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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.
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“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 online, but also traditional media like newspapers and magazines. They’re all fascinating.”

My heart leaps. Fascinating is exactly the right word. I can’t believe my luck. Mr. Goode’s smile is friendly and kind, plus he was a columnist for our local paper. He’s probably got tons of wisdom to share with us.

I raise my hand. “What sort of column did you write?”

Mr. Goode turns to me. “Local interviews, mostly.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Like celebrities?”

“Nope, nothing so glamorous.” Mr. Goode chuckles. “Mostly local people in politics and industry. Those who might have something important to say.”

I’m so happy, I want to jump out of my seat. This. Mr. Goode understands. Now all he has to do is teach me. Easy.

The second bell rings, and Mr. Goode turns to his desk. I get ready to be fascinated. Then somebody slides into the empty seat beside me and I hear, “Omahgawd, Maha?”

I shiver because that nasal voice grates on my nerves like chalk on those old-timey blackboards. I turn in slow motion. Don’t let it be her, don’t let it be her.

It’s her. “Tiffany, what are you doing here?” I whisper. She’s a born drama queen; I was sure she’d have taken theater or even orchestra.

She glares at me like I’ve infiltrated her house. “What are you doing here?”

I glare back. Trust Tiffany the Queen Bee to act like she owns a school subject. “Can’t you see . . . ?”

Mr. Goode clears his throat. “Can you girls please chat on your own time?”

Everyone turns to look at us. “Oh, no, we weren’t chatting!” I say quickly. “We’re not even friends.”

“We’re in the same homeroom,” Tiffany corrects me. “And we’re neighbors.”

This is technically true, since we both live in the same neighborhood. Still, calling Tiffany my neighbor is like a deer calling an antelope its neighbor because they both live in Africa.

We give each other the stink eye, which is oddly satisfying.

Mr. Goode sighs. “This seems to be the perfect time for introductions,” he announces. “Name and why you signed up for this course, please.”

Tiffany flips her hair. “Tiffany Hawkins,” she says proudly. Then, because nobody asked her, she adds, “I’m in cheerleader camp and I’ve had the highest score in district science testing since sixth grade.”

I’m not surprised, because Tiffany always gets As. I also wouldn’t be impressed by her in a thousand years. She probably stalks actual smart people and suctions their brain cells while they sleep using alien technology.

“And why did you sign up, Miss Hawkins?” Mr. Goode prompts.

To make my life miserable? For a second, I wonder if she heard me and Kim talk about this class last semester, and joined just to torture me. Then I look at her face. She’s all scrunched up like she’s plotting someone’s demise. “My grandfather wanted me to. He’s really into the news.”

I chuckle. Tiffany’s grandfather used to be the on-air news anchor for Houston’s public media station. He’d read out the news every morning in a suit and red bowtie as I got ready for elementary school. Even though he’s retired now, Mr. Elias Hawkins is always present in Sugar Land, judging art contests, making speeches, and handing out prizes. Everyone knows who he is.

I look at Tiffany’s sour face, and for the first time, I wonder what it’s like being the granddaughter of a famous person.

Mr. Goode looks like he’s about to move on, but Tiffany clears her face and adds brightly, “Plus, I really need to get better at KidGram!”

He blinks rapidly. Then he shakes his head and turns to me. “Next?”

Here we go. I sit up. “My name is Maha Raheem. I signed up because I want to be a journalist when I grow up.”

Tiffany rolls her eyes. “We all know this, Maha. You never stop talking about it.”

I make a face. I’m sure that’s not true. Is it?

Mr. Goode gives me another smile. “That’s great to hear, Miss Raheem,” he says, and I smile back. He’s too cute with his twinkling eyes and calling everyone by their last names like a total gentleman.

Mr. Goode moves on to the next student. We go around the room, doing quick intros. I know many of the kids, but not all. They mostly say the same thing as me, that they like the news, or want to learn more about media. Only one kid, Andy Salazar, lounges in his seat like he doesn’t want to be there. His dark hair falls all over his eyes, which I’m pretty sure are closed. “I didn’t like any of the other electives,” he says, yawning. “This is better than art, at least.”

I stare at him. Kim and I took art last semester and it was really awesome. The art teacher let us draw whatever we wanted and didn’t mind when we spilled paint all over our desks.

“I’ll try to make this class interesting for you, Mr. Salazar,” Mr. Goode says dryly. Then he claps his hands. “Okay! Let’s start with the basics. What do we use media for?”

I raise my hand quickly. “For telling the news. Like journalism.”

Tiffany scoffs. “No! It’s to connect with people, as in social media. You know, KidGram and Click Clock.”

A few kids laugh. “Don’t forget Snap Talk!” someone calls out.

I scowl. Somehow the word social next to media gives me shivers. Not in a good way.

“We’ll focus on news media for now,” Mr. Goode says. He writes “NEWS” on the whiteboard with a blue marker. “What else do we use the media for?”

“Sharing information,” a girl calls out.

Mr. Goode writes “INFORMATION” on the board. I frown. “Wait, that’s not right,” I blurt.

Everyone looks at me. Mr. Goode turns around and rocks back on his heels. “What do you mean?”

I feel myself getting hot. “Uh, information could be anything. Like a textbook gives us information. Or the school bulletin board. But it’s not news. Right?”

“The bulletin board is,” Andy says lazily. I’m shocked he’s even awake.

Mr. Goode smiles like he’s enjoying how this discussion is going. “What else? Any other ideas?”

“Newspapers and TV,” a boy chimes in.

“Yup.” Mr. Goode writes both on the whiteboard.

There’s a little silence, then a girl says shyly, “Stories?”

I roll my eyes because she sounds just like Kim.

“Could be. Sometimes.” Mr. Goode writes it down on the whiteboard. I hope he’s just being kind, because stories have no place outside of novels. Fun, but ultimately useless.

I take a deep breath and lean back in my chair. I don’t like all the answers on the board, but this exercise is making my heart thump in a good way. It feels amazing to be in a roomful of kids who like the same thing as I do.

Mr. Goode taps the board with the back of his marker. “Anything else?”

“Um, films?” Tiffany calls out, and her voice grates on my nerves.

“Like movies?” I scoff. “How can they be news? They’re all made up.”

Tiffany gasps like I’ve just insulted her mom. I ignore her because Mr. Goode is writing “FILMS” on the white board. Why is he writing that? “Documentaries,” he corrects me.

“But . . . those are historical, right?” I sputter.

“Not necessarily,” he replies gently. He looks at us, and he’s smiling again. It’s weird how his eyes twinkle when he smiles. “I’m glad you brought this up, Miss Hawkins, because it’s our main project. You’re each going to make a documentary on a topic that’s newsworthy.”

Tiffany flips her hair again. “You’re welcome, Mr. Goode.”

I narrow my eyes at her, then at Mr. Goode. “A documentary? That’s not journalism.”

He shakes his head like he’s disappointed in me. “It definitely can be. You just have to open up your mind to the possibilities.” He starts to hand out papers. “Here’s a flyer about the project. You have a couple of weeks to decide the topic, so no rush. We’ll upload all the videos to YouTube and share on the school’s social media pages. The student with the most views will get extra credit.”

The kids start talking excitedly to each other, as if showing your homemade videos to the world is totally cool. I’m not sure why nobody’s freaking out. Do they have no idea how judgmental people can be? I read the flyer in my hand. Create a short documentary about a newsworthy topic. If you don’t have any topics in mind, try walking around with a camera to see if you can spot some stories worth reporting.

I rub my head. This class is going to be harder than I thought.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” Mr. Goode says to me as he walks by. His twinkling eyes are really annoying me right now. I heave a sigh. This class is supposed to be fun, I tell myself. Nobody cares if I make a terrible video.

I squelch the little voice inside me that says I care, Mahnoor!

Great, now even my inner voice is using my full name like I’m in trouble.

Mr. Goode gives us the rest of the period to discuss the flyer. Some of the kids are already throwing out ideas for documentaries, like baby video roundups and local celebrity interviews. At least three kids have mentioned the high school football star Julian Hernandez, who’s made more touchdowns than anyone else in Fort Bend County’s history.

All this time, I’m just staring at the flyer in my hand, wondering how a documentary can be news.

When the bell rings, I drag myself up from my chair.

“You look like your cat died.” Tiffany snickers next to me. “Not enjoying your first class, Miss Raheem?”

“It’s fine,” I mutter, thrusting my notebook into my bag.

“You don’t look fine.”

“I thought we’d learn about column writing,” I reply in a low voice. I’m not sure why I’m telling her this. She’s not my friend.

Tiffany rolls her eyes as she walks away. “If you don’t like it, you can always leave. I hear theater still has some seats open.”

Ugh. What else would I have expected from her? I pull my bag onto my shoulder so hard, my muscles twinge. “Why don’t you leave?”

There’s no reply, of course. Tiffany doesn’t respond to things she doesn’t like.
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When I get home after school, Talha’s sitting on the couch in front of the television, watching a basketball game. There’s a bowl of cheddar chips on the coffee table, and he’s holding Hershey in his lap like he’s a baby.

“Ew, why is that thing here?” I drop my backpack on the floor, grab a handful of chips, and collapse on the other couch.

“What thing?” Talha narrows his eyes. “Hershey is a living creature, just like you.”

“Who’re you calling a creature?” I throw a cushion at his head.

He catches it easily with one hand and tosses it back to my couch. “We’re all creatures, Maha. You might as well accept it.”

“Speak for yourself.”

Talha holds Hershey up to his face. I watch as the ferret sniffs, then licks my brother’s face. “Gross, gross, gross!” I cry.

Talha grins. “Don’t listen to her. She’s just jealous because she doesn’t have a pet,” he tells Hershey in a baby voice.

The basketball game is ultra-boring. My mind drifts to my media studies class. The flyer Mr. Goode passed around says we need to hunt for potential stories. It sounds weird to carry around my camera on the ready, but isn’t that what journalists do? I take my phone out of my pants pocket and fiddle with the camera app. The video setting has lots of options, and I play around with them a bit. Lighting, mood, filters. I don’t even know what half this stuff is.

Suddenly, I think of Tiffany Hawkins, flipping her hair, talking about KidGram. I bet she knows everything about video camera settings.

“What are you doing?” Talha asks.

I point my phone at him. He’s got Hershey in his arms, stomach up, feet in the air. Talha’s fingers are in Hershey’s mouth, and the little creep is biting them like they’re his favorite chew toy. “Tell me about Hershey,” I order.

Talha looks at me suspiciously. “Why?”

I motion with one hand. “Just do it. I’m exploring stories for my media class. Maybe I’ll do a documentary on pets you should never keep, not even if someone pays you a million bucks.”

Talha scoffs. “Don’t listen to her, Hershey. She’s evil.”

He puts the ferret carefully on the floor. Hershey darts immediately to the TV console and disappears underneath. “Great!” I sigh. “There goes my documentary.”

“Sorry,” Talha says, grinning widely.

I make a face at him and grab the remote. “No more basketball for you!”

He shrugs. “I don’t care. As long as you don’t put on the news.”

“What are you talking about?” I flip past all the news channels, even though that had been my original plan. I hate that everyone in my family thinks they know me so well. Just once, I’d like to surprise them. I stop clicking when I see a reality show. “I’m watching The Bachelor.”

“Pretty sure you’re not old enough for that.”

“Pretty sure you’re not Abba.” I try not to make a face at the screen when a bunch of women in swimsuits giggle as they walk on a beach, surrounding a guy who’s in a suit. Who even watches this stupidity?

“Dadi better not see you watching this,” Talha warns. “Things are very conservative in Pakistan.”

I’m guessing conservative is code for no swimsuits. There’s that annoying subtext again. “Where is Dadi anyway?” I ask.

Talha points to the backyard. “She was sitting outside when I got home.”

I finish the rest of the chips while I think. Abba didn’t give me any instructions about my new babysitting—grandma-sitting?—gig. Am I supposed to go hang out wherever she is? Call her inside? Get out a board game?

I’m still undecided when the back door opens, and Dadi enters. She’s wearing a golden-brown shalwar kameez today, but no dupatta since she’s at home. She looks even grumpier than yesterday. “Er, salaam,” I say faintly, watching as she makes her way slowly toward us. I can’t tell if she’s mad.

“Walaikum salaam.” She sinks down on the couch next to me, wiping her forehead with the edge of her sleeve. “It’s hot outside. Even in January.”

“That’s because we live in Texas,” I reply, trying to sound cheerful. “It’s either hot as an oven, or just hot.”

“Unless it’s raining,” Talha adds. “Then it’s muggy and hot.”

I nod like he’s said the wisest thing.

“I thought America had lots of snow.” Dadi gets distracted as Hershey peeks out from under the console. She gasps. “Is that a cat? Or a rat?”

I snicker, and Talha frowns at me. “He’s a ferret,” he replies. “I don’t know what they call it in Urdu.”

Dadi shakes her head. “Doesn’t matter. Whatever it is, it’s ugly.”

This time I let out a laugh. Talha is scowling deeply. I swallow my delight and ask Dadi: “What’s the weather like where you lived?”

She turns to give me a hard stare. “If you ever came to visit me, you’d know.”

My mouth falls open at how quickly she shot down my niceness. She’s technically correct, though. Our parents have never taken us to Pakistan. “Abba’s always busy at the hospital,” I say weakly.

Dadi shakes her head and starts muttering in Urdu about Abba’s work. Her voice is low, and I don’t hear much, but it’s nothing positive. I try not to giggle. Everyone knows Abba’s work is all-consuming. If he could camp out at the hospital at night, he would.

“Well, I have homework,” Talha says, getting up. He goes over to the TV and crouches down to grab Hershey, then jogs upstairs to his room. I remember my assignment. A ferret may not be the right documentary subject, but maybe Dadi has something interesting to tell.

I aim my phone at her. “So, what is it like?” I prompt. “Where you lived before you came here?”

She doesn’t seem to notice my phone. She’s got a faraway look in her eyes.

Rafia Raheem: Oh, I lived in Islamabad, the best city in Pakistan. It gets very nice weather, not too hot and not too cold. It’s on the foothills of the Marghala Hills, so it’s very beautiful.

Mahnoor Raheem: Sounds cool. Were you born there?

Rafia: No, I was born before Pakistan was created. It was all Hindustan then, or British India.

Mahnoor: What do you mean? Who created Pakistan? When?

Rafia: It was during the Partition, of course. How could it be anything else?

Mahnoor: What is that? The Partition.

Rafia: You don’t know anything about your own country? How old did you say you were?

Mahnoor: Twelve. And Pakistan isn’t my country. America is. I was born here. I’ve never even been to Pakistan once.

Rafia: (grunts)

Mahnoor: Tell me about the place you were born. Do you remember it?

Rafia: Of course, I remember it. I lived there until I was your age.

Mahnoor: Go ahead then. Tell me.

Rafia: You young people have no patience. And why do you have your phone pointed at me? I can’t see your face.

Mahnoor: Sorry. Here, I’ll lower it, so it doesn’t bother you. Go on.

Rafia (sighing): I was born in Ludhiana in 1935. And before you ask, that’s in the Punjab in India.

Mahnoor: Ludana. Sounds fancy.

Rafia: Your accent is atrocious. Lood-YA-na. It’s not that hard.

Mahnoor: Okay, moving on. What was this Lood-YA-na like? What was your life like over there?

Rafia. Hmmm. The first twelve years were like heaven. Everything was great. Don’t get me wrong, it was nothing like here, with cars and central heating, and all this wealth your father has now. We were simple people. We lived in a brick house in the city, and it was all we needed. It was small, but we had a big yard with jasmine bushes and mango trees. And of course a roof, where we would sleep in the summer months.

Mahnoor: Sleep on the roof? That sounds amazing!

Rafia: It was. The sky would be full of stars, and the wind would be rustling the leaves on the trees nearby. It was too hot inside in the summer, so my abba would bring out the mattresses and line them up side by side, and that’s where we would sleep at night.

Mahnoor: What about when it rained?

Rafia: Silly girl. Obviously, we’d run inside if it rained.

Mahnoor: What was your dad like? What did he do?

Rafia: My abba was a headmaster at the primary school in our area. You’d call that a principal here. He really loved reading, and our house was always full of Urdu and Punjabi books. Bookshelves everywhere, and piles of books on the floors when we ran out of shelf space. He believed in education.

Mahnoor: Doesn’t everybody? Who doesn’t believe it’s good to be educated?

Rafia  (smirking):Ah, your innocence! Many people in my time weren’t educated. Even in my own family, there were cousins who’d never gone to school. They were shopkeepers and traders and even fishermen. They didn’t think they needed books.

Mahnoor: Interesting. But you went to school, right? That’s why your English is so good.

Rafia: Well, my English wasn’t good then. Until the age of twelve, I studied mostly in Punjabi. Then things changed. My life changed.

Mahnoor: Because of this Partition?

Rafia: Hmmm.

Mahnoor: What about your mom?

Rafia: My ammi was strict. Much stricter than Abba! She ran the household with an iron fist. She had to, didn’t she? She took care of me and my siblings. Plus my grandparents. And my chacha, Abba’s youngest brother, also lived with us. He had a fabric shop in the main city center, and he had four employees under him. No wife or kids, though. He said he didn’t have time for all that, and he loved living with us. Oh, and we also had animals, like cats and goats and chickens.

Mahnoor: Wow, that’s a lot of creatures! How many siblings did you have?

Rafia: I was the oldest. Then my brothers. Hakam was three years younger, and Jamal was four years younger. They were best friends and total hooligans! Running, yelling, laughing . . . it was never a quiet moment with those two.

Mahnoor: Where are they now?

Rafia (sadly): It doesn’t matter.

Mahnoor: Okaaay. So, what did you do for fun when you were my age? In Lood-YA-na?

Rafia (starting to smile): Me? Let’s see. My favorite games were hopscotch and racing. I played with my best friend, Rasheeda. She was my neighbor, and I’d known her all my life. She was the fastest runner I’d ever seen, and she always won at racing. She even had a scar on the side of her face from the time she fell down in a race. But we didn’t care, not really. We’d roll up the legs of our shalwars, and wrap our dupattas around our waists, and then we’d run. Starting from my house gate, and then we’d run all the way down the street to the masjid at the corner. Maulvi sahib—the old man who led the prayers—stood there watching out for us. We’d touch the wall, and then run all the way back.

Mahnoor: And Rasheeda always won?

Rafia: Ha! She was back at my house before I even touched the masjid wall!

Mahnoor: Wow, she sounds awesome!

Rafia: Yes, she was. We had the best time together! Ammi would get angry at us for running in the streets, said girls shouldn’t do that. But it was a quiet street, and none of our neighbors really cared, so Abba said it was okay. Besides, maulvi sahib was always there, so nobody dared to approach us. He’d have run after them with his big cane, I’m sure!

Mahnoor: Was Rasheeda also in your class at school? Like me and Kim?

Rafia: Yes, we studied together, but I was the better student. I got all the best marks in exams, and she won in sports. It was like we complemented each other.

Mahnoor: Where is she now? Are you still in touch with her? I bet she isn’t that great at running anymore!

Rafia: What?

Mahnoor: You know, because she’s almost ninety years old? Get it?

Rafia (angrily): Stop talking so much! I’m tired now.

Mahnoor: Okay, sure. No problem! Can I ask you more questions later?

Rafia (stands up): I’ll think about it.
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The next day in the cafeteria, Kim wants to know about my media class. “Did you impress all the students?” she asks cheekily, digging into her pasta.

“Hardly,” I reply. “Tiffany’s in my class.”

Kim makes a face. “How miserable for you.”

“She sat right next to me the whole time, commenting on everything,” I complain.

Kim sips some water. “Sorry, girl. That sucks. You need to invest in some good quality noise-canceling headphones.”

“I’d still see her,” I point out. Her snooty nose in the air, hair flipping, eyes promising something evil.

Kim snaps her fingers. “Ooh, I know! Maybe wear those horse blinkers next time? That way you can’t see her unless she’s right in front of you.”

I let out a laugh. Kim’s family loves horses. They keep one at a boarding place outside Houston, and she always has horse stories to tell. “It wasn’t so bad,” I say, shrugging. “I just ignored her.”

Kim takes another bite of pasta. “You deserve a medal.”

I shake my head and start on my lunch. It’s too bland, but that’s nothing new. “Tell me about theater. Was it as awful as you’d imagined?”

Kim wrinkled her forehead. “Actually, no. We’re going to perform a play at the end of the semester, obviously . . .”

I roll my eyes. Kim’s hatred of performing in plays is legendary. “Obviously!”

“. . . but in the first class we just got to know the teacher.” Kim suddenly slams her fork down on the table. “Oh, and we did improv exercises to warm up! It was so cool!”

Improv sounds like the complete opposite of cool. Coming up with something to say on the spur of the moment. No facts, no research. No thanks. “Seriously?” I ask. “You weren’t scared?”

“I was,” she replies. “But get this, the new kid was with me, and he was a hoot! Like he turned into a party animal the minute we got to class. I just followed his lead.”

“What new kid?”

Kim looks at me impatiently. “The one from Pakistan. E-mad or whatever.”

“Oh. Ahmad.” I can’t imagine the quiet boy from yesterday turning into a party animal. I look around. He was called to the front office in third period and I haven’t seen him since. “Seems like you guys are getting along, huh?”

She shrugs. “He’s okay. He doesn’t get any of my jokes, though, and he asks a million questions.”

“Sounds like my grandma.”

“Oh yeah?” Kim says. “What kind of questions does she ask?”

“Random things,” I explain. “Like, why is it so quiet outside? Why do you kids come home from school so late? What do people do for fun here?”

“Wait a minute,” Kim interrupts. “That’s a valid question, the one about having fun. Maybe she’s bored.”

I stare at her. “Bored?”

“Yeah. What does she do all day?”

I look at Kim like she’s speaking Greek. “I have no idea. I’m at school. Plus, she’s a grandma. She probably does all sorts of grandma things.”

“Like what?”

I give her an impatient look. “I don’t know, Kim. Stop being annoying.”

She goes back to her plate. “I’m just saying. She must be bored. That’s why she’s asking all those questions.” She looks up suddenly. “Isn’t that your job, making sure she’s got things to do?”

“It’s been less than a week since she got here,” I replied. “I’m sure she’ll find something to do.”

“If you help her, Miss Babysitter!”

I groan. “Don’t remind me.”

“Remind you about what?” comes a voice behind us.

It’s Ahmad, holding his lunch tray and smiling shyly. He’s in another button-down shirt and gray slacks. “Can I sit here?” he asks politely.

Party animal indeed. I roll my eyes, but not too much. “Sure, go ahead.”

He sits down next to Kim and inspects the pasta on his tray. “Do you think this is halal?” he asks, poking it with his fork.

Kim sighs. “Dude, if halal means delicious, then the answer is a hard no.”

“Actually, it means allowed, according to my religion.”

“Oh, well”—she giggles a little—“then I have no idea.”

I nudge her leg with mine. “There’s no meat in it,” I tell Ahmad. “Just pasta and cheese sauce.”

Ahmad picks up a fork. “Good enough for me.”

“So, what did they want at the front office?” Kim asks.

“My mama was there to fill out some forms. She doesn’t know much English, so they called me to translate for her.”

I stare at him. He looks so casual, like it’s no big deal. I’m guessing having a parent who can’t speak English makes things difficult for you. “That’s harsh,” I finally say.

He shrugs. “It will get better. She’s taking ESL classes at the public library.”

I think of Dadi, and how her English is pretty okay, even though I’d assumed it wouldn’t be. “I can help your mama anytime she wants,” I hear myself offering.

Ahmad looks up, surprised. “Oh, it’s not needed. But thank you.”

I go back to my lunch. Soon, the bell rings and we head out of the cafeteria. When we pass the serving station, I see a familiar sheet of silky blond hair. “Check it out,” I whisper, nudging Kim.

Tiffany is holding up a video camera, like the ones in Disney commercials. She’s aiming it straight at the serving station. She twists her body slightly to take a shot of Mrs. Garza, the lunch lady. “No more pasta,” Mrs. Garza grumbles, glaring at the camera. “Get outta here.”

Tiffany nods but doesn’t move the camera.

“Tiffany, what are you doing?” I call out.

Tiffany sighs and stops recording. “Funny how you think that’s your business, Maha.”

“We’re just wondering,” Kim adds, standing closer to me so we seem more like a team. “That’s a fancy shmancy camera you got there. Wanna make sure you actually know how to operate it, you know?”

“Is that a joke?” Ahmad whispers in my ear. “I can never tell with her.”

“I’m not sure,” I whisper back.

Tiffany gives us a dirty look. “It’s my media studies project, if you must know.”

“What, Mrs. Garza?” I squeak. How does Tiffany have a project decided? It’s been only one day since Mr. Goode told us about it. Maybe she’s simply exploring, like me.

“No, loser. The cafeteria food,” Tiffany explains in an ultra-haughty voice. “I’m doing an exposé on how unhealthy school lunches actually are.”

I’m stunned. There’s no other word for it. Tiffany already has her project all decided? And it’s a killer one too. My mouth opens and closes as I search for something to say that won’t make me look like a jealous fool.

Thankfully, Ahmad inserts himself into the conversation. “What is an exposé?” he asks very seriously.

“It’s a journalism word,” Tiffany says, losing her glare. “Right, Maha?”

“Um, yeah.” I try not to let my eyes bug out. Since when does Tiffany know journalism words?

Tiffany smirks at me. “So what’s your topic? Wait, don’t tell me.” She taps a fingertip to her chin and makes an “I’m thinking hard” face. “Oh, I know! How to be a journalist in ten easy steps!”

That actually doesn’t sound too bad. Still, I hate being so obvious. “No,” I mutter. “It will be something else. I haven’t decided yet.”

Kim squeezes my arm. “Don’t worry, Maha. I can help you decide.”

“Me too!” Ahmad adds eagerly. “I’m not sure what needs deciding, but I’m here for you.”

My heart glows in my chest. “Thanks, you two!”

“Barf,” Tiffany says. “Don’t hurt yourselves with all that thinking.” She waves her perfectly manicured fingers and flounces off.

Ahmad stares after her. “Wow, she’s . . . not nice.”

Kim flings an arm around his shoulders. “Welcome to Bethune Middle School, new kid. As you can see, we have all kinds of fun here.”

My shoulders relax. “That’s definitely a joke,” I tell Ahmad.

He pumps a fist into the air. “I got that, actually.”
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“This semester is all about Texas history,” our social studies teacher, Mrs. Escobar, announces the next day. She’s got curly black hair and wears flowery skirts with long-sleeved blouses. We had her in sixth grade too, so I know she’s the nicest person ever.

It’s not her fault that what she’s teaching is the devil’s subject.

Mrs. Escobar passes out some materials. “All of seventh grade, we study the great State of Texas. Last semester we focused on our geography and culture. This semester, we’ll learn our history.” She makes an excited face, like she’s a character in a silent movie saying Yayyy! without words.

“Kill me now,” Kim moans.

“Tell me about it,” I say absently. We’re sitting at the back of the classroom, and I have zero interest in Texas anything, so I take out my phone and search “sample documentary topics for kids.” It takes Google 0.15 seconds to come up with a bazillion ideas. The first three: climate change, environmental pollution, and recycling.

Perfect, if my viewers are a bunch of university professors.

I scroll down to more results. “What are you doing?” Kim whispers furiously. “You’re not supposed to take your phone out in class. You’ll get in big trouble.”

“But it’s all about Texas history,” I whine. “I can’t take it, Kim! I just can’t!”

I click on a video link by mistake, and my phone starts to ding like a nutjob. Yikes.

Mrs. Escobar stands on tiptoes to look right at me. “Maha, can I see that, please?”

I stand up, totally regretting my rebellion. It’s just my luck, getting caught the one time I use my phone in class since I got it last year. “But . . . I was just searching something,” I protest. Then I hear how fake that sounds and close my mouth.

Mrs. Escobar points to a seat up front. “Put your phone away, and come sit here please.”

I groan, because that’s the worst seat in the class. It’s right under the teacher’s nose. I grab my things and move to the front. Tiffany snickers behind me.

Mrs. Escobar hasn’t finished her punishment yet. “You’ll be reading from the first page of the textbook. ‘A Brief Summary of the Texas Revolution.’”

Perfect. Just perfect.

I take a deep breath and start reading aloud. War between Mexico and Texas in the eighteen hundreds. Founding of the Republic of Texas. Santa Anna. Blah blah.

The text is even more boring than I’d expected. One kid actually falls asleep right next to me, which is totally insulting. I glare at him, but it’s no use because his head is on his desk, and he’s in dreamland.

I read aloud some more. When I get to something called the Battle of Gonzales, my eyes glaze over. I blink to clear them.

“Are you having a problem, Maha?” Mrs. Escobar asks, smirking.

I pause my reading—aka droning on and on—to look at her. “This is so”—I search for a less offensive synonym for boring—“uninteresting! Why do people study history? It’s . . . old. Look at poor Brandon—he’s asleep!”

Someone kicks Brandon, and he jerks awake. “Sorry,” he mumbles.

“It’s not your fault, Brandon,” I say. “This stuff would make a hummingbird fall asleep.”

Kim gasps loudly from the back of the room. I know it’s her because I’m used to her freaking out whenever I say something less than nice. It happens a lot.

“Hmm,” Mrs. Escobar says, nodding thoughtfully like I’ve made some profound statement. “That’s a good point. Why do we learn history? Any thoughts on that?”

I raise my eyebrows. Is she making fun of me? Are teachers allowed to do that? “That was my exact question, ma’am.”

“Yes, but I can’t give you the answer. You have to think of it yourself.” Mrs. Escobar turns to face the classroom. “All of you. That will be your class assignment. Take out your notebooks and write a short essay on why we learn history.”

The class groans. “Thanks a lot, Maha!” Tiffany calls out.

I almost tell her to shut up, but I grit my teeth. I need to go back to my regular seat, so I can’t say whatever pops into my head. I’ve already made things worse by calling history boring and then talking about hummingbirds, for crying out loud.

Really, what am I thinking? It’s a social studies class, which is at least forty percent history. The whys don’t matter.

“No, don’t blame Maha,” our teacher continues. “I’d have given you this assignment anyway. It’s an important topic, and one we’ll continue to discuss this semester.”

Kids take out their notebooks and pencils. I stand, not sure what to do next.

“You too, Maha,” Mrs. Escobar waves me back to my original seat with Kim. “I’m sure your essay will be very lengthy.”

Now I’m sure she’s making fun of me. I rush back to my seat and grab my notebook.

“Good job, Maha!” Kim whispers, lips twitching.

“Shut up,” I whisper back. I’m already sweating because I have nothing to write in an essay about history. I’m all about current events. Things going on right now.

Breaking news.

“Ten minutes left,” Mrs. Escobar calls out.

Alarmed, I look around me. Most of the kids in the class are staring at their notebooks. Nobody seems to be writing. This is horrible. I’m sure our teacher wouldn’t grade us in the first class of the semester, but if everyone gets a zero they’ll hate me forever.

I’ll hate me forever. There’s no way Maha Raheem gets a zero on anything, not even the most boring—sorry, uninteresting—topic on earth. I go back to my notebook and start writing.

History teaches us about things that have happened in the past. This semester, we’re going to learn all about Texas history, like how we got our independence from Mexico, and how we were our own country for ten whole years, and how we became a part of America when we decided doing things on our own wasn’t the best idea. My parents took me to the Alamo in San Antonio last year, so I already know some of this history, but I’m looking forward to learning so much more!

Why is it important to know about things that happened years ago? Or centuries ago? Or even longer? Maybe it will make us appreciate our lives more. Knowing the Texans of the eighteen hundreds didn’t have Netflix or electric toothbrushes makes me feel so sad, but also very grateful that I can be properly entertained, plus have healthy, white teeth in this time period. Oh, and don’t forget the internet! How anyone lived without it is a mystery to me.

The oldest person I know is my grandmother. She’s come to live with us from Pakistan and she told me a little about her childhood. That’s not as far in the past as what we’re going to study in our social studies class, but it’s old enough to be called history. I’m not sure why, but I feel this strange fascination when I listen to her. It should be boring, but it’s not. It’s interesting. I’m guessing it’s because she tells it like a story, plus there are no constitutions involved. Those are a total snooze fest.

Also, because her history makes it my history, right?

Oh!!!!! I just realized why we learn Texas history. Because it’s “our” history. I just wish there weren’t any battles. I don’t want to be associated with violence. But the rest is cool. I’m looking forward to learning it, and hope Brandon doesn’t fall asleep again.
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On Friday afternoon, I find Talha in the kitchen when I get home from school. “I’m making dinner today,” he says importantly. “Ammi and Abba will be home late.”

I look around. Ammi’s spotless white kitchen is full of color and mess. Pots and pans are scattered around on the floor, where they’ve been dragged out from a low cabinet. A bundle of groceries spills out on the big island in the center. The fridge is open, and Talha is leaning his entire body inside. “Where’s the butter?” he practically sings.

I chew on my lip. Talha isn’t exactly a bad cook, but he gets carried away with big ideas. “What are you making?” I ask nervously.

He shrugs. “Haven’t decided yet.”

I sling my backpack over a kitchen chair and wash my hands in the sink. “Just make something simple. We all love simple.”

He peers over the door of the fridge, because he’s so ridiculously tall. “Simple is for babies.”

“It’s really not,” I argue. “Simple is for people who don’t want to starve. Remember the seafood quiche a couple of months ago?”

The quiche had been a disaster for a lot of reasons. He’d put in too much cream, not enough eggs, and an entire package of blue cheese. The combo, along with a bunch of different seafood, was toxic. Nobody ate more than a couple of bites, and we had to order pizza. This made Ammi super upset because she says pizza is the least nutritious meal on the planet, after fast-food burgers and nuggets.

My take on pizza: add olives. They’re veggies, right?

Talha backs out of the fridge with the butter dish in his hand. “Never again.”

“Ooh, how about noodles?” I ask. “You can add peas and carrots and things to give it some color.”

“That’s too basic.”

“Ammi won’t let you order pizza again, and we’ll all starve.” I grumble out a warning.

“You guys just don’t understand high-end cuisine.” Talha sniffs, backing away with a package of butter in his hand.

I eye it nervously. “What do you need butter for then?”

“Dunno,” he replies. “Dadi asked for it. She wants to cook something too.”

Oh. Okay then, crisis averted. Dadi will cook something delicious, I’m sure. I relax and sift through the grocery bags on the island for some snacks. Ammi sometimes orders extras like yogurt-covered raisins. “Where is Dadi?” I ask.

“In her room, probably.”

My room, he means. I haven’t been in there since she arrived, but I’m not staying away any longer. I grab the bag of raisins and head down the hallway where all the bedrooms are. Her door is open, so I peer in like a creep.

And then I blink, because I feel like I’m in one of those dreams where everything is the same but different underneath. The furniture is all the same. My bed is now her bed, covered by a red-and-black quilt. My side table has her things on it: a pen, a bottle of medicine, and a glass of water covered with a little saucer from the tea set Ammi never uses because it’s all chipped. The dresser has more of her things scattered around, like a perfume bottle in the shape of a flower, and some pots of cream that all say PONDS on them. Underneath the window, on the carpet, is a prayer rug spread out like someone prays on it regularly.

Nobody in my house prays regularly, not even my parents.

“What do you need, girl?” Dadi is sitting on the armchair, her suitcases around her. She’s wearing a lime green shalwar kameez with white lace on the sleeves.

I gulp. “Er, did you want to cook something? Talha found some butter for you.”

She grumbles under her breath, then starts to get up. “What are you standing there for?” she grunts. “Come help me!”

I rush forward and take her arm. She puts all her weight on me, and pulls herself up with a little groan. “Ya Allah! My bones!”

“Do you want a painkiller?”

She shakes her head as she walks toward the door. “Those pills do more harm than good,” she tells me sternly. “I’ll just put some Vicks on my aching bones and they’ll be fine.”

My eyes bug out of my head. “Vicks? Isn’t that for sinuses?”

“Vicks is for everything,” she replies firmly. “Search it up on that smartphone of yours.”

Actually, that’s not a bad idea. Research is my jam. I let her go ahead and type “What can you use Vicks for” into my phone. The results make my mouth fall open. Lots of people on random sites swear about how it heals all pains. Soothes aches. Stops bleeding. One weirdo claims it cures cancer. “This is fake news!” I yell, rushing into the kitchen. “Healing bullet wounds? Seriously?”

Dadi is leaning on the island, pulling things out of the grocery bags. “I told you.”

“What’re you talking about?” Talha asks. “More of your journalism crap?”

That reminds me of my documentary project, which I need to decide on, pronto. Talha’s ugly ferret isn’t going to cut it. I scroll through the news apps on my phone, hoping something will nudge my brain.

“I need onions and cilantro,” Dadi commands. “And ginger-garlic paste if you have it.”

Hmm. “Basketball Superstar Fails at Basic Cooking.” I start my video camera.

Talha makes a little pouty face. “Sorry, Dadi jaan! No paste of any kind. I already checked.”

“Hmph!” She glares at me like the absence of ginger-garlic paste is all my fault. “What about the chicken?”

He pats a frozen packet of boneless chicken. “Right here!”

Dadi peers at it. “Is it halal? Which butcher did you get this from?”

“Um, the grocery store?” Talha says, losing some of his attitude.

I frown. First Ahmad with this question about halal, now Dadi. “I thought chicken was halal,” I said, putting down my phone. It’s common knowledge for Muslims. We can eat beef and chicken, even lamb and seafood. But no part of a pig must ever touch our lips. That means no ham, pork, salami, or pepperoni. Sausage is prohibited, unless it says “kosher” on the box.

Kosher is like halal for Jews. I know this because Ammi’s favorite deli is a kosher one on Main Street. They make the best roast beef sandwiches.

Oh yeah. We may not pray five times a day, but we make sure we don’t eat pig.

Dadi points a finger at me. “I’m talking about how the meat is prepared. There are certain guidelines to follow. Technically it’s called zabiha, not halal. But mostly it’s the same concept. What’s allowed. Permitted by God.”

I mentally add halal to my list of research topics.

Dadi grabs the frozen chicken and gives it to Talha. “Defrost this.” He rushes to do her bidding like he’s on the basketball court.

I snort. “What are you cooking?” I ask, picking up my phone.

“Chicken pullao,” she replies. “Not too spicy, otherwise you kids will probably start crying.”

Okay then.

I record for a while. Dadi is the cook, and Talha is the helper. I guess he thinks he’s getting a sweet deal, not actually having to cook. Only Dadi bosses him around like she’s an expert chef. She stands at the stove, barking orders, waving her hands. It’s a little scary, because she looks like a tiny army general wielding a spatula.

“You gonna help, Maha, or just take our pictures?” Talha calls out in frustration.

“Can’t. This is for school,” I reply. I’m almost sure I won’t be using this video for the documentary, but it’s still fun to watch Dadi and Talha through a lens.

Talha grumbles under his breath and wipes his forehead with his sleeve.

Dadi points to the cilantro on the island. “Less talking, more chopping!”

I sit on a stool and watch Dadi. Her face is fierce as she stares at the pot bubbling on the stove. I wonder if she’s thinking about Pakistan, or the first time she ever made this pullao dish. I have a sudden urge to get her talking to me again.

Mahnoor Raheem: You were telling me about Ludhiana last time, remember?

Rafia Raheem: Look, you pronounced it correctly!

Mahnoor: I’ve been practicing.

Rafia: What do you want to know about Ludhiana?

Mahnoor: Cooking. How did you learn? Who taught you?

Rafia: My ammi, of course.

Mahnoor: What was she like?

Rafia: Ah, my ammi! She was short, with a thick black braid that reached down to her hips. And always a little frown on her face, like she had a thousand things to do and no time to do them all. She always smelled like fresh roti, just taken from the stove. She was the queen of the kitchen, and nobody could touch a thing there without her permission.

Mahnoor: I bet you still did, huh?

Rafia: I’ll have you know I was a very obedient child. Plus, Abba wanted me to study. My daughter won’t spend all her time in the kitchen, he’d tell Ammi. She’d get angry of course, because she’d say that was a woman’s role. Cooking roti and feeding babies, and all that.

Mahnoor: Your abba sounds like a feminist.

Rafia (smiling): He was. He was different from the other men I saw around me. He was always helping in the house, which I know my uncles didn’t. My friend Rasheeda said her father never even stepped foot in the kitchen, but my abba was often helping out.

Mahnoor: Really?

Rafia: When Ammi let him, of course. He cooked the best nihari, so spicy and perfect! And he grilled lamb chops on special occasions like Eid. I can still taste the flavor on my tongue.

Mahnoor: And you? Were you allowed to help?

Rafia: Oh, I loved peeking into the kitchen when Ammi was there, so she’d often call me in for little chores. Peeling garlic, chopping onions.

Talha Raheem: Like me!

Mahnoor: Don’t interrupt.

Talha: Spoilsport.

Mahnoor: Tell me about your school. What was that like?

Rafia: It was a small building, very old, too, with rickety stairs and big windows. In the summers it would get so hot that we’d fling open all the windows to let the air in. There was a tree nearby with a nest of parrots, and sometimes a parrot would come to sit on the windowsill, squawking at us.

Mahnoor: You’re smiling.

Rafia: Oh, I loved that school with all my heart. It was an all-girls school, of course. We studied the basic subjects, like writing, and science, and math. Math was my favorite, and I was really good at it. Writing, not so much. My teachers would complain that they couldn’t understand what I’d written. To this day, my penmanship is atrocious!

Mahnoor: Same here. Good thing we type most of our assignments now.

Rafia: Well, we had no computers back then. We wrote on little black slates with chalk, or in notebooks if we had any. Abba would sometimes buy me a notebook and pencil, but they were precious, so I didn’t use them much. One time, when I was about ten years old, he traveled to Delhi with his brothers. I missed him terribly. When he came back, he brought me a blank journal. It was so pretty, I never wrote in it.

Mahnoor: Seriously?

Rafia: Yes, it was too pretty to use. So I kept it wrapped up in a cloth, tucked in the suitcase under my bed with all my other things. Ammi thought I’d take it to school, but I refused.

Mahnoor: What about your friends at school? Tell me about them.

Rafia: There weren’t many of us. Not many people sent their daughters to school in those days. We had maybe ten girls in my class? Rasheeda, of course, and me. We were always together. There were a few Hindu and Sikh girls too.

Mahnoor: Hindu girls? What does it matter what their religion was?

Rafia: Oh, it mattered a lot, later on. When I was younger, everyone felt the same to me. Ludhiana was a Muslim-majority city, but there were some Hindus and Sikhs there too. In fact, the city had a Christian mission as well, but they were mostly adults. All the religions lived peacefully together. Friends. Rasheeda and I had a Hindu friend named Prisha. She was in our class, and sometimes we’d play hopscotch together after school. She was a lot of fun. I still remember her long pigtails. We’d climb trees in the schoolyard together, even though the teachers would shout at us to get down because it was not ladylike. Most of the time, Rasheeda and I would climb down when we were caught, but Prisha would stay in the branches the longest, just laughing at us.

Mahnoor: That sounds like fun, so why are you looking so sad?

Rafia (sighing): All that was a long time ago. Later on, we stopped being friends. Later on, everything changed.

Mahnoor: What happened?

Rafia: Partition happened. We . . . oho, look! The pullao is ready! Talha, take the big dish out from the cabinet.

Talha: Yes, chef!
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My parents drop a bomb on me at dinner. A very stinky, underhanded bomb.

It starts out as a nice family dinner, with all of us sitting at the kitchen table once Ammi and Abba get home from work. I’ve set the plates and Talha carries everything out like he’s a waiter at a fancy restaurant. “Enjoy!” he says as he sits down.

I roll my eyes. “You only made the salad,” I remind him loudly.

“Shh!” he hisses.

Dadi settles down with a sigh. “He helped a lot,” she tells me sternly. “You were the one talking nonstop with your phone in your hand.”

I don’t remind her that she did most of the talking. The mark of a good interviewer is that the subject doesn’t even realize they’re being questioned.

I scoop a bit of Dadi’s rice onto my plate. I’ve never eaten pullao before, so I want to make sure I like it before committing. I take a bite, and flavor bursts into my mouth.

“Mmm, this smells completely delicious,” Abba says, taking the dish from me. “Just like old times!”

He looks like he’s in heaven, his eyes closed, breathing deeply from the dish of pullao. I exchange glances with Talha and try not to giggle. “Eat some rice already.”

Abba scoops a lot of rice onto his plate. “This isn’t just any ordinary rice, Maha,” he tells me. “It’s my favorite!”

I don’t remember him calling any food his favorite. He’s the type of person who eats because he has to, not because he enjoys it. I guess it’s because he’s so busy. I’ve seen him more times with protein shakes than with actual food.

It’s nice to have him sit at the kitchen table, eating his mom’s rice like it’s the best thing in the world.

Dadi shakes her head. “You always used to beg me to make chicken pullao,” she says softly. “Your sisters would want me to cook biryani, but you’d always ask for pullao.”

Abba takes another bite and closes his eyes again. “Biryani is overrated!”

“What?” Ammi gasps. “The biryani from Himalaya restaurant is amazing!” She turns to Dadi. “The local newspaper’s given them multiple awards for their food. It’s really good. We’ll take you sometime.”

Dadi scowls. “I can cook better food at home.”

“Oh, but you don’t have to,” Ammi insists. “There’s really no need.”

“Besides,” Dadi continues like Ammi didn’t say anything, “what kind of name is Himalaya? They sound like pretentious fools.”

This time, I can’t stop my giggle. “They’re not bad,” I say. “But everything is spicy.”

Abba has finished his entire plate of pullao and is taking a second helping. “They’re Indian, not Pakistani, anyway,” he says. “The food is different.”

I did not know this. I’d always thought South Asian food was all the same, especially Indian and Pakistani. I’m still thinking when Talha asks: “What’s different about it? They have the same dishes, right? Biryani, kabab, korma. I ordered saag paneer one time and it was pretty good.”

“Yes, the dishes are the same, but the spices are often different,” Dadi explains. “And sometimes the way of cooking is also not exactly the same.”

Abba nods and eats. “Plus, home cooking is always more delicious. Less greasy. More flavorful.”

I sneak a peek at Ammi, who’s got her face down almost into her plate. She hardly ever cooks Pakistani food. I guess it’s because she grew up in Dubai. Now I’m thinking maybe it’s also because she doesn’t like Pakistani food much.

“Do you like it, Maha?” Abba asks me. “Isn’t your dadi an amazing cook?”

Ammi’s spoon clatters against her plate. I don’t think Abba has ever called her an amazing cook. I blink rapidly like I’ll suddenly figure out a way to defuse this situation. Then I remind myself that a journalist’s job is to tell the truth, no matter how ugly. “Yeah, it’s really good.” I tell Dadi, “You should teach Talha so he can make this next time instead of seafood quiche.”

Abba chuckles. “Oh, yes. That was a disaster.”

Ammi relaxes besides me. She picks up her spoon and says, “Ugh, it was terrible.”

Talha kicks me under the table. “It wasn’t that bad!” But he’s sort of laughing, because he’s Mr. Sunny Personality.

“It really was,” I reply, laughing too.

We start talking about other terrible things we’ve all cooked. “Remember Abba’s meatball sandwich?” I ask.

“Hey, you love meatballs,” Abba throws back at me.

“Not if you dump half a bottle of oregano in the sauce!”

“Ha!” He points his spoon at me. “What about your mini pizzas with those English muffins? You almost burnt the kitchen down!”

“There was no fire! It’s not my fault that toaster oven was a hundred years old!”

“I’ll have you know that toaster oven was a wedding present to us!” Ammi says.

“I rest my case.”

“I think Ammi’s eggplant lasagna is right up there as number one,” Talha says.

“Oooh yeah!” I agree, grinning. “Good one, brother.”

“It’s healthy,” Ammi protests, but she’s smiling. I’m glad she’s not upset anymore.

“None of you cook Pakistani food?” Dadi interrupts.

There’s a little silence, then Ammi says loudly: “We do! I cook daal sometimes. And butter chicken.”

“Mmm, that’s yummy!” I say.

“Hmph!” Dadi goes back to her food. “Butter chicken is an Indian dish.”

“Really? I had no idea!” Ammi replies.

Talha turns to Dadi. “So do you know any Indian dishes?” he asks. “Since that’s where you were born, right?”

“Ludhiana is in India, correct,” she agrees. “But I only lived there until I was twelve years old. I didn’t start cooking until I was much older, in Pakistan.”

“So why did you move?” I ask.

There’s a short, uncomfortable silence, which I don’t understand. Then Dadi says, “I didn’t move. I was forced out.”

I sit up, my journalist sense buzzing. “You were forced out of your home? Why would anyone do that?” The story she’d told me just a couple of hours ago about her childhood in Ludhiana was so . . . normal. Lovely, even. Her friends Rasheeda and Prisha. Her abba and ammi. Her school where they wrote on slates with chalk. It sounded like the best kind of dream. How could anything bad have happened there?

Dadi shakes her head and goes back to eating like she hasn’t just said something very strange. “It’s history. It’s all over now.”

“She’s talking about Partition,” Abba says. He’s finished eating and is now sitting back in his chair, patting his stomach. “It was a long time before I was born. Definitely history.”

It’s not any history I’ve ever learned in school. I think back to my on-camera conversations with Dadi. She’s mentioned the Partition a couple of times. “Tell me about it,” I demand.

“I told you,” Dadi says severely. “You need to learn about your own country.”

This time, I don’t say America is my country. I want Abba to talk more, so I keep quiet.

He opens his mouth to speak, but his phone rings. He looks at the screen and gets up from his chair. “It’s the hospital.” He strides out to the living room. I can hear him talking on the phone in a sharp voice.

That’s his Doctor Raheem voice. I know it very well. I guess I’ll have to wait to get answers about this Partition business. I finish up my rice quickly, then take some more. It’s totally a hit with me.

Ammi sighs. “Thank you for the wonderful food, Ma,” she tells Dadi. “You didn’t have to cook, but I’m glad you did.”

“What will I do then?” Dadi asks. “I can’t stay here twiddling my thumbs all day. It’s boring.”

I giggle because she sounds like me. She gives me a glare and I get serious. I suppose she’s right. Living in a house where everyone else is gone for the day must be boring. “What did you do in Pakistan?” I ask. “You weren’t still teaching math, right?”

“No, I retired years ago,” she agrees. “But I was cooking and running errands, and going out to meet friends. I was busy.” Her shoulders slump, and she pushes her half-full plate away.

I bite back a sigh. It would be weird if I felt sorry for someone who’d barged into my family and taken over my room, right? But right now, I’m feeling weirdly . . . sorry.

Hmm, what’s up with that feelings nonsense? I’m a facts person, and the fact is, Dadi is an interloper.

Still, she’s correct about not having something to do. Maybe I can take my babysitting duties more seriously. I rack my brains to come up with something grandma-appropriate, but Abba comes back to the table before I can say anything.

“You’re right, Ma, you need to keep busy,” he says as he sits back down in his chair. “That’s why we’ve registered you for the senior activity center at our hospital.”

Dadi scowls. “What on earth is that?”

“It’s a program for people your age,” he replies casually. “They have games and activities, field trips, all sorts of things. You can go weekly, starting tomorrow.”

It sounds like a day care for adults. Now I’m feeling even worse for Dadi.

“Games?” she repeats in a shrill voice. “How old do you think I am?”

Ammi pats her arm. “Don’t worry, they’re grown-up games. Like bingo.”

Talha makes a muffled sound, like he’s trying not to laugh. Ammi gives him a sharp look. “Sounds cool,” he says quickly.

It sounds the opposite of cool, but I’m not going to say that out loud. Dadi’s face is a giant thundercloud, which means she’s aware of how stupid this idea sounds.

Abba sighs and gives his mother a pleading look. “Just try it, Ma. There’s a big South Asian population here, and a lot of them use the community services our hospital provides. You might meet someone from Pakistan. You should at least try it for a few weeks.”

Dadi looks only marginally better. “I can’t go alone. . . .” she begins.

I wait for Abba to tell her to Uber or something, but he’s looking straight at me. “I’ll drop you off tomorrow,” he says.

And then the bombshell comes at me. “And Maha will stay with you the entire time. Every week.”
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The next morning is Saturday. Abba drops us off at the senior center after a late breakfast. It’s a brown building in the hospital complex where he works, but it has its own entrance and parking. I’ve been to my parents’ place of work lots of times, but never in this section. “Do they know we’re coming?” I ask anxiously as I get out of the car.

Abba taps a finger on the steering wheel. “Just give them Dadi’s name and they’ll find her in the registration records.”

“Er, okay.” I watch as Dadi slowly gets out of the car. She’s got her usual scowl, and she’s acting like she’s a prisoner going to her execution. Seriously, how is she more annoyed at this situation than I am? I’m the one that’s been, once again, roped into something against my will.

Judging from the way she slams the car door shut, she feels the same way.

“I’ve got some work to do in my office,” Abba calls out. “I’ll pick you up in two hours.” He roars away without a goodbye.

I square my shoulders and turn to Dadi. She’s standing on the sidewalk, her tiny frame stiff as a board. She’s wearing a navy-blue shalwar kameez and clutching her purse in her hands like she’s afraid someone will steal it. I’ve got on jeans and a black T-shirt with a peace sign on the front. We couldn’t look more different if we tried.

“Ready?” I ask.

The look she gives me is deadly. “Let’s get this over with.”

This woman may look small and defenseless, but She. Is. Fierce.

“Great idea,” I mutter.

I stomp to the glass doors and open them for Her Highness. Dadi sweeps in, and I follow. There’s a desk in the lobby area, plus a leather couch and big fake plants. “Nobody’s here,” Dadi says. “Maybe they’re closed.”

I wish. I can hear voices coming from the back of the lobby, so they’re definitely open. There’s another set of double doors in the back. That’s probably where the action is.

I take a deep breath and walk forward. “Come on.” I push the doors open with both arms and usher Dadi inside.

Yup. We’re in the right place. It’s a huge, open space with big windows on two sides and skylights in the roof. It reminds me of the church I attended with Kim once, for her cousin’s baptism, only much brighter. I’m not sure what they do with all these windows in the summer, when the Texas sun swelters above us. But right now, in January, the light is perfect. On the left there’s a stage, where some chairs are arranged in a circle. On the right are long cafeteria-style tables lined up in three rows. The middle space is empty, but with yoga mats placed in a square pattern. Either a class has just ended or is about to start.

People are sitting and standing around, talking in low tones. Almost everyone looks like me: brown skin, black hair, dark eyes. Most are wearing American clothes, but I can see a few shalwar kameez. Even a sari.

“This is . . . interesting.” Dadi looks around without moving her head.

I don’t reply, but internally, I’m shouting yes! because I think there could be a lot of potential documentary footage here.

There’s movement behind us. A tall, elderly man is walking to us with surprising speed, holding his arms out like he’s going to hug both of us. I really hope he doesn’t. “Hello, hello!” he says when he reaches us. “I’m Samir Kapadia, the one-man welcoming committee for the center!”

Samir Uncle must be around Dadi’s age, but the difference between them is stark. He’s grinning so wide his cheeks are quivering. His brown eyes sparkle like he’s excited to see us, which is the complete opposite of Dadi right now. “Salaam alaikum,” she finally says, giving a gracious nod. “I’m Mrs. Raheem.”

“Maha,” I say, smiling. “I’m the granddaughter-slash-babysitter.”

He lets out a deep belly laugh. “Oh, a jokester! Very good. Very good.” He motions with his arm. “Come, let me give you a tour and get you settled.”

We follow Samir Uncle as he weaves around the yoga mats, chairs, tables, and everything else that’s scattered about the room. He waves and smiles at people, and they smile back. “Everyone here is so friendly,” I say wonderingly.

“They’ve got nothing better to do,” Dadi responds.

Neither do you, I think, but don’t say out loud. No need to state the obvious.

Samir Uncle tells us all about the programs at the senior center: group therapy, book club, art and music classes, yoga, movie night, and many other things. “No bingo?” I ask cheekily.

Dadi snorts, but Samir Uncle grins at me. “We are mostly desi here, so we prefer carrom or ludo.”

For the first time, Dadi’s frame loosens. “Carrom? Ludo? Really?”

“What are those?” I ask.

“Oh, you will love this, Maha!” Samir Uncle heads to the cafeteria tables, and we follow. Dadi has a little smile on her face, which is totally shocking. These games he mentioned must be really good.

We sit down at a table where a board game is set up. Samir Uncle explains the rules of ludo, and it turns out to be really similar to Sorry. Talha and I used to play when we were little and basketball hadn’t taken over his whole life. The three of us play for a while, and no surprise, Dadi wins. Samir Uncle claps his hands and says “excellent” about ten times.

Dadi just smiles that little smile.

After two games (Samir Uncle wins the second one by a hair), the two seniors start talking. Well, it’s more like Samir Uncle asking questions and Dadi giving haughty answers. Where are you from? Islamabad. When did you come here? Recently. Do you know my son’s best friend’s grandmother Mrs. so-and-so? She lives in Islamabad too. Or maybe it’s Rawalpindi, they are so close together, aren’t they?

I get up. “Do you mind if I look around?”

Dadi glares at me. Samir Uncle shakes his head. “No, go ahead!”

I walk away and start recording with my phone. Everyone looks happy here, like they really enjoy this space. There’s a window in the back wall, looking into a small kitchen. A man wearing an apron is handing out plates of samosas with chutney. Not my favorite, because they’re spicy, but I predict Dadi will love them.

I pick up two plates. The man in the apron waves me away when I ask about money. “It’s part of our program,” he tells me. “For the seniors.”

Pretty cool. I want to hate this place, but they’re making it very difficult.

I go back to Dadi and put the plates on the table. She ignores me. She’s talking to Samir Uncle with an intense look on her face. He sits back with his arms folded over his stomach, nodding.

“Partition changed everything,” Dadi says. “My friends spit on my face when I walked by. They didn’t want to have anything to do with us.”

Samir Uncle nodded. “The same thing happened to many people I know. My cousin’s village was massacred. Not a single person left alive. I was lucky because we had mostly Muslim neighbors, but if you lived in a mixed town, it was torture.”

They look at each other in the classic “What’re you gonna do?” way.

I frown. This is the third time in a week I’m hearing about this thing called Partition. Torture. Massacre. Forced to move. Friends versus enemies. What on earth was this event and how come I’ve never heard of it before? We learn about the Holocaust in school, but not this. Never this.

Now, suddenly, Partition seems to be the only thing everyone is talking about.

My heart thumps in my chest. I know this is a sign. It feels like someone is shaking me by the shoulders, shouting, “RESEARCH THIS, MAHA! FIND OUT MORE. ASK QUESTIONS, GET INFO.”

Just my usual journalistic passion, raring to let go.

I slide into a chair and take out my phone. First step: research the heck out of this Partition business.

    THE PARTITION: A VIOLENT HISTORY OF THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT
THE HOUSTON GAZETTE
AUGUST 1, 2022


Indians and Pakistanis will celebrate the 75th anniversaries of the birth of their respective nations this month, but chances are that few South Asian American youth today know the violent history behind the events. After ruling the Indian subcontinent for three hundred years, the British finally left in August 1947, dividing the area into two countries before their departure: Hindu-majority India and Muslim-majority Pakistan. This division, labeled The Partition, led to sectarian violence and bloodshed, and ultimately one of the greatest migrations in human history. Millions of Muslims fled to Pakistan on foot and via trains, while a similar number of Hindus and Sikhs traveled to India in the same manner. Along the way, they faced bloodthirsty mobs, hunger, and disease. Historians estimate that more than 15 million people were displaced during the period of the Partition, and almost 2 million died. The survivors were settled as refugees in their new homes and struggled to adapt. “It’s a tragic history,” said Shahbaz Waseem, Pakistani Counsel General in Houston. “But it’s our history. It’s what ties all the Indians, Pakistanis, and Bangladeshis together.”
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On Wednesday in media studies, Mr. Goode puts up a page from the Sugar Land News on the screen. It’s an article about local school board elections. From the corner of my eye, I see Tiffany mouth So stupid! She’s wearing a pair of jeans and a long, flowy yellow shirt that makes her look like a very pretty canary.

We’re supposed to analyze the five Ws—who, what, why, when, and where. I’ll never admit this out loud, but Tiffany is right about the boringness of it. I yawn.

“Something bothering you, Miss Raheem?” Mr. Goode asks with a little smile as he hands out worksheets. “I thought this would be right up your alley.”

I sit up straight. Everyone in the class is looking at me. “Well,” I begin, “this article is sort of . . . straightforward, right? As my brother would say, too basic.”

Tiffany shakes her head like she’s shocked at me. I glare at her.

“So what’s missing?” Mr. Goode asks.

“Maybe interviews with students?” I suggest. “After all, they’re the ones who will be affected most by these elections, right?”

Mr. Goode writes this on the board. “Absolutely. What else?”

Soon, everyone’s throwing out ideas. “Details about the schools,” someone says. “Lots of pictures!” another kid calls out. “Online is all about pictures and videos.”

“Correct!” Mr. Goode replies, writing on the board.

“How about caricatures of the candidates?” This is Andy Salazar, of course. Everyone laughs. Mr. Goode writes it down, even though it’s a joke. I think.

We start filling in our worksheets. Halfway through, I look up. “We forgot history,” I say.

“What do you mean?” Mr. Goode asks.

I’m not sure what I mean. I guess Partition has been on my mind since Saturday. “We could add some history of the school as a sidebar. Maybe even past election results. Like, how long they’ve been going on, and who’s the candidate with the most votes in history, things like that.”

Tiffany scoffs loudly. “It’s news, Maha, not history. They’re literally the opposite.”

“Yeah, but a little background doesn’t hurt,” I reply.

“News, as in new with an s,” she insists.

Mr. Goode holds up his hand. “I see what you’re saying, Miss Raheem. Some current events are so tied up in the past that you just have to report on history too.”

“History is my worst subject, man,” Andy calls out.

A couple of kids clap like they agree. Tiffany, who’s an A student, scoffs like they’re losers.

Oh my God. What is her problem?

Mr. Goode ignores them all and goes on. “Sometimes a historical event has a huge impact on people. So when you’re reporting on those people, the history that shapes them becomes important too.”

I exhale sharply. Now that he’s said that, it makes perfect sense. “That . . . that’s what I meant,” I stammer. My heart is thumping loudly in my chest. I’m not sure why I’m feeling this so strongly. For someone who’s into the “new with an s,” this change is epic.

Mr. Goode smiles at me. “Good job.”

“Ugh,” Tiffany says loudly.

I ignore her rudeness. “I think I know what my project will be,” I say slowly. The way my heart is thumping tells me I’ve found what I was looking for. I always get this feeling when I’m really passionate about something. Hyper but also slightly nauseous.

I’ve decided. I’m going to make a documentary about the Partition.

I feel like there should be fireworks around me or something. But all that happens is another bright smile from Mr. Goode. “That’s great,” he says. “Don’t forget to put it on the Google spreadsheet.”

Kim walks home with me after school as usual. “We gotta start on that novel study,” she reminds me.

I blink. “What?”

“You weren’t listening to a word I said,” she accuses me.

“Sorry,” I say sheepishly. I’d zoned out when she began telling me about her theater class. I didn’t realize we were on a different subject now. “I was thinking about my media class.”

We stop at a traffic signal and wait for the light to turn red. There are a bunch of other kids with us, all moving together like a group of chattering monkeys.

The light turns red, and the walk sign comes on. Everyone rushes forward. When we get to the other side of the street, Kim turns around and starts to walk backward. “What happened in media class?” she asks.

“We were talking about history, and how important it is.”

“Since when do you like history?” She laughs. “You’re all about the here and now. Today. Right now.”

I realize that I haven’t told her about the Partition, and how I’m making a video about it. “Wanna come home with me?” I ask. “I’ll tell you all about it.”

She turns back around. “Ooh, yeah. We can discuss the English project too.”

Crap. I’d forgotten about that already. “Sure,” I say. “And you can meet my grandmother.”

“Finally!” Kim squeals. We reach our street, and she skips ahead. I follow slowly, wondering what she’s going to say about Dadi, and my new attic room, and everything else that’s changed in my life in the last week.

I needn’t have worried. Kim is her usual sunny self when we get home. She toes her shoes off neatly in the mudroom, because they do the same thing in her house. “Nice collection of shoes,” she teases.

I place my shoes next to hers. We never made it a habit to do this before Dadi arrived, but she’s been nagging us every day since she got here. Abba and Talha don’t mind at all. Their stinky shoes should be outside the house, in my opinion. Ammi has been more resistant, but I think she’s coming around. Me? I have zero problems with this new arrangement. I love walking around the house in my socks.

We head straight upstairs to the attic. “This is so cool!” Kim exclaims, looking around my little room with wide eyes. She’s been here before, during winter break, when we were setting things up. But everything looked dark and empty and gloomy then.

Now it just looks dark and gloomy.

“Not really.” I flop down on my bed.

Kim switches on the lamp in the corner. A deep yellow glow fills the room, making it warm and comfy. Okay, it’s not too bad now. “Your mother is a decorating genius. This place doesn’t look like an attic at all.” She sits cross-legged on the floor. “Or a dungeon, as you called it.”

I glare at the V-shaped ceiling like it’s got cuss words written on it. “It’s too cold at night. And I can hear the water heater gurgling from behind the wall all the time.”

“I can’t hear anything.” Kim shakes her head. “So, tell me about your media class,” she urges me. “Why were you guys talking about history?”

I sit up and tell her the little bit I know about Partition. I show her the Houston Gazette article, and then some other websites I’ve saved on my phone. “Basically, it was a pretty scary event that happened when my grandmother was a kid,” I finish. “She’s been telling me stories about her childhood, and I’m trying to figure everything out.”

“And you’re going to make your video about this . . . Partition?”

I nod, trying to look super confident. “Yup.”

“Sounds cool,” she replies. “I’m sure it’ll be awesome!”

I give her a quick hug. She’s always my cheerleader, no matter what. “Fingers crossed,” I say. “Hopefully, Dadi will give me good info.”

“I’m jealous,” Kim says, pouting. “You get to hear your grandma’s stories, you lucky girl.”

I pat her hand. “You can ask your grandmother lots of stories next summer when you visit her.”

Kim shrugs. “I’m not sure we’ll go this summer,” she tells me. “Danny has college prep camp.”

Danny is Kim’s oldest brother, and a junior at the same high school as Talha. They both sometimes hang out, which is cool, or play video games with Danny and Kim’s little brother, Asher.

I jump up from the bed. “Come on, let’s go downstairs for some snacks. Dadi is probably cooking something in the kitchen. If we ask nicely, maybe she’ll tell us another story.”

Mahnoor Raheem: So tell us about the Partition. How old were you when it happened?

Rafia Raheem: Are you sure you want to know? It’s not an easy subject to hear about.

Mahnoor: Yes, definitely.

Kim Hoang: Er, maybe only give us the kid-version?

Rafia: Kid-version? Why? I was a child when it happened. Nobody protected me from the truth. I saw all that death and destruction right in front of my eyes. So why do you girls want to be shielded?

Mahnoor: No, you’re right. I shouldn’t be shielded. It’s my history too. I want to know.

Kim: Okay, I guess.

Rafia: Really?

Mahnoor: Just tell us, please!

Rafia: What did I tell you about patience, young lady? So let’s see. Partition was in 1947, which means I was twelve years old. My birthday is on April ninth, and I remember that particular birthday.

Mahnoor: Why? Did you have a big party?

Rafia (scoffing): No parties. We didn’t do things like that. My parents didn’t really celebrate birthdays, but Abba always gave me money as a gift, and Ammi made my favorite dish—aloo paratha. Parathas stuffed with potatoes.

Mahnoor: Yum, that sounds delicious.

Rafia: I’ll make them for you one of these days, if your mother doesn’t send me dagger looks.

Mahnoor (giggling): Okay. Tell me what was special about your birthday that year?

Rafia: It was after dinner. We’d all filled our stomachs with the parathas, and my brothers had gone to the roof to play before bedtime. I was helping Ammi clean up the table, when someone banged on the door. It was unusual because nobody really visited us that late, and the sound was loud, and urgent. I was a little scared, but Abba ruffled my hair and went to open the door.

Mahnoor: Who was it?

Rafia: It was Prisha’s father, Rajendra Uncle. He was the police chief in our area, and he came in his uniform, which was strange. He looked worried too, like something terrible had happened. Abba invited him inside and asked Ammi to make some chai. She got busy in the kitchen, because she always told me we must take good care of our guests, even if they arrive late at night. I didn’t help her, though. I wanted to listen to what Uncle was saying. He looked so upset, I thought maybe something had happened to Prisha. So I stood in the door to listen.

Mahnoor: What did you hear?

Rafia: He said things were getting bad, and that he was worried about the Muslims in our neighborhood. It didn’t make sense to me at that time. What things were getting bad? Why only Muslims? Don’t get me wrong; I knew a little bit about what was happening around me. Abba talked about the elections in 1946 and how the two main parties—the Indian National Congress and the Muslim League—were always at loggerheads. And the fact that the British had promised to leave India, but it never actually happened. They all thought it was a joke, just the British trying to placate people. So we didn’t really pay much attention anymore. And then just a few weeks before my birthday, I’d heard about horrible riots in other parts of the Punjab.

Mahnoor: How did you know about all this at twelve years old? Were you into the news like me?

Rafia: Not really. But my chacha read the newspaper aloud sometimes, even though Ammi told him not to bother us kids with politics. He’d sit at the breakfast table and read out snippets, and sometimes his friends from the neighborhood would come over and they’d talk about what was going on. In March, one of our cousins who worked in Amritsar had come to our house to stay because it wasn’t safe. He had a gash on his forehead because someone threw a stone at him. Blood all over his face.

Kim: Ew.

Rafia: Hmm. Those riots were really bad, I remember.

Mahnoor: What else did Prisha’s dad say?

Rafia: Not much else. Just that he felt worried about Muslims and that he didn’t think he could protect everyone in the area if a mob came for us.

Kim: A mob? For real?

Rafia: Yes, for real. I got scared too, but I also didn’t really believe it. Our neighborhood was so peaceful. Ludhiana in general seemed like a safe city, at least where we lived. Abba said he’d be careful, and that he really appreciated Rajendra Uncle coming to let us know. They had tea and biscuits, and talked about politics for a while, so I went upstairs and tried to forget the whole thing.

Mahnoor: Wow, that’s heavy stuff. I don’t really get the whole religious thing, though. Why was it Hindus against Muslims?

Rafia: The political parties were making the whole issue a religious divide. They insisted we couldn’t live together, even though we’d been doing that for centuries. Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Zoroastrians—so many religions coexisted peacefully in the Indian subcontinent, but suddenly, they wanted separate countries for us. It was ridiculous. Extremists in each group started fanning the flames of hatred, committing violence, making things worse so that the British would be forced to make a move. They’d come to the town and stand on the main street corners and spout their hatred. Most people would tell them to leave, but there would always be a few people standing around, listening, their faces angry. Everyone was worried. By the time July came around, it was very clear that things were really getting worse.

Mahnoor: What did your friends think of all this? Prisha and Rasheeda? And your teachers? Some of them were Hindu, right?

Rafia: That’s right. Abba tried to keep a happy atmosphere in school, but he wasn’t really successful. We could see the tension between the teachers. Small things, like not helping each other as much, not being as nice as before. And the divide wasn’t only among adults. We children were feeling it too. Prisha said her family didn’t want her talking to us anymore, and by July, she completely stopped playing with us. I didn’t really believe it because Rajendra Uncle had come several times to our house after that, talking in low tones with Abba. One time, I overheard him tell Abba to leave Ludhiana, but Abba just laughed it off. Abba was a happy-go-lucky kind of person. He always believed the best of everyone. He said things will be fine, inshallah.

Kim: What’s that mean?

Rafia: Insha-Allah. It means, if God wills.

Mahnoor: So by July, everybody knew something was coming? Something big?

Rafia: Yes, but nobody really knew what. All the adults were on edge. Rasheeda said her parents were always fighting. Her mother had family in Karachi, and she kept saying she wanted to go to them, and her father kept refusing because he said nobody could push him out of his own home like he didn’t belong here. Rasheeda spent a lot of time with us in those days. We’d play quietly with our dolls and try to keep my brothers calm inside the house.

Mahnoor: Then what happened?

Rafia: The worst thing I remember from those days was a fight. It was the first day of Ramadan, if I remember correctly. A group of young men got into an argument about politics, and they started beating each other with sticks and their hands. It was really brutal. I didn’t see it, but I heard Abba and Ammi talking about it in whispers. One of the young men died. He was Hindu, and everybody got even angrier at the Muslims after that, like it was all our fault, instead of those men who killed him. Abba went to pay his respects to the family, but they turned him away at the door. He came home with tears in his eyes. I think the boy who died used to be his student.

Mahnoor: That’s horrible.

Kim: Wow. Seriously horrible.

Rafia: Yes. It really was.
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I’m still thinking about Dadi’s story at school the next morning. She says everything with such a blank face, I can’t really tell if she’s sad or angry when she relives her past. She looks unaffected. Calm.

I get that it happened a long time ago, but still. How can she be so uncaring? Someone died in her town. A human being. I freak out if I step on a caterpillar in the backyard. I cried like a baby when our neighbor’s aunt died in a car accident, and I didn’t even know her. How can Dadi tell stories about someone being killed without batting an eye?

I knew she was fierce, but this is next level.

Get the facts, Maha, my journalist brain tells me. I think back to how Dadi was yesterday. Back straight. Eyes staring at a point in the distance. Hands clasped tightly in her lap. Her lips were quivering a little, though. And her eyes blinked rapidly when she started talking about the murder.

Okay, so maybe she wasn’t totally unaffected.

In English class, Ms. Turner drones on about an author’s purpose, but I don’t pay any attention. Kim nudges me with her shoe. “Take notes. We’ll need this for the novel study.”

I sit up straighter and turn to the board, where Ms. Turner has written “Author’s Purpose” and then four words underneath: entertain, inform, persuade, and describe. My mind becomes less fuzzy as I read the words. “This is kinda like journalism, right?” I say.

Ms. Turner looks at me. “You think so, Maha?”

Oops. I’d thought I was whispering. I straighten my shoulders. “Sure,” I reply. “The news also does the same thing, right? Inform, describe, and all that?”

She nods slowly. “You’re right. We’re not just talking about the purpose of a novelist, but of all writers.”

“Not just writers,” adds Tiffany. “Storytellers in general.”

Ms. Turner is looking really impressed now. She points to Tiffany. “Explain, please.”

Tiffany flicks her hair back. She’s wearing jeans and a striped, flowing white-and-blue shirt. Her arms are full of charm bracelets, like she’s heading out to a party after school. “Well, don’t movies and TV shows do the same thing? And poems and plays too?” She waves an arm at the board and her charm bracelets tinkle. “They all entertain, inform, persuade, and describe.”

“Yes, they do. Very good!”

Tiffany’s not finished, though. “Ooh, and we’re working on documentaries in our media studies class, and those have the same purpose. Right, Maha?”

I nod stiffly, tapping my pencil hard on my desk. How dare she talk about journalism and documentaries like she owns them? They’re my thing. Since when has she become so invested in all this?

Ms. Turner nods and praises Tiffany some more—not that her big ego needs it. We go back to the board. I try to forget Dadi and her stories, Tiffany and her annoying habit of being perfect, and everything else that’s making my brain itchy.

When we walk out of class, Tiffany is right in front of us. I glare at her. “She’s everywhere these days,” I whisper to Kim. “Miss Know-it-all.”

“Wait, I thought that was you!” Kim says, giggling.

I stop in my tracks. “What? I’m . . . you’re . . .”

She slaps a hand on my back. “Kidding. You’re a know-it-all in a good way. Like Miss Encyclopedia or something. Tiffany is . . . too smart for her own good.”

My brain can’t compute being compared to Tiffany Hawkins in any way. “There’s a difference?”

Kim gives me a reassuring smile. “Sure there is. Positive and negative. Night and day. Ice and fire.”

We stare at each other as students pass by in the hallway. “Can we go now?” Kim asks, raising her eyebrows. “We’ll be late for PE.”

I jerk my head into a nod and we start walking again. Kim gives me a sideways hug. “Relax. You guys may have similarities, but you’re the only one who’s my bestie.”

“Gee, thanks. Nobody says bestie anymore.”

“I do.”

We both laugh a little. “So we need to start working on the novel study, eh?” I say, sighing. April is a long way off, but knowing Kim, she’ll want to start on the project right away.

Kim gives me a little squeeze, then drops her arm. “Can’t wait. How about in library tomorrow?”

“Sure,” I reply. Every Friday, Ms. Turner takes our class to the library to research, study, and borrow books. It’s both Kim’s and my happy place. I read the local newspapers that come in during the week, and Kim borrows a stack of books from the fiction section.

On Friday morning, Ms. Turner walks the class to the library at the back of the school building. “You can do whatever you like,” she says as we spread out among the shelves. “But I suggest you use this time to plan out your novel study.”

I’m already on my way to the newspaper rack by the windows, but I turn around. Today is probably not the best day to catch up on the news. Kim grabs a table and takes out her English binders. “So,” she says, reading from the packet Ms. Turner handed out on the first day of school. “We have to choose a novel to read, then do a book report on it in class.”

“Like a presentation?”

“Yup.” She places the handout on the table so both of us can read. “Okay, which novel will we choose?”

I stare at the list and swallow. It’s got at least fifteen titles on it. “Have you read any of these? Some of them are really old. To Kill a Mockingbird? Really? That’s from the nineteen sixties or something. And look, Huckleberry Finn! That was literally written in the eighteen hundreds! Two whole centuries ago! Why are we reading these ancient books?”

Kim pinches my arm. “Shh! This is a library. Keep your voice down!”

I can’t. This list is making me mad. “Harry Potter?” I hiss. “Seriously, after everything J. K. Rowling has said about trans people? Why would anyone read her books?”

Kim sighs. “If we only read books by perfect authors, we’d read . . . nothing, I guess.”

“Still, I protest. Officially.”

She scans the list. “There are plenty of titles to choose from. Ooh, look! Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief! That’s my favorite! We should do that one.”

“Are you sure?” I ask. She’s the one with the deep love for fiction. I don’t want to push her to study something if she won’t enjoy it. At least one of us should have fun with this project.

She nods, grinning. “I’m sure. I’ve read all the Percy Jackson books at least five times.”

Unbelievable. Rereading a book is almost the same as reading old news. Why would anyone do that? I smile weakly. “Okay! Percy it is!”

Kim’s grin grows bigger. “Can’t wait to read it for the sixth time.”

I don’t even know how to answer that. I look around the library. Ahmad is sitting alone at a table near us, talking to Ms. Turner.

“I don’t have a partner, miss,” he says, hanging his head like he’s ashamed.

“Don’t worry, Ahmad!” Ms. Turner says. “I’ll find you someone.”

I sneak a glance at his face. He looks miserable. I’m suddenly super glad that I have Kim as my partner. Working on a project alone stinks. “Hey, Ahmad! You wanna hang out with us?” I ask.

Without hesitation, he gets up and comes over. “Thanks,” he mumbles as he sits down next to me.

“Why the long face?” Kim asks.

He sighs. “I don’t have a partner for this project,” he says. “And I also don’t know anything about it. I’m probably going to fail, and my parents will be so disappointed they’ll want to leave the country and go back to Pakistan. And I’ll never get into a good college. . . .”

“Whoa, dude!” Kim laughs. “Chill. None of that is going to happen.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Are you a fortune teller?”

Kim rolls her eyes. “Let me explain the project. You’ll see that it’s pretty cool.” She launches into a long explanation about novel studies in general, and how awesome they are. Soon, she’s stabbing a finger at the list in front of us, and I’m one hundred percent sure she’s going to start talking about each of the fifteen titles like an expert. Ahmad looks at her in fascination. “I love reading,” he tells her.

She smiles brightly. “So do I!”

They high-five while I gape at them. Then they start poring over the list of books. Ugh, enough! I stand up quickly. “I need to ask the librarian something.”

Kim and Ahmad don’t even look up.

I walk to the librarian’s desk. “Where can I research a historical event?” I ask.

Mr. Khalil smiles brightly. I’m guessing he doesn’t get this request a lot. “What sort of event?” he asks. “I can help better if I know what you’re looking for.”

I chew the inside of my cheek. “Um, it’s called the Partition,” I say. “Between India and Pakistan, like a long time ago.”

“Of course. I’ve heard about it.” He leans forward. “You know, I’m from Egypt, which isn’t too far from Pakistan.”

Since Pakistan is in South Asia, and Egypt is in Africa, I’m guessing they’re not neighbors. Still, I don’t want to burst his happy bubble. “That’s nice,” I reply.

He taps his keyboard, and his smile slips a little. “I don’t have any nonfiction books about the Partition,” he murmurs. “Wait here.”

He disappears behind some shelves, then comes back with a book in his hand. “This may be helpful. It’s a historical novel called The Night Diary.” He pushes it toward me. “It’s set during the Partition. You’ll enjoy it.”

Great. Another novel. Why do people think stories are the same as facts?

I almost don’t take the book. Then I look at Mr. Khalil’s smiling face and hold out my hand. There’s no way I’m reading another book, not with Percy Jackson waiting in my future. Still, the librarian doesn’t need to know that. “Thanks.”

When I get back to our table, Kim has one of her bright idea faces. Big eyes, mouth wide open, eyebrows up to her hairline. “Ahmad’s new here!” she announces.

I roll my eyes as I sit down. “Really!”

“We should take him out somewhere,” she continues like she didn’t notice my snark. “You know, show him around.”

Ahmad gives an uneasy smile. “There’s no need . . .”

“It’s a good idea,” I interrupt. Kim and I used to go places on the weekend in elementary school. The zoo. The museum district. An Astros game. One of our parents could always be convinced to take us. But ever since we started middle school, our outings have become less frequent. Maybe Ahmad is the excuse we need to get back to going places. “Where would you like to go?” I ask him.

“Er, I don’t know,” he replies. “What is there?”

“Everything!” Kim exclaims, throwing her arms into the air. “Parks, museums, shops. Restaurants—oh, there are so many restaurants!”

“How about we start local?” I say. “Sugar Land Commons is close by and not too big.”

Kim rubs her hands together. “Perfect!”

“I don’t like how you two are smiling,” Ahmad says slowly.

Don’t worry,” I reply, patting him on the back. “Think of it as your intro to America.”
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On Friday night after dinner, Ammi settles on the couch with two thin slices of cheesecake. “Start up YouTube,” she says, like that’s my job.

Basically, I’ve decided it’s my job because Ammi takes way too long to connect her Bluetooth to the smart TV, pull up the internet, and cue the specific drama she wants to watch. She forgets how to do all this and presses the wrong buttons, then shouts “Ya Allah, this is broken!” and throws the remote on the floor.

Every single time.

I grab my phone and sink down next to her. “Learn from the expert, Mrs. Gen X!”

She takes a bite of cheesecake. “I could easily do this,” she protests. “I just want you kids to take some responsibility around the house.”

I roll my eyes. “That makes zero sense.” I find the correct video on my phone and press play. Then I connect it to the TV. It takes two seconds. “See, magic!”

Ammi shakes her head. “If you say so.”

My phone pings while YouTube is still showing ads.

Kim: My mom can take us to SL Commons on Sunday!

Ammi leans over to look at my screen. “That sounds like fun!” she says. “Tell Mrs. Hoang I said hello.”

I send Kim a thumbs-up emoji and snuggle into Ammi’s side. We’re on episode sixteen of an Urdu serial called Meray Paas Tum Ho. It’s a weird story about a man and his family, only I don’t get what he’s doing or saying half the time. I just know he’s always sad, and his wife doesn’t like him much.

“You’re not eating your cheesecake?” Ammi asks, looking at me sideways.

I shrug. “I had too much dinner.” Dadi had cooked chicken with tomatoes and it was delish.

Ammi’s face falls. “Your dadi makes yummy food, huh?”

“I guess,” I reply. “Too bad she glares at us all while we eat.”

Ammi pats my hand. “It’s just her style. That’s how parents were in the old days. Tough and unfeeling. They still loved you, but they didn’t coddle you or spend time with you.”

“You mean, no watching dramas together on YouTube?” I tease.

“Well, YouTube didn’t exist back then, so no.” Ammi gives a short laugh. “But I know what you mean. I can’t remember my parents ever just hanging out with me. It wasn’t done.”

I think. Ammi hardly ever talks about her childhood, so this is a golden opportunity to ask my burning questions. “How did you spend your time? Did you have electricity? Showers? Fire?”

She snorts. “Very funny. I played with my brothers and sisters. And I had a lot of friends in school. We went to an international school in Dubai, so my friends were from all over the world.”

“That sounds cool.”

I press play again, and we watch silently for a little while. Ammi’s eyes are glued to the screen. I’m only ten percent invested in this story, so I start thinking about Ammi as a kid, and her parents’ tough love. I’ve met her parents—Nana and Nani—several times. They visit every few summers and bring lots of presents. But neither of them cooks, and we take them out to a different restaurant every night that they’re here.

Unlike Dadi, who’s a total homebody. After only two weeks, I’m so addicted to her cooking I don’t think I’ll ever be able to go back to takeout dinners.

Speaking of the devil . . . “What are you watching? I heard Urdu!” Dadi shuffles into the room, eyes drawn to the TV.

I pat the couch cushion next to me. “Come sit, Dadi. We’re watching a Pakistani drama.”

Ammi nods without looking away. “Yes, it’s very gripping.”

It’s really not, but I stay silent. Dadi frowns at the screen. “Oh, this is that one with the sad man and the terrible wife.”

“Exactly.” I giggle and nudge Ammi. “See, Dadi gets it.”

Ammi gives me a disapproving look. “It’s an emotional roller coaster about a man who learns that money cannot replace love.”

Dadi scoffs loudly, making me giggle some more. She sits down on the other couch, as far away from us as possible without being in the kitchen. “Start from the beginning,” she orders. “And give me some of that cake.”

On Saturday, Dadi heads into the senior center like she’s on a mission. “Walk faster, girl,” she tells me as she strides across the reception area. “The sooner we get inside, the sooner we can leave.”

I practically run after her. “Vicks healed your aching bones, eh?”

“I told you it works.”

“Stop acting like you hate this,” I tell her.

“Who’s acting?”

I pause at the double doors in the back to gape at her. I can’t believe I’m wasting my time as babysitter and she doesn’t even appreciate it. “But . . . but you’re the one who wanted to have something to do, remember?”

She grunts again. “Something else. Not . . . this.” She waves her arm toward the doors. “This is a day care for old people.”

My eyebrows almost touch my hairline. She’s talking like she’s not an old person. Only I know better than to say that to her. I turn and pull open the door for her. “It’ll be fine.”

“There are a lot more people here today,” Dadi notes, backing away. Her face turns from angry to . . . worried?

Or maybe I’m mistaken, because no way is this fierce woman ever worried about anything. I grab her arm and pull her inside. I’m determined we’re going to do this properly. I’m her babysitter, after all. It’s my job to make sure she’s having fun. “Let’s go find Samir Uncle.”

“Who’s that?”

“The man who you played ludo with last week, remember?”

“Oh him. I didn’t catch his name.”

I roll my eyes, because she’s totally fibbing right now. She was chatting with Samir Uncle last week like they’d known each other for years. “He’s cute, isn’t he?” I tease. “Hard to forget.”

Dadi opens and shuts her mouth. “You’ve lost your mind, girl.”

I smirk and march to the tables. Samir Uncle’s tall frame and shock of white hair is unmistakable, even from this distance. He greets us with another one of his broad grins. “Couldn’t stay away, huh?”

“Ya Allah, save me,” Dadi mutters.

I grin back. “Yup! This is a fun place. What’s on the agenda today?”

He beckons me closer. “There’s a screening of Meray Paas Tum Ho in a little while,” he tells me, like it’s a big secret.

My eyes widen. “Seriously? We just watched it last night. My mom loves that show!”

“Me too! I must meet your mother someday. She sounds like an amazing person.”

Dadi’s mutters grow louder. If looks could kill, Samir Uncle and I would be six feet under right now.

“What else?” I ask.

He scratches his jaw thoughtfully. “We could play some more ludo,” he suggests. “You definitely need some practice.”

I gasp. “I’m gonna beat you today, Uncle ji!”

He laughs and leads us to the tables. Dadi sits down and pulls the ludo board in front of her. “If anyone will win, it’s me.”

Talha’s in the car with Abba when we leave the senior center. “I’m going to the basketball court to practice hoops,” he tells Dadi importantly.

“There’s a basketball court here?” she asks.

“It’s just a small one in our neighborhood,” Abba explains. “A complex actually, with a tennis court, plus some hiking trails.” He drives across the train tracks and into our subdivision. The security guard flashes us a smile and lets us in. One more turn, and we’re on Sullivan Street, in front of the park entrance.

Dadi cranes her neck. “I don’t see any complex,” she says.

Talha starts to get out. “Hold on,” Abba tells him. “Why don’t you take your grandmother with you? Maha can bring her home when she gets tired.”

Dadi is already opening the door. One more second, and she’s standing outside, waiting for us. “Hurry up, it’s cold out here.”

Abba gives her a sweater he keeps in his car. “This will keep you warm.”

We wave goodbye, and Talha jogs into the park ahead of us. A few of his teammates are waiting, and they all hug and high-five like they haven’t seen each other in weeks. I walk slowly with Dadi, worrying that she’ll trip and fall. “Be careful,” I groan when she sidesteps a rock.

“Shush, girl. I know how to walk.”

We walk the length of the complex, and I point out the tennis courts and playground. She watches Talha and his friends play basketball for a few minutes. Then she points to a gap in the hedges. “What’s that?”

I frown. “I’m not sure. There’s supposed to be a fence, but maybe they took it down.”

She’s already striding over to the hedge. I scramble to follow her. There’s a yellow caution tape where the fence should be. I step through the hedge and let out a little gasp. “Oh, it’s the train station. Remember you saw it when you first arrived?”

She shakes her head like she has no idea what I’m talking about. “It’s in your neighborhood, this train? Isn’t that strange, even for America?”

I roll my eyes. “No, the train station is outside our subdivision, past this hedge. This hedge marks the edge of the property, see?”

She doesn’t reply. She’s taking in the scene in front of us like a person in a daze. I try to see it through her eyes. We’re at the back of the platform, but the tracks are plainly visible. A pretty little ticket shed sits in one corner and cute iron benches dot the entire length. A few people mill about, waiting on the platform. As we watch, a train chugs into the station, making a very train-like sound. It’s a steam engine, something like those Thomas the Tank Engine cartoons I used to watch as a kid. It stops in the station and people climb down.

“Where does the train go?” Dadi asks dreamily.

I can’t understand what’s gotten into her. Surely they have trains in Pakistan. This one isn’t even the real thing—just a smaller, prettier version to make tourists happy. “I think it takes people around the major attractions, like the adventure park, and the mall, and the hospital complex where Abba works. You know, not a big deal.”

She watches until the train departs again. When all is quiet at the station, she turns to me. “Let’s walk home now,” she says in a clipped tone. “I’m hungry.”

O-kay then.
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On Sunday afternoon, Kim’s mom arrives at my house in her shiny black BMW. Kim’s in the passenger seat, wearing jeans and a plain white long-sleeved T-shirt. I scramble into the backseat, grinning as I show her my T-shirt, also white but with “Say No To Fake News” in typewriter font on the chest.

“You remembered!” Kim squeals.

“Duh!” We’ve always worn jeans and white T-shirts when going out together. I’m not sure how or when it started, but it’s become a Hoang-Raheem tradition. Bonus: it’s mild enough today for us not to need sweaters.

Mrs. Hoang smiles at me in the rearview mirror. She’s got short hair and dimples in her cheeks. “It’s been a long time since you girls went out on the weekend.”

I smile back at her. “Thanks for taking us, Aunty.”

Kim looks up the address Ahmad sent her, and we pick him up next. He lives in a small, run-down apartment building on the edge of Sugar Land. The cars in the parking lot are older, and kids are playing outside. Ahmad looks exactly like he does at school: dark slacks, a button-down shirt, and sneakers. I wonder if he owns any other clothes. “Get in, dude!” Kim shouts, leaning out the window.

“Hush, Kim!” Mrs. Hoang whispers, horrified.

Ahmad quickly climbs into the backseat with me. A serious-looking desi man with a short beard watches us from the front door. His shirt is identical to Ahmad’s, only the sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, and the ends are untucked. “Khuda hafiz, beta!” the man calls out. It’s obviously Ahmad’s dad.

Ahmad waves, embarrassed. “That means goodbye,” he mumbles.

“I know,” I tell him, rolling my eyes. Why does he think I’m a clueless American girl?

The Sugar Land Commons is basically a rectangular area surrounded by swanky hotels and shops. The sidewalks are paved with nice rust-colored stones, and light music filters into the air through speakers on streetlight poles. Mrs. Hoang heads to the library to get some writing done—she’s a college professor and working on a book about economics—while the three of us walk to the shops.

“This is very nice,” Ahmad says, eyes wide.

“Dude, this is just basic stuff,” Kim says, laughing. “The real shopping is in Houston.”

“Maybe we can go to the Houston Galleria next time,” I suggest. Kim nods eagerly.

I turn to Ahmad. “Do you not have places like these in . . . wait, what city are you from?”

“Karachi,” he replies. “And yes, we have malls. They’re very big. But not as pretty.”

Kim bursts out laughing. “Pretty? What do you mean?”

Ahmad waves his arm around. “Look at all this . . . the cute bricks on the ground, and those flowerpots on the roofs, and the music, and . . . everything. It makes it look, I don’t know, pretty.”

I look around. It’s true. I’ve never noticed it, but the place has a very quaint—what do you call it?—ambiance. “You’re right. It is pretty.”

“And cool,” Ahmad adds. “Definitely cool.”

“You know what isn’t cool?” Kim says, wrinkling her nose. “You, with those trousers and shirts like you’re a forty-year-old software engineer at Microsoft. You need a new look, my friend.”

Ahmad’s jaw drops. “Huh?”

Kim grabs his sleeve and drags him toward Abercrombie and Fitch. There’s a sign outside that says “60 Percent Off This Weekend Only.” “If we’re going to make our outings a weekly thing, you need to be dressed right. It’s our tradition.”

Ahmad looks back at me. “What’s she talking about? I didn’t bring any money with me . . .”

I shake my head and laugh. “Our treat. Consider it a Welcome to America gift.”

“Maha, come here.”

The command is getting familiar to my poor ears, but it still makes me grit my teeth every time I hear it. I put my phone into my jeans pocket. “Coming, Dadi,” I call out in a bright, fake voice.

She’s sitting in the armchair in her—my—room, leaning down to look at the floor. A suitcase is open at her feet, spilling clothes and boxes everywhere. “What’s this?” I ask from the doorway.

She looks up and gestures with her hand for me to come closer. “You’re going to help me today.”

“Um . . . I have things to do.” It’s not really true, because I’m exhausted from shopping and then getting stuffed with burgers and fries at a halal grill (Ahmad’s choice). My plans for the rest of the day include resting and watching videos on my phone. Oh, and some math homework. Very important.

Dadi scowls. “Hurry up. Do as you’re told, girl.”

I groan. Why does everyone in this house think they can boss me around? I trudge into the room and stand right over the suitcase. “Yes, what do you need?”

She points to the floor. “Sit.”

“I’m not a dog,” I grumble under my breath, but I sit where she’s pointing.

“Good. Now take out these clothes and sort them into piles. Saris in one, blouses and petticoats in the next, and shalwar kameez in the third. Make sure everything is folded neatly.”

I sigh loudly, just to show her this isn’t my favorite thing to do. Then I get to work sorting her clothes. There aren’t too many, but the saris are seriously long, so they take forever to fold correctly. Dadi instructs me when she thinks I’m doing it wrong, which is every two seconds. After her fifth interruption, I wish I had my headphones. I could listen to music while I sorted, and wouldn’t be in danger of losing my sanity. I pick up an emerald-green blouse.

“Be careful with that blouse; it’s got zari on it,” Dadi says.

I finger the raised golden pattern on the sleeves. “What is zari?”

“Gold.”

Er, what in the world? “Like, actual gold?” I stammer, touching the pattern again.

“Yes. Actual gold.” She points to a sari that’s still in the suitcase. “This blouse goes with that green sari. It’s got zari all over the border.”

I gasp. “How . . . wasn’t that expensive?”

Dadi looks pleased and a little dreamy. “It was a wedding present from my father. Part of my dowry when I got married.”

I reach over to touch the green sari. It’s the softest silk. “Beautiful.” My hand touches a box underneath the fabric. “What’s this?” I ask, pulling it out.

It’s not a box, but a large rectangular book covered in red felt. I flip open the cover. “Oh, it’s a photo album.”

I know what it is because Ammi has a smaller book like this, full of her childhood photos. I think before everybody started using camera phones, they used to print out their pictures and save them in albums.

“Come, let me show you.” Dadi holds out her hand, and I pass her the album.

I scoot over until my back is against her armchair and I can see the album she’s holding on her lap. The black-and-white pictures are crisp but yellowing, stuck on the hard pages and covered with a plastic film to protect them. “Those are my parents,” Dadi says, touching the first picture.

I stare at it. The woman is sitting stiffly on a chair in a garden, a dupatta draped around her head. The man stands behind her, his hand on the back of the chair. He’s wearing a turban. “They look serious.”

She touches the picture with a single fingertip, like she’s kissing their faces. “Taking a photo was a big deal in those days. You had to be very serious and usually got dressed up formally.”

It’s not just that, though. Whenever Dadi tells me her stories, I imagine her parents in my mind. Dadi’s mom sounds strong and outspoken. Dadi’s dad sounds patient and fun. Now, I finally have faces to go with the stories. Real people to imagine as she tells stories. “Who else is in here?” I ask, hoping she’ll show me more ancient pictures.

Dadi moves on to the next picture on the page. It’s her parents again, but this time with kids. “This is me.” Dadi points to a little girl standing in front of her father, with two braids and a big pout. “And those are my brothers.” Two little boys stand like scowling soldiers at each end of the picture, looking like they’d rather be anywhere else.

So family picture time hasn’t changed much in the last hundred years. Good to know.

“When was this picture taken?” I ask, trying to figure out the timeline, like any good journalist.

Dadi squints. “The year 1944 or 1945, I think.” She waves to her little-girl face. “I was nine or ten years old here.”

I’m speechless. She might as well have said “the dinosaur era” or something.

Dadi turns the pages slowly and explains each picture to me. It’s like a montage of her life, which is pretty cool. She shows me her huge house in Ludhiana, the one she was talking about in her stories these past two weeks. It’s got a big yard like she told me, and there are chickens in some of the pictures. In one, her father is cradling a baby goat in his arms, grinning widely. In another, Dadi is standing with her brothers on the roof, holding a big kite in her hands.

I start to smile. These pictures are pretty great. I can use them in my documentary.

Dadi keeps flipping pages, and the pictures change. Dadi is older now. The house she lives in is way smaller, and everyone looks even more serious than before. Well, not everyone. Just Dadi and her parents, standing tall and silent and much thinner. Dadi’s got a scowl in every one of them. Her brothers aren’t in any of these photos, nor are there any animals.

Finally, there’s a picture of her wedding. It’s the same as the one on the dresser, and thankfully she’s not scowling in it. I gaze at her husband, Abba’s adoptive father. “He’s handsome,” I say.

Dadi smiles a little. “Hmm, yes.” She keeps flipping pages and shows me pictures of Abba as a little kid, with his sisters, Saira Phupo and Tahira Phupo, who are Dadi’s biological kids. Not that you can tell, because it’s obvious that Abba is the star of all these pictures. Abba as a kid my age, reading a book in his room. Abba as a teenager with his friends, holding a cricket bat. Their family at each of Abba’s sister’s weddings. Then finally, Abba at the airport, saying goodbye to Dadi before leaving for America.

That’s the very last picture, like Dadi’s life ended when Abba left. She looks sad in it, holding onto her husband’s arm like she’s in pain. “Wow,” I whisper.

She closes the album carefully. Her finger strokes the cover, and I notice her hands. The skin is pale and wrinkly, and I want to touch it because it looks so soft. “That’s it,” she says quietly. “That’s my life.”

My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, smiling when I see the group chat I created earlier today with Kim and Ahmad.

Ahmad: Thank you again for the T-shirts. My father thinks they are disrespectful.

I giggle. We’d bought him a bunch of white T-shirts with rock band logos. My personal favorite is Nirvana, who I listen to quite a bit.

Kim: LOL tell him we’re sorry

Me: But we’re really not

Ahmad: Can we do this again soon?

Kim: What? Buy T-shirts of 80s bands?

Ahmad: Go have fun.

Me: Sure, any ideas of what you wanna do?

Ahmad: YES! I have made a list.

Kim: Why am I not surprised? What’s on this list?

Ahmad: Very American things. A concert. Bowling. Mini golf. Hiking.

Kim: Hiking? This is Texas, buddy. Nobody goes hiking here. Too hot.

Me: And too many mosquitoes.

Kim: (sends GIF of a giant mosquito saying “I will eat you”)

Ahmad: (sends GIF of the mustached guy from Parks and Recreation saying “Don’t even care”)

Me: If your dad thinks T-shirts are disrespectful, there’s no way he’ll let you go to a concert.

Kim: Yeah, me and Maha have been begging since fifth grade and we still haven’t gotten permission.

Kim: (sends a bunch of crying emojis)

Ahmad: But my list . . .

Me: Bowling is do-able. There’s a place near our school. It’s free pizza afternoons on weekdays.

Ahmad: YESSSS! Pizza is also on my list.

Kim: You’ve never had pizza?

Ahmad: Not American pizza. I heard it’s very unhealthy.

Kim: Oh, have you been talking to Maha’s mom?

Me: Shut up.

Me: So bowling this week?

Ahmad: Perfect

Kim: (sends a GIF of Batman doing a thumbs-up)

I put my phone away to find Dadi scowling at me. “Are you done with your texting?”

I make a face. “Yes. Sorry.”

She points to the suitcase. “Get back to work then.”

“Only if you tell me more of your story.”

Mahnoor Raheem: Start from July, when the young man was killed. What happened after that?

Rafia Raheem: After that, my family started talking about leaving. It was awful, like the tension wasn’t on the streets anymore, but had entered my house like a stealthy enemy. Ammi and Abba were on one side of the argument. They wanted to leave Ludhiana. My grandparents were adamant that they wanted to stay. They said they’d lived there all their lives, and their parents and grandparents had lived there before them. They didn’t want to start in a new place in their old age. Chacha also was willing to take the risk to stay. He said he didn’t want to leave his shop. One of the other shops in the market had been burned to the ground by some unknown people, and he worried that the same would happen to his if people thought he wasn’t around to take care of it. Abba told him he was being stupid, that lives were more important than fabric, but Chacha didn’t listen. He loved his shop.

Mahnoor: So did you guys leave?

Rafia: Not yet. The end of July the adults just argued about it. And worried about it. We were fasting for Ramadan by then, and my grandmother took extra time each day to pray for things to settle down. I remember I’d sit next to her charpai on the floor and listen to her prayers, just going on and on. She prayed for everyone by name, our neighbors and friends and relatives. Rasheeda’s entire family, Prisha and her father, maulvi sahib at the end of the street. She even prayed for both our leaders, Jinnah and Nehru, that Allah grant them sense and vision, and help them make good decisions.

Mahnoor: I like that. She sounds nice.

Rafia (sadly): She was. Anyway, by August, Abba was convinced that we had to leave. Rasheeda’s father, Sarwar Uncle, also agreed with him, so our two families decided to join together. Strength in numbers, or something like that. My grandparents finally gave in and said they’d come with us. But Chacha refused. So it was decided. Ammi came to me one day, looking worried, and said we needed to pack. She showed me a suitcase that we had to put everything in.

Mahnoor: The whole family? Just one suitcase?

Rafia: Yes, a small, light one that we could easily carry. We were going to be traveling on foot until we reached the train station in Ludhiana, which was some distance away from our house. And Abba said we had to do it in a way that nobody saw us, which I thought was too much, but still, we did whatever he said.

Mahnoor: Oh my God, how did you decide what to pack?

Rafia: We packed a few clothes, but that was it. Hakam and Jamal wanted to take all their toys, but Ammi didn’t let them. I wanted to take the journal that Abba had given me, but there was no room. It didn’t really matter at that point. Everything was so tense, I had a constant stomachache from all the fear of what was going to happen. We packed the basics and then we waited. I don’t know what my parents were waiting for. It seemed like they were scared of making such a big decision. Should they stay or should they go? What would be the best for us? The least risky? Chacha was staying in the house, so at least it wasn’t like we were abandoning it. Dadi kept crying silently in her dupatta, and Ammi kept saying “Don’t worry, we’ll come back soon. We’ll come back when things settle down.”

Mahnoor: Did anyone believe that?

Rafia: Yes, I think they did. Rasheeda’s family didn’t have anyone staying behind, unlike ours. They just left all their clothes and furniture inside, thinking they’d be back in a few months. Hoping for it. Praying for it. Just temporary, the adults kept saying. Nothing to worry about. Even Rajendra Uncle said we should go away for a little while, until things settled down. Ammi dug a hole in the backyard and buried all her jewelry. She didn’t want it looted on the way. She left a white brick in the ground next to the hole, so she’d remember where the jewelry was buried when she got back.

Mahnoor: What else did you pack? Anything special?

Rafia: Well, Abba took his diploma from high school, and the headmaster plaque he’d received for ten years of service where he worked. He said you never knew when it might come in handy. Dada and Dadi took their Quran. It was a family heirloom; it had been handed down from generation to generation, and it was really old. Dadi wrapped it up in a soft cotton cloth and tucked it into her clothes so it wouldn’t get dirty. Ammi took a small packet of photos, the ones you see here. Abba thought she was being silly, said we could always take more pictures, but she said these memories were precious.

Mahnoor: I’m glad she brought them. Otherwise, I’d never have seen you and your brothers as little kids.

Rafia (closing her eyes for a second): Yes, that’s true. If she hadn’t kept these pictures, we would have no record of those we lost.
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“Who’s been working on their documentary projects?” asks Mr. Goode on Wednesday.

Tiffany raises her arm all the way up to heaven. “Me! Me!”

I’m happy to report that I’m not the only one who shakes their head at this. Andy mutters, “Calm down, wonder kid,” so loudly that Mr. Goode snorts.

Tiffany’s arm is still in the air. “Can I tell you about it, Mr. Goode?”

He nods. “Of course, please do.”

She puts her arm back where it belongs, only to stand up like she’s giving a speech. “Did you know that school cafeteria food is not anywhere near standards in most cities across the US?”

“No!” Andy says. “The horror!”

Tiffany turns to give him a scowl. “It is a horror, actually. You’re not getting anywhere near the recommended levels of protein, carbohydrates, and vitamins that your growing body needs.”

“You sound like my mom,” I mutter.

Tiffany isn’t supposed to hear that, but of course she does, because apparently, it’s not enough to be an A student and extra efficient at documentary making. She’s also got super-sharp hearing. “Explain yourself,” she orders.

I sigh. “My mom is a dietician at the hospital.”

Tiffany’s face splits into a glorious, self-satisfied smile. “OMG that’s awesome! I could interview her for my documentary.”

I shoot her my best glare. “That’s not gonna happen.”

She ignores me and turns back to Mr. Goode. “Anyway. I’ve already started recording and should be done very soon.”

Mr. Goode looks impressed, which I absolutely hate. “Excellent, Miss Hawkins! Anyone else have their projects started yet?”

Almost everyone else does. There’s a project on the best campsites in Texas; one on how ice cream is made; and another on the life story of Mattress Mack, a popular Houston-area mattress store owner and philanthropist. There are also weird and slightly disturbing projects like Andy’s report on criminal masterminds in the South, and another kid’s documentary on bedbugs found in hotels. Gross.

I don’t say anything. I’ve totally decided on my topic—the Partition—but how on earth do I talk about it when I’m pretty much clueless myself right now? I have so much to learn, so many questions to ask.

But it’s a good kind of clueless. One that tells me there’s a huge opportunity here. The hair on the back of my neck is standing up—that’s how thrilled-slash-scared I am. That’s the best feeling, when you go after a brand-new story.

I sit quietly in my chair and listen to everyone else. Mr. Goode gets us working on a fake news assignment, which would normally excite me, but today it just makes me more anxious. Finally, after reading the article five times without understanding a single word, I get up and go to Mr. Goode.

“Can I help you, Miss Raheem?” he asks gently.

“Um, well, I wanted to discuss my documentary project with you,” I begin. I see Tiffany looking at me, so I add, “Privately.”

Mr. Goode stands up and leads me outside the classroom. “What’s the problem?”

I link my hands in front of my stomach. “Have you heard of the Partition?”

He thinks for a moment. “Can’t say that I have. Is it a geographic event? A political one? Something from literature?”

“A political one, I think. It happened in 1947 when the British broke up the Indian subcontinent into India and Pakistan. I’ve been talking to my grandmother and this friend of hers at the senior center about it, and they say it was a really bad thing. Like, millions died or lost their homes.”

Mr. Goode strokes his beard thoughtfully. “It’s definitely something viewers should know about. I’m ashamed I had no clue this happened.”

The way he says viewers makes me quake in my shoes. I’d totally forgotten that these videos will be posted on YouTube, where the entire bajillion people of the world could watch. “Um, yes, well, I think only South Asians know about the Partition.” I stop. “Except for Mr. Khalil, who’s from Egypt, but he still knows.”

“Mr. Khalil?”

“The librarian.”

“Oh yes, nice guy. He recommended some books for me when I went to use the printer.”

I roll my eyes. “He does that a lot.”

Mr. Goode leans against the wall and crosses his arms across his chest. “So, you want to make a documentary about this Partition?”

I bite my lip. “Only it’s not news, you know? It’s history.”

“So?”

I stare at him. “So? Isn’t this class all about the news? The here and now? Today’s issues? Breaking news, etcetera?”

“Media studies can be a lot of different things, Miss Raheem.”

I stop myself from groaning. “Yeah, but I’m into journalism,” I inform him. “I don’t care about anything else.”

He smiles at me gently, and his eyes twinkle in that weird/comforting way. “Maybe it’s time to broaden your horizons a little bit, eh?”

“What if I don’t want to? What if I want to focus on the news part of media?”

He rubs a hand over his chin thoughtfully. “You can use any media to tell a news story. Even a historical one. You just have to find the right hook.”

“Like, in wrestling?”

He chuckles. “No, like in journalism.”

There are hooks in journalism? How did I not know this? My fingers itch to take my phone out of my pocket and do a search, but I can’t. Our school is pretty strict about the no-phone policy. Luckily, I have a former journalist standing right in front of me.

“Explain,” I say. Then I realize I’m pulling a Tiffany. “Er, please?”

“The hook is the critical piece of information that captures the attention of the reader,” Mr. Goode explains. “Or in this case, the viewer. It’s a fishing analogy, like how a hook is used to catch fish.”

So, I just had the wrong sport in mind. Wrestling, fishing . . . is there any difference, really? “Sadly, I’ve never been fishing,” I say.

“Neither have I,” he replies. “But you know what I mean. You need a hook for your historical project. Something that could tie into the . . . what did you call it? Here and now.”

“Here and now,” I repeat. “But also, more than a half century in the past.”

“Exactly,” he says. “Take Javier with his ice cream documentary. He’s going to start with the grand opening of his uncle’s new ice cream shop, and then dive into the history of ice cream making in Texas.”

“So, the grand opening is the hook,” I say slowly. “And the ice cream history is the real meat of the story.” It’s all becoming clear to me now. I want to sing hallelujah or something. Maybe dance a little jig. I’m not sure what my project will look like yet, but at least I have a starting point. No fishing required.

Mr. Goode pushes off from the wall and heads back into the classroom. “Bingo.”

After school, Kim, Ahmad, and I walk to Silver Lanes, a bowling alley three blocks away.

“Wow, this place is busy!” Kim shouts over the music. She dodges a group of high school kids laughing in the entryway.

“It’s the free pizza,” I shout back.

We head over to the counter and get our shoes. “You’re lucky,” the owner, Mrs. Stanley, tells us. “You got the last lane.”

Ahmad is all smiles. “See, we’re lucky!”

“It’s his first time bowling,” Kim leans over and tells Mrs. Stanley. “He’s from Pakistan.”

“Oh, you poor dear,” Mrs. Stanley says. “Heard it’s very rough over there. Don’t worry, you’re safe in America.”

Ahmad’s smile slips. “I’m sorry, what?”

Kim giggles. I shake my head and pull him away. “Don’t bother. Some people are just ignorant.”

“It’s not rough in Pakistan,” he insists. “It’s very cool. And the people are much nicer.”

“I know,” I reply soothingly.

We find our lane and get settled. I put in our names, while Kim teaches Ahmad how to hold the ball. I stare at the screen in front of me, and my mind starts swirling with everything Mr. Goode said earlier today. He’d said I needed a hook. What could possibly be a hook for an event most kids and many adults consider ancient history? Ammi called it “old news” on Friday night. Mr. Goode didn’t even know it happened.

But Dadi and Samir Uncle can’t stop talking about it. Obviously, it’s because they lived through it, but still. It’s a good question for a journalist. If an event is important only to some people, can we still call it newsworthy? And what’s the part that will hook everyone today?

Kim taps my shoulder. “Hey, what’s up? You look like you’ve got constipation.”

“Har har,” I say.

“Do you have constipation, Mahnoor?” It’s Ahmad right behind us, looking worried. “My mother has a good home recipe to make you go to the bathroom.”

“Ew, no!” I gasp. “I’m fine. This is my thinking face.”

“Well, it’s very scary,” Kim says. “Maybe you should take Ahmad’s mom’s recipe just in case.”

Ahmad nods. “I agree.”

I stand up. “You two are loony tunes.”

We start the first frame. I’m expecting Ahmad to be totally clueless, but he says he’s read up on all the rules before coming, so he ends up being okay. Kim is the worst because she keeps making gutter balls. Every time she does it, she makes a ferocious face and screams “AAARGH!” which makes me double up with laughter.

We finish the game and then crash on the seats, laughing. Mrs. Stanley delivers our pizza, and we dig in. “Wow,” Ahmad mumbles with his mouth full. “This is as bad as I expected.”

“What kind of pizza do you have in Pakistan?” Kim asks.

He swallows. “All kinds. We have the American brands, like Pizza Hut and Domino’s, but they have great flavors.”

“Like what?” I ask.

“My favorite is chicken tikka pizza,” he says. “But my mother likes the spicy fajita best. She told me the first Pizza Hut franchise opened in Pakistan way back in the olden days. Like, the nineties.”

The olden days? Great, now I’m back to thinking about the hook. “Listen, what do you know about the Partition? I need all the details.”

Kim gives me a strange look, but I ignore her. Ahmad nods and reaches for another slice of greasy bowling-alley pizza. “Ah yes, the infamous Partition,” he says. “We learned about it in history, of course. Plus, every year the nation celebrates Independence Day on August fourteenth.”

“So they talk about it on the news and make films and programs about it?” I ask eagerly.

He rears back a little, like my excitement is worrisome. “Yes, sometimes.”

“Okay, so what’s the hook they use?”

He frowns. “Hook?”

I wave my hand. “Like, what do they use to convince people right now, kids like you, to watch a show about 1947? What’s the angle?”

Ahmad grins. “Ah, I get it. The hook, like in fishing, very good. My father loves fishing. He used to take us to this lake outside the city. . . .”

“Dude!”

“Sorry,” he says. “The hook for those TV shows, you mean. They usually bring in a few elderly people to tell their stories. Sometimes they go to a group home or visit a museum.”

I shake my head. “That’s too basic. I need something spectacular. I’m competing against Tiffany Hawkins, for crying out loud!”

Kim shudders. “My sympathies.”

Ahmad narrows his eyes. “Well, on the seventy-fifth anniversary, one of the universities invited some exchange students from India to participate in a series of panels and lectures. That got a lot of young people excited.”

“Wait, aren’t Pakistanis and Indians enemies?” I ask. I remember Abba saying that when he took Talha and me to a cricket match last year. We sat on one side of the stadium with the Pakistani fans, and the Indians sat on the other side. There was a lot of booing and shade throwing.

Ahmad shrugs. “It’s not so bad now. More like . . . what’s the word? Frenemies.”

I let out a startled laugh. “Wow, you’re learning American English pretty fast.”

He grins again. “Thank you.”

Kim finishes her slice and stands up. “Come on, we only have thirty minutes left. Let’s play another game before heading out.”

Ahmad jumps up. I follow slowly behind him. We bowl and laugh and have fun. But all the time, I’m thinking about finding the right hook for my documentary. Something that will bring history alive for viewers the way Dadi’s stories are doing for me.
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I sit at the kitchen island, peering at my laptop screen. It’s almost eleven o’clock at night, and I’ve never been so awake. Like, big eyes, short breaths, pretty much the opposite of asleep, the way I’m supposed to be. I’ve been googling things like “1947 news” and “India Pakistan Partition news.” I even tried “recent events for Partition,” because you never know what will come up to help me tie the past to the present.

And finally, I feel like I’ve hit the jackpot. One of the articles talks about something called an oral archive to record histories for future generations. I’m pretty sure that means recorded histories. Now I have to find one with actual Partition stories. I keep searching, and sure enough, there’s one at the University of Texas. It’s called 1947 Archives, and the home page is filled with thumbnails of videos and audio recordings.

My fingers itch to click on the videos and audios, but a journalist always goes in order so that things make sense. First things first. I click on the menu and find an “about us” section.

Here’s what I learn. The archive was started by an Indian researcher named Nazrana Singh. She brought a team of volunteers together to record Partition stories, starting with her own parents’ and in-laws’ accounts. Since the archives were created, more than ten thousand stories have been saved.

My mouth drops open at that number. That’s a lot of people to share an experience with, isn’t it? The section goes on to say they’re looking for more volunteers to record stories. “With more than seventy-five years passed, the generation of eyewitnesses to the Partition is in danger of dying out. It comprises keepers of an important South Asian historical heritage. We need to record their accounts and share their history before it’s too late. In another few decades, there will be no more human beings alive to tell the tale of this bloody event in history.”

I’ve never thought of Dadi as the keeper of a heritage, and what will happen when she’s no longer here. Will I be the keeper then? And how will I share that heritage with others?

That heart-thumping, nauseating feeling is back. I take a deep breath to calm myself. Every word I read on the screen convinces me even more that my documentary about Partition is necessary. I’m one hundred percent sure I’m on the right path. Partition is bigger than me. Bigger than any one person or family. It’s the hidden history of millions.

I gulp. This is no small task. It’s a huge responsibility.

And I’m just one kid with a passion for journalism.

I go back to the website. There’s a picture of Nazrana Singh, the founder. I click on it to enlarge. She looks friendly. She’s got kind eyes, and wears a shalwar kameez like Dadi, but she’s probably closer to Ammi’s age. There’s an email link under her picture. On impulse, I send her an email.

Dear Ms. Singh,

My grandmother has come from Pakistan to live with us and she keeps telling me stories about Partition. I’m learning so much, but the more I learn, the bigger it becomes in my mind. I’m not sure how to handle it. I’m not sure I want to hear about people dying and countries being torn apart. But her face comes alive as she talks, and her arms fling around like she’s remembering everything so clearly. I don’t know what to do, except that doing nothing is not an option. I’m making a documentary for school about it. Any tips for not losing my mind will be greatly appreciated.

Mahnoor Raheem

Seventh grade student

Bethune Middle School, Sugar Land, TX

I check for spelling, then hit send, not caring that what I’ve written is word vomit. If Ms. Singh gets this email, she’ll think I’m weird.

I stare at the laptop for a while, thinking. I remind myself that this archive may be awesome, but it’s still not the hook I’m looking for. I need to make my documentary timely. Urgent, even.

Something that answers the question: Why should anyone care?

I look at the message from Ms. Singh again. Isn’t that what she’s saying too? That once the older generation passes away, nobody will care about Partition. That’s why she’s working so hard.

My heart thumps in my chest. I want to be part of that effort too. Only from the side of the present, not the past.

I just have to figure out how to do that.

“Why are you up so late?” Dadi’s voice jumps at me like she’s a cop and I’m a thief lurking around at eleven thirty at night.

“Eeek!” I turn so quickly, my laptop wobbles on the island. I put out a hand to steady it.

“Well?” Dadi demands. “Are you feeling sick?”

I shake my head and start packing up my things. “No, I’m fine. I was doing some homework.”

Dadi sits down on a stool. “Now that you’re here, you can make me some chai.”

I freeze. “Me?”

She gives me a disapproving look. “You don’t know how to make chai?”

I have two choices. I can make a snarky comment, something about nobody in our house drinking South Asian tea, thank you very much. Or I can be nice to her, since she’s the last generation to carry my historical heritage or whatever. I have to bite my lip a little to stop the snark, but I finally say, “Can you show me?”

She sniffs, but I feel like she’s happy with my answer. “It’s not that hard. Fill a kettle with water. Wait for it to boil. Then add tea leaves.”

I switch on the electric kettle, then go into the pantry in search of tea leaves. I remember Dadi drinking chai just the other day—in fact I think she and Abba drink it together every night after dinner—so there must be some leaves somewhere. “Um, what do the tea leaves look like?”

“What do you mean? They’re just regular tea leaves.”

I peer out of the pantry. “Like actual leaves?”

She snorts loudly. “It’s too late for jokes, girl. Get serious.”

Okay. So not actual leaves. I turn away and rummage some more. There’s a Lipton box tucked into the corner of a shelf with the picture of a steaming cup of tea, so I grab that. “How about this?”

She inspects the box and nods. “Yes, this will do.”

Phew. I feel like a GIF Kim sent me a few months ago, where a big inflatable man waves his arms in the wind, looking super excited. “Yay! What’s next?”

She tells me the steps. Heat milk. Pour boiling water into a mug, steep the tea bag in it, wait for five minutes, then add milk. “Just the right amount, mind you,” Dadi tells me, leaning over my shoulder to make sure the splash of milk is precisely how she wants it. “Now two teaspoons of sugar.”

I stir the sugar into the tea and hand the mug to her with a flourish. “Here you go!”

I’ve chosen a small, black mug that says “Keep Calm and Drink Tea” in white lettering. She inspects it carefully. I stand next to her silently. “Are you waiting for a medal or something?” she asks, but she pats my head as she takes the tea from my hand. And she’s smiling just a tiny bit, which is basically like yelling “AWESOME SPECTACULAR JOB, MAHA!”

“See you tomorrow, Dadi.” I pick up my laptop and head back to my attic, texting Kim on the way.

Me: Hey, remind me to tell you what I found online

Me: It’s pretty cool

Kim: Tell me now

Me: Why are you still up? It’s almost midnight!!!!

Kim: Reading. Of course.

Kim: I’m on page 65 and holy smokes, things are getting exciting!

Me: What?

Kim: What do you mean, what? I’m reading the book for our English project.

Kim: What page are you on? We should compare notes now while we read, rather than waiting til the end.

Oh, yikes. I sink down on my bed. The novel study. I’d bought a used copy online, then promptly forgotten all about it. I didn’t know we had to make notes. I haven’t even started reading it. I chew my lip as I decide what to text back. You’re a journalist, Maha. You deal with facts. Truth. Information.

Right, so truth it is.

Me: Actually, I haven’t started reading yet.

Kim: WHATTTTTTTTTT

Me: I mean, April is so far away, right? We have plenty of time!

Kim: NO! I hate leaving things until the last minute. You know that, Maha!!!!!!!! I don’t want to be stressed.

Me: Ugh. I don’t want you to be stressed either. I’ll start tomorrow. For sure.

Kim: You better. I’ll ask.

Me: Also ask me about the thing I learned, okay?

Me: About the archive. Ask me about the archive.

Kim: Sigh. Just make sure it’s the brief version.

Kim: What do you call it? A snippet?

Me: Or a filler, if it’s a print newspaper.

Kim: Nerd

Me: Thank you
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“I got you something,” Samir Uncle says.

We’re sitting at our usual spot in the senior center. A game of ludo is spread out on the table, but nobody’s paying attention to it. Dadi’s drinking a cup of chai from the kitchen, and I’m sitting next to her wondering if it’s as good as the chai I now make regularly for her.

It’s been a month since she taught me how to make my first cup of chai in the middle of the night. I now call myself a chai expert. Dadi always grunts when I say that.

Samir Uncle wags his eyebrows and holds up a plastic bag. “For you,” he says as he pulls a book from it like a magician.

Don’t tell me he’s a reader too. Ugh.

“I already have lots of reading to do,” I tell him hastily, thinking of Kim. She’s been asking me every few days if I’ve started reading Percy Jackson and something something. The fact that I can’t even remember the title of the book I’m supposed to make a presentation for should give us all a clue about my feelings.

My standard response? Smiling and saying “Not yet, but I will soon! Promise!” and then running away.

Yes, I can be pretty immature sometimes, so sue me.

Samir Uncle grins at me. “No, no. This is for your dadi.”

Dadi gives him a disbelieving look. “For me?” I think she’s not sure whether she should thank him for getting her a gift or slap him for being cheeky enough to get her a gift. I put my hand over my mouth so I don’t giggle and ruin the moment.

Samir Uncle’s grin dims by about fifty percent. “I thought you might enjoy it. My late wife had a subscription and they’re still sitting around in the garage.”

So not a book. I peer at the very book-like object in his hand. There’s a model on the cover in full wedding outfit and makeup. A title in flowing Urdu graces the top of her head. “What does it say?” I ask Dadi.

She sniffs. “Khawateen Digest. March 2015.”

I must look confused, because Samir Uncle pats my shoulder. “Khawateen means ladies. Basically, it’s a women’s monthly magazine. It’s got news and short stories and articles, even fashion.”

“Fashion!” Dadi grumbles. But she’s looking at the magazine with unblinking eyes. It’s exactly how Ammi looks at chocolate cake or pizza.

Samir Uncle puts the magazine in front of her. “You can take it. If you like, I’ll bring more. I’ll bring the entire box if you want. They’re old, but they’re in mint condition.”

“Why would you do that?” Dadi demands.

I stare at her. Is she serious? I’m twelve and even I can guess why he’s doing this. Really, his puppy-dog eyes give him away.

Samir Uncle gulps, then explains quickly: “It’s part of my welcoming duties at the senior center. Just going above and beyond, you know.”

I take pity on him. “Yeah, desi people are so extra,” I joke.

They both ignore me. Dadi stares at him some more, probably to see into his soul and make sure he’s telling the truth. He doesn’t flinch, just keeps giving that bland smile and pointing to the digest. Finally, she picks it up and flips through it. “Shukriya,” she croaks.

Wow, that was painful. Her thank-yous need a lot of work.

I lean in and look over her shoulder. The pages are full of dense Urdu script, but broken up by illustrations and advertisements.

In other words, boring.

Samir Uncle clears his throat. “So, are you ladies ready for Ramzan?”

I squint. “Do you mean Ramadan?”

He shakes his head. “You Americans! It’s Ramadan in Arabic, but Ramzan in Urdu.”

I did not know that. “So, what should you say when you’re speaking English?”

He shrugs. “You can say what you like. I like Ramzan better. I’m used to it.”

“Me too,” Dadi adds firmly.

“Okay, Ramzan it is then.” I chew my lip. “What do you mean, get ready?”

“Food! You need lots of food to get ready!” Samir Uncle replies with a glint in his eye. “Samosas, pakoras, jalebis, chola chaat, papri chaat, bun kabab, chapli kabab . . .”

I let out a peal of laughter. “You’re talking about eating, not fasting!”

He ruffles my hair gently. “You see, you fast all day, so there must be the most delicious things to eat in the evening when you break your fast.”

I like the sound of that.

“You’re making me hungry,” Dadi grumbles, still looking through the magazine. “This one’s house doesn’t have any Pakistani food unless I cook it myself. God knows what Ramzan will look like.”

I want to protest, but she’s right. We are sadly un-Pakistani. “You can cook all those kababs and chaats Samir Uncle is talking about,” I say brightly.

She scoffs, but doesn’t say no. “We’ll see.”

“Do you fast yet? How old are you?” Samir Uncle asks.

I shake my head. “Not really. I tried last year, but it was really hard. My parents don’t”—I stop because it’s strange and a little embarrassing to admit that I have very little knowledge about my own religion or culture—“make a big deal about things,” I finish weakly.

Dadi and Samir Uncle exchange knowing looks. “They work late, eh?” he says. “I know all about it. My son and his family are never home either. That’s why I spend so much time in the senior center.”

I snap my fingers. “Ooh, maybe you should come visit our house sometime.” I make a fake sad face. “You know, if you get too bored at home all by yourself.”

Dadi pushes my arm with her elbow. “What?”

Samir Uncle looks like he won the lottery. “That would be wonderful, beta. Thank you so much! Maybe for iftar someday.”

I grin widely. “Sure.”

Dadi’s horrified face stares back at me.

I point to the ludo game. “Your turn,” I tell her, still grinning.

I watch as the two play, my grin fading away. The Islamic month of Ramadan (sorry, Ramzan!) has hardly been on my radar before. I don’t think Ammi and Abba fast the entire month, but even if they do, they get home way after sunset, so we never eat iftar together. They’re not the most religious people, so they’ve never really pushed me to practice anything anyway.

But now, I’m wondering about it.

“When is Ramzan starting?” I ask Dadi as we stand outside the senior center, waiting for Abba to pick us up.

She looks at me. “Tomorrow or the day after, inshallah.”

“Are you going to fast?” I ask, remembering what she told me about fasting in 1947. She was my age then.

Dadi nods. “Yes, I plan to, if I stay healthy. Do you want to fast with me?”

My eyes go wide. This is the first time she’s offered to do anything with me. And fasting for Ramzan is a huge thing. “Er . . . not every day, though,” I say. “Right?”

“No,” she agrees. “You’re too young to fast all thirty days, especially if you haven’t had much practice.”

“I fainted last year when I tried,” I admit quietly.

She glares at me. “Kya? Did you eat a big breakfast? Were you playing around in the sun all day?”

I sigh. “No to the first one, and yes to the second. I was late to school and then we had field day outside. The nurse called Ammi to pick me up, and that made her really mad. She said I wasn’t old enough to fast.”

Dadi shakes her head. “You’re not old enough for all thirty fasts, but you can do a few. That’s how we practice, so we can improve our stamina.”

“I’ll fast a few days this year.” I start to smile. “But only if you cook all those things Samir Uncle was talking about.”

“Blackmail, that’s what this is.”

Now I’m full-on grinning like a fool. “Call it motivation!”

Dadi smiles reluctantly. “Ramzan isn’t about food, you know,” she tells me. “It’s about counting your blessings. Being grateful for what you already have. You Americans always want more, more, more!”

I nod eagerly. “Yes, more food.”

She stares at me like I’ve lost my mind.

I take out my phone and start searching “best foods for iftar.” Apparently, number one on every list is dates—something about their nutritional value. “Ammi will get a kick out of this,” I say. “Who knew dates were so good for you?”

Dadi keeps looking at me. When Abba arrives, she climbs into the car and orders, “Take me to a Pakistani or Indian grocery store.”

Abba frowns. “What, now? I have to get back to the office. . . .”

“Take a break, Abba!” I groan. “It’s the weekend!”

He taps a finger on the steering wheel. “What do you need from the desi store, Ma?” he finally asks.

I sit up. “Dadi’s going to make lots of yummy things for iftar, like samosas and chaat and kabab.”

He starts driving. “Really? Why didn’t you say that before?”

The closest desi store is fifteen minutes away, past the train station in the opposite direction from our house. When we pass the station, Dadi turns her head all the way to look at it. A train stands in the corner, but nobody’s going in or out, so it’s probably out of service. Dadi stares at it, but her eyes have a faraway look, as if she’s somewhere else completely.

“What’s the matter?” I ask.

She doesn’t reply.

We buy tons of things from the desi store: frozen food that has to be thawed and fried, like samosas, and ingredients to make delicious things like halal ground beef for kabab and spice mix for chaat.

I am seriously considering changing my career plans from journalist to chef. “This is going to be the best Ramzan ever!” I squeal when I’m back in the car.

“Oh, is that what you’re preparing for?” Abba teases.

“Yup,” I reply. “I’m going to fast with Dadi.”

He reaches behind and pats my head. “Good for you. I’m glad you and Dadi are getting along.”

Dadi sniffs. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

When we pass the train station again on our way home, she keeps her eyes straight ahead, not even turning a little bit.

Mahnoor Raheem: Can I ask you more questions, please?

Rafia Raheem: Put the groceries where they belong first.

Mahnoor: I’m doing it, see? You just sit here and answer my questions. Pretty please?

Rafia: That phrase makes no sense. What’s so pretty about begging someone? Don’t you have any self-respect?

Mahnoor: None whatsoever. A journalist does whatever she needs to in order to get the story.

Rafia: You’re a journalist, eh? Okay, ask away, Miss Mahnoor the Journalist.

Mahnoor: So last time, you told me about packing for your trip. Planning to leave Ludhiana and all that. What happened next? When did you finally leave?

Rafia: Oh, yes. We left in early August. I think it was August eleventh or twelfth. I remember because I had fasted that day and was really tired. Abba had gone out, and he came home in the late afternoon, very disturbed. Chacha was behind him. They both had wild eyes, and sweat on their faces, like they’d been running. Abba told Ammi to get ready—we were going to leave for the train station after iftar. The whole house was in a state of panic suddenly. We’d known we were leaving, but it hadn’t really seemed real until then. I asked Abba about Rasheeda, and he said her family was also going with us. That was a relief for me.

Mahnoor: How did you spend that last day?

Rafia: Dadi cooked the iftar. We usually didn’t eat much, but this time she told me we had to fill our stomachs until they were bloated. She said it was because we didn’t know when we’d get to eat next. That really scared me. I felt nauseous. I began to think of where we were going, and how we would survive. I had so many questions, but no answers. I tried to ask Ammi, but she just kept shaking her head and telling me not to bother her. If you want to help, take care of your brothers, Rafia. That’s what she said to me.

Mahnoor: She must have been worried. Adults don’t like to tell kids their worries, you know.

Rafia: Yes, you’re right. Anyway, I finally went to find Hakam and Jamal, and we played on the roof until it was time for iftar. I didn’t want to play, but it was my job, and I wanted to do my part in helping my parents. When I went downstairs at sunset to break my fast, it was like a different house. Everyone was quiet, and the table was full of food. Kabab and roti, mostly, but also there was a big pot of panjeeri, which was odd.

Mahnoor: Why was it odd? What’s panjeeri?

Rafia: It’s a dish they make for women after they’ve delivered a baby. It’s made of semolina and nuts and oil, and it’s full of fat to give energy. It’s sort of like halwa but dry. Ammi gave us all a little to eat, and she packed the rest in our suitcase. That’s when I realized panjeeri was going to be our traveling food. It would give us strength and help us survive whatever was to come. For some reason that panjeeri made me more scared than anything else.

Mahnoor: I get that. I’d be scared too if the only food I had on a journey was something they give new moms to get strong. So what then? After you ate and got ready, did you leave?

Rafia: We got ready and assembled outside the house in the front courtyard to wait for Rasheeda’s family. Chacha was crying, which was another weird thing to see. I’d never seen him so sad before. We were hugging each other when there was a knock on the outside gate. I opened it, thinking it was Rasheeda, but it was Rajendra Uncle, with Prisha behind him. They had come to say goodbye, even though Rajendra Uncle couldn’t meet our eyes. He kept saying this was awful, he wished we didn’t have to leave, but that it was the best decision. Abba shook hands with him and thanked him for looking out for us all these days. Then Prisha hugged me, and I got tears in my eyes for the first time. She told me she was still my friend, and that she would pray for me, and it made me feel a little better. I told her to take care of herself, because she was staying behind in this place, where anything could happen. After all, if we were leaving because it wasn’t safe anymore, then she could be in danger too, you know?

Mahnoor: That’s true.

Rafia (sighing): After she left, we all said a final goodbye to Chacha and picked up our suitcase. It was small, so Abba could easily carry it. I held hands with Hakam and Jamal, and Ammi held hands with Dada and Dadi, and we left our house. Abba told Chacha that they’d meet in Lahore if he decided to join us, and I could tell that he was having second thoughts about staying there alone. But he shook his head and said fi amanallah, so that was that.

Mahnoor: Fi amanallah. What does that mean?

Rafia: It means “May Allah protect you.”

Mahnoor: I like it. Please go on.

Rafia: We were joined by Rasheeda, her parents, and her baby sister. I can’t remember the baby’s name now; she was a tiny thing wrapped up in a big cloth that was tied around her mother’s chest. We all walked together, staying in the shadows of the trees that lined our street. Many of our neighbors had already left, but maulvi sahib was still there, leaning against the wall of the masjid, waving goodbye to us. I still remember his sad eyes. He patted both me and Rasheeda on our heads, and told us he’d miss our racing. I asked him why he wasn’t leaving, because he was Muslim too, like us. He said the mosque needed a caretaker. He didn’t want it to be vandalized. I thought, he’s not young enough or strong enough to do much if a mob comes to destroy the mosque, but I kept my thoughts to myself. I just said fi amanallah to him too.

Mahnoor: Then what happened?

Rafia: We walked and walked and walked. Abba had purposely started our journey in the evening, so people wouldn’t find out about it. It was getting dark, which meant my feet stumbled a lot. My brothers constantly complained, and finally Abba picked one up and Ammi picked up the other, and we kept walking. I held on to my grandparents, and Rasheeda to her parents. We didn’t talk; we didn’t even look at each other. It was like a dream. No, a nightmare! We walked for miles, stopping frequently on the way whenever the elders got tired. My dada used a cane, and we waited for him to catch his breath every twenty minutes or so.

Mahnoor: Where were you going?

Rafia: To the train station. Abba found out that there were trains taking refugees to Pakistan, and we were going to get on one that took us to Lahore. Or that was the hope, at least.

Mahnoor: Why didn’t you take a taxi or something? A bus?

Rafia: Oh, child, we didn’t have cars and buses back then. You could take a tanga, which was a cart drawn by bullocks. Abba tried to look for one, but there were no available ones. You have to understand, we weren’t the only people going to the train station. As soon as we got out of our neighborhood and into the main city area, we saw several other families traveling like us. Holding hands. Children in their arms, small suitcases on their heads. Old people, young people. It was chaotic on the streets, even at night. Nobody really made eye contact, but I could see everyone was worried. Scared.

Mahnoor: I can’t imagine it.

Rafia: And I can’t forget it. None of what happened in 1947 leaves my mind, even if I try.
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Sunday is our “Ramzan prep day.” Dadi comes out of her bedroom calling for me like a drill sergeant.

How do I know what a drill sergeant is? I watch movies.

“Maha! Talha! Come downstairs and help me! We have a lot to do!”

I groan as I drag myself out of bed. The night before had been another late fest, researching everything about South Asia. I now know that the region consists of seven countries—eight if you count Afghanistan, which some people say is part of Central Asia instead—and contains some of the oldest civilizations known to mankind. I also finally know what desi means: a person originally from India, Pakistan, or Bangladesh.

So basically, I’m desi.

I spent a lot of time last night thinking of that label and how I feel about it. The verdict: I like it. I like being a part of something that’s bigger than me, something that connects me with roots so deep they reach all the way across the globe.

When I get down to the kitchen, Talha and Dadi are already there. Plus Hershey, who I haven’t seen in a few days. The ferret is wiggling around on Talha’s shoulders and arms like he’s a live wire covered in chocolate brown fur. “Hey, he’s still alive!” I joke.

“Are you questioning my parenting abilities?” Talha demands, grabbing Hershey by his tail.

I stick out my tongue. “Totally.”

“I’m the best ferret dad one could ask for,” Talha informs me.

“Sure.” I roll my eyes in a very obvious way, so my big brother knows exactly what I think of him and his weird ideas.

Dadi smacks a metal spoon against the island. “Stop talking, you two! It’s too early for this squabbling.”

“But not too early for cooking?” I grumble under my breath.

“What was that?” Dadi asks, scowling.

“Nothing.” I hurry to the pantry to grab some cereal.

Talha puts Hershey into his little carrier and washes his hands. “I already ate breakfast, Dadi,” he says. “Tell me what to do.”

“Suck-up,” I whisper.

He flicks a finger to my forehead. “Shush, child.”

I kick his shin. “You shush!”

Dadi glares at both of us. “Your father never fought with his sisters like this.”

I shrug and pour out some cereal. “That’s because Abba is much younger than his sisters. They never hung out together.” We don’t see our aunts much. They both live in the UK and have adult, married kids. I can’t wait for one of my cousins to have babies, so I can be the cool aunt.

Dadi ignores me and starts taking things out of the fridge. “We’re going to make a batch of shami kabab to freeze,” she says. “That way, we can take them out for iftar or dinner whenever we feel like it.”

Talha claps his hands. “Okay, let’s do it!”

She hands him a big onion to chop. Once that’s done, she adds the onion, spices, and lentils to a pot full of ground beef and puts it on simmer. “Once the meat is fully cooked, we’ll grind it in the machine and then shape it into patties.”

“The machine?”

She points to the big grinder/blender combo in the corner of the kitchen on the far counter. “That machine.”

I sit up. “Er, that’s Ammi’s. She’s very possessive about it.” I know this because I’d tried making a smoothie in it once, and she’d freaked out when she’d seen the bits of mango left inside.

“Ammi will be fine,” Talha says. But he looks a little nervous.

Dadi sighs. “We’ll ask her when she makes an appearance. Maha, you clean up here, all right?”

I finish my cereal and clean up the mess my brother made on the counters. He sits on a stool and smirks like he’s enjoying my drudgery, so I drop some onion skins on his head. “Yow!” he shouts, shaking his head to dislodge them.

I laugh.

My phone pings, and I pick it up from the island.

Kim: Hey, did you start reading the book yet?

Oh my God, not again! I take deep breaths as I decide how to reply. My regular policy of truth and hard facts all the time may not work again. I run upstairs to my backpack, take out the book, and quickly read the first sentence.

Me: Yes! Just started this morning!

Okay, not my best moment, but sometimes a white lie is needed to get the job done. It’s not like I’m spreading fake news, right?

Kim: Oh good. I was worried I was going to have to come over to your house and slap you sideways.

Me: No, you don’t have to do that, I promise

Kim: Okay, what page are you on now?

Me: Um, I just started, so I haven’t gotten too far. My grandmother is making me help in the kitchen today.

Kim: Cool

Me: Are you gonna ask why?

Kim: (GIF of SpongeBob SquarePants kneeling on the floor crying whyyyyy)

Me: It’s Ramzan prep

Me: Sorry, Ramadan

Kim: Oh yeah? Do you do that? Fasting etc.??

Me: Not usually. But this time I’m going to. At least a little.

Kim: (GIF of a bunch of minions cheering excitedly)

Kim: Don’t forget to read the book. We’ll discuss it in the cafeteria tomorrow.

Yikes. I thought I could get away with reading the first sentence. I flip through the pages, then take the book downstairs. Talha and Dadi are still in the kitchen, but all looks quiet, so I settle on a couch in the living area and try to read.

My phone pings again. It’s an email notification, which is weird because I don’t know anybody who sends emails. Maybe it’s something from school. I swear, if one more person reminds me of the book report project, I’ll scream.

It’s not from the school. It’s from N. Singh.

I frown. Where do I know that name from? I click on the email and read.

Dear Mahnoor,

I’m so happy to receive your message. I’m glad you’re listening to your grandmother’s stories. The main reason we created the 1947 Archives was to offer her generation a way of sharing their memories in a safe environment. What they went through was so traumatic, and I worry that it’s left a mark on their souls. Victims of violent events often have these huge feelings that they suppress because they don’t want to think about them. Yet, these emotions fester inside and hurt them. Partition, the Holocaust, the Bosnian genocide. I’ve seen this time and again in my work. By listening to your grandmother’s stories, maybe even recording them, you are not only saving a part of your history, but also helping her grieve.

As for you, I have no doubt you’re doing a great job. I love the idea of using her stories in your documentary, but make sure you have her permission for doing so. Our website has some resources about handling a camera and lighting, if you need it. Making a documentary about Partition will be difficult, but I promise you it will be worth it. As a researcher, I always think of what value my work brings to the public. Will it help others understand something better? Will it remove misconceptions? Will it help or harm? Those questions always keep me on the straight and narrow. I’ve no doubt they will do the same for you.

Feel free to email me anytime with more questions, or if you want to vent.

Good luck!

—Nazrana Singh

I read the email over and over. I can’t believe 1947 Archives owner Ms. Singh replied to me, a seventh grader complaining about her grandmother! I lean back on the couch, hugging my phone to my chest. If I had any doubts about my documentary project, they’re all gone. It’s so much bigger than just a class project now.

I can help Dadi process her suppressed feelings.

I can share my desi heritage with my classmates.

I can tell the world about the Partition.

It’s all falling into place. Ramzan, the senior center, Dadi’s stories and albums, and everything else. There’s a higher purpose here. Just like in journalism.

Perfect.
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“How was everyone’s weekend?” Ms. Turner asks in English class. She’s fiddling with the whiteboard and making a face, so my guess is something’s not working like it should. She usually doesn’t ask about our weekends.

A few kids shout out what they did, like going to the state park or playing video games. And shopping. I stare at my desk, because I don’t want to talk about our Ramzan prep on Sunday. Some of Saturday too, if you count the Pakistani grocery store.

It’s weird. There are other Muslim kids at Bethune Middle. Lots of them, because Sugar Land has so many Muslim families. I see a lot of those kids hang out together in the cafeteria or after school, especially girls who wear hijab or boys who play soccer together on the school field. I don’t really have anything in common with those kids, though, so I’ve always kept away.

If you ask me, I’m not sure why.

Ahmad raises his hand shyly. “It’s the first day of Ramadan,” he tells the class.

My journalist brain finds it interesting that he uses the Arabic pronunciation instead of the Urdu one. My twelve-year-old confused kid brain finds it a little shocking that this new kid from a foreign country is sharing something that feels so personal.

Maybe it’s not personal to him. After all, millions of people observe Ramzan/Ramadan, right? How private can it be?

Ms. Turner looks up with a harried expression. “That’s nice, Ahmad,” she says, and of course she says his name all wrong. “Can you tell the rest of the class what that is?”

Ahmad jumps up. “Ramadan is a sacred month for Muslims,” he explains. “We fast for thirty days, not eating or drinking anything at all. We also try to pray more and give charity during this month. It ends in a celebration called Eid-al-Fitr.”

“No food and drink for thirty days?” Tiffany half yells. “Isn’t that child abuse or something?”

Ahmad blinks. “Not thirty consecutive days,” he replies. “We eat breakfast, called suhoor, before dawn, then fast the entire day. We break our fast at sunset with a meal called iftar. Then we can eat and drink all night if we want, and go back to the fast the next morning after breakfast. It’s actually very healthy.”

“Still think it’s weird,” she mumbles.

“Plus,” he continues like she didn’t interrupt, “fasting is not for young children anyway. You have to be healthy and old enough to be without food for that long. Many kids my age fast all month, but most of the time they’ll fast a few days every year until they get into the habit.”

“That’s cool,” someone calls out. “Are you fasting?”

Ahmad nods. “Yes, I am.”

Ms. Turner nods to Ahmad to sit down. “Okay, kids. I tried everything, but the computer just isn’t working right now. Since we can’t do our regular lesson, I’m going to let you work on your book report projects. You can read, or discuss . . . whatever you need to do.”

Well, this is unexpected. Kim and I are already sitting next to each other, so we don’t have to move, but several other kids walk around and shuffle desks. It takes a few minutes for everyone to settle down.

I decide that silence is the best course of action. I’ll follow Kim and see what she wants to do.

Kim takes out her Percy Jackson book. “So how’s the reading going?”

“Um, fine.”

“Where’s your book?” she asks.

“I didn’t realize we needed it for school,” I croak. “I left it at home.”

Kim looks at me quietly, but I know she’s mad. I know this because we’ve been best friends forever and I can tell when she’s happy or sad or nervous or wanting to throw a bucket of slimy crawfish on me.

“My backpack’s really heavy,” I offer as an excuse.

She opens her mouth to say something, so I quickly add, “I read a lot, though. Several chapters.”

This is true. I’d sat in the living room after lunch and read a little. It didn’t help that Talha and Dadi were huddled together in the kitchen. I kept glancing over, noting their smiles as they talked about recipes and spices and who-knows-what-else. Seriously, how can they get along so well, when she’s such a grumpy meanie to me?

“That’s good,” Kim says, relenting. “How are you liking it so far?”

“It’s great!” I mumble.

“You don’t sound very excited.”

I’m still thinking of Dadi, which makes me think of my documentary and the email from Ms. Singh and everything else that’s been on my mind this weekend. “It’s just . . . Ms. Singh emailed me back!”

Kim frowns. “Who?”

“Remember the archives I told you about? She’s the one who started them. I’d emailed her to ask for her advice, and she emailed me back! I was so surprised, I almost dropped my phone.”

“That’s good, right?” Kim says, but she doesn’t sound as excited as I thought she’d be.

“Yeah, it’s definitely good. She told me how important the topic of Partition is, and why I should continue working on this documentary.”

“Okay.”

I blink. “What do you mean, okay? This is huge, Kim. An adult researcher actually emailed me back, and it wasn’t just a form letter with ‘Thank you for writing, good luck on your project.’ It was real, solid advice that made me feel like my project was important.”

Kim jabs a finger on her book. “What about this project? Is it also important?”

I pause. “Of course it is, but . . .”

“In fact,” she continues, “we’re supposed to be working on it right now.”

“I know, but . . .” My voice trails off.

I was going to tell her that a book report about a fictional character who’s a demigod or whatever isn’t even in the same league as a real historical event that changed the lives of millions of people. Real death and destruction. Actual horror. But I don’t say anything because she wouldn’t understand. The book report is a major grade, unlike the documentary. Electives don’t really count toward our grades until high school.

“But what?” Kim asks. Her voice is hard. So are her eyes.

I gulp. “I’m fasting,” I say weakly, and then immediately feel horrible for using Ramzan as an excuse. Only it’s not really an excuse because I’m totally stressed about today. I want this fast to go well. I don’t want to faint or feel weak or otherwise betray my religion.

Kim’s eyebrow rises, like she’s saying Dramatic much? Then she relents and squeezes my arm. “Sorry, I didn’t realize. How’s it going so far? You’re not going to faint, are you?”

So basically everyone remembers the sixth grade incident? Wonderful.

I shrug. “I’m fine so far. I had a big breakfast.”

In fact, Dadi had woken up early and cooked omelets and parathas for everyone. “No cereal today,” she’d told us sternly.

Talha had nodded and gobbled his breakfast down. Ammi and Abba had looked on with amused faces. Suhoor was close to our regular breakfast time because it is spring and the sun rises late. So it’s not like anything had drastically changed on the first day of Ramzan. Still, Ammi complained about the delay in getting ready and glared at the parathas like they were heart attacks in disguise.

“The school better not call me like last year, Maha,” she warned. “I have meetings all morning and then I have to see patients in the hospital.”

I really, really hope there are no incidents in school today.

I look around the classroom and lock eyes with Ahmad. He’s sitting alone, which means Ms. Turner hasn’t found him a partner for the book report yet. He wiggles his eyebrows at me. We’ve become good friends thanks to all our weekend outings over the last month or so. Movies at Cineplex 24, mini golf, and go-karting. Mrs. Hoang even took us to the Galleria in Houston once.

Ahmad’s friendly smile makes me feel slightly better. When I look back at Kim, she’s got her nose buried in her book. “I’m going to read,” she tells me softly.

“Yeah, okay,” I reply just as softly.

Then I spend the rest of English period thinking about my documentary.
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By lunchtime, my stomach is growling. It’s no wonder: the suhoor has probably digested into nothing by now. I regret not taking that second piece of paratha Dadi pushed on me this morning.

Ahmad catches up with me in the hallway. “Salaam, Mahnoor.”

“Don’t call me that,” I say automatically.

He shakes his head. “Why not? It means moonlight, you know.”

I actually did not know this. I guess I should be grateful that he’s telling me something new, but all I feel is irritated. Why am I so clueless about my own culture? Why do I not know about simple things like what my name means or when Ramzan starts? “Thanks for the info,” I tell him grumpily.

He smiles a little. “Let me guess, you’re fasting today.”

I stop and gape at him. “How did you know?”

“You’re cranky, and you’re walking slowly like you don’t have energy.” He squints at me. “Do you have a headache? Lack of water always gives me a headache on the first day.”

I groan. “Ugh, you’re right! I’m so lightheaded right now.”

“Then you definitely don’t want to go to the cafeteria,” he says. “The smells of food will make everything worse.”

“Then what should I do?” I swallow as I glance down the hall at the open cafeteria doors. “This is my first fast, if you don’t count the failed attempt in sixth grade when I fainted in school and everyone thought I had some horrible disease. Tiffany Hawkins called me Measly Maha for a week.”

He frowns. “Measly Maha? That doesn’t even make any sense. Was that a pun with measles?”

“Probably.”

“But you don’t faint with the measles,” Ahmad says. “It gives you rash, and fever, and maybe even a runny nose. Not fainting spells.”

I blink. “Er, you know a lot about the measles.”

“I want to be a doctor when I grow up,” he replies easily. “It’s always important to keep up with things even if you’re not in medical school yet.”

My heart stutters a little. What he’s said may be weird to a lot of people our age, who have zero career goals. To me, though, it’s perfect. I love kids who know what they want and actually work toward it.

Well, not love love. Just, admire or something.

“So, the cafeteria is off-limits, huh?” I say quickly.

“I think that’s the best idea.” Ahmad jerks his head toward the back of the school. “You can come with me to the library. That’s where the Muslim kids hang out during lunch.”

My eyes widen. “They’re allowed to?” Then: “How do you know this?” Seriously, this kid has some investigative chops.

“I found out from an eighth grader who lives in my apartment building. The principal gives permission every year, for both lunch and PE.”

“I could have avoided field day last year!” I screech.

“Excuse me?”

“Ugh. Nothing.” I push the tip of my finger into his shoulder. “To the library.”

The library looks more like an after-school club. It’s full of kids from all grade levels, and also a couple of teachers, like Mrs. Choudhry, who taught me science last year. Most of the kids are reading or playing on their phones. A few have their heads down on the table, resting.

I think about grabbing a newspaper, but my head is aching, so maybe I’ll pass just this once. I see Laila and Yusra Siddiq, hijab-wearing eighth grade twins who live in my neighborhood. They’re sitting next to Elif Topcu, the seventh grader whose mom brings the most delicious Turkish candy to school on international day.

Note to self: do not think about food while fasting.

Ahmad sits down at a table with some other boys. I keep standing in the doorway, trying to act cool, when Yusra waves at me. With a sigh of relief, I walk over to her and sit down. “Hey.”

“Salaam alaikum,” Yusra replies. “Maha Raheem, right?”

“Our dads work together,” Laila tells me. “Baba told us about a very strict Dr. Raheem.”

I grimace. “That’s him. Say sorry to your baba, okay?”

Both girls laugh. Elif smiles too. “My mom’s an engineer, and she also has a boss like that,” she offers.

“Well, I’m sorry on behalf of all the mean bosses out there,” I say, giggling.

They all laugh again, and it makes me fuzzy inside. They’ve got such open, friendly faces that I’m suddenly ashamed I never even said hi to them in the school hallways. Laila and Yusra have literally used the same route home as me every day since middle school started.

“I watched a Turkish drama with my father,” Elif says. “It had a mean boss that would make your dad look like a puppy dog.”

I sit up quickly. “On YouTube? I watch Urdu dramas with my mom on Fridays.”

Laila rolls her eyes. “It’s Arabic for us. Why can’t the adults watch regular American shows?”

By the time the bell rings, we’re talking and laughing so much, I’ve totally forgotten the growling in my stomach. As I leave the library, Mr. Khalil the librarian calls out to me. “Ah, the girl from Pakistan! First time I see you here in Ramadan.”

I like how he says Ramadan: rolling the r and softening the d. I’m guessing it’s the accurate Arabic pronunciation, since he told me last week he’s from Egypt. “It’s my first fast today,” I whisper shyly.

His face breaks into a big smile. “That’s wonderful news! Are you having a party? In my family, there’s always a party for a child’s first complete fast.”

Oh, if I had a dollar for every new thing I’ve learned since this year started. “I’ll be sure to demand a party as soon as I get home today!”

He winks at me. “You do that!

By the time I reach home from school, I’ve forgotten all about the party, the library, even my documentary. All I can think about is my empty stomach, which seems to be collapsing on itself because It’s. So. Empty.

I drag myself down the hallway to Dadi’s bedroom. She’s offering her prayers, sitting in the armchair in the corner of the room. Generally, people pray standing up, but if you’re sick or too old to bend properly, you can sit and pray. That’s what she’s doing because she’s probably a hundred years old.

Well, closer to ninety, since I like being accurate.

I throw my backpack on the floor, fall onto the bed, and close my eyes. Dadi finishes her prayer and looks at me. “Everything all right?”

“My stomach is cramping with hunger,” I moan. “And my lips are like the Sahara Desert.”

She stares at me, then points to the folded-up prayer mat near her chair. “Come pray zuhr namaz with me.”

I open my eyes. It’s been a long time since I performed the ritual prayer. But right now, in this moment, there’s nothing I want to do more. I hope I still remember all the words.

I go over to the closet and find a dupatta. It’s soft and swishes against my skin as I wind it around my head and shoulders. Then I unfold the prayer mat and stand on it. I chew on my lip. If I’ve forgotten the Arabic words of the prayer, I’ll be so angry at myself.

I start hesitantly, then catch the flow.

Guess what? I haven’t forgotten. As I pray, the hunger eases, and my lips move with the words like they were never dry or cracked. I feel a shiver cross my back, but also a calmness I haven’t felt all day. The past week, if I’m being honest.

This is sort of epic.

When I finish, I lean with my back against the armchair Dadi’s sitting on. She pats my head lightly.

“Go take a nap,” she says gruffly. “It’s your first day fasting; you need to rest.”

I twist to look up at her. “No party? I hear they give first timers a celebration.”

She shakes her head disbelievingly. “I cooked all day for you and that brother of yours. Your parents won’t be home in time, but the three of us can break our fasts properly.”

I can’t help teasing her. “Will there be cake?”

“No cake, ungrateful child.” A pause, then: “But we can take out the jalebi we bought the other day.”

Jalebi is the most delicious, sweetest dessert desi people ever invented. I’ll take it over cake any day. I reach over to drag my backpack toward me and take out my phone. “Perfect. Tell me a story?”

Rafia Raheem: Where were we, then?

Mahnoor Raheem: Your family was walking on the streets of Ludhiana, trying to get to the train station.

Rafia: Ah, yes. It was certainly a strange and difficult journey. Silly me, I thought that was the tough part of the journey. I had no idea what horrific things were to come.

Mahnoor: Way to set the scene, Dadi.

Rafia: Patience, girl. The story will unfold in its own time.

Mahnoor: Sorry. Go ahead.

Rafia: We reached the train station very late at night. Or early in the morning, depending on how you look at it. It was dark, but I could see shapes of people all around me. It was deathly quiet, and eerie. I was exhausted, or I’m sure I would have been very scared. But all I wanted to do was sleep. Abba led us to a side street near the station, and we settled down to spend whatever was left of the night. I remember feeling shocked that I had to sleep on the ground like some sort of servant girl. My eyes closed as soon as I lay down, huddled together with Rasheeda on one side and Ammi on the other.

Mahnoor: What happened the next morning?

Rafia: Abba left us on the street to investigate the trains. Even though it was Ramzan, nobody was fasting that day. It just seemed too . . . unreal, I suppose. We’d forgotten everything except the reality of the hard ground underneath us, and the danger all around. In the daylight, I could see dirty, tired faces. Some people were shouting at each other; others were sobbing. Everyone looked so worried. Rasheeda’s father bought us some food from a cart near the station, and we waited and waited for Abba to return. When he came back, he told us that the station was overflowing with people and the trains were completely full. He and Sarwar Uncle discussed their plans and finally decided that we’d wait until the next day for the crowds to get thinner.

Mahnoor: Did they?

Rafia: No. They got worse. Because the next day was August fourteenth, when Pakistan was officially created. We didn’t really know it at the time, though. Everything was too chaotic and loud, but we got on a train finally, first thing in the morning, and for a moment I was relieved, like maybe this nightmare would be over soon. Everybody had been so cranky the last two days. Ammi and Abba argued a few times in front of us, which was so unlike them. My grandparents reminded them that you’re not supposed to fight during Ramzan, and that stopped them every time.

Mahnoor: Wait, what was that about not fighting during Ramzan?

Rafia (sighing): Ramzan isn’t only about keeping away from food and drink, girl. It’s also about keeping away from bad actions. Being on your best behavior. Not giving in to fighting or being hurtful to others. All that’s a part of Ramzan too.

Mahnoor. Interesting. Okay, continue. You were talking about everyone being cranky.

Rafia: Yes. My brothers kept throwing tantrums, demanding their toys, saying they were bored. Ammi ordered me and Rasheeda to keep them entertained, but we weren’t really in the mood to play. Unlike those two, Rasheeda and I were old enough to realize that we were in a dangerous situation, that our lives were completely changing. I kept feeling nauseous and now I also had a headache with all the noise and dust around us. I held on to Rasheeda’s hand throughout the day, taking courage from her. I think she did the same with me.

Mahnoor: What was the train like?

Rafia (sighing): It was a regular train, big and noisy. But the strangest thing were the passengers. They were all over it, like ants crawling over something. On the roof, spilling out of the windows and doors, hanging off the steps. You could hardly see the trains themselves because of how many people were loaded on each one. I shivered to think what would happen if some of those people fell down. We waited for one train to pass, because it was already so full, but then we got onto the next one very quickly, Abba and Sarwar Uncle pushing us all inside. There was a moment when one of my brothers—I can’t remember which one—slipped and almost fell off, but Ammi quickly pulled him up and flung him inside. My heart was pounding so loudly, I could almost hear it. Anyway, we found seats, and sat squashed together like sardines, the boys and suitcases in our laps, trying to keep our two families together in the crush of so many people.

Mahnoor: Were all those people Muslim, do you think? Fasting in Ramzan?

Rafia: Most of them, I suppose. I’m sure some were fasting, although technically, you’re not required to fast while you’re traveling. Still, it was a somber feeling that day. It was Friday, which is always special for Muslims, plus Jummah tul Wida, the last Friday of Ramzan, which is doubly special. Many people celebrate Jummah tul Wida in normal years, but of course nothing about this Ramzan was normal. Some of the more energetic passengers, all young men, were shouting slogans like “Pakistan Zindabad,” which means long live Pakistan, but most of us were too tired to feel anything. Rasheeda and I stared at those men, wondering why they were so happy to be leaving their homes and their relatives for a new country they had never seen. But Abba just shook his head and told us to ignore them. He said we should let people find happiness in whatever they feel.

Mahnoor: That makes sense.

Rafia: Maybe. Nothing made sense to me in those days. I just wanted to go back to my house. For everything to go back to normal. But it wasn’t possible. This was our new reality.
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Dadi pulls out all the stops for our first iftar. From shami kabab to delicious jalebi, it’s a feast for two hungry kids and one calm and collected grandmother. There’s even a vase of fresh flowers on the table, which I’m guessing came from our backyard.

“Seems like you got a party after all, Maha,” Dadi murmurs as she eats.

I grab a handful of dates. “True.” I’m feeling way more cheerful now that my stomach isn’t empty and my headache is gone.

“You should be more grateful,” Talha tells me. “Dadi and I made almost all of this from scratch. Right, Dadi?”

Dadi offers a little smile. Shocking, I know! But also not, because the two have been getting along really well for the last few days. While I’ve been making videos of Dadi and listening to her life story, Talha’s been cooking with her and getting to know her. She’s even spending time with Hershey without freaking out or calling him an ugly rat.

I’m not jealous or anything, I just find it very interesting. You know, from a journalistic perspective.

Talha nudges my foot with his, and I roll my eyes at him. “Sure, thanks.”

“So how was your first day?” Dadi asks him. “Did you play that basketball of yours?”

He shrugs as he eats. “Nope. I missed practice for the first time since I joined the team.”

I look up. “Seriously?” Ever since he made the junior varsity team, he’s practically lived for basketball.

“Yeah, I thought I’d take it easy today.”

“Think of The Dream!” I tell him. “If he can do it, why can’t you?”

They both frown like I’m spouting nonsense. “What dream?” Talha asks.

“Hello? Hall of Famer Hakeem Olajuwon? Houston Rockets? Played fantastic games in the nineties while fasting?” I throw up my hands. “How do you not know this?”

“Because I’m not a walking encyclopedia,” he shoots back. “And I like to play the game, not read random facts from the nineteen hundreds.”

“Ugh, never mind.” I go back to my iftar. My superior knowledge is lost on this stupid brother of mine.

Dadi pushes a plate of samosas toward me. “Stop arguing. Eat more.”

I pray the maghrib prayer in Dadi’s room again, and it’s as epic and peaceful as before. I’m still not a hundred percent sure I’m doing things correctly, but Dadi says practice makes perfect, so I’ll go along with that. When Ammi and Abba come home from work, they eat the leftover iftar and congratulate me on my first full day of fasting. “I’m proud of you, baby,” Abba says as he hugs me.

Ammi eyes me carefully. “You didn’t faint in school?”

Seriously, what did these people take me for? I’m twelve now. Practically a grown-up.

No one mentions Talha missing basketball practice. I catch him watching basketball videos on his phone, and wonder if he’s looking up Hakeem Olajuwon. Chances are he’s watching his own reels to make himself feel like a king, but what do I care?

We spend the rest of the evening chatting in the living room. Abba tells stories about Ramzan growing up in Pakistan. Ammi tells stories of her childhood in Dubai.

Dadi just nods and grunts the whole time. I think she’s enjoying herself, but it’s hard to tell. My phone pings.

Ahmad: How was your first fast, newbie?

Me: Newbie? Where did you learn all this new American slang from?

Ahmad: Television

Me: It was fine. I feel . . . good, actually.

Ahmad: Good. I’m glad.

The second day of fasting is a little better than the first. I know what to expect now, so I drink loads of water at suhoor, and walk slowly in the hallways to conserve energy. No running around while fasting for me, thank you very much.

“Hey, where were you at lunch yesterday?” Kim asks as she catches up to me in the hallway in third period. I tell her about the library and she wrinkles her forehead. “Like a Muslim meetup or something?”

I laugh. “You could say that.”

“I thought you weren’t into all that.”

“All what?” I ask.

We’ve reached our social studies classroom. Kim stops in the doorway. “Like, religion and culture and all that stuff,” she replies. “And now with Ramadan? You’re so different.”

My eyes widen. “I’m the same,” I protest. “Only hungrier.”

She shudders. “I can’t even imagine not eating all day. Like, that would kill me.”

“That’s the whole point. When you actually do it, you realize it’s not gonna kill you. It will only make you stronger.”

Kim stares at me. “Wow, that’s deep, Maha.”

“I know.”

“You ladies need an invitation?” Mrs. Escobar calls out, and we rush inside.

I’m bracing myself for more Texas history or something mind-numbing like that, but our teacher has a surprise for us. “Clear your desks,” she announces. “We’re going to work on a group activity.”

“I’m not reenacting the Battle of the Alamo,” I say quickly. “I’m fasting.”

Mrs. Escobar gives me a funny look, which is when I realize that I’ve just announced my personal religious business to the entire class. Oh well.

A few kids are shooting me surprised looks. Ahmad gives me a thumbs-up, and I grin back. Kim shakes her head and whispers, “See, different.”

I look away. It’s nice to be a part of something bigger than you, I guess.

Mrs. Escobar continues. “Since you kids keep complaining about learning history, I thought we should do something to help you see the light.” She gives me the side-eye, and I remember all the things I said in our first class, when she’d made me read out loud.

I try not to cringe. Did I actually complain?

I may have changed my mind about the importance of history, but I stand by my earlier statement. That textbook stuff is BORING!

Mrs. Escobar starts the activity on the smart screen. It’s titled “Agree or Disagree: History Edition.”

“Great,” Tiffany groans.

“Hush,” I tell her. “History can be cool.”

There’s another volley of surprised looks my way. “I thought you were into what’s happening today,” Tiffany says. “Miss News of the Day and all that?”

“I am,” I reply. “But sometimes we can learn about news of the past too, you know.”

Tiffany flips her hair back and sneers. “You’re not making sense. I think fasting is messing with your brain activity.”

I open my mouth to tell her my brain activity would be higher than hers even if I was in a coma. Or dead. Then I remember what Dadi said the day before. Ramzan is supposed to be about good behavior and not arguing and fighting and all that stuff. Ugh, how inconvenient. Still, I’m committed to being the best at everything, and Ramzan is no different. So, I just give Tiffany a mysterious, saccharine smile.

She looks totally confused, which I take as a major win.

“Let’s get started,” Mrs. Escobar says. She begins to explain the activity rules. She’ll show us a statement with an agree or disagree response. If we disagree, we sit down. If we agree, we keep standing. She’ll hand out a Sharpie marker to one of the students who’s standing, and they get a chance to say something. Then they’ll pass the marker to another kid, and so on.

“Like a talking stick,” Kim remarks.

“A talking Sharpie,” another kid corrects, laughing.

“Funny. Here’s the first statement.” Mrs. Escobar clicks a key on her laptop, and the statement pops up on the smart screen. It’s important to learn Texas history.

Nobody stands up.

“Nobody?” she asks, looking around. “Maybe I’ll have you write another essay.”

We all freeze, because of course who could forget the essay we had to write on this very topic two months ago? Nobody says anything. Nobody even breathes too deeply. If there were crickets in the room, we’d hear them chirping.

Mrs. Escobar laughs. “You kids have no sense of humor!” She clicks again. “Okay, here’s another statement.” It’s important to learn your family’s history.

Phew. Everyone stands up. This is more like it. Mrs. Escobar nods like she’s confirmed something in her mind. “Since everyone agrees, we don’t need to debate it.”

Tiffany waves her arm. “Ooh, can I still say something?”

Of course.

Mrs. Escobar passes her the Sharpie. “Just for a minute.”

Tiffany takes the Sharpie with a salute. “I’d just like to say that we’re all a product of our family history. What our parents and grandparents did in their lives, in their careers, it can really inspire and motivate us. Like, take my grandfather. I’m always inspired by him to be the best I can be. He started out delivering newspapers in the streets of Houston, and made a name for himself delivering news straight to our living rooms every evening for, like, thirty years.”

Everyone knows her grandfather’s history, of course. I don’t even mind her giving that huge speech, because I’m one of the people who’ve always been inspired by Mr. Hawkins. Still, I wave my arm and say, “I want to say something too!”

Mrs. Escobar signals to Tiffany, and she passes me the Sharpie with a jingle of her charm bracelets.

“I agree with what Tiffany’s saying,” I begin, ignoring Tiffany’s eye rolls. “But when I read that statement, I didn’t think of my dad’s achievements as one of the Top Doctors of Fort Bend County five years in a row, or my mom’s Dietitian of the Year award. I was actually thinking of my family’s history, how my parents came to this country as students, and struggled to start their careers. Or how my grandmother suffered through so much trauma to make her home in a new place so many decades ago. Those are the things that make me who I am, even if I didn’t really know it until now. Like, it affects me without even realizing. It gives me a sense of, I dunno, pride or happiness. Like they made those sacrifices for our family.”

I take a deep breath and look around me, wondering if I was making any sense. Surprisingly, lots of kids are nodding like they agree. It takes me all of five seconds to notice that they’re the kids who look like they’re “from somewhere else.”

Mrs. Escobar smiles. “That was very well put, Maha. Thank you.”

She clicks to a few more statements, such as History makes us more informed and Learning history helps us do better in the present. Although I stand up for all of those, I don’t raise my hand for the Sharpie. Saying what I did about my family’s history took a lot out of me.

There are also statements like The social studies curriculum is boring, which everyone stands up for, no surprise there. Mrs. Escobar laughs when we all start begging for the Sharpie. She says there’s no need for debating that one. “I’ll spend the rest of the year trying to change your minds.”

Needless to say, nobody believes her. But she’s a cool teacher, so we mostly nod or just stay silent.

Then she puts up the final statement. Our social studies curriculum should include the history of other countries.

I stand up. Then I look around. Almost everyone else is sitting down.

What’s wrong with all these people? Maybe it’s because it’s almost lunchtime, and I know I won’t be eating, but I feel sad and a little lost. “You guys have something against world history?” I scoff, crossing my arms on my chest.

“Come on, Maha, we can hardly memorize all the dates and places for our own state,” Kim says.

Tiffany adds, “Yeah, I’d fail all my exams if I had to learn about every other country too. That would mess up my GPA big-time.”

I guess I’d have agreed with them just a month ago. But now, after what I’ve been learning and hearing and feeling thanks to Dadi, my world is upside down. Maybe Kim is right. I am different. “We’ll learn world history in eighth grade,” I say weakly. “And probably high school too.”

Mrs. Escobar nods. “That’s right. But we’re only talking about seventh grade right now, Maha.” She pauses, holding out the Sharpie. “Do you want to say something?”

Do I? It seems like I’m the only one concerned about the history of far-off places like Pakistan. Even Ahmad isn’t bold enough to stand up right now. I take the Sharpie slowly, gathering my thoughts.

“Well, I’ve been learning about the history of an event called Partition, which happened in 1947 in the Indian subcontinent. I’m guessing most of you don’t know what that is, or where. I’m guessing nobody cares about 1947, which is like, another century. But I’ve been doing a lot of research about it, and it’s opened my eyes to a bunch of stuff.”

I stop because I’m not sure anybody really cares what I learned.

“What kind of stuff?” Mrs. Escobar asks.

Tiffany groans. “Oh please, are you going to give us a history lesson about a country nobody cares about? We should call you History Girl or something.”

Almost the whole class laughs.

There’s a flash of anger in my gut so severe that I flinch. Or maybe it’s just my stomach reminding me it’s in danger of collapsing on itself. “I care about it,” I say through gritted teeth. “It’s the history of my ancestors.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean everyone needs to learn about it!” Brandon says.

I breathe through my nose. “I think it does. Partition was a really significant event. Like, more than a million people died, and millions more were displaced. Two new countries were created. The balance of power shifted. We should learn about it because it’s part of the aftermath of World War Two.”

“World War Two? That was nowhere near South Asia,” Tiffany scoffs. “You’re delusional, Maha.”

Okay, I’m about to say something to her, Ramzan or not. Just then, the bell rings, and everyone starts to pack up. I sigh and sink down in my chair, feeling drained.

Kids file out slowly, giving me weird looks as they pass. Someone says, “Chill out, History Girl. Why’re you always so serious?”

Mrs. Escobar comes to me and takes the Sharpie from my hand. “I’m proud of you for speaking up, Maha.”

I try to smile. “Thanks, I guess.”
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Walking home from school today is an experience. I mean, it’s our regular thing, Kim and me side by side, only slower because I’m trying to conserve energy. But I’ve already greeted a bunch of kids on the way. Yusra and Laila wave madly as I pass them, and I wave back.

“Don’t forget those date cookies!” Yusra calls out.

“Next time I go to the market!” I promise.

We’d spent our library/lunch period talking about our favorite foods for Ramzan. I’d told them about Dadi’s shami kabab and chaat. They’d told me they loved foul, a traditional dish from Syria. But we’d all agreed date cookies—mamoul in Arabic—were the best. Abba brings them home from the Middle Eastern market every few weeks, and I finish them in record time.

Delicious.

Only now my stomach is cramping like it’s trying to eat itself. Maybe talking about food wasn’t the best idea.

Just then a boy passes us on roller skates. “Bye, Kim! See you in theater.”

Kim yells out, “Bye!”

I realize she hasn’t complained about theater in a while. “How’s that going?”

She shrugs. “We’re doing The Tempest, by Shakespeare,” she replies. “The kids’ version, obviously.”

“Obviously.” I wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t. “So did you get a part?”

She bites her lip. “I’m actually trying my hand at costumes this year.”

“Costumes?” I repeat, confused. “Like dresses and things?”

“Dresses, suits, shoes, accessories . . .” Something about her—chin jutting out, hand fisted tightly over her backpack strap—makes me think she’s waiting for me to fight with her.

Which is nonsense, because Kim and I don’t fight. We’re like sisters of the heart or something emo like that. We always get along, even though we have different tastes and interests. I think Ramzan is messing with my thought process. “That sounds great,” I say quickly. “I can’t wait to see what you make.”

Her hand relaxes. “I’ll send pictures.”

We reach our neighborhood and walk through the gates. I rack my brains to say something that will ease this tension between us.

Kim beats me to it. “So, social studies class, eh?” she says.

My head whips up. Why did she say it like that? There’s a low undertone in her voice that drives me bonkers. Subtext, my enemy. “What do you mean?”

She shrugs. “You don’t usually talk so much in class. About history too. That’s like your least favorite subject.”

She’s not wrong, but the way she says it, is almost . . . accusing. “I’m becoming more interested in history,” I reply. “I’ve been learning about my dadi’s background, remember?”

“I thought it was just for your documentary.”

“It is,” I reply. “But when you learn something new, it kinda takes over your brain, you know?”

“Like, how Tiffany is with the cafeteria food now?”

“Exactly!” Kim had texted me during lunch period today, about Tiffany going around asking students to sign a petition for soy burgers and high protein milkshakes. I’d shown the text to Yusra and Laila in the library, and we’d all giggled until Mr. Khalil had shushed us loudly.

“So that speech about history was just a one-off?” Kim asks.

“I’m not sure.”

I actually wish I’d gotten more time in social studies class. I wanted to say so much more. I wanted to tell our classmates that studying about the Partition had helped me realize how big the world was, and how we were such a small part of it. Who knows what other incredible events we never heard about? Good, bad, scary, ugly . . . it was our global history but we had zero clue.

It made us, I don’t know, less.

Less rich, less informed, less educated.

After praying with Dadi again, I head up to my attic room to plan out my documentary. I’ve got several recordings of Dadi now, but I’m not sure they’re enough. Mr. Goode said I need a hook, and sadly, my elderly grandmother from Pakistan isn’t going to reel anyone in. I need more.

More stories, perhaps?

I pick up my phone and call Ahmad.

He picks up on the first ring. “Salaam alaikum, Mahnoor. How’s it hanging?”

I let out a bark of laughter. “You watching TV again?”

“Yes,” he admits. “How can I help you?”

God, this guy is so polite! I’d say it’s a Pakistani trait, but Dadi is the complete opposite, so it’s probably an Ahmad trait. “Remember how we talked about Partition the other day? You told me they interviewed people on television for it?”

“I remember. While we were eating that horrible yet delicious pizza.”

I laugh again. “Uh, yeah. Can you send me some links for those shows?”

He’s quiet, but I can hear a baby crying in the background. “Is that your sister?” I ask. I remember he told us about her. She’s two, I think.

“Yes. Let me move to another room.” He comes back a few seconds later. “Better now?”

“Yeah. So those links?”

“Sure, I’ll see if I can find some and send them to your school email address.”

“Yay!” I take a breath. “Do you think your mama would have some stories to share? Like an interview?”

He laughs. “She’s not that old! She was born in the eighties.”

I cringe internally. “Yikes, sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“But her aunt probably has some stories,” he continues. “We live next door to her, and she’s always talking about her childhood.”

My heart jumps. “Oh! Maybe I can interview her?”

“Are you inviting yourself to my house?” Ahmad teases.

My heart speeds up even more. I feel shy, and then I feel mad at myself for feeling shy. “Of course not!” I snap. I look around quickly, and my eyes land on Dadi, in the kitchen. “I was . . . er . . . inviting your family to my house for iftar. My dadi’s lonely and I’m sure she’d like to meet her people.”

“Her people?”

Seriously, this guy. “Ugh, you know what I mean!”

Ahmad laughs. “Sorry. Yes, I do. When?”

“Um, Saturday?”

“Sure. My dad works nights and weekends, but I can bring Mama and her aunt.”

“Perfect!” I say. “Bring your sister too. Noor, right?”

“Right! You remembered.”

“I’ve got an amazing memory.”

There’s a weird pause, like we both can’t think of what to say. Then Ahmad clears his throat and says, “So you’ll interview two people? What else?”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, will there be music? Images?”

My heart sinks. He’s right, of course. I need a lot more than just interviews. I need something to tie it all together. “I still have to work on all that,” I tell him glumly.

“Well, don’t worry. You work on that, and I’ll work on bringing my family over to eat your grandmother’s delicious food and provide you with content.”

I groan and say “Perfect” again. But it’s a joking sort of groan, because I’m not freaking out yet. This documentary is a challenge that’s making my heart pound in the best way.

I say goodbye to Ahmad, then open our group chat and type out my address.

Me: I invited Ahmad and his family for iftar on Saturday. Kim, wanna come too?

Ahmad: Yes, Kim. This can be our next outing. I’ll even wear a white T-shirt.

I wait for Kim to reply, but she doesn’t. I shrug, because I’m thinking of what Ahmad said, about music and editing and whatnot. I grab my backpack. Mr. Goode had given us a handout in the last class, saying it would help us create our projects. Maybe there’s something helpful in there.

I find the handout crumpled up between my science and social studies textbooks. I straighten it out on my lap. Plan your Documentary Content: A Beginner’s Guide to Recording Interviews, Writing Scripts and Producing Your Film.

I start to grin. Mr. Goode, you’re a lifesaver!





[image: image]


24

“What can you tell me about Partition?”

I’ve realized that the senior center is my best access to Partition stories. It’s full of elderly people, many of whom are from India, Pakistan, or Bangladesh. If I want to make my documentary really complete, I need a lot of different perspectives.

I aim my phone at the Indian couple sitting in a corner of the room, near the stage. They’re getting ready to begin their book club, but I caught them early. “Anything at all, like how old you were, what happened to you, where did you go. Anything, really.”

The woman looks confused. “What is this for, dearie?”

I pull out a flyer and hand it to her with a flourish. It explains all about my documentary, which I’ve labeled The Partition Project.

Not very creative, I know! I’m blaming Ramzan for my limited creativity.

The man looks at the flyer with narrowed eyes. “This is for school? Americans don’t care about Partition. They don’t care about anything that doesn’t concern them.”

I bristle. “Well, I’m American, but I care.”

He waves his hand. “You know what I mean. White people. The gora.”

I sigh. I do know what he means. I got a sad lesson in it during this week’s social studies activity. “Look, I’m supposed to make a documentary for my media studies class, and this is the topic I chose.”

“But why?” he insists. “Most kids would make a film about boy bands or something.”

I glare at him. “Boy bands are awesome, Uncle, but this is my family history.”

The woman smiles gently. “I like that. It’s our family history too.” She waves a book at me. “That’s why I chose this for book club.”

I catch the title. Mottled Dawn: Fifty Sketches and Stories of Partition. She tucks it into her bag before I can ask to see it. I continue. “I’m going to upload the video to YouTube, so you can look at it and share it with whoever you want. That way, it won’t just be goras watching it.”

The man perks up. “YouTube? Maybe we’ll go viral, Sumita!”

Sumita Aunty rolls her eyes. “Probably not, Arjun, but it will help this dearie.” She claps her hands, her bangles tinkling. “Let’s do it. Ask your question again.”

I grin. “Just tell me about your memories. Whatever you’d like to share.”

She starts talking, with Arjun Uncle interrupting about a gazillion times. In 1947 they were both eight years old, Hindu family friends in what later became Pakistan. They took the train too, like Dadi, but in the opposite direction. They described the same thing: people crawling on top of trains and crowding the platforms, scared and exhausted.

Then, I interview two elderly Sikh siblings. They tell me about hiding in abandoned warehouses and being almost run over by buffalo carts.

Later, I find a Bengali lady wearing a sari and a bindi on her forehead. She speaks only Bangla, but her daughter, dressed in scrubs, translates for her. “We went to East Pakistan after Partition,” she tells me. “We became Bangladesh in ’73, but in ’47 we were still one country.”

“Really?” My research had told me that Pakistan was actually two regions during Partition: East and West, separated by a humungous India in between. It sounds like a political nightmare, but I only know the basics. Getting to record an interview with someone who lived on the other side is too good to pass up. “Tell me everything,” I say eagerly.

The daughter laughs at me. “I have to leave in a few minutes, but I’ll try my best to give you the basics.”

By the time I get back to Dadi and Samir Uncle, the arm holding up my phone is trembling. “Water?” Samir Uncle asks, holding up a cup.

“I’m fasting,” I tell him.

“Really? How many days have you fasted?”

“All of them,” I reply, sinking down next to him. “That’s six in a row, mister!”

He looks at me like a proud grandpa. “I can’t fast myself because of my diabetes, but I’m praying for you to finish strong.”

“Hmph!” Dadi scoffs. “Look at me. I’ve got high blood pressure, but it doesn’t stop me from fasting.”

“High blood pressure isn’t the same as diabetes, madam!” Samir Uncle practically growls. But I see him wink at me, so I know he’s not really angry. He just likes to irritate Dadi.

I giggle. “You want to share your Partition story with me?” I ask him. “It’s for a school project.”

He waggles his eyebrows. “Are you videotaping me? Do I get to model my big muscles and boyish good looks?”

This time I burst into full-blown laughter. “You mean old-man good looks!”

“Old men can be very handsome!”

I pat his hand. “That’s true,” I say, still laughing.

“What videotape?” Dadi asks. Her lips are drawn into a straight, disapproving line. “What Partition story?”

I gulp. I’m not sure why she’s mad, since she’s the one who started me on this journey. “All the stories you’ve been telling me about your childhood? I wanted to hear from other people too. I guess a lot of people have similar stories.”

She shakes her head. “They’re not stories, you silly girl. They’re real life. They’re—how do you say?—our trauma.”

I nod quickly. I understand that. I really do. “Yes, that’s why I want to record them. I want others to hear about them. To know what happened in 1947 and how it affected an entire generation.”

“But . . . but that’s personal. Private.” She’s almost whispering now, her face drawn into sad, harsh lines. Her already tiny body withdraws into itself, so she looks even smaller.

I blink, not sure how to respond. “Yeah, but it’s also history,” I finally say gently. The stories of Dadi’s generation are more than just memories. They’re also historical data. Heritage. More precious than jewels because they will one day be lost forever if we don’t save them.

Dadi shakes her head again, and looks down at her hands. I notice that she’s gripping her fingers together tightly. Her skin is almost translucent and the veins stark blue under it.

I reach over and pat one of her hands.

“Oh, come on, not to worry!” Samir Uncle claps his hands and brings forward the box of ludo. “Let’s play a game, forget about all this Partition business.”

I shoot him an annoyed look. He shoots it right back to me like we’re playing volleyball with our eyes. Only he’s also raising his eyebrows like he’s saying Stop it, little girl.

Ugh. Whatever.

I stand up and search the room. I can go be a journalist/historian/filmmaker somewhere else.

By the late afternoon, Dadi is back to her normal, grumpy self. “Who is coming again?” she asks as she stirs the pot of chickpeas cooling on the counter. I already know she’s going to mix in spices, onion, tomatoes, cilantro, and cumin for a delicious chaat.

“Her boyfriend,” Talha says from his spot at the kitchen island, where he’s folding cooked chicken into phyllo sheets for samosas.

Dadi turns to glare at me. “You better not have a boyfriend, girl. Did you forget that you’re Muslim?”

“I don’t!” I throw a chickpea at Talha’s head. “He’s a friend from school. His name’s Ahmad, and his family came here from Pakistan around the same time as you did.”

“Hmmm.” She goes back to the stove.

“What does that mean?”

“It means she doesn’t believe you, girl!” Talha says, laughing.

“Shut up.”

Dadi shakes her head at our bickering, but I can see a hint of that smile of hers. “How’s basketball?” she asks. “Still missing practice?”

Talha clears his throat and shoots me a glance. “Actually, no. I decided to be like Hakeem the Dream and play while fasting. Maybe they’ll write a newspaper article on me too.”

I almost drop the tomato I’m chopping. “You mean the Hakeem Olajuwon I told you about?”

He pats my head. “Thank you for sharing your precious information with me, O mighty one!”

I give him a pleased look. I know he’s mocking me, but it still feels good that I told him something he didn’t know about his own sport. Plus, I’m guessing Hakeem Olajuwon’s story—how he played while fasting and even won NBA Player of the Month during Ramzan one year—was inspirational for Talha. Huh. Little sisters are good for something, I guess.

We work together for the next forty-five minutes, making yummy dishes for our guests. Ammi had promised she’d be home by iftar, but I don’t want to count on her. I want everything to be perfect.

I’m taking plates out of the china cabinet when Talha asks, “Is Kim also coming?”

I stop in my tracks, horrified. She’d never replied to my group chat invite, and I’d never asked her in school either. I check the clock on the microwave. There are still thirty minutes to iftar. Maybe if I beg, she’ll show.

Me: Hey Kim, are you free right now?

Kim: At the mall with my mom and Danny.

Me: Oh. Okay. Never mind then.

Kim: What’s up? Did you want to talk about the book?

Kim: We can do that tonight.

Crap. How have I forgotten about that blasted novel study project AGAIN? With Ramzan and the documentary and Dadi’s weird attitude, I’ve had too much on my mind to think about the book. I can’t tell her that, though. She’ll freak out.

Me: Can’t. Ahmad and his family are coming over to break their fast with us.

She’s quiet for so long, I start to wonder if she’s mad at me.

Wait, would she be mad if Ahmad’s here? It’s not like this is a real friend outing. My house is nothing like a bowling alley, unless you count Talha’s stinky bedroom.

My phone pings again.

Kim: Sure, have fun. Gotta go.

Ahmad and his family arrive just before iftar. It’s weird welcoming him into my house as a guest, not a classmate. He’s back to being shy, looking at the floor like he’s trying to find a lost penny. At least he’s wearing jeans and a Coldplay T-shirt we got from the Commons.

His mama is pretty. She wears a bright yellow shalwar kameez and matching hijab, and has a bustling personality that makes me want to hug her. “I’m so glad to finally meet you, Maha,” she says in slow, accented English. “Ahmad says you’ve been helping him around school.”

“It’s no problem,” I reply, ignoring Talha’s wagging eyebrows. Ugh, why is he so stupid?

Ahmad’s mama brings in a car seat with his sister, Noor. I squat to gaze at her perfect rosy cheeks and long eyelashes. “She’s adorable,” I whisper.

“Wait till she wakes up,” Ahmad says. “She’ll turn into a terror really quickly.”

His mama tsks, but she’s smiling like she agrees just a little.

I stand up. Behind Ahmad is a white-haired woman with thick glasses, almost bent over with age. I’m guessing she’s my interview subject. I smile warmly at her and help her inside. We break our fast together in the formal dining room. Dadi sits like a queen in Abba’s usual spot, inspecting the food. “You cooked all this, Aunty?” Ahmad’s mom asks Dadi in Urdu.

“We helped!” I say, and Dadi nods, trying not to look pleased.

“You’re lucky your grandmother is such a good cook,” Ahmad whispers to me.

I munch on my third samosa and say, “This is true.” I may have hated Dadi’s arrival, but now I’m super grateful she’s in my life.

After iftar and prayers, I interview Ahmad’s mom’s aunt in the living room, while Talha takes Ahmad to his room to meet Hershey. Dadi and Ahmad’s mama watch a Pakistani drama on the TV, holding Noor, who’s wide awake now, on the couch between them. It’s strange but also very comfortable, like I’ve been hanging out with these people all my life.

Ammi and Abba arrive a little later, and we eat more food. By the time Ahmad’s family leaves, and I’ve cleaned up the kitchen with Talha, I’m exhausted. I trudge up to my room and fall straight into bed like a lead object.

I don’t read Kim’s text message until the next morning.

Kim: I’m here. Let’s discuss the book.

Mahnoor Raheem: Did you have fun yesterday with our Pakistani guests?

Rafia Raheem: I’m almost ninety years old. I don’t have fun. I just exist and hope for the best.

Mahnoor: That’s pretty funny. Sad, but funny.

Rafia (shakes her head): It’s the truth. So, you ready for another story, as you like to call it?

Mahnoor: I know it’s real, Dadi. I love hearing your truthful tales, even though they seem like stories to me. I can hear your emotions when you talk about those days.

Rafia: Hmph. You better.

Mahnoor: Tell me about your train journey. How long did it last?

Rafia: Well, the first part of the journey—from Ludhiana to Amritsar—lasted three days.

Mahnoor: That long? Was it very far away?

Rafia: Not at all. It shouldn’t have taken us more than a few hours, maybe a day at the most. But the train kept stopping for long periods, for no reason we could figure out. And it was also slower than usual, probably because of how many people were weighing it down. I felt hot and cramped, but at least whenever we stopped, I could run out and go to the bathroom in the bushes outside. So that was a relief.

Mahnoor: Ew.

Rafia: Yes, well. The train stopped and started several times on the way. We were always hungry and thirsty, and there was hardly anything to eat. Ammi took out the panjeeri she’d cooked and distributed a little among us, but she made sure we didn’t finish it all because who knew how long we’d need it? A few strangers sitting near us shared their food with us kids, small things like an orange or a few walnuts. Everyone was in the same situation, and there was no point in complaining about it.

Mahnoor: I bet your brothers complained, though.

Rafia: Oh yes, there was no stopping them. They wanted room to play, and they got hungry and demanded food. An old lady sitting near us shared her roti with us. It was dry and there was nothing to eat it with, but we still chewed on it like it was the most delicious meal.

Mahnoor: What else did you do on the train?

Rafia: Let’s see; I don’t remember much about that journey. It was long and boring for the most part. I remember practicing counting with Rasheeda. We guessed how many people were in the train around us, and then we counted as many heads as we could see. We played silly games like that. When Rasheeda’s baby sister woke up, we made faces at her. She was so cute. She’d make baby noises and try to grab our hair! Oh, and I slept a lot, just lulled by the movement of the train.

Mahnoor: So it was an uneventful trip?

Rafia: For the most part. But then everything changed at one point. I remember, we had just crossed a river, and then the train stopped suddenly again. I heard a commotion from some people who were sitting near the window, so Rasheeda and I crept to that side to take a look.

Mahnoor: What did you see?

Rafia: A group of angry-looking men, brandishing guns, running toward the train. I felt a shiver run through me, so hard that my whole body trembled. Rasheeda gasped beside me, and the people near the window all began whispering loudly among themselves. I listened with half my attention—the other half was on the men rapidly approaching us—and what I heard made me tremble even more.

Mahnoor: Oh my God, what did you hear? Seriously, Dadi, don’t keep me in suspense.

Rafia: They were saying some of the trains carrying refugees had been attacked. Passengers had been killed or kidnapped. Rasheeda and I exchanged looks. We weren’t really sure how much of it was gossip, but the adults all looked really fearful, so they definitely believed it. Some of them started banging on the walls of the train, shouting to the driver, but of course how could he have heard them? There were hundreds of people packed like sardines in a long train, and we were nowhere close to the driver. Maybe this was his plan? Maybe he was in cahoots with those angry-looking men?

Mahnoor: Then what happened?

Rafia: I heard shouting outside the train. I saw a man wearing an army uniform climb down from the train and run toward the front, where the engine was. He shouted and thumped his hands on the train’s body, probably talking to the driver. Somehow he convinced the driver to start the train again, and the next minute we were on our way. The army officer jumped back on the train just in time. I watched as the group of men with guns were left behind, and we all heaved a huge sigh of relief.

Mahnoor: Wow, just wow. That guy was a lifesaver!

Rafia: Definitely. I hadn’t realized there were army officers on our train. Maybe they were protecting it, or maybe they were just travelers like us. But that man’s actions saved a lot of people.

Mahnoor: But why were those men after the train in the first place?

Rafia: Later on, I heard that many such incidents had happened on the trains taking people back and forth over the border. The culprits were those who didn’t want India to be divided, I suppose. Or maybe they were just extremists who wanted to take advantage of the political chaos and hurt others. I just know that I was lucky to be saved from that fate. Alhamdolillah.
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“I need an update on your documentary projects today,” Mr. Goode says.

I rub my eyes. I’m so tired, I can’t think straight right now. Plus, it’s the end of the school day, and I’m starving like it’s the zombie apocalypse and I’m one of those brain-dead but hangry weirdos.

I slump in my seat, hoping Mr. Goode doesn’t make eye contact with me. I’ve still got nothing but raw interview footage, and I’m not sure how that will magically turn into an award-winning documentary.

Don’t give up, Maha, I tell myself. All I need is a good night’s sleep. And some more of Dadi’s delicious iftar foods. Then I’ll be as good as new.

Andy offers to go first. “Ahem. Well, my criminal-masterminds-in-Texas project is going great. My cousin goes to the University of Houston, and he took me to the library there last weekend for research. And I called up my dad’s police buddy, who hooked me up with the profiler on their crime unit. The guy studied at Quantico and he had some very cool things to say. Oh, and this weekend, I’m going to Huntsville to take some external shots of the prison.”

Wow. I’d expected Andy to sleep through this class like he does in almost every other. He catches me staring at him and says, “What? You thought I’d slack off?”

I look away quickly so he doesn’t see the answer in my face.

“Great plan, Mr. Salazar,” Mr. Goode interrupts. “Any ideas for music in the background? I think that will go really well with the topic.”

“Yeah, I was thinking like the CSI soundtrack?”

“You’d need permission for that,” Mr. Goode replies. “Better search for something that’s open access. Come to me after class and I’ll help you figure it out.”

My mouth drops open. I’m not even done with my content, and this guy is already planning background music?

“Who’s next?” Mr. Goode asks. “How about Miss Hawkins?”

Tiffany stands up, I’m guessing so that everyone can take in her T-shirt, which has a cartoon version of the Eiffel Tower on it. She’s been talking about her Paris trip nonstop since summer break last year, so this is no surprise. As if walking down the Champs-Élysées impresses Texans. We’ve got our River Walk in San Antonio, and we’re happy with that. Mostly.

“As you all may remember, my documentary is about cafeteria food, and how unhealthy it can be,” she tells everyone. “I’m done with all but one interview, and I’ve taken lots of shots of our school cafeteria as well as my sister’s elementary school. And next week, I’m going to visit a school board meeting where they’re talking to food suppliers. I want to know what their bid process is, and how they decide how to award bids to contractors.”

I sit up. “Wait, people can just walk into school board meetings?”

Tiffany smiles at me pityingly. “Well, not all people. Not you, certainly. But I can, because my grandfather called the board president.”

“Of course,” I mutter. “Why am I not surprised?”

Mr. Goode looks amused but doesn’t say anything. We go on to the next student. Her name is Serena, and she’s making a documentary on art therapy for kids. “My hook is the opening of the new children’s art museum in Sugar Land,” she says.

This reminds me that I still have no hook for The Partition Project. I rack my brains to think of one—something juicy and urgent that will catch viewers by the throat and not let go—and miss the other students’ updates. I get caught up in my thoughts, until Mr. Goode looks straight at me and says, “You’re the only one left, Miss Raheem. Care to share your update?”

“Er, no.”

The class laughs.

“I’m not trying to be funny,” I grumble.

“Neither am I,” Mr. Goode retorts.

“Okay.” I stand up, just because Tiffany did. I’m not wearing anything spectacular, but my tunic is green and white just like the Pakistani flag, so I feel a little more confident.

Or at least, that’s what I tell myself.

“I’m making a documentary about a historical event called Partition, mainly based on interviews with my grandmother and a few other people who were alive when it happened. But I’m not sure yet about background music or what the hook is or anything like that.”

“Poor you,” Tiffany says, rubbing her eye with a fist like she’s fake-crying.

I don’t throw a book at her, so that’s a point in my favor.

“Miss Hawkins, that’s not nice,” Mr. Goode says sternly. “Now, who can help Miss Raheem come up with a good hook?”

Seriously? These bozos will help me? They look like they couldn’t care less about history, especially if it’s about Pakistan. I’m guessing not one kid in this class even knows where Pakistan is.

Or they think it’s in the Middle East, which is way worse.

Mr. Goode taps an expo marker on the white board. “Well, any ideas?”

Andy raises his hand again. “I watched a documentary about the Civil War once, and they’d tied it to this group reenacting the Battle of Bull Run somewhere in Texas Hill Country.”

“You’re into history?” I squeak. Andy Salazar is surprising me at every turn today.

He winks at me. “Only if it includes swords or guns. Or cannons.”

Mr. Goode writes “Reenacting a battle” on the board.

“Okay, well, nobody’s reenacting the Partition around here,” I say. “It was a really traumatic event for people like my grandmother, and she still thinks about it, like constantly. I thought she was the only one, but then I interviewed a few others at her senior center, and they all feel the same way.”

“The wounds are still fresh,” Mr. Goode says, nodding like he totally understands.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Tiffany flips her hair. “There’s a senior center in this story somewhere? You’d use them as a hook, if you were smart.”

I grit my teeth as I look at her. I’m so over her arrogance. “What. Do. You. Mean?”

“Like, a profile,” she replies. “Showcase what they do. How they work with the elderly who’ve gone through this partitioning.”

“Partition.”

“Same thing.”

Mr. Goode writes “Senior center activities” on the whiteboard.

I open my mouth to snap at Tiffany, then close it again. A vision of Sumita Aunty’s book club flashes through my mind. Before Dadi and I left the senior center this weekend, I’d caught the group talking about the book she’d shown me. What was it called? Mottled something.

Talking was an understatement, though. They’d been arguing, waving their hands. One uncle even stood up and walked out. All the while, Sumita Aunty sat in the chair with one leg crossed over the other knee, and her hand under her chin, nodding thoughtfully like a therapist.

I stare at the whiteboard, my eyes as big as Ammi’s best dinner plates. Senior center activities. AKA the book club. Ludo. Even chai. All that could be the starting point.

The hook.

Kim and I have just left school that afternoon, when Tiffany jogs up to us. “Hey, Maha, you’re welcome!”

We turn to stare at her. “What?” I ask.

“For the tip I gave you in media class,” Tiffany says. “You’re welcome. Let’s face it: you could never have come up with it on your own.”

My mouth drops open. I am officially over this nonsense. I don’t care if it’s Ramzan and I’m supposed to be nice to everyone. Tiffany Hawkins is the devil’s spawn. I turn to Kim and ask, “Did you hear something? All I heard was a lot of hot air swishing around me like a hurricane on steroids.”

Kim shakes her head. “Nope, didn’t hear a thing.”

“Ha-ha, very funny,” Tiffany says. Kim and I start walking toward the road, and Tiffany tags behind us. “You can’t deny that I gave you a good idea for your documentary.”

I stop and sigh loudly. If Dadi could be nice while sitting in a train worrying about gun-toting extremists, I could handle one annoying girl. “Okay, yes, you did. Thanks.”

Tiffany smiles at me. “I already said you’re welcome. No need to shower me in gratitude.”

Seriously. What did I do to deserve this?

Kim puts a warning hand on my shoulder. “What do you need, Tiffany?”

Tiffany sighs. “Well, since you asked. Maha, you said your mom was a dietitian, right? I need to interview her, and I need you to set it up for me.”

I blink. “Er, what?”

She pats my arm. “Thanks, anytime this week will be great.”

“Are you serious?” I cry. “First of all, I’m not your servant, so you can’t just order me around! Second of all, my mom works all week and she’s exhausted when she gets home, and she’s not your servant either so that she’ll just drop what she’s doing to answer your stupid questions.”

Tiffany waits until I’m finished spewing. “Who’s talking about servants? I just need you to return my favor.”

“I don’t need any favors from you!”

She narrows her eyes. “Need I remind you that I helped you find your hook?”

Kim is looking back and forth between us like she’s watching the world’s most exciting tennis match. “She’s got you there, Maha.”

“What?” I almost yell. “You’re taking her side?”

Kim shrugs. “If she helped you, then you should help her back. It’s a rule.”

I cross my arms over my chest. My head is pounding, and I just want to go home and lie down. “Ugh, okay. I’ll ask my mom.”

Tiffany jumps on her tiptoes and says, “Yay! You’re awesome!” She twirls away, the crowd of students parting for her like she’s the queen of Bethune Middle.

“I hate her,” I remark to Kim as we start walking again.

Kim shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. You got your hook, right?”

I start to smile. “Yes, I did.”
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Things are finally looking up. I’ve got a good idea for my documentary, even if it’s from Tiffany the Devil Spawn. Plus, Ramzan is going better than my wildest imaginings. I’ve finally become used to the hunger pangs, and hardly ever feel them in school anymore. The thirst is still a problem, but I just think of all the poor kids around the world who drink from sewers, or live in hot climates without air conditioning.

Dadi’s words come back to me a lot. Ramzan is all about counting your blessings.

She’s right. I may complain about Abba and Ammi never having time for me, but at least I have clean water and fresh food, a pretty great place to live, and a grandmother who doesn’t get on my nerves as much anymore.

Wow, there’s real progress in my life.

“How many fasts now, Maha?” Abba asks me at suhoor on Wednesday morning.

“This is number ten,” I reply with a smile.

Ammi gives me a quick hug from the side. “I’m so proud of you, jaan.”

I shrug. “It’s fun really. All the Muslim kids spend lunch hour in the library, and it’s like a big party every day. Only without food or music or anything.”

“I didn’t know that,” Abba says. “Good for you, Maha.”

“Sure, she gets all the praise,” Talha grumbles between huge bites of paratha. “It’s my tenth fast too, you know.”

“Quiet, children!” Dadi slaps another paratha down on the plate in front of us. “It’s not a competition. Now hurry up and finish eating. It’s almost time for fajr prayer.”

By the time I get to school, my smile is even bigger. Ten fasts! I’m taking each one as a major win.

Of course, the universe hates winners, so everything comes crashing down in first period. Ms. Turner decides to give us time for the book report again, reminding us that we have only a few more weeks left to read an entire book, write a report, and create a presentation for the class. “Some of you can go sit outside in the hall if you need more room,” she tells us.

Kim grabs her backpack and heads outside without checking with me. Okaay.

I follow her and sit down on the floor next to our classroom door. She stares at me silently for a full thirty seconds. I know because I count. “So,” she finally says. “Have you finished the book yet?”

What does she want me to say? She knows I haven’t. “I’ve been so busy, Kim. . . .” I begin.

She scoffs. “Seriously? That’s your excuse? You’ve been too busy?”

I throw up my hands. “Yes! Busy with so much stuff! The documentary, basically, but also fasting isn’t easy. I’m doing it for the first time, and I don’t have much practice yet. . . .”

Her face softens a little. “Listen, I respect your religion, okay? But I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to use it as an excuse for slacking off.”

“Slacking off?” I gasp. “I’m not . . . it’s not . . . I’m reading the book!”

“Are you?” She looks like she doesn’t believe me.

“Yes!” I insist. “I’m on chapter two or three, I think. It’s not like I never even started it.”

“There are twenty-two chapters in this book, Maha!” Kim yells. Then she realizes where we are and lowers her volume. “This is why Ms. Turner gave us so much time. This is why I wanted to start early!”

I sigh and hang my head. “No, you’re right. I’m sorry. I could have read faster. I know we had plenty of time.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I just . . . I don’t find it very interesting,” I confess. “It’s so unrealistic. The mythical creatures and the camp for demigods? It’s all so . . . untrue.”

Kim stares at me. “It’s fiction, Maha. It’s supposed to be that way.”

I’m not sure how to explain it. “It just . . . I can’t stomach it. Give me true accounts of something. I can read those all day long.” I look up at her, and she seems like she’s listening. “Like my dadi’s stories—they’re fantastic, right? Violence and mayhem and bad men running after trains to off everyone? It should be unbelievable, but that just makes them more interesting. But the Percy Jackson type of story makes me so bored. There’s no way I can relate to it. Does that make sense?”

Kim shakes her head. “I can’t believe you, Maha. This isn’t who you used to be. I could always count on you, but now, it’s like I don’t even know you.”

My heart stutters. “What? Of course you know me! We’re best friends.”

She just shakes her head again. She’s not even looking at me. “I’m so mad at you right now,” she whispers. Only she sounds more sad than angry.

My heart sinks. I reach over and grip her hand with both of mine. “I know. I deserve it. I’m sorry. Can you give me another week to read it? Please?”

She’s focused on the floor. “Sure. Whatever.”

When I get home from school, I go straight to Dadi’s room to pray. She’s sitting in her armchair reading the Quran under her breath. I lean against her legs like I’ve been doing every day for the last ten days.

Without looking up, she puts out a hand and strokes my hair.

I close my eyes. Today was horrible. Kim spent the rest of the day either ignoring me or glaring at me. Both hurt equally. Then after dismissal, she walked with me silently. No jokes. No conversation. Not even a single Isn’t it hot for March? Thank you, climate change.

I make up my mind I’m going to finish reading that stupid book this week even if it kills me.

“Have you been reciting the Quran?” Dadi asks. “It’s doubly rewarding to do that in Ramzan, you know.”

Great. Another thing I did not, in fact, have information about. Sometimes I wonder why Kim ever called me Miss Know-it-all. It’s taken one ninety-year-old woman to show me that my knowledge is sorely lacking.

When I stay quiet, Dadi peers down at me. “You know how to read Arabic, don’t you?”

I shrug. “Sort of?”

The growl that leaves her mouth is ferocious. She pulls me up until I’m sitting on my knees and leaning over her. “Read this!” She points a finger on the page.

I’m not an expert in the Arabic language, by any means, but I can read it a little. Ammi had hired an online tutor for both me and Talha a few years ago. I’d found the lessons easy, and finished the Quran with the tutor when I was in fifth grade. Talha took a little longer. His basketball practice was on the same days as the tutoring, and he ended up missing a lot of lessons. I think he finally finished the Quran last summer.

Now, I focus on the page Dadi’s holding out. It takes a while to get the letters right, but they flow into words. Then sentences. The Quran is supposed to be recited in melody, but I can only read the words in a straight tone. My voice is shaky, and I make a thousand mistakes. But at least I read.

And read.

When I finish the page, I stop.

“That was . . . not bad at all,” Dadi says.

I giggle. “You sound surprised.”

“A little bit.” She closes the Quran and sets it aside. “But you’ve been surprising me quite a lot these days, Maha.”

My head lifts. She never calls me by my name, always girl or hey you. “Thanks, I guess?” I sit back on the floor. “That’s not always a good thing, though. Surprising people.”

“What do you mean?” she asks.

“My best friend is mad at me because I haven’t done my part of our school assignment.”

Dadi frowns. “Kim? The one with the short hair?”

“Yes, that’s her.”

Dadi ponders this for a while. “Friends are precious, Maha. I’d do anything to have my friend in front of me right now, even after all these years.”

I remember her stories about Rasheeda. Thinking I could lose Kim like that forever makes me feel sick. “Kim says I let her down. That she feels like she doesn’t even know me anymore.”

“Is she right?”

I feel close to tears. “I don’t know. Maybe. I feel like I’ve changed a lot. So many new things, like fasting and the project and . . . you.”

She strokes my hair again. “Me . . . in your room.”

I look up. I didn’t realize she even knew this was my room.

“I found a pile of your old clothes in the back of the closet,” she explains. “Also, a bag of melted chocolates.”

Ah, so that’s where my secret snack stash went. “It’s okay. I was mad in the beginning that I had to give up my room, but now I’m not.”

Dadi leans back in her chair and closes her eyes. “Good. Because there’s no way I’m moving. This room is very comfortable. And it looks out into the garden.”

I close my eyes too. “As long as you keep cooking those delicious foods, I think the trade is worth it.”
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Sumita Aunty is sitting elegantly in her chair at the senior center when we arrive the following Saturday. It’s a few minutes before book club starts, and her group is slowly trickling in.

“Dearie, how are you?” she asks, smiling that gentle smile of hers.

“Fine, thank you.” I sit down beside her. “I wanted to know more about your book club, if that’s okay.”

She looks at the book in her hand. Mottled Dawn, that’s what it’s called. “Oh, we’re reading this one next. It’s by Saadat Hasan Manto, you know. One of the most popular Urdu writers of that time.”

I’ve never heard of him, but I don’t admit that to Sumita Aunty. I take out my phone and snap a picture of the book cover, so I can research it later. “But this book is in English,” I say.

“It’s a translation.”

I sit up straight. “So I can read it too?”

She pauses. “Er, it’s a book for adults, so I’d caution you. Maybe ask your parents about it first? Manto was quite . . . controversial.”

I doubt Abba or Ammi will know about this Manto guy. I’ve never seen Abba read for fun, and Ammi’s books are all historical romances with swooning women on the covers. “So why did you choose this book?” I ask.

Sumita Aunty taps her chin with a finger. “Well, it’s a book full of short stories about the Partition. Some are funny. Some are startling. Even horrific. I thought it would help our members process their history. Figure out their feelings and share their memories in a safe environment. Many of us don’t like talking about what we went through, so maybe talking about fictional characters can be helpful.”

I frown. “Wait a minute. Fiction? I thought this book had real-life accounts, like the 1947 Archive or something.”

She laughs. “Oh no, dearie. It’s all fiction. Manto was a master storyteller, and he made the unrealistic seem very, very real. Art imitates life, you know. The stories we read in books and watch in movies tell us a lot about real life, about human nature and emotion and so forth.”

An image of Kim sitting on the floor outside our English classroom flashes in my mind. “Even fantasy?”

“Yes, of course. Contemporary fiction, fantasy, sci-fi, horror . . . they’re all the same underneath. The threads of humanity and how we deal with others are the same, even when you’re talking about animals or aliens.”

I’m digesting this startling piece of insight when Arjun Uncle walks up with two cups of steaming chai. “Oh, look, it’s the filmmaker!”

Sumita Aunty takes a cup from him. “We’re going to get started,” she tells me. “Any more questions?”

I shake my head. “No, but can I take a few shots of everyone while you’re talking?”

“That’s a great idea,” her husband exclaims. “And don’t forget to get the correct spellings of our names, so that you can include them in this famous video of yours.”

I try not to roll my eyes. “It’s not famous, Uncle.”

He takes a sip of tea. “It will be, once I share it on my LinkedIn page.”

I search Saadat Hasan Manto on my phone on the drive home. There’s a movie about him on Netflix, and a whole list of his books online, including Mottled Dawn. There’s also tons of info on his Wikipedia page.

I cringe. My street cred as a journalist will be so over if anyone finds me reading a Wiki entry. I grit my teeth and start reading. “Oh, he was from Ludhiana, same as you, Dadi!” I exclaim.

Dadi frowns at me. “What?”

Abba looks at me in the rearview mirror. “Who?”

“This guy someone told me about. An Urdu writer named Saadat Hasan Manto.” I wave my phone in the air triumphantly. “He was born in Ludhiana. Isn’t that cool?”

Abba grins. “You know about him? He was my favorite author in college. His short stories are amazing.”

“Hmph!” Dadi adds. “Not appropriate for little girls like you!”

I roll my eyes. “I just wanted to know more about him. They’re reading one of his books in the senior center book club.”

Abba’s grin widens. “Look at you, Maha! How upset you were when you started going to the center with your grandmother! Dragging your heels and pouting!”

I cross my arms. “I didn’t pout!”

Dadi snorts.

“But you’re enjoying it now, aren’t you?” Abba continues. “A book club, no less!”

“I’m not part of the club, Abba!” I moan. “I’m just interviewing people for my documentary in media studies.”

We cross the train tracks and reach the narrower, quieter streets. Abba stops at a stoplight and looks back at me in the mirror again. “What’s this about a documentary? How come I never know what’s going on in your school?”

I bite my lip before something rude comes out of my mouth, like You’re too busy for me, or You’re never home at a decent hour. Instead, I give him my elevator speech about The Partition Project. “So that’s why I’ve been interviewing a bunch of people. Including Dadi.”

Abba opens his mouth to respond, but Dadi beats me to it. “What? You’ve been interviewing me?”

“More like listening while you talk,” I stutter, confused at her clipped tone. “And recording it.”

I thought she knew this. I rack my brains. Did we ever have an actual conversation about her stories? Usually she just rambles on, and I’ve got my phone trained on her, so the recording just happens. I’m not even sure any of it is usable for documentary purposes.

Dadi twists in her seat to look back at me. Her face is sketched in horror. “What are you talking about? Recording? Like a movie?”

I sigh loudly. “No, Dadi, not like a movie. Like a documentary. For school.”

“Don’t act like I’m stupid. I know English! A documentary is a kind of film. Which is another word for movie. So you are making a movie.” She smacks her right hand against her left palm, like she’s making a point.

Wow, desi people are so extra. “You make me sound like a Hollywood director!” I grumble.

“You never know,” Abba inserts, probably trying to reduce the tension swirling inside the car. “My daughter, the Hollywood director. Oscars, here we come!”

“Ugh, Abba!”

“Anyway, I’m proud of you for making this film about our history.” He turns into our driveway and parks. “Come on, help your Dadi out. I’ve got to go back and finish up my paperwork at the hospital.”

I stare at the back of his head. He’s going back to the hospital? Again? This is why he knows nothing about my school projects. Or the fights I’m having with my best friend. Or the new friends I’m making. Nothing. No clue.

“Hurry up, Maha!” Dadi’s already standing on the driveway, hands on her hips.

I scramble out of the backseat and slam the door shut. “I’ll be home soon,” Abba calls out as he drives away. “We’ll talk more about Manto at iftar!”

After zuhr prayers, I find Dadi in the kitchen. At first, I think she’s cooking, but then I look closely. She’s got two empty pans in front of her on the island, and all the little spice bottles. But no actual ingredients.

“What are you doing, Dadi?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Nothing. Just thinking.” Her voice is small, uncertain.

I come closer. “Can you tell me some more stories? We’re in the middle of your journey to Pakistan, remember? I want to hear what happens next.”

She pats the spice bottles like she’s taking comfort from them. “Why? So you can put them in your movie?”

“Documentary,” I correct. Then I wait for her to sass me about how a video is the same thing as a movie, blah blah. But she doesn’t take the bait.

I take a deep breath. “Look, right now all I have is raw footage. I don’t know what will end up in the documentary until it’s all complete. That’s why I need to finish the stories, so I can move on to the next part.”

She glares at me, but her chin quivers like she’s trying to hold on to tears, even though that’s not possible. She’s so fierce. She’s probably never cried in her life. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” she demands. “Why did you hide it from me?”

“It’s not like I was trying to deceive you or anything,” I protest. “I really enjoy listening to your stories.”

“For the last time, they’re not stories!” she scoffs, and there’s a pang in my chest at the sound.

I take her hand, trying to ignore how fragile and soft it feels. “Come sit down and tell me another st—tell me what happened after your train reached . . . what was it? Amritsar, right?”

She’s quiet, so I take that as a yes. I set my phone against a cookie jar on the counter so it’s propped up at the right angle. “Look, no hiding anymore.”

“I don’t like talking about Partition,” she mumbles. “I don’t want to relive all the horror.”

I don’t point out that she’s been doing that just fine for the last few months. No need to stress her out even more. I pull her gently toward the stool. “Sumita Aunty says it’s important to talk about difficult things. Like therapy or something.” I push her tiny body until she’s seated in front of my phone.

Mahnoor Raheem: What was Amritsar like? I’ve never heard of it.

Rafia Raheem: Amritsar is an Indian city near the border. Lahore and Amritsar are very close together, but during Partition, the border was created between the two cities. It was a nice place, I suppose, but I hardly got to see it. Our train reached the station without any more incidents, and we leapt out of the train like our clothes were on fire! Hakam and Jamal ran all over the platform, and Rasheeda and I had to run after them so they didn’t get lost in the crowd. It was so crowded and smelly, like the sweat of hundreds of people all mixed with food and the heat. Terrible. One of my brothers, I can’t remember which one, Jamal maybe—disappeared from our sight for a few minutes. Ammi started wailing “My son, my son!” until I found him crouching in the corner, petting a mangy brown cat. I snatched his arm and pulled him up, hissing at him to stay with me. He kept crying for the cat until Abba found us and got angry at me.

Mahnoor: It wasn’t your fault!

Rafia: It was my job to take care of my brothers, so I felt responsible. Everyone had a job. It was the only way we could get things done without forgetting something. Abba and Sarwar Uncle were the leaders who made all the decisions. They were the ones who talked to the train station employees when we needed information, or went to search for food. Ammi and Rasheeda’s mother took care of my grandparents, plus Rasheeda’s baby sister. Rasheeda and I watched my brothers. I realized when I lost Jamal that I had to do a better job because things were serious. I had to act grown up and take care of my brothers so that Ammi and Abba would have one less thing to worry about.

Mahnoor: But wait, if Amritsar was in India, then that means your journey wasn’t over? You still had to get to Pakistan, right?

Rafia: Right. But we waited in Amritsar for a day. First of all, it was Eid day, so Abba thought it might make sense to rest and take stock of things. Also . . .

Mahnoor: Eid? I didn’t realize that. Oh yeah, because you told me Ramzan started in July. So what was Eid like? That must have been weird, right, celebrating at a train station, all scared and hungry?

Rafia: What celebrating? We hardly thought about it. Abba and Sarwar Uncle asked around if there was a place to offer Eid prayers, but the station was so crowded and nobody really had any answers about anything. Amritsar doesn’t have a lot of Muslims. It’s a Sikh-majority area, so it’s not like the locals were celebrating either. The atmosphere was the complete opposite of Eid, of course. I overheard a few people talking about how angry mobs were hurting innocent people all over the country. I heard someone talk about Hindus in a mean, threatening way, then I heard someone else talk about Muslims in the same way, and it really hurt my heart. So I turned away and started thinking about Eid, deliberately trying to focus on something good. Rasheeda and I shared memories of our last Eid, when we’d worn pretty clothes and glass bangles, and put henna on our hands. Ammi hugged us tightly. She said we’d celebrate Eid when we got to Pakistan. Something to look forward to. She had tears in her eyes as she said this, which made me feel sad as well.

Mahnoor: Oh no. You were sad?

Rafia: Sad in a way that I’ve never been before. My heart squeezed in my chest, and it felt like I had rocks in my stomach. We spent Eid sitting in a corner of the station, watching trains come and go, all stuffed with passengers. There was so much energy and noise around me at the train station. A few Sikh men were walking about with big containers of water and warm pieces of roti, handing them out to refugees like us. I smiled at one of them, and he smiled back and patted my head, saying be safe or something like that. I can’t remember his exact words, but I remember the good feeling I got, because it proved to me that we were all taking care of each other. We weren’t enemies like the news had been telling us all these months. For a few minutes the rocks in my stomach disappeared.

Mahnoor: What happened next?

Rafia: We got on another train, this time going to Lahore. I told myself it would be okay. We’d already traveled by train once, and despite that one incident with the angry men, it had mostly been boring. I told myself it would be okay, and got on the train.

Mahnoor: Something tells me it was the complete opposite.

Rafia: Hmmm.

Mahnoor: Dadi! You can’t stop now. Tell me.

Rafia: Nothing happened on the train. It was more what I saw outside. I made the mistake of sitting by the window this time, but that meant I was a witness. I saw so many things from that window, as the train slowly made its way to the border and beyond.

Mahnoor: Oh no! What did you see?

Rafia: Caravans of people walking. Everyone didn’t get on a train, you see. A lot of people walked—in both directions. From India to Pakistan like us, but also from Pakistan to India. They walked hundreds of miles, sometimes. Their clothes were torn and some of them had injuries. There were makeshift camps set up on the side of the roads, just people sitting on the ground, looking exhausted, crying, wailing, or just quietly staring like they couldn’t believe what they were going through. I also saw . . .

Mahnoor (whispering): What?

Rafia: Graves. Anybody who died on the journey—old people, children, whoever it was—they were buried on the side of the road. Lots of animals died too, and they were left out for the vultures. I . . . I saw a little child, not more than two years old, sitting all alone in the dust, crying. Just crying. There was nobody around him, for miles. I kept checking for his mother, anyone really, as our train chugged past, but there was nobody for that child. Nobody.

Mahnoor (tearfully): Oh my God.

Rafia: At first, I thought being on the train was so much better than being one of those people who were walking. Just endless walking, and if you were strong enough, you survived. At least I could sit in this little cabin with my family, even if we were hungry and stinky, and packed together like animals. But then . . . then I thought of the men with guns who’d almost boarded our train, and I wondered who was better off. We were all in the same situation, being forced out of our homes and into danger and death. Nobody asked us if we wanted it. Nobody cared what this journey would do to us.
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Abba comes home before iftar, holding bags from the Middle Eastern market. “Did you get mamoul cookies?” I ask, grabbing the bags.

“Still an hour to iftar,” he warns.

I watch as he collapses on the living-room couch and closes his eyes. “Are you fasting?” I ask curiously.

He nods.

“Oh,” I say. “I didn’t realize . . .”

He opens one eye. “What? That I fast? Why would you think differently?”

I shrug. “We never talk about these things. And before Dadi, nobody made a big deal about Ramzan, or praying, or the Quran either.”

He sighs and leans against the couch back. “You’re right. We’re not the best at following all the rules. I’m not going to lie and say I pray five times a day like I’m supposed to, or that I keep all thirty days of fasts during Ramzan. And God alone knows how long it’s been since I’ve recited the Quran. Years, probably. Does that mean I don’t love God? That I’m not a good person? I don’t think so.”

“I don’t think so, either.” I sit on the other couch. It’s been so long since we had a chat about anything, really.

“I’m trying my best, Maha,” Abba says wearily. “I realize that doesn’t leave much time for Talha or you. And your mom’s the same as me, so there’s nobody to really teach you all this stuff. That’s why I was so happy when Dadi finally agreed to come live with us. She can teach you everything your mom and I have failed at.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call it failing,” I reply. “More like . . . flopping. Or lacking.”

He lets out a tired laugh. “Thank you. That makes me feel much better.”

“How about . . . incomplete?”

He groans. “Just stop! Let me rest!”

“Sorry.” I click through my phone, bringing up some more archive entries to read. There are so many, and I haven’t even gotten halfway through them yet. Some people, like Dadi, traveled on trains. Some walked. Some took carts drawn by cattle or horses. But they all were scared and hungry. They all lost someone, or watched someone get hurt. They all showed so much courage and determination.

I can’t even imagine what it’s like, losing everything.

“What are you reading?” Abba asks softly.

“Just doing some research for my documentary,” I reply.

“Hmmm, it sounds amazing.” He’s half asleep, so his words are slurred.

I giggle. Then I remember Dadi’s face earlier. “Dadi doesn’t think so,” I say. “She was upset when I recorded her story earlier.”

“She’ll be fine. It’s not like you’re doing anything wrong.”

I don’t tell him that I feel it’s wrong in my heart. Not making The Partition Project, but recording her without telling her what I was doing. I hadn’t really thought she’d mind, and it just happened without too much planning. But seeing her face earlier today, full of anger and hurt, made me feel like an insect.

A poisonous one.

Abba starts snoring. I laugh a little under my breath. He really needs to work less. Maybe having Dadi around will help him slow down too.

It’s almost iftar time when I realize nobody’s come to the kitchen to cook. Talha’s spending the weekend at some basketball camp in Houston; otherwise I’d pester him. I go to his room to feed Hershey and let him out of the cage for some exercise. He runs around like there are a hundred invisible bees after him.

“Have fun, stinky face,” I say as I leave, closing the door quickly so he doesn’t escape. Hershey let loose in the Raheem house would be a total disaster.

When I get back into the kitchen, Dadi is there. “Oh, are you cooking something?” I ask cheerfully. “Can I help you?”

She shakes her head. “Leftovers today.”

Oh. I tell myself to stop being an ungrateful fool. Even her leftovers are better than what we used to eat before. “I’ll get them out,” I say, heading to the fridge.

She doesn’t reply, not even a grunt. That’s how I know she’s still not okay.

We eat a brief iftar, mostly dates and mamoul cookies, plus a few samosas. Ammi and Abba talk about work. Dadi just stares into her plate like someone died.

Then I remember all the things she told me in her story today. Of course, someone died. Lots of people died. And she’s been reliving those memories for hours.

I put down my half-eaten samosa. I feel sick with guilt. My phone vibrates, interrupting my thoughts.

Ahmad: What’s our next outing, friends? I really want to see NASA.

Me: No you don’t. We went there for field trips in elementary school. Every year! It sucks.

Me: Right Kim?

There’s no reply from Kim. She’s still mad at me, I guess. Not that I blame her. I’ve been a pretty bad friend, and an even worse project partner.

I push away my plate. Now I have guilty feelings about my best friend in addition to guilty feelings about my grandmother. Just wonderful.

Dadi shuffles back to her room after iftar, so I head upstairs to read Percy Jackson. It takes less than ten minutes for my eyelids to get heavy. Before I know it, I’m slipping into dreamland.

I wake up when Ammi calls me downstairs for dinner. I’m not really hungry, but I go downstairs anyway. Ammi is opening boxes of Chinese food on the kitchen island. “Can you get your dadi, please? She’ll want to taste this rice.”

I go to her room, but she’s not there. The bed is made up neatly. Her prayer mat isn’t on the floor near the armchair. The wedding picture isn’t on the dresser. The room looks like nobody’s stayed there for months.

My stomach sinks. That picture is precious to her. If it’s gone, it can only mean one thing.

Dadi is gone too.
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“Where could she have gone? How? I don’t understand.” Ammi wrings her hands as she stands in the mudroom.

It’s taken us all of five minutes to search the house from top to bottom. It was a silly idea anyway, because nobody picks up their wedding photo just to go upstairs. But Abba insisted we start small and grow our circle bigger, so that’s what we did.

Or rather, I did. I rushed through the house, my heart pounding in my throat, hoping Dadi had just fallen asleep on the back porch or gotten herself locked in the powder room. She’s done both of those things before. More than once.

When we’re sure the house is completely empty, Abba says it’s time to search outside. Ammi and I stand in the driveway, while Abba reverses his car out of the garage way too fast. He stops near us with a squeal of brakes. “Hurry up, let’s go!”

We get in, and he starts to drive down the street. “Slowly,” Ammi tells him.

He slows down, but I can see his hands gripped tightly around the steering wheel. “Maha!” he barks. “Do you have any idea where she could have gone?”

“Or why?” Ammi adds.

I have a sinking feeling about the second question. Dadi had been so upset all day today, ever since she’d learned about my documentary project and the purpose of her interviews. I couldn’t get her face out of my mind—sad and hurt and . . . betrayed.

I honestly hadn’t thought it was a big deal. Could she really have left us because of it? Where did she even think she’d go, all by herself at night?

We crawl through the neighborhood, looking outside carefully. A few people are walking their dogs, but it’s mostly quiet. “Maybe we should call the police,” Ammi whispers.

Abba shakes his head. “I’m sure she’s not gone too far.” He turns into another street. “The guard at the entrance wouldn’t just let her leave at this time of the night. She has to be inside the neighborhood somewhere.”

I sag against the seat. Abba’s right. She’s somewhere close by. She’s not out there on Sugar Land streets, in danger of being run over by cars or trucks, or worse . . . a train.

 . . . sitting in a corner of the station, watching trains come and go, all full of passengers like ours was.

Wait. Trains. “I think she went to the train station!” I yell. “There’s a hiking trail through the park on Sullivan Street, remember? We went there once, with Talha.”

Ammi turns in her seat and looks at me. “Why would she go there?”

“Think about it; she packed her bag. She was unhappy. Maybe she wanted to leave, go back to Pakistan or something.”

Ammi frowns. “You can’t take the local train to Pakistan, Maha. There’s an ocean between us, and two continents.”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, Mother, I know that. But she’s not thinking straight right now.”

Abba meets my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Why isn’t she thinking straight, Maha?”

Ahem. I snap my mouth shut. I really don’t want to get into it. I’m already feeling guilty, and I don’t want to explain myself.

He keeps driving but looks back at me again. “Did you do something?”

Ugh. I lean forward until my face is almost touching the back of his seat. “It’s not my fault!” I cry. “I told you she was upset. You’re the one who told me not to worry. ‘She’ll be fine’ were your exact words!”

Ammi gasps. “You two knew something was wrong?”

Abba looks away. “I didn’t think it was serious.”

I go back to looking out the window. I’m so mad at myself right now, I can’t even think straight. “Just hurry,” I say. “The train station. I’m sure she’s there. We were talking about trains today, and I’m sure that was still on her mind.”

Abba gives me a murderous glare in the mirror. “I can’t wait to listen to these interviews of yours. I thought it was something nice, some grandmother-granddaughter bonding moment.”

“It was!” I whisper. “At least, I thought so.”

I clasp my phone as Abba drives toward Sullivan Street. I want to tell someone what’s happening, feel like I’m not alone in this.

Me: Kim, are you there? Please reply asap.

There’s no reply. She didn’t speak to me on Thursday after our fight, and she was absent on Friday. I have no clue where she is, or what’s going on with us.

I nibble on my lip. Maybe Talha is still awake.

Me: Hey basketball star, you there? Something terrible has happened and it’s all my fault.

“We’re here.”

The car comes to a halt near the park, and Abba leaps out. I drop my phone on the seat and follow him. I point to the pathway. “That leads to the train station.”

“That’s so strange,” Ammi remarks. “I never knew that.”

I’m already running down the path, my parents close behind me. We stop when we come to the edge of the platform. It’s lighted with tall lamps, but there aren’t any trains in sight. It’s strictly local, after all, taking visitors to see the sights downtown without having to drive. I’d explained all that to Dadi when Talha had brought us here, but now I’m guessing she hadn’t understood.

Or maybe she had, and she just needed to see the trains again with her own eyes. Who knows how trauma works?

“Look!” Ammi whispers.

Across the tracks, there’s a bench. A tiny figure with white hair sits on it, hunched up. A walking stick stands next to her, like a sentry, and a small bag is at her feet.

My shoulders slump and I take my first real breath in hours. “Thank God.”

Abba gently brings Dadi to the car, and we all climb inside. Dadi sits in the front, silent, her back as straight as a tree trunk. She’s clutching her bag in her lap like it’s going to run away. I’m guessing her prayer mat and wedding picture are inside.

Ammi and I exchange glances in the backseat. My phone pings, and I look at it.

Talha: What happened??? Do you need me to come home?

Me: It’s fine for now. TTY L8R

When we get home, Abba settles Dadi in her room and spends a long time with her. From the look on his face when we found her at the train station, he obviously feels guilty, just like me. But when he comes out of Dadi’s room and stalks down the hall to his bedroom, his face is like thunder.

“Mahnoor!” he barks.

I’d been sitting on the edge of the living-room couch all this while. At Abba’s command, I jump up and follow him to his room. Ammi’s already there, sitting on the bed. They both turn to look at me with furious faces.

“Explain!” Abba says in a clipped tone. I can tell he’s trying hard to stay calm, but it’s not really working.

“About what?” I ask nervously. It’s better to know what needs explaining so I know what excuses—sorry, reasons—to present.

He scowls, looking so much like his mother in that moment that I want to laugh. Also I want to run away, because that woman’s scowls are scary. “What happened today to make your grandmother so upset?”

My jaw drops. Was he seriously going to put all the blame on me? “I already explained to you, in the afternoon! I’d been interviewing her for that documentary and she . . . freaked out! You’re the one who told me it was okay. You even said you were proud of me. You can’t just get mad when things go wrong!”

Abba makes a growling sound like an angry bear.

Ammi holds up a hand. “What documentary? Why don’t I know what’s going on?”

My jaw drops even farther. “Are you serious, Ammi? I told you about it on Tuesday night. Tiffany wants to interview you for her food documentary. You said it was okay. Now you don’t even remember?”

“Oh,” Ammi says, deflating a little. “You’re right; she called me to set an appointment. But you’re doing something else, aren’t you? With your grandmother?”

“The Partition Project,” I repeat stiffly for probably the hundredth time. Does nobody in this house listen when I talk? Do they even care about me?

“Well, whatever it is, it needs to stop!” Abba says coldly. “No more recording, no more interviews. It’s too much for your grandmother!”

I stare at him in horror. “It’s a school elective, Abba! I can’t refuse to do it. I’ll fail!”

Abba growls again. Ammi grabs his hand, trying to calm him down. He pulls away. “Then change the topic,” he demands. “Make the documentary about something else.”

My eyes burn, but there’s no way Maha Raheem is going to cry right now. I refuse. “I . . . I can’t do that! I’ve spent too much time on it! You don’t even know how much research I’ve done and how many people I’ve talked to. . . .”

“She’s right,” Ammi says softly. “She needs to continue.”

Abba paces in front of me, hands on hips. “Since when did you get interested in the Partition anyway? And why were you asking Dadi all those questions? Can’t you see how fragile she is?”

It’s no use; the tears are burning my eyes. I let them fall. But I also let myself speak. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Abba. You and Ammi are hardly ever around. When am I supposed to tell you about my interests or my school projects? Oh, sure, you know when Talha’s games are, but you know nothing about me or my school problems! Nothing!”

“What school problems?” Ammi asks loudly. “You’re having school problems?”

“Ugh! I rest my case!” I dash a hand across my cheek to get rid of my stupid tears, and look at Abba. “Listen, this wasn’t a nefarious plan, okay? Dadi’s been telling me stories about her childhood. And your childhood. And her life in India and Pakistan and so much other stuff. We hang out together every day. She talks, I listen. Sometimes she listens, too, when I tell her about Kim or Ahmad or stupid Tiffany. She even gives good advice once in a blue moon.”

“That’s . . .” Abba begins.

I don’t let him speak. I’m on a roll now. Self-righteous. Angry. I may even have pointed a finger at him. “You should be happy I’m doing all this with her! She’s your mom, but you’ve hardly spent two minutes with her outside of mealtimes. In fact, tonight after we brought her home is the longest you’ve spent in her company!”

That’s when I stop, but only because I’m out of breath. I stand in front of my parents, chest heaving, nose clogged, throat raw.

They’re staring at me like they’ve never seen me before.

Guess what, this is the new me. Mad at the world and not afraid to show it.

Abba sits down heavily on the bed beside Ammi. “You’re right. I’ve not spent time with her. Or with you lately. Talha is different because he keeps texting me all his game dates and sending me pictures of the team playing. He knows how to make me listen.”

Meaning I don’t? This only makes me angrier, and also sadder. All this time, I’ve been trying to make things easier for my parents, only to find out the key to their hearts is nonstop texting. “Well, sorry I don’t do the same,” I whisper.

Ammi gets up and hugs me. “What problems, Maha? What’s going on at school?”

I take a shuddering breath. I can’t tell her about Kim. I just can’t. “No, it’s fine,” I mumble. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

She pats my head. “That’s true, you’re my brave girl.”

I pull out of her grasp. “Can I go now? I need to do my homework.”

“Sure,” Ammi says, kissing my cheek. “We’ll talk later.”

Abba just grunts. Yup, he’s definitely Dadi’s son.
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I wake up bleary-eyed on Sunday morning. I blink in the sunlight pouring in from my little attic window, and try to think. Why does everything seem so strange?

It all comes flooding back to me. Dadi’s little adventure last night. Abba freaking out. Kim still mad at me—I know this because she didn’t reply to my text message last night, even though I stayed up until almost midnight, reading her stupid book.

Also, if the sun is shining, that means nobody woke me up for suhoor. Perfect. My first missed fast this year.

Ramzan is officially on the rocks, and everything is my fault. My phone vibrates and I grab it. Maybe Kim is texting me back. Then I see it’s a message on our group chat.

Ahmad: Salaam! Are we doing anything together today?

Me: Sorry, but things r weird at my house rn.

Ahmad: Want to talk about it?

Me: No, but thanks for offering

Ahmad: Okay. Take care.

What I really need is to talk to Kim, but she’s not answering. I flop back down on my bed and groan. The clock on my shelf says ten fifteen. Might as well get back to reading.

I snuggle under the covers with Percy and pick up where I left off. I’ve reached chapter seven when there’s a knock on my door, and Talha peeks in. “Hey, sleepyhead!”

I look up. He’s holding a wiggling Hershey in one hand, and a mini croissant in the other. “Get that stinky beast away from me!” I squeal.

Talha comes inside. “Admit it, he’s your friend! He told me you took really good care of him while I was away.”

I roll my eyes. “Sure he did.”

“What, you don’t believe me?”

I put down my book. “If you had a talking ferret, you’d be in a circus making lots of money, not playing basketball with your friends.”

Talha puts the entire croissant into his mouth. “Circuses are bad. Evil, even. Get educated, you brat.”

“Yeah, like talking with your mouth full of food is soooo educated.” I huff. “Why are you even here?”

He swallows, then opens his mouth to show me. “Sorry, m’lady. I was just checking in with you, after that text you sent me. You okay?”

“You heard what happened?” I have no doubt Ammi’s filled him in. Or Abba has, since apparently, they text all the time.

Talha nods. “I heard. Sorry I wasn’t here to help search. But Ammi told me you knew exactly where to look. That’s pretty cool.”

I shake my head. “Give me a break. I’m the reason she ran away in the first place.”

“Ran away? Are you kidding? She just went for a walk to clear her head.”

I don’t buy it. Nobody goes for a walk with their wedding picture and prayer rug.

Talha sighs and sits down on my bed, holding Hershey tightly so he doesn’t get too excited. “Listen, everything’s okay. Come downstairs, you’ll see. Nobody blames you.”

I know different, but I don’t say that out loud. Dadi definitely left the house because of me. Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed her. Maybe I should have been satisfied with the senior center interviews. Maybe I should be working on my English project instead of obsessing over a silly documentary.

Maybe I should change everything about myself, dye my hair red, and act like a proper desi girl who has zero problems and parents who spend all their time showering her with attention.

Yeah, not gonna happen.

“Maha? Are you listening?” Talha flicks my forehead.

I sit up quickly and give him a little push. “I’m fine,” I tell him. “But don’t you flick me again, you ferret lover!”

He grins. “Takes one to know one.”

My growling stomach reminds me that it’s lunchtime, so I take a shower and go downstairs. Ammi’s making sandwiches, and Dadi sits at the table, looking out of the window. Talha and Abba are watching TV in the living room.

“Just in time, Maha!” Ammi looks up and smiles at me. “I’m making chicken salad sandwiches.”

“Thanks,” I say automatically. Then I pause. “Is nobody fasting today?”

“Nobody woke up for suhoor, what with everything that happened last night,” Ammi replies. “We’ll try to do better tomorrow, promise.”

I get it. Our family isn’t ultra-religious, so these things are always hit and miss. But I’m glad we’re talking about the mistakes and trying to do better. I look at Dadi. She’s turned toward me now, but I can’t tell what she’s feeling. There’s no scowl on her face, at least, which makes me bold. “Um, you want some chai?”

Dadi nods.

I jump into action. After weeks of making chai for her in the evenings, I like to think of myself as an expert. Ammi watches with her mouth open as I boil the water, dunk the tea bag, and mix the right amount of milk and sugar. “Since when do you make chai?” she mumbles.

“Since Dadi taught me.” I pour the chai into the “Keep Calm and Drink Tea” mug and take it to Dadi.

Dadi sips carefully. “It’s good.”

At least she’s talking to me. I release a shaky breath and sit down on the chair next to her. “Glad to see you’re okay.”

She frowns at me from the top of the mug. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

So, we’re just pretending last night didn’t happen? Okay, fine. Perfect. I may be a journalist, but I can accept a piece of fiction or two, despite what Kim says.

Ammi puts a plate of sandwiches in front of me, and I grab one. “Mmm, the pecans are a nice touch,” I say, chewing slowly.

Ammi pats my head. “Anything for my Maha.”

I’m guessing that’s supposed to make me feel better? Like all the times Ammi hasn’t been paying attention should just magically be forgotten because she made chicken-salad-and-pecan sandwiches?

Then I see Dadi sipping her chai and realize I’m doing the same thing with her. Ugh, I’m so clueless. How can a cup of tea make everything okay?

Dadi catches me watching her and frowns again. I go back to eating. The sandwiches are really good. When Ammi goes to the living room to talk to Abba, I lean closer to Dadi. “I just want you to know I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my Partition documentary.”

She sips silently. “All right,” she finally says.

Wait, that’s it? I sit back. “That’s all you have to say?” I whisper. “Don’t you have questions? Don’t you want to know why I chose this topic? Why I recorded you?”

She puts her mug down. “Tell me, then. Why?” she demands, also in a whisper.

Finally, we’re getting somewhere. I take a deep breath. This is my one chance to come clean. To show her my heart and see if she understands. Nobody else does, not Kim or my parents. Ahmad comes the closest, but it’s only because he’s Pakistani. But in some ways Dadi and I are the same, so maybe she’ll see me. “Because, I guess, it’s my story too, you know? Those stories you told don’t only belong to you. They belong to us as a family. Whatever you went through made who you are, and that led to Abba, and then to me and Talha. And when you think of everyone’s stories, all the people on that train with you, or walking on the streets with you, they make one giant—I don’t know—tapestry or whatever. I want to feel proud of those stories. And I want to tell everyone about them.”

When I stop talking, I look at her. She’s silent. I fidget, because maybe this was too much for her and she’ll walk out to the train station again. Or maybe this time she’ll call a cab and go straight to the airport. “Well?” I whisper.

She sighs and picks up her mug. “All right,” she says again, but this time the word is stronger, louder, like she’s accepting my argument. “I understand.”

“Yeah?”

She nods. “Yes.”

I’m reaching over to hug her when the doorbell rings. Talha jogs to the front door to open it, and a loud, annoying voice floats toward us.

“Omahgawd, Maha, your house is amazing!”

I stand up so quickly, my chair scrapes on the kitchen floor. “What is Tiffany doing here?” I whisper-yell.

“She’s interviewing me for her documentary, remember?” Ammi replies cheerfully. “Come in, Tiffany, so nice to meet you!”

The Bethune Queen Bee enters my living room like she owns it. She’s wearing her signature tight jeans and flowing shirt (this time with flowers), and charm bracelets all over her arms.

I blink rapidly and go over to Ammi. “When did this happen?” I whisper. “You didn’t mention it yesterday.”

“Oh, she’d texted me a few times, and when you mentioned it last night, I decided to invite her over.”

I look at my mother like I’ve never seen her before. “You invited her to our house? She’s like . . . the devil. You’re supposed to meet her at your work or a neutral place like—I don’t know—the graveyard?”

“Hush, silly girl.” Ammi goes to the living room and pulls Tiffany toward the kitchen. “Welcome, dear. Any friend of Maha’s is a friend of ours.”

Excuse me? What part of evil, devil, and graveyard doesn’t Ammi understand?

Tiffany beams. “Yes, we’re besties. We’re in media class together and it’s so much fun!”

I stare at her. Honestly, I’m not sure what’s going on. Is she always this sweet? Or is she being totally fake because she’s in my house and wants something from my mom? “The class is definitely fun,” I mumble. “Not sure about the people.”

“Harsh!” Tiffany rolls her eyes at me, and twirls around. “Oh wow, Mrs. Raheem, I love your kitchen! Ours is all granite and dark colors, but I like this so much better! You’ve got a really nice, airy vibe going on.”

Ammi practically swoons. “Oh, thank you, Tiffany! I worked closely with our designer to choose the colors.”

“That’s awesome! The cabinets are so authentic!”

I want to puke. “Watching too much HGTV these days, Tiffany?” I ask.

“Maha!” Ammi warns. “Tiffany is a guest. And it appears she has excellent taste!”

I grit my teeth. “Welcome, Tiffany.”

Tiffany gives me another huge smile, then turns to Ammi. “Thank you so much for agreeing to answer my questions, Mrs. Raheem.”

“You’re most welcome,” Ammi replies. “Would you like a sandwich?”

Tiffany takes one and inspects it. “Did you use organic ingredients? I want to know all your secrets of healthy eating!”

“Of course. Only the best for my family.”

Tiffany puts her tote bag on the table. I watch as she takes out a fancy digital camera, a microphone, a ring light, a tripod, and a notebook. “Let me set things up, then we’ll get started.”

“Where did you get all this stuff?” I blurt.

She looks confused. “The electronic store, duh.”

Ammi leans forward and goes through all the objects on the table. “This is all incredible. I didn’t realize your project was so complicated.”

“Oh, Maha didn’t tell you?”

Ammi pouts. “Maha doesn’t tell us anything.” Then she sees my furious face, and says, “Oh, I’m teasing, silly.”

“So, silly,” Tiffany says. “How are you recording your interviews? On a stone tablet?”

“My phone,” I growl.

Tiffany looks taken aback. “Are you serious?”

I want to walk over to her and stomp on her foot to show her how serious I am. “I don’t need this fancy equipment.” I tell her. “My iPhone has the best camera for recording, and the best apps, like MoviePro.”

Tiffany flips her hair and goes back to her things. “If you say so.”

This time, I actually take a step forward. I’m not sure what I’ll do, but a furious slap-down isn’t out of the question at this point.

A small hand pats my arm, and I look down. It’s Dadi. She’s finished her chai and is standing at my side with a sympathetic look on her face. “Let these two work, Maha. Come to my room and offer your prayers. Then I’ll tell you some more—what do you call them—stories for your phone.”

All breath leaves my body, and with it, my anger.

Dadi is smiling again. She’s offering to tell me more stories. I’m so relieved I could weep. I grab my phone and head to her room. “Sounds like a plan.”

Maha Raheem: You’ve reached Lahore now, right? How was it, entering the brand-new country of Pakistan?

Rafia Raheem: Ha! It didn’t feel like a new country. Everything looked the same—blue sky above me, brown earth under my feet. True, Lahore was bigger and noisier and more crowded than Ludhiana. But the people looked exactly the same, and the weather was the same—hot and sticky and threatening to rain any moment. You know, I felt more like entering a new place when I came here to America than Pakistan.

Mahnoor: Probably because those weren’t real boundaries, right? Just political ones.

Rafia (smiling): How did you get so smart, girl?

Mahnoor: What can I say? I come from a smart family.

Rafia: No doubt about it. Anyway, Lahore didn’t feel any different, mostly because we didn’t feel that our troubles were over. It wasn’t like everything was resolved and things were perfect again now that we had crossed the border.

Mahnoor: Oh, really? I thought . . .

Rafia: Not at all. We were refugees. We had no home in the newly created Pakistan. When we got off the train at Lahore, we were met by volunteers. They gave us water, and took us to a refugee camp named Walton Camp. It was huge! And so . . . horrible. The government probably thought they were doing us a favor by building camps, but they were just areas of land where we were dumped because nobody knew what to do with us.

Mahnoor: Can you describe the camp?

Rafia: It was huge. I later found out that Walton was one of the largest refugee camps, with hundreds of thousands of refugees stuck there for days, weeks, even months. We were given a small tent for each of our families.. It doesn’t seem like a lot, but we were lucky, because later on when more refugees arrived, they got nothing. The supplies were so limited compared to the number of people who showed up every single day. So, we all had to fend for ourselves. If we wanted to eat, we had to cook food ourselves using whatever tools we had or could borrow. The first day, Abba and Sarwar Uncle found some bricks to build a little stove, and Rasheeda and I collected branches to light on fire. Rasheeda’s mother had brought a couple of small pots with her, so we cooked in one, and the other we used to boil water for chai. The food was scarce, though. Sometimes we’d get a little daal, sometimes coarse rice. We were always hungry. Always. Oh, and there was a small clinic where we could go if we got sick, but there was usually a long line there and I never saw any doctors or nurses.

Mahnoor: How long did you stay there?

Rafia: About four months.

Mahnoor: That doesn’t sound too bad. Right?

Rafia (sighing): Honestly, it was worse than both the train journeys combined. At least when we were traveling, we had a destination. A goal. Reach Pakistan safely, make a new home. But the camp was just endless torture. Abba tried to figure out what to do, where to go, because obviously we couldn’t stay there forever. But I think he was exhausted too. I’d see him sitting in our tent in the late afternoon, staring at nothing. A few times I saw tears in his eyes, but I didn’t want to believe that because he was my strong, amazing father, you know? He was the leader of our group, the one who made the tough decisions. Even Sarwar Uncle looked up to him, followed his guidance. If Abba lost hope, what would the rest of us do? How would we cope? So I just ignored it, and spent my days playing with Rasheeda and the other children in the tents nearby, taking care of my brothers, doing all my chores.

Mahnoor: What chores did you have?

Rafia: We did all the fetching and carrying. Mending clothes. Finding firewood. And I took my responsibility for my brothers very seriously. I loved Hakam and Jamal; I wanted to make sure they were safe and healthy . . . but . . . I failed at that too.

Mahnoor: What do you mean? What happened?

Rafia (biting her lip): Jamal got cholera one week after we arrived at Walton, and then Hakam got it too, because they always did everything together. They . . .

Mahnoor (horrified): They what?

Rafia: They died. Oh, they weren’t the only ones. Hundreds of people died of cholera and dysentery and typhoid every day at that camp. Everything was filthy, and diseases passed from one person to the other like a quick-spreading fire. After Hakam and Jamal, both my grandparents got sick too. They died soon after the boys. Ammi and Abba were in shock. I didn’t know what to say, what to do. It was just . . . the worst kind of torture. I remember one day, I screamed and cried, saying it would have been better to stay in Ludhiana, no matter what happened. At least we’d have been together.

Mahnoor: Wow, I’m so sorry to hear this, Dadi. I had no idea.

Rafia: The only consolation was that everyone around us was going through the same thing. I didn’t know anyone in that camp who hadn’t lost someone. Who wasn’t hungry and thirsty and fearful. It was just . . . a terrible time. The worst thing was when the stress made people fight among themselves and say hurtful things, because we were all hurting.

Mahnoor: Did you fight with anyone?

Rafia: Often. Mostly I fought with Rasheeda. Once my brothers died, we didn’t have anything to do. We could race in the camp, but it got all the adults angry. Besides, there wasn’t really room to run around. Everyone was crowded together like a sea of bodies; there were just small areas between tents to walk through. Rasheeda and I ended up fighting about the silliest things. Who would eat the banana we found half-squished on the ground? Who would drink the last drops of water in the container, and who would go to the water taps all the way at the other end of the camp to refill it? It was stupid, but it was all we had. One day we got so angry, we pulled each other’s hair and scratched each other’s arms, and shouted until our parents put a stop to it.

Mahnoor: I can’t imagine you in a fight.

Rafia: Well, I was twelve years old. Haven’t you ever been in a fight with your friends? I’m not proud of it, but sometimes it happens.
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Dadi’s story stays with me all night, and I wake up for suhoor on Monday morning all riled up. I’m angry on her behalf. None of what happened in 1947 was her fault. Yet, she’s still living half the time in the past, telling and retelling those tales, getting upset if she thinks too much about it.

Walking alone to train stations at night because she can’t stop thinking of that train she was on almost eighty years ago.

How is this fair? How is this life? I want to yell at the sky or do something equally ridiculous to show how futile all this is. History sucks, but we can’t escape it.

Is that the lesson Mrs. Escobar was trying to give us with her textbook and her Sharpie activity? If so, I get it now. And I repeat, it sucks.

Everyone’s sitting at the kitchen table, sleepy and messy haired. I sink into my chair with a groan, wishing things were different.

“Everything okay, Maha?” Ammi asks. She’s been observing me anxiously ever since I blurted out that I have school problems. “You don’t have to fast if you’re not feeling well.”

“I’m fine,” I reply, trying to smile. There’s no way I’m missing another fast. Ramzan is the only thing that seems to be going my way right now.

Dadi pats me on the head as she passes more parathas. “She looks okay. No need to pester her.”

“I’m not pestering her!” Ammi exclaims. “You know what, never mind! Forget I said anything.”

“Hmph!” Dadi responds.

This time, my smile is real. I’m glad Dadi’s back to her normal, grumpy self. She passes me some more eggs and orders, “Eat,” in that way of hers. Showing she cares with her cooking, rather than her words.

I eat until it’s time to begin the fast, then we all head to our rooms to pray and get ready for school and work. I check my phone. No messages from Kim, not even to the one from the other night, when I told her to call me ASAP.

There’s only one explanation: she’s still mad.

Well, guess what, Kim Hoang. I’m mad too. And my mad goes way beyond a simple English assignment. I’m mad on behalf of millions of people, over something that happened almost a century ago. There’s a fire inside me, and there’s no way to put it out.

By the time I get to school, I’m crackling with tension.

I find Kim on the sidewalk outside school, walking toward the main building with Ahmad. “Salaam alaikum, Maha!” he calls out, grinning.

I ignore him, even though that’s probably not nice. “You didn’t answer my text, Kim,” I say loudly. “I needed you on Saturday. Something terrible happened and I was scared and I needed you.”

She turns around, and I’m shocked to see her face. It’s so hard, like she doesn’t care about me at all. She’s frowning, and her eyes are cold, black gems in her face. “Sorry, I was busy.”

“Doing what?” I ask.

“Working on my novel study,” she replies.

For a flash of a second, guilt fills me because I have still not finished reading Percy Jackson. But I stand tall, because for once I’m not ashamed. “I have a good reason. . . .”

“Yeah,” she sneers. “That you don’t like the story. Or Percy. Or fiction in general. Spare me, I’ve heard it all.”

I sputter. “I don’t like the story! The whole premise is stupid. Humans and gods have kids together, and they’re called demigods? Really? And how about these gods and goddesses themselves? They’re literally the worst parents! And Camp Half-Blood is basically all violence, all the time! Who’d willingly send their kids to a place like that?”

Ah, her face isn’t blank now. It’s bright red. “It’s fiction!” she says loudly. “It’s not supposed to make sense.”

I point at her. “That statement right there is what doesn’t make sense, Kim! Fiction can’t be unrealistic. It still needs to make sense to the reader. Plus, you know what the worst part of this book is? It’s one hundred percent western mythology. God forbid we learn about an eastern myth once in a while. It’s erasure, that’s what it is!”

Ahmad interrupts quickly. “I agree. South Asia has many cool mythical creatures. And the Middle East too.”

We both ignore him. We’re standing toe-to-toe, glaring at each other with fists closed and eyes narrowed. It’s like a cowboy showdown, only about a book.

“I agree with you on the eastern myths!” Kim says. “We should have more books about those. But this one is about Greek mythology, and we have to analyze it based on that.”

I blink, because did she just agree with me?

Kim continues angrily. “Everything else you just said, Maha? We’d have written about all of that in our novel study. You know, if we ever actually got to it!”

Wait, what? I take a step back and scramble to collect my thoughts, “Oh,” I whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You never asked!” Kim practically yells, and a few kids on the street turn around to look at us. “You never showed any interest in this project!” She lowers her voice, but it’s no less cutting. “You know, I’d have loved to discuss the book with you. About how Percy’s disabilities make people think he’s got no potential, but he proves everyone wrong. About how collaboration is what ultimately saves the world, not Percy’s efforts alone. How . . . how your identity is something you decide for yourself, not have it thrust on you by others. You never gave it a chance, Maha.”

I take a deep, shaky breath. I had no idea this book—any fiction—could have such truths inside. Kim is so right. I was against this project from the start. “Okay, um, I’ll do better. I’ll ask, and discuss, and research . . .”

She shakes her head. “No need. You’re not my partner anymore. I’ve withdrawn you from my group. Ahmad is now my new partner. He’s already read the book.”

I whip my head around and stare at Ahmad with bugged-out eyes. “Wha . . . ?”

He wisely takes a step back. “Er, it’s a very good book,” he says weakly. “I stayed up all night reading it.”

I whirl back to Kim. “You can’t do that! You can’t just fire me without telling me. We’re partners.”

Kim does a fake laugh. “I did tell you. I emailed Ms. Turner over the weekend, and cc’d you.”

“Who checks email, Kim?” I ask hotly. “We’re not forty-year-old office managers, we’re kids. We send texts or KidGram messages.”

If she thinks I’m funny, she doesn’t show it. “It was an official message to a teacher. Of course it had to be through email.” Kim takes a deep breath. “And you know what? If we were partners, you’d actually do the job you were supposed to. Partners don’t let each other down over and over. They fulfill their end of the partnership.”

My shoulders sag as that arrow hits the mark. “I . . . You know how busy I’ve been! This documentary has been—”

“It’s been taking over your life, Maha! You’re becoming obsessed! You have to realize that. You’ve changed, and it’s all because of that film.”

She’s right again. Kim knows me so well. I have changed pretty drastically since Dadi burst into my life. Isn’t that exactly what I was thinking all morning too? “It’s true,” I say with a deep, cleansing breath. “I’ve changed. But it’s not because of the documentary. It’s after learning about my history. My grandparents’ history. Pakistan’s history.”

Kim throws up her hands. “See? This is what I mean! What’s wrong with you? You’re American! You shouldn’t care so much about your ancestors’ history that you forget your actual assignments!”

What. Did. She. Say?

In a split second, my anger comes roaring back, so fierce my hands start shaking. “I may be American, but my history is what made me who I am!” I cry. “You should be the same way, Kim! How much do you know about the history of Vietnam? What your grandparents went through after the Vietnam War? What do you know about yourself, huh?”

She stills, like she can’t believe I went there.

Oh yes, I went there. I hate that she’s been visiting her grandparents every summer but never asked them about their history. I hate that I was exactly like that too, and maybe that’s one of the reasons we got along so well. Not Pakistani-American or Vietnamese-American. Just American, with no hyphen, no background. No roots.

Until Dadi came into my life, and showed me a snarl of roots and more background than I know what to do with.

Kim stares at me like she doesn’t know who I am. Which, to be fair, is possibly true.

I stare back, panting, trying to get myself under control.

Ahmad steps between us. “Hey, listen, it’s almost time for first bell. Let’s get to school, huh? We can discuss this later.”

“No!” Kim and I both shout together.

He swallows uneasily. “I don’t want to come between you two. If you want to go back to being partners . . .”

Kim grabs his hand and starts dragging him away. “No, it’s done. Nothing has changed. Maha’s documentary will always be the priority. That’s what she wants to be: a loser journalist with no friends.”

I watch as Kim and Ahmad walk away. In his defense, Ahmad keeps turning his head to look at me, mouthing sorry until he’s too far away.

I watch until they disappear into the school. The second bell rings, echoing around me like a warning.

What just happened? Did I lose my best friend, as well as my new friend? Did I just forget every rule about not losing my temper or saying mean things while fasting? I want to ditch school and go home, crawl under the covers and cry my heart out. But I can’t do that, because the attendance clerk will call Ammi and she’ll start asking me again about my school problems.

Well. My whole existence is a problem, suddenly.
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The day passes in an aching blur. My anger at everything that happened over the weekend with Dadi is now mixed with my sadness over Kim. I can’t get my best friend’s cold, hard face out of my mind. It’s a 180-degree turn from how she usually is: always smiling, teasing me with her jokes and comments.

For the first time ever, Kim doesn’t walk with me after school. She doesn’t even look at me. I walk with Yusra and Laila, and she’s way on the other side of the street with the kid from her theater class.

Laila frowns at me. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Maybe she’s sick,” Yusra suggests. “You’re not supposed to fast if you’re sick, Maha.”

“Don’t lecture her; she’s new at this.”

“I’m fine,” I tell them, looking down at my feet as I walk. I just want to go home and try to forget this day.

I find Dadi praying in her room, her lips moving silently as she whispers in Arabic. I lie down on her bed and watch her, not in a creepy way, but like I’ve just realized something very huge.

I detested this person when she arrived in my house.

And now I love her. Not just her stories or her cooking (both of which are amazing) but all her strangeness too. Her grunts and grumbles. Her harsh assessment of things. Her criticism. She’s never mean, and she always walks the walk. When she complained that I didn’t know anything about my own religion and culture, she went ahead and started teaching me.

How my life has changed in the last few months.

Dadi is my grandmother. She’s part of me, and I’m a part of her. It’s as simple as that.

“What are you staring at?”

I shake myself out of my thoughts. “Nothing, just wondering if you’re really okay. You know, after that whole running-away-from-home thing.”

She scowls. “I didn’t run away. I’m not a child.”

“Then what did you do?”

She shrugs like it’s no big deal. “I simply walked out to get some fresh air. Trains always fascinate me, so I thought I’d go take a look at them.”

“At night? With a bag?”

“Yes.”

We have a stare-off but it’s a nice one, like we both understand each other. “Kim is mad at me,” I finally say, choking on the words.

Dadi gets up from her armchair and climbs into the bed with me. “What happened?” she asks.

I shift so she has room. We both sit against the headboard, and I lean my head against her shoulder. It’s small and bony, and it’s perfectly her.

I tell her the whole story. It feels good, like a weight is being lifted with my words. At the same time, it’s also weird, because for once, I’m talking, and she’s listening. When did we switch places? “I don’t know what to do,” I say tearfully. “What if Kim never talks to me again?”

Dadi pats my leg. “Never is a long time. You young people want everything to be resolved overnight. Sometimes things take time.”

“Meaning?”

“Your friend may not forgive you today or tomorrow, or even this month. Maybe it will take some time. But friendships don’t turn to dust because of one little thing. It takes a disaster to cut someone out of your heart.”

She falls silent, and I know she’s thinking of her friend Rasheeda.

I think of Kim.

“Hey, what’s up?” The door opens and Talha strolls in, hands in his pockets. “I heard you had some drama at school today!”

I pick up my head and stare at him. “First of all, it was outside school, not in. And second of all, how did you hear? Do we have an inter-school newsletter I don’t know about?”

He grins and crawls into the bed. “Yes, it’s called group chat. There were lots of kids watching on the street, you know. They all told each other.”

“Great,” I groan, even though I’m seventy-five percent sure he’s kidding.

He sits on my other side, stretching his long legs out. “Actually, Kim told Danny, and Danny told me. Don’t worry about it.”

I am definitely worrying. It’s in my nature to worry. “What did Danny say, exactly? Was Kim really upset? Or mad? Or just . . . nothing?”

He gives me a look. “I think she’s about the same as you.”

“Really?” I feel a little ray of hope in my chest. “Maybe she’ll forgive me one day?”

He leans back against the headboard and closes his eyes. “Listen, I don’t know why you girls got into a fight, but let me tell you something. Friends argue. It’s not the end of the world.”

Dadi grunts. “That’s what I told her.”

Talha leans forward to grin at her. “Great minds think alike, eh Dadi jaan?”

I’m not ready to joke around yet. “You’re no help,” I tell my brother, my eyes filling with tears again.

“Well, crying doesn’t help, right?” He nudges my shoulder. “Do something about it, Maha. You’re a Raheem. We’re doers, not criers.”

How cliché can he get? “Sure, I’ll just get Poseidon to wave his trident for me.”

“Poseidon, huh? That dude should get worst father of the year award.”

I sigh. Talha may be annoying, but he gets me. “Exactly.”

Dadi pats my leg. “Come on, stop feeling sorry for yourself. I’m going to cook karhi for dinner tonight. Come help me.”

“Yes!” Talha jumps from the bed and helps Dadi up.

I slide down into the bedcovers. My old bed feels like heaven right now. “Can I just take a nap here?” I mumble. “I’ll feel better soon.”

Dadi gives me one of her rare smiles as she leaves the room. “Of course.”
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I was right; I feel much better after a nap, followed by amazing food and cringy Urdu TV. Also, I now have a plan. I’ve decided I’m going to take Talha’s advice: I’m going to do, not cry.

I hate crying, seriously. I was sad, and now I’m over it. Time to fix all my problems.

Problem Number 1: my English assignment. I’m in this entire mess because I didn’t give it priority. That’s about to change. During lunch on Tuesday, I march up to Mr. Khalil’s desk and hand him the book list Ms. Turner gave us at the beginning of the semester. “I want to borrow all of these.”

He looks at the paper in confusion. “All of these? There are too many.” He peers at the titles. “And some of them are too old. You’d need to go to a bigger library for Huckleberry Finn, for sure.”

Drat. I think for a minute. “Okay, then give me whatever you have, please.”

He clicks through his computer, muttering about kids and their last-minute requests. “Many of the books are already checked out,” he says. “Let me find whatever’s left.”

He disappears in the stacks, then comes back later with three books. “That’s it?” I ask in dismay.

“That’s it. You should have come sooner.”

I roll my eyes. “I’ll take them.” I’ll read all three if I have to, but I will definitely find something I can write a report on.

And it will be the best darned book report Ms. Turner has ever seen.

“What about The Night Diary?” Mr. Khalil asks. “I gave it to you a few weeks ago. Did you read it?”

I try to smile. “It’s funny how everyone wants me to read books all of sudden,” I joke.

“So that’s a no?”

I reach over and grab the three books. “That’s a not yet.”

Problem Number 2: the Partition. Well, that’s not one single issue. There’s the documentary, of course, but my bigger goal is to convince people why the Partition is important, even for those kids whose parents aren’t from Pakistan. That’s one of the reasons why I’m making the documentary.

Okay, by people I mean Kim. And the rest of my school, but mostly Kim. I want her to understand why I’ve become obsessed, as she calls it. I prefer intensely interested, but I get what she was saying yesterday.

I find my chance to explain in social studies class the next day.

“We’ve been studying the two main groups of people in Texas before the revolution,” Mrs. Escobar says. “Who can remind us of what the two groups are?”

“The Anglos and the Mexicans,” Tiffany replies without even raising her hand.

“Good,” Mrs. Escobar replies. “And they were enemies, correct? On opposite sides of the conflict?”

“Yes!” the class calls out in chorus.

Mrs. Escobar starts her smart board. “Today’s activity is going to be about these two groups. Everyone on my left is Anglo, and everyone on my right is Mexican. You will get together within your group and think about your situation. Come up with descriptions of how you live your life, what you believe, whether you fight or not, what you want to happen in the conflict, and so on. I’ll give you fifteen minutes, and then you’ll chose one person to present.”

A few kids call out “Boring!” but overall, everyone’s excited to not be reading from the textbook again. I settle down in my seat. I’m in the Mexican group, along with Tiffany, so I know she’ll do all the talking. For once, I’m okay with that.

After seeing Tiffany at my house, I’ve realized that she may be irritating, but she’s hardworking and takes things seriously. It’s like looking into a mirror and seeing yourself, but with a hundred bracelets.

Kim is in the Anglo side, mainly because for the first time since third grade, we didn’t sit together in class. She’s on the opposite side of the room next to a very uncomfortable-looking Ahmad.

Both groups chat quietly for fifteen minutes. Tiffany has lots of opinions, but she lets other kids share their ideas too. “No ring light today?” I ask her, trying to lighten the mood.

She frowns at me. “Why would I need a ring light in school?”

“Never mind.”

Soon, Mrs. Escobar calls us to present. Tiffany flounces to the front as self-proclaimed leader, and explains the Mexican side. Then Brandon comes up and explains the Anglo side. There’s lots of applause for each group, and a couple of kids have even made paper signs that say, “Go Mexicans!” and “Anglos Forever,” which is very cheesy.

Mrs. Escobar smiles. “You kids did well. Now, the next part of the activity is a free discussion.”

“Ooooh we love those!” Andy calls out.

“I know you do,” she replies. “So tell me, what do you think about these two groups? Enemies living together, and then the country gets divided and Texas is formed out of Mexico. How do you think people felt?”

Wow, I couldn’t have planned this better. Finally, the universe is on my side. I jump up in the air with my entire arm raised. “I want to start,” I offer, willing my heart to stop thumping. Easy, this is your chance to explain things. Don’t mess it up.

“Uh-oh,” Andy says. “Here comes History Girl again.”

This time, the nickname doesn’t bother me. I turn and smile sweetly at Andy, and he laughs.

“Yes, Maha?” Mrs. Escobar says.

“Well, here’s the thing,” I begin. “These people had been living together for a long time, right? I don’t mean the generals or the politicians. I mean the average person on the street, living in any Texas town. They might have a neighbor who was suddenly their enemy. They’re now on opposite sides of the discussion, like us. That’s horrible. Do you know what that’s like? Not being able to talk to your friend because now you’re considered enemies? Having to leave your home because now it’s a different country or whatever?”

“They all made their choice, though,” Tiffany says.

“Well, yeah, the leaders did,” I reply. “But how do you know what the regular folks wanted? Did they take a vote? Did they ask who really wanted Texas to be created? It was basically politics and war and all the horrible things that always happen.”

“It’s nothing new,” Andy says. “It happens all the time, everywhere.”

I nod. “Exactly. I learned this when I started researching for my documentary project. I studied the Partition, where two groups of people who had always lived together—the Hindus and the Muslims—suddenly became bitter enemies. They decided they couldn’t stand each other, and they wanted a new country, Pakistan, to be created, so they could be divided.”

“Isn’t that where you’re from, Maha?” Mrs. Escobar asks.

“Well, my family is, but I never knew their history before now. My grandmother went through the Partition, and it was such a horrible experience for her. Two of her brothers died. Her grandparents died. She lost her best friend. And even though it happened three quarters of a century ago, she still thinks about it constantly.”

“Wow,” Tiffany whispers. “Your grandma I met on the weekend? That grandma?”

“Yup,” I reply. “It’s her personal story, but also my heritage. I want to share all that with my friends, so we can learn from it. Because it’s something that gets repeated a lot in history.”

I stop talking and look around. Kim is looking at her desk, but Ahmad is smiling at me with a thumbs-up. I smile back.

“That’s great, Maha,” Mrs. Escobar says. “We will all watch the documentary when you’re finished.”

Tiffany perks up. “Mine too! It’s about cafeteria food.”

Another kid raises his hand. “And mine is about ice cream.”

Mrs. Escobar’s eyebrows rise. “Really? It all sounds wonderful! Please send me links to your projects and I’ll make sure they get shared throughout school. I want to support all of you.”

When I get back home from school, there’s a smile on my face as big as Texas.

Mahnoor Raheem: Let’s talk about something nice, for a change.

Rafia Raheem: What do you mean?

Mahnoor: I mean, I understand that the refugee camp and your life in general was pretty awful. But surely there was something good in those days? Something you looked forward to?

Rafia: Hmm, let me think. Oh, I made a friend at the camp. That was completely unexpected.

Mahnoor: Really? Tell me about her. Or was it a boy?

Rafia (rolling her eyes): Yes, like my parents would have approved of that. Things were very different in those days. Not like you and this Ahmad boy, or whoever else you have in school.

Mahnoor: This isn’t about me. It’s about you.

Rafia (sighing): All right. This friend of mine. I only knew her a short time, and I can’t for the life of me remember her name. I can picture her in my mind so clearly, though. She was short and had long hair tied in two pigtails. She was a year younger, but as tall as me. We used to play together sometimes, the three of us, but then I stopped talking with Rasheeda so much after all the deaths in my family. And this pigtail girl and I became closer. I introduced her to my counting game, the one I’d invented on the trains, and we used to count all the people we could see in the camp. It was silly but fun. She impressed me because she could count in English too. Apart from my abba, I hadn’t known anyone who knew English. So I asked her to teach me a little, like the alphabet and numbers, and names of a few animals. She’d grin and test me every day, and then tease me if I forgot something.

Mahnoor: She sounds cool.

Rafia (smiling): Yes, she was a very cool girl, as you kids would say. I was completely in awe of her. She didn’t stay in the camp very long but I really enjoyed our brief friendship. It made me feel normal for a while, like my life wasn’t only about survival and death and sadness. I could be happy.

Mahnoor: Even when she left? You weren’t sad?

Rafia: Actually, that made me the happiest. Because it meant she was leaving the wretchedness of the camp, going somewhere to start a new life with her family. And you know what, Maha? That gave me hope for myself too. That soon one day, maybe we would also leave Walton and create a new life in Pakistan. I couldn’t wait for that to happen.
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I’ve found the perfect book for my English assignment. It’s called Inside Out and Back Again, by Thanhhà Lai. It’s a historical novel about a girl who escapes the war in Vietnam and comes to the United States with her family.

It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that I chose this book because of its connection to Kim’s culture.

I’m not saying she’ll be happy. I made too much noise about her lack of knowledge of Vietnamese history, which now seems really insulting. I’m sure it’s none of my business, but we’re supposed to be best friends. We should be able to say what we feel without the other person getting upset.

I want to feel closer to Kim, and this book is the best thing I’ve got. I also want her to stop thinking that I’m obsessed with the Partition specifically, because other historical events are also suddenly making me sit up and take notice. Texas history, for example.

Mrs. Escobar would be so proud.

So, I read the book in the library over the next few days, ignoring Laila and Yusra’s suggestions to look at kitten videos. I’m happy to report it’s got zero Greek gods or kids bumbling about trying to save the world.

I’m finished by Thursday night, and I go to sleep with a goofy smile on my face. I have so many thoughts about this book. I learned so much, but I also had so many questions. It was almost like journalism, which is so odd because this is fiction I’m talking about.

Not really. It’s based on real life, just like Dadi’s stories.

The alarm wakes me up on Friday morning, but I remember we have a school holiday because of staff training. Plus, spring break starts on Monday, which means I’ve got a glorious, uninterrupted ten days of freedom and fun. Also, fasting will be easier if I laze at home instead of going to school.

My mood plummets to earth with a fiery crash when I go to the bathroom and discover that my period’s started.

Dadi told me I can’t fast while on my period.

Ugh. Ugh. Ugh. My Ramzan streak is going to be so messed up. Plus, now I have the worst cramps, so I crawl back into bed and take a few minutes to feel sorry for myself.

Ammi comes up later to check on me. “Maha, everything okay?”

I groan because as usual she has no clue about my life. “It’s a school holiday,” I mumble from under the covers.

“Yes, I know,” she replies. “I got an email from your school a few days ago.”

Oh, not that clueless then. I feel slightly ashamed for assuming, but then another cramp hits me and I go back to feeling sorry for myself. “My period started.”

Ammi pulls back the covers. “Well, let’s get some food and Tylenol in you,” she says cheerily. “And then you and I can go to the mall.”

The mall sounds like the perfect way to forget my problems. I look up. “Don’t you have to go to work?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t have any meetings, so I can skip a few hours. I’ll go in later if anything comes up.”

I pretend to be annoyed. “Okay, if you insist.”

She smirks. “Yes, I insist.”

The mall is bustling, even though it’s a weekday. I see a few kids from my school, and a neighbor from our subdivision. But mostly it’s moms with little kids throwing tantrums, which makes me super glad all I have is an older brother.

“Can I get some clothes?” I beg, my eyes gleaming. The extra-strength Tylenol has given me new life.

Ammi laughs at my expression. “Sure, just a few things.”

We buy leggings and tunics from Old Navy, and two pairs of jeans from Justice. “Do you like this jacket?” Ammi asks in Macy’s, holding up a cute denim one in front of me. I nod, so we add it to our pile too.

When we catch our breath, I look at the bags hanging off our elbows. “Are you sure this isn’t too much?” I ask nervously.

Ammi gives me a sideways hug, which is seriously hampered by her bags. “This is called retail therapy, my child,” she tells me gaily. “Hungry?”

“Yes!”

We hurry to the food court and grab a table. I put down my bags quickly. “I’m fasting,” Ammi says, handing me some money. “But you get something for yourself.”

I head toward Taco Bell. Their cheesy potatoes are the best.

“Omahgawd, Maha! What are you doing here?” It’s Tiffany, waving madly right in my face. An elderly man stands next to her.

I step back a little and say hi in my most unfriendly voice. Call me rude, but I can’t deal with her right now.

Tiffany purses her lips. “Taco Bell is bad for your health, Maha!” she says. “I have the research to prove it.”

The man next to her smiles gently. He’s got white hair and a wrinkled, handsome face. He’s wearing neatly ironed trousers and a dress shirt, like he’s going out somewhere nice. It reminds me of Ahmad and his formal clothes before we introduced him to band T-shirts. I try not to stare, because the man looks really familiar. “That’s the spirit, Tiff,” he says. “Research everything before you say a word.”

“Thanks, Grandpa.”

My eyes widen. Oh, this man is Tiffany’s famous grandfather, the journalist Mr. Elias Hawkins. “Um, hello!” I stammer. “I’m a big fan of yours, Mr. Hawkins!”

He looks at me with a little half smile, and I kick myself mentally. He’s probably heard that sentence a million times. “Thank you, dear,” he says. “We’re looking for a place to eat, but there don’t seem to be any tables left.”

I look around. The food court is definitely full. “Would you like to sit with us?” I ask him quickly. “My mom would love to meet you.”

“Lead the way, dear,” Mr. Hawkins replies. “My knees can’t take all this standing around.”

I try not to freak out as I take them to our table. Ammi’s reading something on her phone, but she looks up when we reach her. “Oh, Tiffany! How nice to see you again!”

I introduce Mr. Hawkins, and Ammi gushes over him for a full minute. He takes it like a king accepting his due, and for the first time I understand where Tiffany’s queen bee attitude comes from. They’re one of Sugar Land’s royal families. Of course they’ve got attitude. But Mr. Hawkins is such a lovely teddy bear, throwing gentle smiles and waves everywhere, that I can’t be mad at him.

We sit down, all except for Tiffany. “Grandpa, do you mind if I go look at some bracelets?” she asks, pointing to a store next to the food court.

He nods. “Keep your phone with you.”

“Do you need any more bracelets?” I can’t help but ask.

She flips her hair. “There’s always room on my arm for a new one, silly.”

Her arms are full of jewelry, but I don’t point that out. I want to pick Mr. Hawkins’s brain, and she’ll only get in the way. I watch as she leaves, then turn to our guest.

Ammi’s already chatting with him. “So what are you doing in Sugar Land?”

“I visit my family often,” he replies. “It’s nice to get away from the traffic and construction of Houston.”

Ammi shudders. “I never drive up there if I can help it.”

He laughs politely, because everyone makes fun of Houston’s traffic. “It’s important to spend time with my grandchildren, I find,” he says. “Very fulfilling.”

Ammi nods. “I’m sure it’s mutual. Maha’s been spending time with her grandmother lately, and she really enjoys it.”

“Yes, sure.” She’s conveniently forgotten that she and Abba practically forced me to do that in the beginning.

Mr. Hawkins looks at me with interest. “What do you do with your grandmother, Maha? Give me some ideas. I can’t bring Tiff to the mall anymore, it’s too much for my knees. And my wallet.”

I giggle. He’s super nice and also funny! So different from Dadi. “Well, I take her to the senior center every Saturday. We spend two or three hours there, and it’s really fun.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, they have yoga and book club and all sorts of games and movies. Oh, and a kitchen where you can get the most delicious snacks.”

He leans forward. “Really? That sounds amazing!”

“It’s set up by the hospital where my husband and I work,” Ammi says proudly. “It gives the staff and doctors a place to leave their elderly relatives while they work. But it’s open to the public.”

Mr. Hawkins’s eyes glint. “I’d like to visit. Is that possible?”

My heart stutters. “Of course! I’m going there tomorrow morning with my grandmother. I can show you around.”

“Wonderful. Can you text Tiff the time and address, please?” He stands up. “I better go make sure that girl doesn’t buy up the whole darned store.”

I wait until he’s out of sight, and then I collapse against Ammi. “Did you see that? He was so nice! And he’s going to come to the senior center with me!”

“Yes, I saw that,” Ammi says dryly. “Now go get your lunch so we can leave. I need to head back to the office.”
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I wake up the next morning half convinced that the day before was a dream. I didn’t meet the incredible Mr. Hawkins, we didn’t chat in the mall food court like regular people, and I definitely didn’t invite him to the senior center.

I pinch myself as I lie in bed. Nope, painfully real.

After breakfast, I work on my documentary. The project has to be uploaded on YouTube the Friday after we get back from spring break, and I’m low-key freaking out because I’m so not ready. But I keep shoving those panicky feelings into the back of my brain, where they live with the sad feelings about Kim and the annoyed feelings about my English presentation. Oh, and some very disgusted feelings about Talha’s ferret, Hershey, also lie in the dark somewhere.

Thankfully, Mr. Goode went over the basics of video editing in our last class. It didn’t seem too complicated, but I won’t be able to start on that until everything else is complete.

I take out the beginner’s guide handout again, and work on my content plan. That’s all about figuring out which interview goes where, and what the background music will be, and how everything plays together. I watch all the recorded interviews, and decide I have enough. I work on a script next, going back and forth from my Word document to the 1947 Archives website.

I want to find just the right words. Emotional plus factual. That’s the journalism sweet spot.

After an hour, I stretch and check my email. There’s one from Ms. Turner, agreeing to let me work alone on my English project and to the change of my book selection. There’s also one from Ms. Singh.

Dear Mahnoor,

I just wanted to check in with you, to see how you’re doing with your documentary project. I know school must be keeping you busy, so please don’t hesitate to contact me anytime with questions or even if you just want to vent. Collecting oral histories can be difficult, not just for the interviewee but the interviewer as well. I want you to email me anytime if you have any issues. I wonder if you need anything for the documentary itself. I’m attaching a short video clip of myself, talking about the importance of collecting oral histories. Please use as you see fit, and edit as needed. Can’t wait to see your final video!

—Nazrana Singh

I watch the video she’s sent me five times. It’s very short and concise, and perfect for my documentary. I add it to my content plan and send a quick thank-you in reply.

“Maha! Where are you, girl?” Dadi’s shout from downstairs is loud and insistent. “We’re going to be late for the senior center.”

“Five minutes, Dadi!” I holler back, and jump up to change. I wear one of my new tunics and jeans, ready to wow our special guest.

I link my arm with Dadi’s as we walk inside. “Why are you so happy?” she asks, peering at my face.

“A friend is coming today,” I tell her. “What’s your excuse?”

She scoffs. “I’m never happy.”

She is. When she’s cooking, or praying, or sitting in the backyard watching birds fight over birdseed, she’s got this calm happiness around her. When she’s curled up on the couch, watching dramas with Ammi and me, or when she’s reading aloud to Talha from a favorite Urdu book as he sprawls on her bed, or when she’s looking at that picture of her and her husband on their wedding day, she’s quietly happy. And when she’s sitting in the car with Abba, watching him drive with capable hands on the steering wheel, she is especially radiant, like she’s proud of what she’s achieved in raising this big, hulky guy who goes out every day to save lives and help people.

Dadi’s happiness is hidden, but you can see it if you know how to look.

Mr. Hawkins and Tiffany are waiting for us in the reception area. I lead them into the main activity room, which is already full and bustling with activity. “This is fabulous!” Mr. Hawkins says, head swiveling around and taking everything in.

“Isn’t it?” I agree, rocking back on my heels. “Let me take my grandmother to her friends, and I’ll give you a tour.”

Dadi gives me a dirty look. “I can walk by myself!” She shuffles toward her ludo table.

“You come here every week, Maha?” Tiffany asks, wrinkling her nose.

“Yup,” I reply cheerfully. “Every Saturday.”

“Why?”

I turn to inspect her. She’s got some new bracelets on her arms, so I’m guessing the trip to the mall the day before was a success. “Because it’s fun. These people are amazing!”

She looks doubtful.

We start walking slowly around the room. I explain what’s going at each station, and Mr. Hawkins watches observantly. I introduce him to a few of my friends, like Samir Uncle and Sumita Aunty. The yoga lady bows and offers a quiet namaste, and he copies her greeting perfectly.

I beam at him. “You’re so good at socializing,” I say. Then I blush because it sounds like a very stupid thing to say.

He chuckles. “I’ve had lots of practice. It’s important to put people at ease when you’re interviewing them for a story.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed the same thing!” I reply excitedly. “You see—”

“Are those snacks?” Tiffany interrupts, looking at the little kitchen window at the back.

“Um, yeah. You can get anything you like.” I pause. “It’s mostly South Asian food, so it’ll be spicy.”

Tiffany shudders, but Mr. Hawkins says, “Bring me something too, dear.” She flips her hair back and walks away.

I lead him to a table, and we sit down. I clear my throat. Despite what I said earlier, my socialization skills are minimal. “So . . .” I begin.

He smiles like he knows I’m uncomfortable. “Are you also into journalism, like Tiff here?” he asks.

I blink. Based on what Tiffany said in our first media studies class, her interest isn’t as real as mine. I got the idea that her family expected it from her more than anything else.

Now that I’ve met Mr. Hawkins, I don’t doubt it. The same thing happens to me: people keep thinking I’ll become a doctor like Abba, like it’s in my genes or something.

“I’ve wanted to be a journalist since elementary school,” I tell him confidently. “You could say it’s my true passion!”

Mr. Hawkins leans forward, his face serious now. “Your passion, eh? Tell me, young lady, what do you like best about journalism? What speaks to you about it?”

That’s a good question. I look around at all the people I’ve gotten to know so well in the last several weeks. The familiar room, the smells of chai and samosa. The laughter and noise. “I don’t know how to explain it,” I reply. “I guess the chase of the story speaks to me. How I get completely immersed in whatever I’m researching and keep falling deeper and deeper.” I sigh. “The need to tell the story is almost like . . . like a living thing inside me. Pushing me. Not letting me go.”

When I stop, Mr. Hawkins doesn’t say anything, but his eyes glitter.

I flush. “Sorry, my best friend says I get obsessed. We’re not talking right now because of a story I’ve been working on.”

Mr. Hawkins shakes his head slowly. “You explained it so well. I can tell you love this work.”

I flush again, but this time with happiness. “Thanks,” I whisper.

He spreads his legs and links his hands over his belly. “Tell me more about this story you’re working on. The one that’s got you in trouble with your best friend.”

I try not to show how startled I am. Is the great Elias Hawkins actually asking me about my little documentary? “Er, it’s for school. A documentary for media studies class.”

“Ah yes, like Tiffany’s cafeteria food video. I bought her a lot of equipment for that.”

I shake my head at the memory of Tiffany’s tote bag with her camera, ring light, and tripod. So that’s where it all came from. I must remember to tease her about it in school.

Mr. Hawkins is looking at me expectantly, so I give my elevator speech about The Partition Project. I’ve said it so many times now, it’s become polished and perfect. The who, what, where, when, how. “I know documentaries are more about history than journalism, but it’s a school project,” I end, shrugging like I’m saying What can I do? My hands are tied.

“There’s definitely some overlap,” he replies thoughtfully. “You can tie it to a current issue and make it more newsworthy.”

“That’s exactly what our teacher said!”

He chuckles again. “So you’re using this senior center as the hook, eh?”

He’s really smart. “Do you think it’s a good idea?” I ask.

“I think it’s brilliant. The population of Sugar Land fits very well into this topic. Immigrants, people of color, people with a history that’s rarely told in our media. And this senior center seems to be the kind of place a lot of your consumers have connections to.”

“Absolutely!” I’m practically bouncing in my seat. This is better than Mr. Goode’s elective class (no offense, Mr. Goode)! This is like a direct mentorship with an actual journalist with decades of experience.

A piece of professional heaven.

Mr. Hawkins smiles knowingly. I’m sure I’m not the first kid to get super excited he’s talking to them and giving them advice. “So why is your friend mad at you?”

My happiness deflates. “Um, for lots of reasons. I guess I got so involved in this documentary that I forgot about her. I was supposed to do an English assignment with her, but I kept blowing her off because it felt boring compared to the documentary.” I hang my head as I explain. Saying all this out loud helps me understand what a terrible friend I’ve been.

Ramzan is all about counting your blessings, but I really forgot how big a blessing Kim was until I lost her. Now she’s not speaking to me, and her absence hurts more than not eating or drinking all day.

Mr. Hawkins sighs. “I understand, Maha. It’s the chase of the story, like you said. It calls to your heart, and sometimes it takes you over.”

I look up. “It’s happened to you too?”

He nods ruefully. “More times than I can count. It’s the mark of a true journalist.”

“What do you do? How do you stop everyone from being mad at you?”

He sighs. “Find something that will please your friend. Beg her forgiveness. But also, let her know that when you’re reporting on something, it’s bigger than you. You’re just the vehicle through which the news gets told. And the news—or in your case the history—deserves to be told. No matter what.”
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I get back from the senior center with my heart thumping a furiously happy rhythm.

“What’s with the grin?” Talha asks. “Did you win the lottery?”

“Even better!” I shout as I run upstairs.

“What? Tell me!” he calls out, but I don’t explain. It’s too special and honestly a little unreal. The great Elias Hawkins just gave me career advice that actually made sense. He didn’t tell me things would be okay with Kim—they have to be!—and he didn’t tell me my obsession with journalism is going to be my downfall.

He told me to work on both the documentary and the novel study, the career and the friendship, with equal passion.

I lie on my bed with eyes closed, trying to figure out how to bring passion to The Partition Project. Dadi is the central character of the film. The whole thing revolves around her stories of when she was twelve years old. But the hook is today, when she’s almost ninety years old.

So how do I show that hook? That bridge? That passion?

The answer comes in the late afternoon, when I go downstairs to help with iftar prep. I may not be fasting, but I can join in Ramzan by cooking for the others. Dadi stands at the kitchen counter, chopping a cupful of almonds. “Let me do that,” I say, taking the knife from her gently. She usually soaks nuts overnight to soften them, but cutting them is still hard on her fingers.

She hands the knife over and sits on the chair. “I’m tired today,” she admits.

I look up in surprise. Dadi’s never admitted any weakness before. “Too much fun at the senior center?” I ask with mock sympathy. She’s the undefeated champion of ludo, and Samir Uncle keeps bringing challengers to try to beat her.

They all lose.

Dadi shrugs. “Maybe. It’s not as boring as I thought it would be.”

“Especially Samir Uncle, eh?” I tease.

She looks at me sternly. “He’s ten years younger than me.”

I laugh because she’s obviously still in love with Abba’s dad, so Samir Uncle’s age doesn’t really matter. Still, she’s fun to banter with. “Whatever you say!”

When I finish chopping, she joins me at the counter. “I’m going to teach you how to cook shahi tukray.”

“What’s that?” I ask. I know tukray means pieces in Urdu, but that’s about it. What kind of dessert comes in pieces, I wonder?

“It’s a royal dessert, from the Mughal rulers of India,” she explains. “Bread pudding, mostly, but it’s fried bread covered with syrup and milk and nuts.”

My mouth is already watering. “Let’s get started!”

“Call your brother,” she commands, and I run to get him from his room.

When we’re assembled in the kitchen, Dadi begins. “First, we fry the bread in a shallow pan. . . .”

I have a lightbulb moment. This is the Dadi of today, not 1947, right? This is what I need to round out my documentary.

I hold up a hand. “Wait! I want to record this.” Then I pause and look at Dadi. “Okay?” At the senior center earlier, I’d asked all the people I’d interviewed to sign consent forms. Mr. Goode had included them in the beginner’s guide, so all I needed was to print them out in Ammi’s home office. I’d also asked Abba to send one to the senior center administrator to get permission for videos of the activity room. I want to make sure nobody gets upset or sad or traumatized by my work.

Or angry—I definitely don’t want angry.

Dadi is the only one I haven’t formally asked before. It’s obvious she’s surprised. “For your project?” she asks, her eyebrows raised all the way to her hairline.

“Yes,” I reply. “I thought it would be nice to have some current shots, not just stories from your childhood.”

She purses her lips and frowns. I know she doesn’t like the idea of her stories being shared, but I’ve already explained to her why I’m doing this. I watch her anxiously as she makes up her mind.

Finally, she sighs. “Hurry up, then.”

“Yay!” I set up my phone on the island, and make sure all three of us are in the shot.

“Hey, you didn’t ask my permission!” Talha complains.

I wave him away. “Shush!”

I start recording, and we go back to learning how to cook a Mughal-era dessert from our grandmother. It takes a long time to cook, but we have so much fun. Talha keeps spilling milk, I keep burning toast, and Dadi keeps trying not to smile.

I can’t wait to see the video, because it’s going to be awesome.

Once I have my lightbulb moment, I can’t stop seeing opportunities for more shots all week long. It’s spring break, so I get to observe Dadi in a lot of new ways. She’s knitting a sweater for Abba. Record some of that. She’s cooking beef for shami kabab, definitely record that. She’s pruning roses in the backyard, and filling the birdbath with clean water. Yes, and yes.

“I feel like a celebrity with one of those camera people running after them,” Dadi complains one day while we’re in her bedroom. She’s looking at her photo album again, and I’m recording a video of her, making sure I get some good shots of the pictures.

I grin. “Are you calling yourself a celebrity?”

“It’s not wrong if I’m going to be the star of your film.”

This is true, but she sounds so uncomfortable and unsure as she says it. I put away my phone and hug her. “Don’t worry, Dadi. Nobody outside our school is even going to watch these videos. You won’t be famous.”

Dadi shakes her head. “Did you tell your mother that? She’s in the video your friend Tiffany made, and she keeps talking about it. I heard her telling someone on the phone that she got interviewed about nutrition or something.”

I giggle. “Nobody’s getting famous! Our videos are going to be amateur. They’ll be super painful to watch!”

“Hmph. I’m sure you’ll do a good job.” She goes back to her album, and I lean forward to look with her.

“Don’t you have any embarrassing pictures of Abba?”

She turns the page. “Of course I do. There’s one where he’s got ketchup all over his face. I think he was four. . . .”

I work hard for the rest of spring break. There’s a ton to do, but thankfully, I have a lot of people to help me. Besides my project, I also read The Night Diary, so that I can discuss it with Mr. Khalil when I go back to school.

Ahmad checks in on the group chat every day. His family has driven to Dallas to meet relatives, and he sends us pictures of places he’s seen with his cousins. There’s the usual stuff, like museums and Legoland, but also weird stuff like a thirty-foot eyeball in the middle of downtown. Kim doesn’t respond to anything, but she presses likes on all his pictures. When I write something, like “Wow, that’s cool!” or “Having fun without us, traitor!” she never responds.

I try not to let it get to me.

The days after spring break pass quickly. School is busy, but more important, Eid is coming soon, marking the end of Ramzan and making me giddy with excitement. It will be the first time our family really gets into the spirit of Eid, and I know it’s all because of Dadi. She wants to go on a shopping trip for more groceries, and Abba decides to make it a family outing. We drive to Hillcroft Street in Houston after iftar one evening. Ammi complains about the traffic all the way there.

We eat dinner at an Afghani restaurant. Then, Ammi drags us to a Pakistani clothing store, and we all pick out new Eid finery. I try on a gorgeous emerald green and gold shalwar kameez, which matches the sari I found in Dadi’s suitcase weeks ago. Dadi blinks when she sees me in it. “It’s perfect.”

“It’s expensive,” I say, fingering the edging.

Ammi gives me a hug. “You look gorgeous! And you totally deserve it, with all the effort you’ve made this Ramzan.”

My face breaks into a smile. “Yeah?”

Ammi lets me go, and Abba hugs me next. “Yes. You fasted more than any of us. I’m so proud of you, Maha.”

Dadi grunts. “Not more than me!”

“I’m gonna try harder next year,” Talha says, standing in front of a mirror with a navy-blue men’s kameez. “You’ll be calling me Talha the Dream soon.”

I roll my eyes. “Sure we will.”

Before we leave Hillcroft, we buy Eid gifts. It’s honestly the best part of Eid shopping. I get an embroidered Sindhi cap for Ahmad, and beautiful silk shawls for his mama and her aunt. And for that cutie pie Noor, I buy a silver bracelet with little bells.

One day, Ahmad comes over after iftar to help me with my novel study. “It’s not that hard once you figure it out,” he tells me solemnly.

I throw a crumpled-up paper at him. “Ugh, stop bragging and tell me what to write!”

“It’s your choice what you want to write,” he replies with a smirk. “But I can tell you the basics.”

And he does. He stays late to help me figure everything out, and doesn’t even talk about Kim once, except to say, “She’ll come around, you’ll see.”

I hope so. I really, really hope so.

He’s there with me when I finally submit my assignment to Ms. Turner with a huge sigh of relief. Abba takes us for ice cream to celebrate before we drop Ahmad at home.

My documentary is next. A couple of Talha’s friends on the basketball team know a lot about video editing, so they come over one evening after practice and help with slicing and dicing the raw footage I’ve collected.

“I need to cut it down to ten minutes,” I tell them.

They look at me, horrified. “Seriously?”

Talha claps his hands. “Consider it a challenge, guys!”

And they do. I sit with them for hours at the kitchen island, guiding them in what’s important. They take everything I’ve recorded and narrow it down to four minutes and fifty-nine seconds. Talha finds some open access music, and we add that as well.

Dadi keeps supplying us with samosas and mango juice. The guys are happy to help, and I promise to attend all their basketball games for the next year.

They don’t realize I attend anyway because Abba drags us to all of them. We’re team Talha all the way.

On Friday evening after breaking our fast, Dadi sits with me at the kitchen table while I upload my video to YouTube. My fingers are shaking, and I’m muttering all the prayers she’s taught me. From her moving lips, I know she’s doing the same.

I click the final button, and push back my chair. “There! It’s out of my hands now!”

“This is where everyone can see it?” Dadi asks, peering at the laptop screen.

I bite my fingernail. “I’ll make it public as soon as my teacher approves it.”

She sighs. “Might as well have some chai, then.”

“And stories?”

“And stories.”

Mahnoor Raheem: So how did it all end? The camp and the journey and the new country?

Rafia Raheem: The camp was awful, as you know. But a few days after my grandparents passed away, Abba and Ammi got into a huge fight. Well, it was more like Ammi screaming and Abba just sitting there taking it. Or maybe he closed his ears and ignored her. I was shocked, because with all the bad sentiments flying around our tents those days, my parents had seemed immune from it all. Yet there they were, seeming just as worried as anyone else.

Mahnoor: What was your mom screaming about?

Rafia: She wanted him to do something, anything, to get us out of the current situation. She basically accused him of not trying hard enough to get us out. She said we’d all lost our loved ones, nobody more than her. After all, she’d gone from three children to one, all in the space of a few weeks. So she didn’t want to hear any excuses.

Mahnoor: Did it work?

Rafia: It sure did. Abba got up the next morning and left the camp. He took Rasheeda’s father with him too. They were out all day, and when they came back they looked dejected. Ammi told me they’d been talking to people, asking about jobs and houses, things like that. They did this every day for a long time, several weeks, I think. Finally, one day, Abba came back in the middle of the afternoon, a big smile on his face. I hugged him without even asking what happened, because it had been so long since he’d smiled. I thought he’d forgotten how to. He hugged me back tightly, and then he told us that he’d found a job teaching at a school. It wasn’t a headmaster job like before, but he was grateful for it because it meant he could finally earn some money.

Mahnoor: That’s amazing! So you left the camp?

Rafia: Not immediately. He had to find a place to stay. He said there were a lot of homes that had been abandoned by Hindus and Sikhs who had left for India, and the government was working to allocate those to refugees. But there was no guarantee that we’d receive anything, and Abba didn’t want to wait to find out. He was finally able to rent a tiny one-bedroom apartment on the upper floor of a house, thanks to the salary from his teaching job. The landlords were sympathetic to us and let us live the first month rent-free until Abba was paid.

Mahnoor: What about Rasheeda’s family?

Rafia: Sarwar Uncle didn’t get a job at the same time. When we left Walton, he was still searching for work and a home, and he promised to stay in touch with us, but he never did.

Mahnoor: What? So you never saw Rasheeda again?

Rafia: No, I never saw her again. I still remember her big, brown eyes and the scar down her cheek, like it was yesterday that we said our goodbyes. It was an emotional moment for us, when we left them behind. Their family had been with ours through the darkest hour, and now we were embarking on a new journey without them. We all cried, but then we moved into our new house.

Mahnoor: What was it like?

Rafia: Small. Cramped. There was a musty smell, and the street outside was so noisy I couldn’t sleep the first few days. But after the tent at Walton, it felt like a palace! We had our privacy, and walls instead of the fabric of our tent, and actual furniture. Well, it was used furniture, but still. It felt wonderful to be in our own space and have our own things. The landlord’s family was really nice. They took care of us like family, always asking if we needed anything, sending over whatever food they’d cooked, giving us old clothes and things like that. Best of all, they had grandchildren my age, so I had someone to play with if I wanted to. Pretty soon, we got settled into a new routine, and things got busy.

Mahnoor: What things?

Rafia: Well, I went back to school, for one. Abba was able to enroll me in the girls’ section of the school where he taught. It was an English school, and much bigger than the one in Ludhiana. They even had regular sports periods where I could race with other girls. The day Abba got his first paycheck, Ammi went to the nearby market and bought some food and cloth. She sewed me a new kameez, and cooked my favorite food, and then a week later, we celebrated a late Eid, just like she’d promised me. She even got some leftover henna from the landlord’s house and decorated my hands. We laughed and hugged each other, and tried to forget all our troubles.

Mahnoor: I’m glad you were able to forget.

Rafia: Don’t get me wrong; I missed our house in Ludhiana all the time. The goats and the chickens, and the roof where we flew kites in the spring, and most of all my brothers, Hakam and Jamal. But slowly we were starting to look forward instead of backward. A few years later my mother had another baby, and they named him Jamal. So, it felt like slowly our life in Pakistan was getting better. The wounds were healing. We were learning to be happy again.
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Eid is on Monday, which is good and bad.

Good, because I’ll take the day off to spend the time with family and friends. Bad, because it’s the same day as my English slideshow presentation. I don’t want to miss it, because like Percy Jackson, I’ve got something to prove.

To myself, and to Kim.

Let’s face it, Eid day and presentation day being the same is seriously symbolic. Ramzan and the novel study were big challenges for me, and today’s the day I bring both to a nice, successful end. I’ve already emailed Ms. Turner to ask if I can come to class for the presentation. She said it was okay.

I try to forget all that as we get ready for Eid in the morning. Ammi decorated my hands with henna over the weekend, and they look beautiful, all flowers and vines and stars. I change into my green and gold dress, then sit in my parents’ room as Ammi gets ready. She’s wearing a rich brown shalwar kameez with silver embroidered flowers and silver lace on the sleeves. “You’re beautiful!” I gush, and she smiles back at me in her dressing-table mirror.

Dadi shocks us all by dressing up in a killer black sari that makes her white braid stand out in all kinds of incredibleness. “Wow!” Talha and I say as we sit down to eat a quick breakfast of cereal and store-bought croissants.

“They’re right, Ma,” Abba adds. “You’re looking seventy today!”

Talha chortles like our father has made the joke of the decade. Ammi and I roll our eyes at each other. The Raheem men are carbon copies of each other.

I check my text messages as I eat. I’m hoping there’s something from Kim. She hasn’t texted me for weeks, and I should be over it, but I am not. She’s still my best friend. I won’t stop until I have her back.

I have a plan for that, but it has to wait until later.

I close my messages and check YouTube. Since our videos were made public a few days ago, the views have been ticking up steadily. Mr. Goode shared them with the school website administrator, who put the links on the website, and in the weekly newsletter. The Partition Project has 260 views. Tiffany’s documentary, titled School Food Mishaps, has 200.

I try not to be happy, but it’s no use. I tell myself it’s all because of Eid, and nothing as petty as sixty more views than Queen Bee Hawkins.

“Let’s go!” Abba calls from the hallway. “We don’t want to be late for Eid prayers!”

We pile into the car. Our family doesn’t usually attend mosque, so Abba asked one of his Muslim colleagues to recommend a place close by. We arrive at the mosque late—or everyone else is stupidly early—and Abba circles the parking lot five times before finding an empty space. There are so many people that they spill out from the mosque building and sit in rows in an open field next door. It’s all a splash of color and movement and . . . happiness.

Dadi sits on a plastic beach chair, looking regal in her black sari. Ammi and I sit on the carpeted ground. Talha and Abba sit with the other men across the field from us. Soon, Ahmad’s mama and her aunt join us, and we hug and compare henna designs. Even Noor, the darling baby, has dots of henna on her palms. It’s too adorable.

The Eid prayer begins, and I feel a wave of peace wash over me. If praying alone in Dadi’s bedroom was nice, this congregational prayer with hundreds of people surrounding me, all thinking and feeling the same words, is heavenly. I close my eyes, but tears seep through anyway. Happy tears. Grateful tears.

Also, sad tears as I pray for Kim and me to be friends again.

I don’t realize until later that I didn’t pray for either of my two school projects. Just Kim.

Abba and Talha join us after the sermon, Ahmad and his baba trailing behind. “Eid Mubarak,” Ahmad says to me.

Weirdly, I flush. He’s looking good in shalwar kameez in a way that Talha and Abba aren’t. Maybe it’s because he’s comfortable in it? “You too,” I whisper, then mentally kick myself and shout “You too!” until everyone looks at me.

Ugh. I should have prayed for God to save me from boys. They’re dangerous.

I hand over our Eid gifts to Ahmad’s family. His mama looks embarrassed. “We didn’t get you anything,” she protests.

I hug her. “It’s okay,” I say. “It’s our pleasure.”

She nods shyly. “Please come to our house for Eid brunch,” she says in her halting English. “It will be our pleasure.”

Whoa. There’s a thing called Eid brunch? Why didn’t I know? I nod quickly and grab Ammi’s arm. “Yes! That’s a great idea!”

“I second that,” Talha says, grinning.

The Mirzas’ building is old, but their apartment is really clean and homey inside. There are streamers on the windows and a cute little banner spelling out EID MUBARAK in sparkly purple letters. I grin as I look around. “First Eid in America, eh?”

Ahmad grins back. “It was the same in Pakistan. My family celebrates Eid in a big way.”

Eid brunch is serious business. There are about a dozen dishes on the Mirzas’ dining table, and they all look delicious. Ahmad tells me the names as I stare. Sheer khorma, of course, because it’s the star of the Eid table, apparently, but also chapli kabab, chicken samosas, dahi phulki, carrot halwa, gulab jamun. Plus jalebi.

My mouth waters, and I make up a huge plate with one of everything. Well, two circles of jalebi, but that’s to be expected. I hold my plate with both hands and look around for a place to sit. Abba and Talha’s baba are on the couch watching a cricket game on TV. Noor is fast asleep on a chair in the corner, not even minding the noise. The women are huddled around the table, talking in Urdu. I debate sitting with them, but the topic seems to be matchmaking or something equally gross, so I follow Ahmad and Talha down the hall.

“Welcome to my room,” Ahmad says, throwing open a door.

Talha settles on the bed like he’s been here a hundred times before, and digs into his food. Okay.

There’s a desk and chair in the corner, so I park my butt and start eating. “Oh my God, this food is crazy delicious,” I mumble between bites.

Ahmad looks pleased. “I’ll tell Mama.”

Talha holds up a spoon. “Don’t tell our dadi, though. We like to tell her she’s the world’s ultimate cook.”

Ahmad bursts into laughter. Then he looks at me. “Wait, he’s serious?”

I nod. “Very.”

My phone pings, and I automatically look. It’s just an email notification. Not Kim.

My face must show my sadness, because Ahmad comes closer. “Be patient,” he says softly.

“I’m trying,” I whisper. It’s ridiculous how much I miss her. How much it hurts that she’s not even trying to reach out to me. Even though I know our fight is my fault, I still hate it.

“Don’t worry,” Ahmad replies. “I’ve been saying nice things about you every time I see her!”

“Really? What nice things?”

He shrugs. “I make them up!”

I let out a surprised laugh. “Har har. You’re a comic.”

Half an hour later, Ammi calls us for group photos. Noor is awake and in a good mood, so it’s the perfect time for a photoshoot.

Back in the living/dining area, I check YouTube on my phone. The number of my views hasn’t grown, but Tiffany’s has. She’s almost neck and neck with me now. I growl deep in my throat.

Talha snatches my phone from me. “Lemme see,” he says. “Imma send the link to my team. They all helped with your video. They should watch it.”

Abba takes out his phone and opens his email. “I think everyone at the hospital should watch this video too. It’s not every day my daughter’s on YouTube.”

“Ugh, Abba,” I groan. But I’ll take every single view I can get.

“Send it to Samir too,” Dadi says. “The whole senior center should watch this.”

I remember Arjun Uncle saying he’d share the video with his Indian friends. “But I don’t have their contact info!” I exclaim.

“Samir gave me his card long ago,” Dadi says. “It’s in my purse.”

I don’t even tease her this time. I’m just glad to be sending my video link to be watched and shared and hopefully appreciated. That’s all a journalist can really do.

Ahmad’s baba clears his throat. He’s a quiet guy, so when he says, “I’ll send it to all our friends and relatives in Pakistan,” I’m totally shocked.

Ahmad grins at the look on my face.

At the last minute, I send the link to Ms. Singh, with a message: “Hope you like it.” Of all the people who view The Partition Project, hers is the opinion that really matters to me.





[image: image]


38

Ahmad meets me in the school parking lot in the afternoon. I went home from his house to change, and now I’m wearing one of the new jeans and tunics I bought at the mall during spring break. He’s dressed in his typical slacks and button-down, but with a beige tie this time.

“You do know you’re completely overdressed, right, dude?” I tell him with a smirk.

He scowls and smooths the tie. “Be quiet.”

Ms. Turner welcomes us into the classroom with a wave. Kim and Ahmad have the first presentation slot. They’ve got a slideshow about Percy Jackson—no surprise there!—and a list of real-world topics you can learn about from Camp Half-Blood.

Kim’s looking nice in dark jeans and a light cardigan the same color as Ahmad’s tie. I grit my teeth and try to pretend that their matching clothes don’t hurt me. They must be hanging out a lot to make this happen. Without me.

I push away my sadness. If today is going to go according to plan, I have to be optimistic and determined.

Ms. Turner motions to me. “Maha, come on up. You’re presenting alone, right?”

I don’t know why she had to announce that. Everyone stares at me as I take my place near the smart board. “You’re not in Kim’s group?” Tiffany whisper-shouts, eyes wide.

“Tiffany, silence please!” Ms. Turner says. “Kim and Ahmad just presented, as you saw.”

“But they’re best friends,” Andy says, sitting up, looking alarmed.

Kim and I look at each other. It’s seriously like in the movies. Then Kim shakes her head and looks down at her desk. Also like in the movies, but far more hurtful.

I square my shoulders and glance at Ahmad for moral support. He gives me a thumbs-up. Okay, it’s showtime. I nod to Ms. Turner, who starts my slideshow.

“I, er, was going to study Percy Jackson,” I begin. “But then some things happened, and I changed my project to Inside Out and Back Again, by Thanhhà Lai. It’s a verse novel based on the author’s experiences in Vietnam and the US in 1975.”

“You definitely are History Girl,” somebody groans from the back of the class.

I ignore them. “I chose this book for two reasons. First, the story was similar to what my grandmother experienced in Pakistan as a kid. Being a refugee. Being alone in a new country. Worrying about war and death and all sorts of things.”

“Ew, that’s dark,” Tiffany says.

I shrug. “What can I say? I like true stories, even if they’re dark.”

Andy points a finger knowingly, since his media studies project is about serial killers. I roll my eyes because that’s way too dark, even for me.

“What’s your second reason?” someone asks from the back of the class. I’m shocked that I’ve got everyone’s attention, but I also kinda like it. If I’m going to be a journalist, I’d better get used to the eyeballs.

“The second reason is my best friend, Kim.” I look straight at her. She’s staring at me with a blank face. No smile, but no anger either. I’ll take it. “Her family is from Vietnam, and I wanted to learn more about their culture. We had a bit of a . . . disagreement . . .”

“You mean fight?” Tiffany interrupts dryly.

“. . . and I was missing her so much the last few weeks. I thought that reading this book would help with the hole in my heart a little bit.”

There’s a sort of stunned silence as the class takes this in. I get it. This is seventh grade. Nobody really talks about their feelings, unless they’re confessing a crush or something. I don’t care, though. Kim and I have been besties for years. I’m not going to let that go without a fight. If it makes me look like a fool in front of my classmates, that’s okay.

I peek at Kim. She’s blinking rapidly, like she’s got something in her eye.

I continue. “I learned a lot from the book. But mainly I learned that I had no clue what a novel study was and how to analyze books and an author’s purpose, and all that stuff. I’ve always counted on Kim to help me out with these assignments, because she’s the English genius. She loves fiction, and I don’t always appreciate that about her.”

“Aww,” Tiffany says softly. I think she’s mocking me, but when I look at her, she’s got sympathy written all over her face.

Stop. The day Tiffany Hawkins feels sorry for me is a sad day indeed.

“Anyway,” I say. “Today is Eid, which is a special celebration for Muslims, so I just want to take this opportunity to say I’m sorry, Kim. Please forgive me, and I promise to do better whenever we have group projects next time.”

The class laughs a little, but they’re still looking at me like I’m a freak. Maybe I am. I feel heavy and light at the same time. Like things are bad right now, but I also believe they’ll get better. Dadi taught me that lesson.

At night, I check my phone one last time before going to sleep. My video is shockingly at 3,402 views by now. I rub my eyes to make sure I’m not imagining it. A text message pops up.

Kim: Happy Eid

I stare at the screen, my heart thundering. Is this it? Is she forgiving me?

Me: Thanks

I wait and wait, eyes drooping with sleep, but she doesn’t say anything else.

Media studies on Wednesday is a circus. It’s the first class after all our videos were uploaded, and kids just can’t stop talking.

“Can you believe the views on this?”

“When will the winner be chosen?”

“Something’s not right. The views aren’t going up anymore!”

Mr. Goode raps his hand on his desk loudly. “Settle down, everyone!”

Once the room quiets down, Tiffany raises her bracelet-filled arm. “Mr. Goode? When will you choose the winner?”

He stares at her without blinking. He’s got YouTube on the smart board, with all our videos in a single playlist titled Bethune Media Studies 2024. “Miss Hawkins,” he replies slowly. “You already know that the winners will be announced a week after they were uploaded, so Friday.”

She puts her arm down and bites a fingernail. “Just checking.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Andy calls out. “We already know Maha’s gonna win.”

I try not to freak out. I’ve been so focused on my own views that I haven’t really checked any others. Well, except for Tiffany, just because.

I think I’ll probably be competing with Tiffany all my life, but that’s okay. We’re like that with each other.

“Every day counts,” Tiffany replies, a stubborn look on her face. Seems like she’s also got the same competition thing going on with me.

I smile at her, and after a moment spent eating her nail, she smiles back reluctantly. “Good luck, History Girl,” she says.

“You too, Food Girl.”

Mr. Goode clicks on my video. “Mr. Salazar is right, though. Miss Raheem has the most views so far.” He leans forward to look at the number on the screen. “Thirty-five thousand and change.”

There’s a loud gasp from the room. Also from me, because this morning it was only fifteen thousand and change. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, and I think this number will keep going up.”

The class erupts into chatter again, and this time he doesn’t stop us. He leans against his desk and gazes at us, a satisfied smile on his face. Unable to sit still, I go up to him. “Is this real?” I ask, my voice quivering. “Do you think this many people are actually watching my video?”

He nods. “Yes, I do. I’m so proud of you, Maha. You did an excellent job with this project.”

“I got lots of help.” I swallow. “My brother and his friends helped with the editing. Does that mean I cheated?”

Mr. Goode’s smile widens. “Not at all. A good journalist accepts helps from others. And I saw the acknowledgments, which was a great idea.”

I relax. At the end of the video, I’d included a list of all the people I’d interviewed, and all those who’d helped me. Not just with the video, but with moral support and encouragement. My parents. Kim. Mr. Hawkins. This list was basically my entire life. Everyone who was important to me. “Okay, good. I was just checking.”

“So what’s this about History Girl?” he asks.

I sigh in an exaggerated way. “I guess it’s my superhero name.”

“I like it,” he says seriously. “You’ve figured out the connection between history and the present, and how it leads to the future. That’s a tremendous lesson for human beings, but something not everyone learns until it’s too late.”

I shrug, pleased. “I’m awesome that way.”

He lets out such a loud laugh, the entire class turns to stare at him. “You are, Miss Raheem.”

The rest of the week is weird. Kids keep coming up to me in the hallways, telling me they’ve watched my video.

Apparently, it’s being shared on social media a lot, which doesn’t even make sense to me. These are the same kids who hate history so much they argue with me in social studies class. History Girl is now a cool thing to call me, or something strange like that.

“You’re famous, Maha!” Yusra squeals as we walk back from school on Friday. We’ve started walking together now, Kim on one side, quiet, and me on the other, my two hijabi friends in the middle. They’re like a loud, friendly buffer between us while we figure things out.

I roll my eyes. “Sure.”

“It’s true!” Laila insists. “Everyone in class was talking about it.”

“In eighth grade?”

“Yup. And also high school,” Laila replies. “Our cousin is a senior and he was talking about a video some middle schooler made that’s going viral.”

Yusra laughs. “He was so shocked when we told him we knew you. He asked for your autograph.”

I blink rapidly. I don’t even know what to say at this point.

Kim leans forward and says quietly, “I saw it too.”

My heart leaps in my chest. “You did? What did you think?”

She sends a very tiny smile my way, like a hand of friendship. “I understand now. Your obsession? I understand it.”

I wake up on Saturday morning unaware of how my life is about to change.

First, The Partition Project now has a mind-numbing 67,000 views. I refresh the page three times before I accept that this is true.

Second, Abba’s phone rings while we’re at breakfast. It’s his personal phone, not the work phone, so I know it’s not a medical emergency. “Who’s calling at this hour?” he grumbles.

I eat cereal while he talks to someone. He keeps saying “Uh-huh, uh-huh” and “Really?” A few times he looks at me disbelievingly.

“Who was it?” Ammi asks when he ends the call.

Abba just stares at me, still as a desi statue.

“What?” I ask cheekily. “Was it school? Did they award me student of the year or something?”

“Even better,” he replies. “That was one of the local TV stations. They want to bring you on air to talk about your Partition video.”

My spoon drops to the floor with a clatter. “You can’t tease me like that, Abba!”

His eyes crinkle in the corners. “Maha, I know how deep your obsession with journalism runs. Do you really think I’d tease you about something like this?”

There’s that word obsession again. I gulp and ask, “What did you say to them?”

“I told them I’d ask you and call them back.”

How is this even a question? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity! I push back my chair and stand up, trying not to scream. “Of course yes! A thousand times yes!” I turn to Dadi, who’s sitting right next to me. “Did you hear, Dadi? They’re going to talk about Partition on the news. Everyone will learn about it. About our history!”

Dadi pats my hand. “You did good, Maha.”

Abba clears his throat. “One more thing,” he says in a hesitant voice. “They also want Dadi to be on the show. Since she’s the star of your video, in their words.”

Dadi lets go of my hand. Her face falls. “I . . . I don’t . . .”

I sink down on my chair like a deflated balloon. Is it possible to lose your dream when you’re this close to achieving it? Dadi hates attention. She hates how talking about Partition makes her relive her worst memories. She’s never going to agree to going on TV and talking about it all over again.

Which means I’ll never go on TV and talk about my passion for history and the news.

I’m staring at my cereal bowl with tears in my eyes, when Dadi speaks again. “Can these TV people come to the senior center tonight? They should meet everyone, not just me. We’re all the stars, Samir and Sumita and everyone else.”
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The senior center is a total party scene that evening.

Well, a desi party scene, which means streamers and lanterns, loud Bollywood music, and a bunch of people dressed in desi clothes. Also, there’s a huge table laden with potluck Eid treats and drums of chai. So, basically paradise.

“Welcome to our party,” Samir Uncle says, holding out his arms. He’s wearing a crisp white shalwar kameez with a black waistcoat that makes him look like an elegant gentleman.

“This is for Eid?” Now I know why he asked us to come in the evening today.

“Yes. We celebrate all the holidays of our patrons here.”

“You look dashing,” I tease. “Are you trying to impress a special someone?”

Dadi scoffs from behind me.

“Indeed,” Samir Uncle teases back. “We’re going to be on TV, so I decided to dress up.”

My heart thumps. “Are they here yet?” I whisper, looking around again. “I can’t see them. What do they look like? Where are they setting up?”

Samir Uncle squeezes my shoulder. “Calm down, beta. They’re not here yet.”

I take a deep breath. “Okay, good.”

“Why good?” Dadi asks. “Don’t you want to be interviewed?”

I shrug. “Yes, but also no.” She gives me a look, and I add, “I’m nervous, okay? Don’t judge me!”

Samir Uncle chuckles. “Nobody is judging you, except to say that you’ve done an awesome job showcasing our history, and every single person in this room is proud of you.”

“That is judgment, right there!” I point out.

“The best kind, don’t you think?”

I nod, because it is. I keep staring at everyone and everything. The atmosphere is so different today, full of laughter and excitement and very fancy-looking people. “Is that Arjun Uncle?” I ask. “Wearing that spiffy outfit?”

“It’s called a sherwani,” Dadi says. “Your dada wore one on our wedding.”

I can’t help it. I take out my phone and start snapping pictures. A text comes through, making my hand vibrate.

Talha: Are you ready?

Me: For what? The interview?

Me: No.

Talha: For everything.

Me: What do you mean?

Talha: Look up.

I look up and see him standing right in front of me, grinning like a lunatic. Ammi and Abba are standing next to him. And slightly behind is Kim.

My Kim.

“Hi, best friend,” she says shyly.

I squeal with happiness and grab her hands in mine. “OMG you’re here!”

“I wouldn’t miss your big day.”

Deep breaths. “It’s just an interview.”

“Today is going to be a lot more than just an interview, dear sister,” Talha says.

“What do you mean?”

He moves slightly, and I frown. A woman in a white pantsuit is standing there, a slight smile on her face. She looks familiar, but I can’t place her. For a second, I think she’s a reporter for the TV station, but then it dawns on me. “Ms. Singh!” I gasp. “What are you doing here?”

I’d emailed her last night, telling her about the TV interview and how my little video was going viral. She hadn’t replied, but I just thought she was busy.

And now this busy person is here, standing in front of me, smiling.

Nazrana Singh steps forward. “Hello, Maha. I couldn’t miss your big day, could I?”

I shrug. “It’s just a local TV station,” I say awkwardly. “It’s not like CNN or something.”

“You’d be surprised how news items get picked up. I know someone who works at the History Channel’s web pages, and they’re always looking for new content. You never know what might happen.”

I feel faint, so I wave toward the food table. “Do you want something to eat?”

She nods. “Yes, please. But I want to meet your dadi first.”

Of course. I turn to Dadi and make the introductions. Ms. Singh sits with her at one of the tables while I grab Kim’s hand and head to the food. “Can you believe this?” I whisper.

“Yes,” she replies. “You’re a force of nature.”

I grin. “That’s a good thing, right?”

She rolls her eyes. “Don’t let this get to your head. It’s not easy being famous.”

We pile food on plastic plates and dig in. Kim wants to know the name of each thing she puts in her mouth, and shakes her head in disgust when I say “I don’t know, something delicious” to most things.

“But is it halal?” comes a voice from behind us.

I turn. Ahmad and his mama are standing there, beaming at us. “Yes,” I reply, nodding. “Samir Uncle told me the center always makes sure of that.”

I’ve just finished eating when the lights dim and the large screen drops down on the back wall. I frown. “Are they showing a movie or something?”

Samir Uncle stands up on the little stage. “Eid Mubarak, everyone!” his voice booms through a handheld mic. “I hope you’re enjoying the food and friendship today.”

Everyone claps and cheers. I squeeze Kim’s hand because I’m definitely on board with both those things right now.

“We’re here not only to celebrate Eid, but also the accomplishment of one of our member’s granddaughters, Maha Raheem. Many of you will remember her going around the last few weeks, pestering us with questions and recording us on her phone.” Several people laugh at this. “Well, Maha was making a documentary about the Partition, and it’s been getting quite a lot of attention. If you haven’t watched the video yet, what rock are you living under?”

There’s a lot of laughter at that.

“Seriously, go search The Partition Project on YouTube and share the link with all your friends, coworkers, even your worst enemy. We want to tell people our story, so let’s start doing that!”

He turns to the screen behind him, where—OMG—my video is starting. “Here it is, The Partition Project!”

The room falls silent, as my voice fills the air around us. Dadi’s face on the screen is so huge, you can see each of her million wrinkles. But you can also see her pain as she tells her story. I only used very short clips of her, but enough to see her emotions.

I can’t stop staring, even though I’ve watched it a hundred times already, in all phases of the editing process. I keep imagining how the others are viewing it, what they’re thinking and feeling. Are they happy? Is this bringing up sad memories for some of them?

My eyesight blurs, and I blink rapidly.

Kim gives me a sideways hug.

Soon, the video ends and the lights come back on. Everybody is silent. Serious.

I suddenly don’t care how many views my video got. All I care about are the people at this little senior center. The Indians, Pakistanis, and Bangladeshis who actually lived through Partition, and were brave enough to share their stories with me.

I wait, hardly breathing.

Then someone starts clapping, and another person says “Woohoo!”

And soon, everyone’s clapping and cheering, and I’m being grabbed and hugged by uncles and aunties from every direction. I laugh and hug them back and say “Thank you!” over and over.

Kim looks on with a megawatt smile.

The TV team interviews Dadi and me in the reception area, where it’s much quieter. We sit on the couch side by side, and Dadi holds my hand in a death grip the entire time.

The interviewer is a friendly desi woman named Nadia Khan, which makes me feel really good. I keep looking at her glossy black hair and smart brown suit as she fixes the little mic on her collar, wondering things like how she became a journalist and whether she’d agree to mentor me.

She gives me a comforting smile and says, “Don’t be nervous, you’ll do great.”

Dadi grunts.

“Aunty, it’s okay,” Nadia says in Urdu. “Just take your time. No rush.”

Dadi relaxes by about a thousand percent, and I give Nadia a grateful smile.

The interview begins with a three-two-one countdown by the producer. Nadia asks me questions about why I chose this topic, and what I learned from it. They’re all things I can basically answer in my sleep by now. She asks Dadi one question only: How does she feel about my documentary?

Dadi looks me over with narrowed eyes, then turns to the camera and says, “I’m so proud of my granddaughter.”

My heart’s in danger of bursting, that’s all I can say.

The interview is over in fifteen minutes. Nadia also wants to interview Ms. Singh, so Dadi and I keep sitting on the couch while we wait. It’s really noisy in the main activity room, and I just want to rest for a minute. Abba, Ammi, and Talha join us on the couch, and I sigh.

“Having fun?” Ammi asks, stroking my hair.

“Yes!” I reply, and they all chuckle at me.

Soon, the TV crew heads out. “You’ll be on the morning news tomorrow!” Nadia says as she leaves.

I check the time on my phone. Only twelve more hours to go. No big deal.

Ms. Singh walks over, an iPad in her hand. “Do you have a minute, Mrs. Raheem?”

Ammi and Dadi both look up, then Ammi laughs a little and waves to Dadi. “Go ahead.”

Ms. Singh sits down next to Dadi and opens a window on her iPad. “I have a special surprise for you. I was able to contact your friend Rasheeda based on the details you gave Maha. She lives in London with her family now.”

Dadi’s hand trembles in mine. “What?” she whispers faintly.

Ms. Singh smiles. “Yes. Truly. She wants to Skype with you. Do you want to?”

This is unbelievable! I was already so much in awe of Ms. Singh and her work, but then she drives all the way to Sugar Land, and blows us away with this surprise. It means everything to Dadi—I just know it does.

Dadi looks at me like she’s bewildered. I think of Kim, and how it felt to have her back in my life after so many days of silence. I squeeze her hand. “I think you should go for it,” I whisper.

She takes a deep breath and nods. “Yes,” she whispers. Then louder. “Yes, let’s Skype.”

While Ms. Singh plays with her iPad, I check my phone. The group chat with Kim and Ahmad is burning up. They’re still in the main activity room with everyone else.

Kim: I’m so proud of you today, Maha. Seriously.

Ahmad: Same here. You have to remember us when you’re a famous TV personality.

Kim: LOL. Telling the news, Maha-style.

Ahmad: What’s Maha-style?

Kim: Super passionate, and slightly cuckoo.

Kim: (sends a GIF of a newscaster throwing papers around her desk and screaming)

Ahmad: Ya Allah, that looks just like Maha too! See the black hair?

Kim: But seriously, dude, that documentary was sick. I’m so impressed.

Ahmad: Her English presentation was sick too

Ahmad: Not sure why something good is called sick but you Americans are weird.

Kim: Yes it was good. I’ve added that Inside Out book to my TBR.

Ahmad: What’s TBR?

Kim: Dude, get with the lingo.

Ahmad: So does this mean we’re back to normal? No more cat fighting?

Kim: (sends a GIF of Lana Condor looking shocked)

Kim: We weren’t cat fighting. It was legitimate issues.

Ahmad: And?

Kim: Yeah. No more fighting. Back to normal.

Ahmad: Great. So we can plan our next outing then? My list keeps getting longer.

“Ready?”

I look up. Ms. Singh has started Skype, and a woman’s face fills the screen. White hair tied in a bun, a faint red scar across her left cheek. Dadi starts crying, and then the lady on the screen also starts crying, and then I start crying.

It’s wonderful.

I stand up to give Dadi and her bestie some privacy. “I’m gonna go find Kim and Ahmad,” I tell Ammi. “I want to eat some more Eid food.”

“And sign autographs,” adds Talha with another one of his cocky grins.

I stick my tongue out. “Wait till tomorrow! Then we can start selling T-shirts with my face on them.”

“Oh God,” he groans. “We’ve created a monster.”

“That’s History Girl to you!” I reply, and lead the way to the senior center to find my two best friends. There’s no time to waste: We have a NASA outing to plan.





A Note from the Author

The Partition was a horrific event that happened a long time ago. It directly affected millions of people in 1947, like my parents and grandparents, my in-laws, and my friends’ families. I grew up learning a muted account in history classes in school, but the real stories of Partition I heard from people who lived through it. My grandmother, my mother-in-law, my friends’ dad, my neighbor . . . those stories were told in the same way that Dadi tells her stories to Maha: a mostly one-way stream of information that sounds fantastical but is very real. As a child, I often sat on the floor next to my grandmother’s feet or lay in bed with her, listening to her tell me about her own childhood. I heard not just the facts but also the emotions. I saw the tears and the agony as my elders relived the trauma of the Partition.

I’m a strong believer in learning from history. I think we all need to know more about events that happened a long time ago, and to understand how they still have repercussions today. The Partition made friends into enemies, and in splitting the Indian subcontinent caused such a deep wound that it has still not recovered. Politics, culture, society, and even religion have all been affected in that region because of the Partition.

I hope after reading Maha’s dadi’s story you will think deeply about how history affects the present and even the future. And then, I hope you talk to your elders and ask them to tell their stories to you, so you can learn about your own heritage and what your place is in your family’s history. I hope you start your own research, maybe even make your own documentaries.

I tried to keep this book as realistic as possible, without using actual names. There is indeed a 1947 archive, but at a different university, and run by a different person. I wanted to show you how real this could be, even though you’re reading fiction.

I hope you enjoyed this book. It was a very personal one to write.

—Saadia Faruqi
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