’re not exactly popular with
            kids.”
         

         
         I pause. The story of how I got into folktales is really personal and a little painful. It all began with a very special dude
            called Patel Uncle. He was my neighbor, but also basically my friend, even though he was old enough to be my grandfather.
         

         
         “Maybe I’ll tell you someday,” I finally reply.

         
         Rayyan nods like that’s enough for him. Like he understands personal and painful things.

         
         So now one more thing I know about my cousin is that he thinks Davy Crockett is a folktale worth reading. He needs to be educated
            about life outside Texas, is what I’m thinking.
         

         
         The only question I still have about this kid is why he’s so thin. I mean, sure, this family isn’t rich, but still. He’s got
            his skin hanging off his bones in a way that looks very uncomfortable. I open my mouth to ask, when he points to a pillbox
            on his desk. “Don’t touch that. It’s got all my medicines.”
         

         
         Ah, a perfect segue.

         
         “What meds?” I ask casually, like I couldn’t be less interested.

         
         Which, you know, I’m not. It’s just that I like to have information at my fingertips. I like knowing things, being prepared.

         
         It’s the only way to survive in the Mirza family.

         
         Rayyan inspects his scuffed slippers. “Um, I had liver disease when I was younger.”

         
         “O-kayyy . . .”

         
         He looks up suddenly. “Don’t worry,” he assures me. “I’m fine now. But I still have to take pills. They’re mostly herbal supplements
            Mama pushes on me, but still.”
         

         
         “Herbal supplements!” I put my hand on my chest. “Phew. You scared me for a second.”

         
         He narrows his eyes. “Are you trying to be funny?”

         
         “Me? No, I never joke.” This is one hundred percent correct. It’s my line in the sand. I’ll do a lot of things for a reaction.
            Joking isn’t one of them.
         

         
         “Ever?” Rayyan looks surprised.

         
         “Ever.”

         
         “Not even a knock-knock joke? But why?”

         
         What is this, therapy? I shrug and move to what I’ve just learned is my side of the room. It’s not too bad. The room is big,
            and it’s got two single beds on opposite ends with a window in the middle. The beds are covered with these stupid plaid quilts,
            like we’re in old-timey Scotland or something. I sit down very carefully on mine, hoping it doesn’t creak or tremble like
            the living room sofa.
         

         
         When nothing happens, I relax.

         
         Rayyan is still giving me the curious side-eye, so I get up again and unpack my stuff. It’s basically a gym bag with some
            clothes, shoes, a few books. I’m sharing a closet with Rayyan, and it takes me less than five minutes to put everything in.
         

         
         Then there’s my boxing gloves. When I take them out, Rayyan’s eyes grow big as plates. “You box?” he squeaks.

         
         This guy’s questions never end. “Sometimes,” I mutter.

         
         I place the gloves under my bed. They don’t go in the closet. I need them close to me, just to feel . . . something. I dunno.
            It’s hard to explain.
         

         
         Rayyan says, “You should take a nap too, like your abbu.”

         
         My neck snaps up. “What . . . he’s just tired from all the driving.”

         
         “I know.” Rayyan’s face is blank, like he hasn’t just opened up the grossest can of worms in the history of the world.

         
         Does he know about Abbu? Even though they just met, he’s my cousin, so I’m guessing nothing is really hidden from him.

         
         I bet they talk about my family when they’re alone. Look at that poor loser Mohammad, his dad is totally bonkers.

         
         Ha, if they only knew.

         
         *  *  *

         The first time someone learned the truth about Abbu, I was eight years old.

         
         I was super excited because a friend from school, Jonah Wiley, was coming to our apartment for a playdate.

         
         Okay, a few things to remember here. One, this was a long time ago, before I became all hard and jaded. I used to get excited
            about things. I used to look forward to stuff.
         

         
         I also used to call friend visits playdates (ugh), but we’ll pretend that never happened.

         
         Two, this was before my life turned into a trash fire. Mama still lived with us. Abbu was still okay, most days.

         
         Like I said, I was young, and kinda ignorant. “Carefree” is the word I’m looking for here.

         
         Anyway, Jonah came over this one afternoon. Mama smiled. Abbu clapped his back and said, “Welcome, son, it’s so great to see
            you.”
         

         
         I couldn’t stop grinning, I remember that clearly.

         
         We played video games in my room. Mama brought out snacks with more smiles, and said, “Let me know if you boys need anything.”

         
         We played some more video games.

         
         That’s when Abbu started shouting from the next room.

         
         I couldn’t tell you what it was about. Not because it was so long ago, but because he was always mad about something and if
            you tried to think too hard about what his issue was at any particular time, you’d go nuts.
         

         
         So Abbu started shouting, and then Mama, who could never just ignore the problem, started talking back to him, which made
            it way worse, as usual.
         

         
         Abbu doesn’t like anyone talking back to him.

         
         What I didn’t understand was, if I knew this fact about my father at the age of eight, why didn’t my mother? Why didn’t she
            realize that engaging with a bully made things ten times worse?
         

         
         So here I was sitting with Jonah Wiley in my room, playing video games, and there were my parents arguing away in the other room. I picked up the TV remote and maxed out the volume. The sounds of guns and rockets and people saying “Got ’em!” echoed in the air. 

         
         Big mistake.

         
         Abbu strode into the room, eyes bulging. “What is this racket?” he thundered.

         
         Jonah was so startled he dropped his controller and squeaked.

         
         I remained quiet. No engaging with the bully, remember?

         
         Abbu totally ignored my friend. He focused on me and let loose a torrent of words. Something about me being a useless kid,
            only making noise and playing stupid video games instead of studying and being respectful, et cetera.
         

         
         He kept going on and on.

         
         My heart pounded, and I felt this wave of heat in my body. I guess it was emotions or whatever? Embarrassment. Fear. Worry.

         
         I didn’t make eye contact. I put my controller down and stared at his feet. Well, stared at his dirty socks with a hole in
            the left big toe, actually.
         

         
         This was the way to deal with Abbu. Not by arguing, not by showing fear or anger or anything else.

         
         Abbu eventually got tired and left. I shuddered to take in a deep breath. The silence felt almost violent after all the noise.

         
         “Dude, what’s wrong with your dad?”

         
         That’s when I realized that Jonah was still there. I turned to look at him. He was staring at me with pink cheeks and wide,
            scared eyes.
         

         
         “Uh, he . . .” I stopped because I really had no excuse. What was I going to say? My father is sick? Crazy? A weirdo?

         
         At the age of eight, I wasn’t even sure why he was like this. He just was.

         
         Like the way our Queens apartment was always cold, or the way I had a tiny mole inside my right elbow.

         
         Abbu was the way he was. Always. Forever.

         
         Later I found out he’s got a mental condition. I’ll explain all that some other time. It takes me a while to find the words
            for it.
         

         
         But back when I was eight, I’d always hoped that all dads were like mine. Maybe it was—what’s the word?—testosterone that
            made men all angry, you know? The guys in the video games definitely acted all macho, full of scowls and snarls. Maybe that
            was just . . . men.
         

         
         But Jonah’s reaction made me realize I’d been digging my head in the sand.

         
         It wasn’t all dads. Not even some dads.

         
         It was just my dad. Abbu.

         
         Jonah insisted on calling his mom and getting picked up early. Abbu grumbled, “Good riddance,” and went to take a nap. “If
            someone wants me to babysit their kid, they better pay me.”
         

         
         Never mind that if anyone was babysitting, it was Mama.

         
         The next morning, Jonah told Alex all about his horrible visit to my house. Alex was supposed to keep it quiet, but he told Juan and Tamika, who then told the entire class at recess. By the end of the day, all of third grade knew what had happened. 

         
         And in classic third-grade style, they’d added to the story.

         
         First, Abbu was ugly and loud.

         
         Then he was a criminal. Oh, some people said he was in the mafia. Honestly, I wouldn’t have minded that. It sounded way cooler
            than the real thing. That he was a dude who couldn’t control his anger. That he was unstable. Scary.
         

         
         So scary.

         
         That afternoon, Sarah Tomlinson sat next to me in the bus. She flipped her shiny blond braid over her shoulder and whispered,
            “I’m sorry your dad’s such a monster, Mo.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         We eat dinner in a little dining area off the kitchen. Naila Phupo flutters around the table, passing dishes of chicken curry,
            maash daal, and raita. She’s also made roti by hand, all fluffy and warm from the stove.
         

         
         “You’ve outdone yourself, Naila,” Abbu says, pleased. His sneer is in hiding again, and his hair looks combed and styled.
            The rest has done him good, I guess. He almost looks happy.
         

         
         Naila Phupo smiles. “It’s nothing.”

         
         I eat quickly. I can’t remember the last time I had such delicious Pakistani food. It’s not even fancy, just plain, wholesome
            stuff that makes me feel happy.
         

         
         Who knew food could do that?

         
         The chicken is just the right amount of spicy, and the daal melts in my mouth with creamy goodness. And the roti. Oh my god, it’s like heaven. 

         
         Naila Phupo is my new favorite person.

         
         Come to think of it, my only favorite person. I grab another roti from the covered plate in the center of the table. It’s
            so good I could eat it plain.
         

         
         “Slow down, Mohammad!” Abbu growls. “You’re so uncouth.”

         
         “Let him be,” Phupo says, still smiling. “It’s a compliment, how he’s eating my food.” She pats Rayyan on the head. “This
            one hardly eats.”
         

         
         Abbu calms down a bit. He glances at Rayyan. “Keeping your figure for the ladies, eh?”

         
         Rayyan looks startled. “Er.”

         
         His mom shakes her head. She finally sits down on a chair and takes some food. “Bhai,” she says in a soft, chiding tone. “We’re
            Muslim.”
         

         
         Abbu scoffs. “So? He can’t look at the ladies? Where does it say that?”

         
         I stare at my plate. Who’s going to tell my father that yes, in fact, it says in the Quran not to look at the opposite gender,
            and also that his nephew is in middle school, so chances are he’s not looking at any ladies anyway.
         

         
         He seems the decent type. The good boy.

         
         My opposite.

         
         Naila Phupo clears her throat. “So, tomorrow is school, Mo,” she says to me. “Are you ready?”

         
         Wait, what?

         
         My head whips up. “Tomorrow?” I croak. I’d thought it would take a few days to get me registered in school here. Like, wouldn’t
            Abbu have to talk to the admin, show them we live here now? Don’t you need documents and stuff?
         

         
         “Yes, tomorrow,” she replies. “I already filled out the forms, and your father signed them on the computer from New York.
            It’s all taken care of.”
         

         
         “But . . .”

         
         She goes on. “Plus, it’s mid-October, so you don’t want to miss too many days. School starts in August here, you know.”

         
         I swallow. The roti seems suddenly dry in my mouth.

         
         Listen, it’s not like I hate school or anything. I’m pretty good at studying, you know. And I’m fine being the new kid. I
            just, I dunno, want to stay still for a minute. There are too many new things, new people, in my life suddenly.
         

         
         I just need a minute.

         
         “You won’t be alone,” Rayyan says quietly from beside me. “I’m in the same grade as you. I’m sure we’ll share most of our
            classes.”
         

         
         Naila Phupo beams. “Won’t that be nice? Kitna maza aaega!” How much fun you’ll have.

         
         I highly doubt that, but I nod. Whatever.

         
         “Good. End of discussion.” Abbu slaps a hand on the table. “Pass me the chicken.”
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         Alice Walker Middle School is two streets away from my aunt’s house, which is great for a lot of reasons.

         
         For example, I don’t have to wake up too early in the morning. Like, ten minutes before we need to leave should give me plenty
            of time to get ready. Only I’ve forgotten that I have a roommate now, and apparently he takes longer to get ready than a girl
            dressing up for a beauty pageant.
         

         
         Choosing clothes.

         
         Taking a shower.

         
         Inspecting his face for, I’m guessing, pimples.

         
         Fixing the laces on those beat-up sneakers that need to be thrown away, like, yesterday.

         
         There are other things too, but I groan and hide my head under my pillow. I had my usual nightmares all night long, so my head is all fuzzy. “Why are you being so . . . meticulous?” 

         
         “Meticulous?” Rayyan looks at me from his desk chair. “That’s a big word. Did you learn it from one of your folktales?”

         
         I did, but I’m not admitting it. He looks way too amused for my liking. And not anywhere near as meek as the day before. Maybe
            he’s one of those people who take a while to warm up and show their true colors.
         

         
         I don’t trust that kind of people. Just FYI.

         
         I yawn. “Remind me to wow you with a story later.”

         
         “Sure.” He goes back to his sneakers. “You better get ready. Mama won’t let you leave without eating breakfast.”

         
         He sounds grumpy when he says this, but here’s what he doesn’t know: I’d kill for a mother who insists on breakfast.

         
         Or lunch or dinner.

         
         Or anything, really. Even those herbal supplements on my cousin’s desk would be the highlight of my day.

         
         I have this hazy memory of Mama that I sometimes take out from my mind like a shiny treasure.

         
         She sits on my bed, holding a picture book. I’m four years old, maybe five. I’m snuggled up to her, and she’s got her arm
            around me. I don’t think I can read yet, but the pictures in the book are bright and colorful. There’s a bear in a forest.
            And a little white boy with blond hair just like hers.
         

         
         She’s reading me the story, and she’s rubbing my head, and then she’s laughing at something funny the bear said. Or maybe the boy said it, since bears can’t talk. 

         
         On the other hand, it’s a children’s picture book, so maybe the bear is the one talking.
         

         
         Who am I to judge?

         
         So, basically, I had a mother once too.

         
         Oh, she’s still around, don’t get me wrong. Still my mother. Still alive and well, but far, far away from me on some work
            thing. She hasn’t read with me or smiled at me in a long time, not that I need her to. I’m a big boy.
         

         
         I climb out of bed, grab some clothes, and head for the bathroom. “You didn’t answer me,” I call out. “Why’re you being so
            meticulous? Is this going to happen every morning, because let me tell you, I’m rethinking this whole room-sharing arrangement.”
         

         
         There’s silence, which is okay. I don’t need someone talking to me while I pee. It takes me ten minutes to get dressed, brush
            my teeth, and straighten out my hair. It’s long, almost to my chin. Perfect, really, because it hides the fake earring I wear
            in one ear.
         

         
         Not completely hides, mind you. What would be the point of the earring if people couldn’t see it?

         
         Abbu hates my entire look. Oh yeah. Mission accomplished.

         
         When we get to the kitchen, Naila Phupo’s already there. She’s made us parathas and omelets, which kinda shocks me. I was
            expecting cereal or a protein bar at the most. “You did all this?”
         

         
         “Only because it’s your first day,” she replies merrily. “Don’t get used to it.”

         
         I breathe a little easier. I don’t want to hate on my cousin for having such a perfect mom. Especially since he’s looking
            at his plate with a scowl.
         

         
         I forgot Rayyan’s allergic to eating. I slap him on the back. “Dig in, dude!”

         
         *  *  *

         Another benefit of your school being close is that you can walk instead of taking the bus.

         
         I don’t like school buses, because they’re smelly and make me nauseous. Also, you never know when somebody you don’t like
            will sit next to you and say something horrible.
         

         
         An example: Sarah Tomlinson’s comment about my father in third grade. I’ve hated school buses since then. Go figure.

         
         I pull my backpack higher on my shoulder and follow him. “What’s your school like?” I ask Rayyan.

         
         “It’s school,” he replies with a grunt.

         
         I give him a thumbs-up. “Genius response, dude. So helpful.”

         
         He gives a sad little laugh. “Eh, you just have to keep your head down and not make waves.”

         
         “But I’m a master wave maker,” I protest. “Tsunami-size waves.”

         
         Rayyan groans. “That’s all I need.”

         
         I raise my eyebrows. “What? You thought this earring was for show?”

         
         “It’s not . . . your ear isn’t really . . . ,” he stutters.

         
         I scoff. “No, it’s not pierced, but this is still an earring. Gives a certain message, ya know? And I’m just waiting till
            I’m old enough to get tattoos.”
         

         
         His eyes bulge. “Seriously? Isn’t it, like, against Islam or something?”

         
         I grin. I’m not really serious.

         
         Okay, maybe fifty percent. “I’ll see how I feel when I’m eighteen,” I tell him.

         
         He sighs. “I have a whole list of things to do before then.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         He swallows like he’s getting ready to tell his biggest secrets. “Van Meter High School. Valedictorian. Early college. Premed.”

         
         I don’t know what this Van Meter thing is, but it sounds ultra boring. “Whoa,” I say. “Slow down, Sheikh Chilli.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         I stop and give him my best are-you-for-real look. “You don’t know Sheikh Chilli? Never heard his stories?”

         
         “I told you that I prefer . . .”

         
         I shake my head and start walking again. “Sheikh Chilli’s stories are funny, but they have deep messages. Well, all folktales
            do. But his most famous one is the khayali pulao.”
         

         
         Rayyan frowns. “Pulao is the rice dish Mama makes on Saturdays. But why khayali?”

         
         “It means imaginary.”

         
         He grits his teeth. It’s obvious from the way his lips pinch together and his jaw gets a muscle tic. “Yes, I know that. But why? Was this Sheikh Chilli a cook?” 

         
         Ugh, this dude.

         
         *  *  *

         Here’s the thing with folktales, or folklore, or whatever. They don’t follow a set genre or category. You can have ghost stories,
            monster stories, love stories, or war stories. You can also have stories with jokes or morals or absolutely nothing. Shocking,
            I know.
         

         
         I guess that’s why I like folktales. They don’t have rules.

         
         If you wanted to introduce folktales to a newbie, you’d begin with a short, funny story. Maybe a moral. Or a joke.

         
         But as I’ve said before, I don’t like jokes.

         
         In stories, Sheikh Chilli is this goofy guy whose whole life is a never-ending series of stupid antics. I’m talking being
            attacked by a bear and offering him vegetables from his basket kind of stupid. Or sitting on a tree branch while cutting it
            down stupid.
         

         
         FYI, the real Sheikh Chilli was the complete opposite. A wise saint who taught a Mughal prince. I don’t know where the stories
            of his being a total loser came from, but they’re a part of South Asian folklore now.
         

         
         Anyway, once upon a time Sheikh Chilli goes to the market for eggs. In some versions, it’s a pot of oil, but eggs sound better,
            maybe because of the omelet I ate for breakfast. It doesn’t matter.
         

         
         So the sheikh buys some eggs and puts them in a basket, and puts the basket on his head like one of those washerwomen we see in pictures of villages. 

         
         Basically, carrying things on your head was a legit way of transporting goods back then. You know, if you didn’t have a donkey
            or horse.
         

         
         Sheikh Chilli starts to walk back to his house, and probably the journey is boring. Without the radio or Bluetooth, you’ve
            got lots of time to think, right? Only thinking is this guy’s biggest problem. He always gets into jams when he’s thinking
            too hard. So he thinks about the eggs and how much each of them costs. Only now that he’s got them, what if they all hatch,
            and he ends up with a lot of chickens? And guess what those chickens will do when they turn into hens?
         

         
         Lay more eggs!

         
         Then he thinks he’ll come back to the market with a whole lotta eggs and sell them every week or whatever schedule hens lay
            eggs on. I don’t know, I’m not a farmer. But Sheikh Chilli thinks he’ll become rich selling all these eggs. Maybe there’s
            an egg shortage and he can charge a lot. Or maybe the current egg seller dies, and Sheikh Chilli takes over his business.
            Who knows how this guy’s mind works? It’s a mystery.
         

         
         Anyway, he’s planning to get rich off eggs, and then he’ll build a house instead of living in his little cottage or whatever.
            (This part I’m guessing, because the stories don’t say what sort of house Sheikh Chilli lives in.)
         

         
         So now he’s planning his house as he walks with that basket on his head. It’s gonna have lots of rooms, one for eating and one for sitting, and several rooms for sleeping, blah blah. But then he’ll be lonely in that big house, obviously, so he’ll need a wife. Since he’ll be a rich dude at that point, Chilli the Egg Merchant or whatever, all the girls will fall at his feet. He’ll get married to the most beautiful one, obviously, since this is his imagination. And then they’ll have a nice family with servants and kids, then grandkids, all the while selling eggs. 

         
         Or maybe by this time, he’s branched into other foods, like milk or butter. Maybe he’s bought a bakery or a butcher shop too.
            He’s Sheikh Chilli, after all. Anything’s possible.
         

         
         By now, he’s close to his house—sorry, cottage—thinking about his grandkids and how he’s going to play with them, when he
            bumps into somebody passing by and drops . . . guess what? His egg basket.
         

         
         Yup. All the eggs are smashed on the ground.

         
         That’s basically his dream going up in flames. Or yolks or whatever.

         
         Sheikh Chilli starts yelling at the person, saying he won’t have his big house or his lovely wife or his grandkids now that
            his eggs are smashed.
         

         
         That makes the other guy laugh, like duh. “Stop making khayali pulao, Sheikh sahib,” he says. “You need to stop thinking and
            start doing.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Rayyan is the best type of listener. He doesn’t interrupt me until we reach the school. Then he nods slowly and says, “That’s
            a good story, even if it’s made up.”
         

         
         I shrug. “It’s a folktale. There’s some truth and some lies. But it’s all good.”

         
         Rayyan opens the big wooden door for me like a total gentleman. “I’m not cooking khayali pulao, though,” he says quietly.
            “I’m actually doing something to achieve my dreams.”
         

         
         Seeing as we’re roommates, I know I’ll probably learn all about his doing something very soon.
         

         
         It’s gonna make for great storytelling.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4

         
         Texas schools are weird.

         
         There’s the pledge of allegiance in first period, which is fine. My family may be from Pakistan, but I’m an American through
            and through. I can recite the pledge. Well, kinda.
         

         
         Here’s where it gets tricky, though. There’s another pledge after the first one. Get this: allegiance to the Texas flag.

         
         What the . . . ?

         
         Does anyone else think this is messed up? Why on earth are we pledging our loyalty to a state? It boggles the mind.

         
         I look around homeroom. Rayyan is standing next to me. He’s got his right hand on his chest, and his eyes are closed. Ugh,
            the Goody Two-Shoes.
         

         
         Some kids are looking around. A few have their eyes closed like Rayyan, but I suspect they’re dozing.

         
         Good news, most students think swearing to the Texas flag is a bit much.

         
         Our homeroom teacher is a dark-haired lady named Mrs. Perez. I know this because there’s a big sign in cartoon script on top
            of the whiteboard. Welcome to Mrs. Perez’s Class. I’m guessing she’s the English teacher because she’s got The Chronicles of Narnia and A Wrinkle in Time quotes all over the walls. There’s even one from Ghost, by my favorite author, Jason Reynolds: “You can’t run away from who you are, but what you can do is run toward who you want
            to be.”
         

         
         That’s me in a nutshell, ladies and gentlemen. Or at least, trying.

         
         Anyway, the pledges end, then there’s a moment of silence—don’t ask—and then morning announcements. I tune out.

         
         We’re reminded to put away our phones, otherwise there will be consequences. Neither Rayyan nor I owns a phone (unbelievable,
            I know!), so we’re fine. The rest of the class scrambles to put their devices away. I roll my eyes and tune out again.
         

         
         The teacher gets started with, you guessed it, A Wrinkle in Time. She reads some pages, then passes around a handout with questions.
         

         
         Mrs. Whatsit tells Meg that her faults will be useful in her adventure. Usually, our faults are things that we want to change. Why do you think she says this? Write out a list of your faults and think about how they might be useful in your own adventures.

         
         Er, no thanks.

         
         I look over at Rayyan, who’s busy writing his response. What’s he gonna say? My faults are not eating enough? Studying too
            hard? Someone should tell him overproductivity isn’t a good look.
         

         
         I’ve seen kids like him before. There were a few high achievers in my old school. Only I stayed very, very far away from them.
            I preferred to maintain a certain, ahem, reputation.
         

         
         Aka, my faults. Yes, Mrs. Whatsit, I have a bunch of ’em.

         
         Let’s see. Mo Mirza’s list of faults.

         
         Bad boy, obviously. Doesn’t care about anything. Steals from the bodega near his apartment. Stay away from him, he might just
            beat you up.
         

         
         (In my defense, the only thing I ever stole was an apple or a banana, when my parents couldn’t be bothered to feed me. Nothing
            major.)
         

         
         Yeah. Everyone in my old school knew my rep. And the kids who stayed away from me the most? Kids like Rayyan.

         
         Only now, Rayyan is my cousin and my roommate, so he can’t really stay away, can he?

         
         English ends, and we go to the next class. And then the next, and the next. It’s all a blur, partly because I’m half asleep
            after a night of bad dreams, a strange bed, and Rayyan’s snoring.
         

         
         And partly because every single class is boring, which, to be honest, I was expecting. They’re mostly honors classes, which
            means more studying. More textbooking, more teacher lecturing, more ugh.
         

         
         I mean, I’m a good student, but please. Let’s not go overboard with the academics.

         
         I zone out for most of the day. A walking, talking zombie, that’s me. Rayyan chatters as he points out things around the school.
            The library, the chess club hangout (shudder!), the water fountain that never works. The one that does.
         

         
         The cafeteria, and how it’s Wacky Wednesday, which means cheese nachos or whatever.

         
         Spoiler alert: I don’t care.

         
         Also, the cafeteria is wild. The entire back wall is a gigantic mural of cowboys and horses. I’m not kidding. I spend most
            of my lunch staring at it, trying to figure out if it’s a scene from the artist’s imagination or some real-life history lesson.
         

         
         Finally we get to last period, which is—drumroll, please—biology. In case you’re wondering: we don’t have to study all of
            science this year. Honors students have ninth-grade biology even though we’re in eighth grade. We actually get to sit in a
            science lab instead of a regular classroom.
         

         
         Look, I’m not a science nerd or brainiac. I’m definitely not planning to go to med school like Rayyan or anything. But this
            class, this subject, seems cool so far. There’s a full-size plastic skeleton standing in the corner near the windows, and
            that alone makes me smile. He’s wearing a backward cap on his head—sorry, skull. Red clown shoes are on his feet.
         

         
         Pretty funny, even for someone like me.

         
         The biology teacher is called Mr. Pigao. He’s thin, with floppy black hair, and get this: he’s wearing a lab coat. It should make him look dorky, but it doesn’t. He’s grinning, but who wouldn’t be if they stared at a clown skeleton all day? 

         
         Or maybe because it’s the last class of the day and he gets to go home soon. Who knows?

         
         “Mr. Pigao is my favorite teacher,” Rayyan tells me as he sits down on the lab chair next to me.

         
         I eye him sideways. “You mean all
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