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CHAPTER 1

I wince as the sharp metal tool scrapes against my molars and pricks my gums. Claudia doesn’t react and continues to chat about her new puppy while she cleans my teeth. Her eyes don’t reveal any clues about whether I have any cavities. I’ll find out about that when the dentist comes in later, and I’m trying not to worry about it. Luckily, the puppy stories are distracting.

“Almost done,” Claudia says. Her eyes are clearly smiling at me although the rest of her face is covered with a surgical mask. “Doing all right?”

“Ohagghh,” I gag. I’m not sure if she expects an answer from me while my mouth is wide open, or if I’m supposed to blink in some sort of code—like once for “yes,” twice for “no.”

I’m leaning way back in a dental chair, wearing oversized orange plastic sunglasses, and facing the TV that’s mounted on the ceiling. There’s a SpongeBob SquarePants episode playing, but I can barely hear it between Claudia’s talking and the whir of the hose sucking out spit that’s collecting in my mouth. I know this episode though, since I’ve seen them all before with my younger brother, Musa.

“All done.” Claudia pushes back the bright light that’s shining in my face and raises my headrest. “What flavor fluoride would you like?”

I survey the choices. Mint, strawberry, or bubble gum.

“Strawberry,” I say, and Claudia reaches for the tub.

“No wait. Mint,” I correct, and her hand wavers. “I mean strawberry.”

“Strawberry it is,” Claudia says, ripping off the cover of the tub and sticking her swab inside before I can change my mind again. Making quick decisions isn’t something I’m known for. I always worry that another choice might be the better one, even when I’m deciding about something I love, like drawing. I can’t help but doubt everything I’m doing, like, is this the perfect angle? Should I make this bigger or smaller? Is this what I should draw at all?

Thinking about this reminds me that I have a choice to make for art class, for our next project. I’m making a portrait, based on a photo of my cousin Parisa. I took a bunch of pictures of her already but haven’t picked which one I’m going to use.

Once my teeth are coated in a film of strawberry goop, Claudia raises my head and pats me on the shoulder.

“You did great,” she says, winking at me. I take a deep breath. At least this part is over.

I’ve been coming to Falls Church Dental Care for as long as I can remember. And everyone here remembers me too. I’m famous for having tantrums during my cleanings as a little kid, and for kicking the staff who tried to touch my mouth. Claudia was the one who eventually managed to coax me into letting her work on my teeth by turning it into a counting game, and she’s been the one I’ve been coming to ever since.

Dr. Singh walks into the room next, and my heart begins to race. Last time I was here, six months ago, she warned me that I had the “beginnings of a cavity” and said I needed to “do better” with my home cleaning routine. I brush twice a day, but only floss every few weeks. I honestly want to be better. But after a few days, I always fall back into my old flossless ways.

“Deena, good to see you,” Dr. Singh says. Her long black hair is twisted into a neat bun like always and her gold hoop earrings glint in the light.

“You too,” I lie. Seeing her makes my stomach hurt.

“I want to show you something,” Dr. Singh continues, all business as she pulls up my X-rays onto a screen that’s mounted on the wall. It creeps me out to see the roots of my teeth glowing white against the dark background, like the jaw of a skeleton.

“Did that cavity grow?” I ask, feeling instantly defeated by the invisible monsters.

“No, that’s fine.” Dr. Singh points to my last tooth on the bottom row. “But see here, you have a tiny crack, in your back molar.”

“A crack? Whoa. How?”

“Remember I told you how you clench your teeth at night last time you visited, and that you should consider wearing a mouthguard?”

I vaguely remember that. I thought it was strange but didn’t pay much attention to it.

“Well, it’s something I strongly recommend now. I’m going to call your mom in here and discuss it with both of you, okay?”

“Okay,” I say, but my stomach hurts more now.

A couple of minutes later, Mama walks into the room, holding her purse, my jacket, my backpack, and an oversized water bottle. She bites her bottom lip and perches on the tiny chair in the corner.

“Does Deena have cavities?” Mama asks, shooting me a disappointed look before even hearing the answer.

“No, no, it’s not that,” Dr. Singh says cheerfully. “She has a small fracture in her molar, the result of clenching her teeth while she sleeps.”

“I’m sorry, she what?” Mama’s eyebrows come together, making deep lines in her forehead.

“It’s an involuntary stress response, and quite common,” Dr. Singh explains. “I recommend a custom nightguard, which will protect her teeth from further damage, and prevent jaw pain.”

“Stress?” Mama shakes her head like she doesn’t believe it. “What does Deena have to be stressed about?”

Dr. Singh looks at me sympathetically.

“Middle school, right? I barely survived myself,” she says, patting my arm.

I offer a weak smile back.

“And what about the crack?” Mama asks.

“I’ll have to fill that at another date. But we can take a mold of her teeth today and order the nightguard, which will take two weeks to come in.”

As Dr. Singh and Mama continue to speak about how much the nightguard and the filling will cost, I see all-too-familiar calculations taking place in my mother’s head. There’s no extra money for something like this. I know that. I feel my jaw tighten and run my tongue over my back tooth, trying to feel for the crack.

If I wasn’t stressed before, I am now.
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CHAPTER 2

Crooks!” Mama grumbles from the privacy of our car. “Four hundred dollars! For a piece of plastic! They’re always finding new ways to take people’s money at this place.”

She’s talking about the mouthguard, and not even the filling. The grand total for my dental failures, which I’ve been hearing about from the moment we walked out of the office, is a whopping six hundred eighty-five dollars.

“And that’s with insurance! Why do we pay for dental insurance if we still have to spend that much?” she continues.

I stay silent. I’ve learned that’s the best way to react when Mama goes on about money. About how everything costs too much. How people waste money and think it falls from the sky. I wait for the complaining to end. Much like my father does. Although he hears it more often than I do.

Mama clenches the steering wheel of the minivan, her knuckles white as she swerves onto the highway ramp at the last second. All her griping about how Dr. Singh is a thief scheming to rip off hardworking people almost made her miss the exit.

HONK! The car behind us isn’t happy about it either and blasts its horn at us.

“Okay, okay!” Mama mutters. “Everyone is in such a hurry all the time.”

I slide down in my seat and turn up the music. Maybe that way my mother will stop talking about how my teeth are going to bankrupt us. Part of me wants to point out that it’s not like I did this on purpose. Plus, Mama is ignoring the good news: I didn’t get any cavities. My crime is grinding my teeth at night, while I’m asleep. It’s involuntary, like sleepwalking, only a lot less interesting.

I remember reading an article once about a man who stuffed and roasted an entire turkey while he was sleepwalking. His roommate saw him doing it and didn’t wake him up. Instead, he hung around to make sure he didn’t hurt himself. I picture myself walking out of my bedroom, into the kitchen, and making myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich while completely asleep. The thought makes me smile.

“Stress!” Mama continues her rant. “I had no stress when I was your age. I lived with my parents, and they took care of me. It was wonderful. All I had to do was go to school. Just like you. Thirteen is no time to be stressed, Deena. Wait until you get to be my age, married with two kids, paying bills, and working all the time. Then you’ll see what stress is.”

My smile disappears.

No, thanks. I hate how Mama makes it sound like her life with us is so terrible. Maybe it’s you, Mama, I want to say. You stress me out. Especially when you obsess about money.

But I can’t say anything like that aloud. I never have. I imagine it sometimes. Being one of those kids on TV who sass their parents. The ones who talk back and say things like “You don’t understand me!” or “I hate you!” But I know that I could never come close to telling my parents that I hate them. Sure, sometimes I feel anger bubble up inside me, like Mama’s chai when it’s about to spill out of the saucepan all over the stove. Then I remember with a flicker of guilt that they’re my parents. And I turn off the feeling of rage, like the flame on the burner. Besides, I’d be straight-up disowned if I dared say anything close.

When my parents talk about their own parents, my grandparents, they make it sound like they were raised by angels. Mama and Baba act like they never disagreed with any of their parents’ decisions while they were growing in Pakistan. Like they never got irritated by them and welcomed their lectures. I can’t help but wonder if they remember it that way because all my grandparents have passed away, except for my dadi, who lives thousands of miles away in Lahore. And that’s how my folks expect me and my brother to see them too: as perfect angels. Even if we hear them fighting when they think we don’t. Or when Mama criticizes Baba in front of us, although she pretends that she’s only making helpful observations.

Mama’s phone rings. I see the name “Rubina” flash across the screen. She picks up and the music is replaced by their conversation.

“Salaam Rubina, kya hal hai?” Mama asks.

“Ap ghar par ho? Can I come take a look at the new pieces?” The voice that must belong to Rubina fills the car with a loud mix of Urdu and English that’s exaggerated, like every syllable she utters is a gift to the world.

Mama explains that she’s on her way home.

Rubina says she’s in a hurry and asks if she can come by in half an hour.

Mama asks if she can make it an hour.

Rubina hems and haws and sounds put out, but finally agrees.

Mama hangs up and I watch her knuckles turn white again as she picks up speed.

“I need your help when we get home, Deena,” she says. “I haven’t finished steaming and hanging the new outfits.”

We got a new shipment of shalwar kameez from Pakistan last week and admired the fine embroidery and fabrics as we sifted through the box. I was hoping that maybe the cobalt-blue one could be my outfit for Eid, if it doesn’t sell.

“Are you listening?” Mama asks, glancing at me. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

This is where I could whine, “But I have homework! And I have to study for my science test!” if I was someone else. And maybe that would get me out of it since my mom is all about my keeping up my grades. But instead, I reply, “Okay, Mama.”

If she can sell a few outfits to this Rubina lady, maybe my mother will worry less about the bill from the dentist. And then I won’t have to hear about it anymore.
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CHAPTER 3

I run my hand over the silky blue fabric, watching it shimmer in the light. Unlike the rest of the clothes on the rack, this outfit has delicate threadwork on it. Its swirly pattern reminds me of Starry Night, my favorite Van Gogh painting. Maybe that’s why I like it so much. I tuck the hanger it’s on between two others in the back of the rack, hoping Rubina Auntie won’t pay attention to it when she gets here. That way, she might pick out other things, and I can wear it on Eid.

The three rolling hanging racks in our basement, filled with shalwar kameezes, langhas, and kurtas, were my idea. Before she got them, Mama used to keep all the outfits for sale folded in stacks. When a customer came to look at them, she’d pick them up and shake them out while they watched. Sometimes she’d unfold thirty or more for one person. And it was so much work to fold them all back up afterward.

Compared to a few months ago, our basement is slowly starting to look more like an actual boutique, and not only a place where Mama stores desi clothes that she sells out of our house. People can take their time to look through the racks themselves, the way they would at a regular store. We organized them by super fancy outfits, for weddings and other big events; less fancy outfits that Mama calls “party wear”; and the casual outfits that I usually prefer—simple cotton prints. There are also more clothes, folded in clear plastic bags, like outfits for little kids, pashmina shawls in every color of the rainbow, and simple men’s outfits. I think we should get some shelves for that stuff next.

“She said she was in a hurry, and now she’s late,” Mama says, checking her phone. “When am I supposed to make dinner?”

I have no idea, but I’m starving.

“Can I get a snack?” I ask. I wasn’t supposed to eat or drink anything hot for thirty minutes after my fluoride treatment, but it’s been longer than that.

“Sure, and can you put on some water for chai?” Mama asks. “Maybe Rubina will want some.”

But before I leave, the doorbell rings upstairs and I hear Musa race to open the door. His voice directs Auntie downstairs, and a moment later, her footsteps fill the staircase.

“Oof! There was so much traffic on Route Seven,” I hear her complain before she even makes it to the basement. “This area is always too congested.”

I guess that’s her way of apologizing for being late. Or blaming us for living in the wrong part of Northern Virginia.

A moment later, Rubina Auntie comes into view. Her shiny sunglasses rest on a head of blond highlighted hair, her jumbo checkered brown purse scrapes against the wall, and she’s wearing an exasperated frown.

Mama rushes to greet her warmly and usher her in. Rubina Auntie plops her bag onto the chair in the corner and herself on another.

“Deena, you’re making chai?” Mama reminds me.

“Right. Asalaamualaikum, Auntie. Would you like sugar in yours?” I ask.

“No, no. No chai for me.” Rubina Auntie waves her hand dismissively and barely looks at me. “I have to go to a dinner soon.”

“What type of outfit are you looking for?” Mama asks Auntie as I escape upstairs, glad to leave. Something about the exchanges between the customers and Mama always unsettles me. Maybe it’s the way they all argue with her to lower the prices. Or maybe it’s the way that Mama acts like a different person, meeker and more unsure of herself, when she’s around them.

When I get to the kitchen, Musa is standing with the fridge door open, his head poked inside.

“Hey,” I say.

“There’s nothing to eat,” Musa says, turning to me.

“Want a grilled cheese?” I offer.

“Sure.” Musa pushes his long hair out of his eyes, which has somehow turned curly like mine recently, and grins at me. Feeding him is a sure way of getting on his good side. Ever since he started sixth grade, it seems like he’s grumpy a lot more often.

I put on the water for chai and pull out the frying pan, butter, and bread. Musa hands me the sliced cheese, and I layer it between the bread on low heat in the pan as I add the tea leaves and a couple of cardamom pods to the water. Then I add milk and watch it carefully until it starts to boil.

Once the chai is simmering on low, I slide the browned sandwiches onto plates and slice them in half, diagonally. The gooey cheese is melted perfectly.

“Thanks,” Musa says, sitting down at the table to eat with one hand while he scrolls through images on the iPad with the other.

“Whoa. These shoes I’ve been wanting are finally out,” he says after polishing off the sandwich in four bites. “Nice, right?”

I glance at the image of black-and-neon-yellow cleats on the screen.

“Yeah, they’re cool,” I say, although they honestly look like all the others to me. I spend a lot of time pretending to be interested in soccer, players, and various teams. It’s the only stuff Musa talks about. We don’t have much in common anymore, even though we’re only one year and one grade apart and ride the same bus to Falls Church Middle School. It’s not like before, when we’d watch cartoons, play board games, and hang out together all the time, especially when Mama and Baba were busy working.

I finish my sandwich and pour the chai into two mugs, in case Rubina Auntie changes her mind. I rest them on a tray, along with the sugar pot and a couple of spoons. Then I pile a few butter biscuits on a plate and add them to the tray, along with a couple of napkins. I’ve been trained on how to properly serve tea.

“Hey,” I say to Musa. “Can you carry this downstairs for me? Without spilling it? I need to start my homework and study for my test.”

“No way,” he says, still looking at the cleats. Or maybe it’s a different pair now. “I don’t want to talk to some random auntie.”

Musa hasn’t begun to digest the sandwich I just made him. But I know I’m not going to be able to convince him before the tea gets cold. So, I pick up the tray with a sigh and head back downstairs.
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CHAPTER 4

Rubina Auntie is still talking. She seems to relish the sound of her own voice by the way she extends certain syllables and rolls her R ’s.

“These prices are high,” she says. “You know, you can buy ready-made suits from Pakistani boutiques online now. There’s so much variety compared to before.”

“I know, but the quality isn’t the same. And so many times the shape isn’t right. I can customize this for you, and alter it if you need,” Mama replies, her tone even although I’m sure she’s annoyed by the comments.

“Hmmm,” I hear Rubina Auntie grunt as I come into the room and set down the tray.

“Chai?” I ask, and although she refused before, as expected, now that she sees it, Auntie nods her head. I hand her the mug and stand with the tray as she spoons in her sugar and stirs.

“Maybe if it had more of a boatneck, and if you made it high-low instead of this straight hem? And sleeveless?” she continues to muse.

“High-low?” Mama asks. “Kya matlab?”

Auntie tries to explain but it isn’t working. I listen for a bit before quietly saying to my mom, “I know what she means. I can show you.”

“Yes, yes, put some photos on the computer,” Rubina Auntie commands. I run back upstairs and grab the iPad from Musa with the promise to return it as soon as I’m done.

“Something like this?” I pull up an image of a dress with a longer hemline in back than in the front.

“Not that much of a difference.” Auntie shakes her head as she sips her tea. “I only want a little.”

I search for more images but can’t find one. After a bit, I open the drawing app instead and sketch a design of the kameez she described with my finger.

Rubina Auntie looks over my shoulder and directs me. She drags her finger across the screen, leaving a greasy butter cookie fingerprint on it.

“Can you make the neck bigger?”

I do that.

“And make the bottom straight after all?”

I add that in too.

We work like that for a bit while Mama watches us. Finally, Rubina Auntie is satisfied.

“Like this,” she says, pointing to the screen. “Asay banasakti? How long would it take?”

Mama nods and asks her a few questions about the sleeves and other details.

I sit back and start to play with an older drawing I made of a frog on a lily pad while they discuss dates and other stuff. I add more flowers and a bird in the background.

“You’re quite talented,” Rubina Auntie declares as she returns her empty chai cup to the tray.

“Thank you,” I say, not sure if she’s referring to my chai-making ability or drawing.

“My daughter is artistic too. She used to go to so many art classes and camps when she was your age,” she adds. “Did you ever go to that Renaissance center? She loved it.”

“Really? Is she an artist now?” I ask.

“Oh no, she’s a lawyer. But she does interior decorating too,” Rubina Auntie looks at me like she’s seeing me for the first time. Her eyes, rimmed with brown liner, are warmer than I expect.

“Deena is focused on her studies now,” Mama says. “She takes an art class at school, which is enough.”

“Oh, of course, studies come first.” Rubina Auntie half winks at me. “What’s your best subject?”

I want to say art, but that feels like the wrong answer.

“Science.”

“Wonderful,” Rubina Auntie says. “Maybe a future doctor?”

Never. The thought of blood makes me squeamish.

“Maybe.” I shrug, knowing that’s probably what Mama wants to hear.

“Well, it’s always good to have hobbies and talents,” Rubina Auntie says to me, picking up her purse. “Okay, challo, call me when the outfit is ready. I can wear it to one of the wedding functions coming up.” Rubina Auntie leaves, a trail of her perfume lingering in the air behind her.

Mama follows her out, grabbing the tray on her way up.

“Thank you for your help, Deena,” she says softly. I nod but wish my mother would acknowledge what Rubina Auntie said about my art. It wouldn’t hurt for Mama to say that she thinks I’m talented too.

I miss the way Mama used to ooh and aah over everything I made when I was little. She hung up my sloppy finger paintings and stick figure drawings on the fridge and all over the kitchen windows. Now, if I show her one of my big art projects, she’ll give me a quick compliment without properly looking or paying much attention to it. And then she’ll follow up by asking about my other classes and homework, as if to remind me that they’re the ones that are truly important.

Baba gets more excited by the things I share with him, including my works in progress. He’ll make comments like “Mashallah! Look at this! It belongs in a gallery.” I bet if I told him that I dream of being a professional artist, he’d offer a corny inspirational quote or simply say, “You can do whatever you set your mind to, beti.”

But I don’t dare. Because if Mama overheard us, she’d say something about how I need to find a real career so I can be financially stable and support myself. She’d give me examples of other people’s grown kids who are lawyers like Rubina Auntie’s daughter, or computer programmers, or pharmacists. She’d tell me that I need to earn well, so that I don’t have to be dependent on anyone else. The way that she’d stare at my dad when she said that last part would sting, and I’d quickly look at him hoping that he didn’t hear her. Even though she would have said it extra loud.

Baba used to be an electrical engineer back in Pakistan, before my family moved to America when I was four years old. It’s not his fault that he hasn’t been able to find his dream job here. He works hard and has a job that pays the bills. But, somehow, it never seems like anything Baba does is enough for my mom. At least the bickering about money and the way she focuses on other people’s achievements makes it seem like that. Mama’s never said it directly, but I still know it, as well as I know that being an artist of any type isn’t in my future.

But who knows, maybe I can learn a thing or two about running a business. I already came up with the hanging racks. And I’m sure we could do a whole lot more to make the boutique more successful. I just need to figure out what that is.
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CHAPTER 5

I open the door and Parisa bounds inside. My cousin is always in a hurry, whether she’s running for the bus, walking to a store at the mall, or racing down the halls at school. I struggle to keep up with her wherever we go together. It doesn’t help that she’s at least two inches taller than me and has super long legs.

“Be careful, this is still hot,” Saima Khala says, handing me a pot with two worn oven mitts. “Put it on the stove.”

“What is it?” I ask.

“Chicken pulao. Your mother said she didn’t have time to cook, and I was already making this.”

“Yum.” My aunt’s pulao is the best, but I’d never admit that to Mama.

I take the pot, heavy with rice, and carry it to the kitchen, and Parisa sets a bag filled with containers on the counter. Some are full, and others are empty and will probably go back full. This is how it works between our families, there’s a constant exchange of food.

“Leave the daal out and put the rest in the fridge. Where’s your mother?” Khala asks as she opens a drawer and takes out a big spoon.

“I think she’s upstairs. Rubina Auntie just left,” I say.

Khala smiles and pats my cheek. She looks like a younger and more stylish version of my mom although she’s a couple of years older than her. That’s something else I’d never tell Mama.

“How are you?” she asks, her eyes piercing in a way that makes me feel like she cares, and that she remembers what it’s like to be my age.

“Good,” I say, smiling back. “But I haven’t started my homework or studying for my test. We went to the dentist after school.”

“What kind of test?”

“Science.”

“Go study. Parisa can help you. She remembers what she studied last year, right?”

“Oh yeah, of course,” Parisa says. “I remember every single thing I’ve ever learned in school.” She grins at me.

“Okay, smarty-pants, well don’t distract her then!” Khala smacks Parisa playfully on the shoulder. “I’ll take care of this and help your mom.”

“Come on,” I say to Parisa.

Parisa beats me up the stairs and heads to my room. It’s the smallest one in the house, but I have a bigger closet than Musa. My cousin plops down on my bed and sticks out her hand. Her nails are purple with a gold streak running through them.

“What do you think?”

“Did you do them yourself?” I ask, taking her hand and looking at it closely.

“Of course.”

“It totally looks professional.” I’m seriously impressed with Parisa’s nail art skills. She’s been doing her nails since I was ten and she was eleven, and she’s gotten better and better over time. It looks like she got them done at a salon, which she basically did.

Parisa’s mom started offering eyebrow threading to ladies in the community from home a few years ago. She gradually added waxing, facials, and other skin care services. Now, my Khala’s got a legit home-based salon and is always busy. Parisa knows a lot about it and helps her mom out with booking appointments and other stuff. My cousin is the reason I’ve been taking more of an interest in Mama’s boutique lately. Maybe I can help her business take off the same way.

“You should let me do yours,” Parisa says, glancing at my nails, jagged in places from where I chew on them. I try not to, but it’s a bad habit when I’m nervous.

“I’m good.” I clench my fists and hide my nails.

“Come on, it’ll be fun. I’ve got a bunch of new colors,” Parisa says.

“It’ll get messed up when I do my art projects.” I shake my head. I don’t add that I’m more interested in painting a canvas than either my nails or my face.

“Fine.” Parisa fake pouts. “But you have to let me do your hair then. Honestly, Deena, you would look so pretty if you curled your hair and put some antifrizz in it.”

I try not to react, even as her words grate on my nerves. My cousin’s always pointing out how much better I’d look if I only did something to change myself.

“My hair’s fine,” I mumble, noticing how Parisa’s hair is shiny and smooth with loose curls on the ends. I picture my own head, filled with tighter curls, topped with a layer of frizz. But it takes too long to fight my hair into submission. And the few times I ever had it blow-dried straight, I hated the way it made me look like a different person. I’m not interested in doing that again so Parisa can make me her project. No, thanks.

“You’re in seventh grade now, Deena. You should pay a little more attention to the way you look. I didn’t care when I was younger either, but now I realize my mom’s right. It’s good to take pride in your appearance.”

Is it though? I want to say. How much pride?

But instead, I swallow my irritation and try to think of a way to change the subject.

“Want to help me choose which photo of you to use for my art assignment?” I ask.

“Sure, Deenie Beenie.” Parisa is instantly interested, and she uses the nickname she’s had for me since we were little.

I pull up the photos of Parisa on my phone and swipe through them. There’s one of her seated on my bed, another in a big chair, her gazing directly into the camera, and my favorite, her reading a book.

“That one,” Parisa says, pointing. It’s the one of her looking directly into the camera. She’s got a teasing smile, like she’s hiding a secret.

“Not the one with the book?”

“I look like a dork in that one. Plus, I like the way my hair is falling over my eyes here.”

Parisa made this decision easy. I pull out my pencils and my drawing pad. I’ve already made a big grid with rulers on the page like my teacher Mr. Carey instructed. He said that for portraiture it helps to make sure that you get proportions right. I prefer to freehand, but he’s going to be checking our progress, so I have to do it this way.

I start to sketch out a basic outline of the photo while Parisa watches.

“Can you make my eyes a little bigger?” she asks. “And my nose a little smaller? Right there.”

She points at the photo.

“I’m getting graded on how much it looks like the photo,” I laugh.

“Yeah, but can’t you, like, put a filter on it?” Parisa grins. Every time Parisa takes a picture of us, she messes around with it for a while using a glam app. It makes your skin glow and does other things. By the time she’s done with it, we almost look like different people, and then she posts it on her socials. I’m not allowed to have any accounts until I’m in high school, but I wonder if her followers would recognize me if they ever met me in real life.

“Well, just make me look good,” Parisa says after I stare at her and don’t respond.

“You always look good,” I finally say. And I mean it. Parisa is a pretty girl, and she knows it. At least I think she does. Because she also acts like she needs other people to remind her.

I’m going to make sure her portrait is beautiful. But I’m not changing the way she looks.
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CHAPTER 6

Dinner’s ready. Don’t you hear Mama calling?” Musa bursts into my room.

“We’re coming.” Parisa has been playing videos on her phone, so we didn’t hear anything.

“What’s that?” Musa comes closer to my sketch pad.

“I’m drawing Parisa for my project.”

“That’s supposed to be her?” Musa points with a hand full of croutons. A few crumbs fall on the pad.

“It’s an outline of her eyeball, Musa. Move back! And don’t eat in here! You’re not allowed.”

“It looks like a turd,” Musa snorts.

I try to kick him, but he moves out of the way and cackles, his mouth stuffed with croutons. Sometimes it’s hard to believe he’s already in sixth grade.

“Maybe you should go to drawing school,” Musa taunts.

“Get out!” I yell, turning to Parisa for sympathy. But now she’s looking at the pad, her eyebrows furrowed.

“Do you think it looks like my eye?” she asks.

“It will, don’t worry,” I say, bristling. I try to brush them off, but Musa’s words stick to me. Do I need to take more art classes, or go to special camps, like Rubina Auntie mentioned? I remind myself to look some up later, to find out more. Maybe it’s not that expensive and I could try some. But no matter how much it costs, would it be worth it? Am I even any good at art? Or am I fooling myself?

“Come on, I’m hungry,” Parisa says, pulling me out of my thoughts. She bounces down the stairs as quickly as she came up.

The table is set, and Baba is sitting next to Mama. His face lights up when he sees us, and I lean over to say salaam and give him a kiss.

“Walaikum asalaam, beti,” he says. “How was your day?”

“It was okay.” I decide not to mention the dentist. I don’t want to talk about my new mouthguard or cracked tooth in front of everyone. I slide into my seat next to Musa and can tell he set the table. Everyone’s napkins are folded into crooked triangles like he didn’t care.

“What’s up, Moose?” Parisa asks him.

“My science report,” he says. His eyes are half-covered with a few curls. “I have to make a poster, and I suck at art.”

“I’ll help you,” I promise. I wish school for me included making more posters. I’d breeze through it. Apart from my art class, I’m in honors-level everything now, and my teachers assign so much homework. Plus, it feels like I have a test or quiz almost every day.

“Did you read any of the stuff for your report?” Parisa asks Musa.

“Obviously.” He rolls his eyes.

“Are you sure?” I tease. “I haven’t seen you reading anything lately.”

“I liked learning about this stuff. It’s extreme weather, like tornadoes and hurricanes.”

“You didn’t get the invitation?” Khala asks Mama as I fill my plate with food.

“Not yet,” Mama says. “But did anyone check the mail today?”

“I did,” Baba replies. “I didn’t see anything special.”

“Oh, this looks special,” Khala says. “It’s a big gold envelope with black letters.”

“Musa, can you go check?” Mama asks.

Musa drops his fork and goes to the console table where the mail sits in a basket.

“Make sure your hands are clean!” Khala adds.

Musa rubs his hands on his jersey and riffles through the pile.

“Found it,” he announces. And then he holds up a gigantic shiny envelope.

“You didn’t notice that?” Mama turns to Baba, her voice incredulous. “Here, give it to me.”

Mama slides her finger carefully under the flap to open it while we all watch. Inside is another envelope, and two smaller ones inside that one.

“Ooh! How pretty,” Parisa says, leaning over to look.

“They invited the whole family,” Mama says. “This must be a huge wedding!”

“Who’s getting married?” I ask. I haven’t heard about any weddings.

“The youngest Chaudry daughter,” Khala says, as if I’m supposed to know who the Chaudrys are.

“Can I see?”

Mama passes me the card and I run my finger over the hand-drawn calligraphy on the outside. The card itself is gold rimmed, and the paper is weighted and embossed. It’s super fancy.

“Who are these people? Have I met them?” I ask as I read about how “Drs. Salman Chaudry and Farida Chaudry” request the honor of our presence at the nikkah ceremony of their beloved daughter, Aisha.

“Yes, you know, Aisha, from the masjid. She graduated from UVA,” Mama explains, as if I’m supposed to remember everyone I’ve ever met at the masjid.

“It’s going to have beautiful events. Everyone is already talking about it,” Khala adds. “I’m already booking appointments for the two weeks before it begins.”

“That’s great.” Mama takes the card back from me and tucks it away carefully.

“It can be big for your business too. Lots of people will want new clothes. And there are so many functions—dholkis, the mehndi, the shaadi and the walima,” Khala continues.

“Let’s see, inshallah,” Mama says. I watch her take a careful bite of her rice and daal. The way her shoulders slump, she doesn’t seem confident about that.

“The new clothes are really pretty,” I pipe up. “Did you see them yet?”

“Not yet,” Khala says. “I want to check them out after dinner. But I think you need to do a better job with getting the word out about the shipment.”

Khala is right. I’ve been thinking about that all afternoon.

“Do you think we should add price tags to the outfits?” I say.

“Wait. You don’t have price tags?” Parisa asks. “How do people know how much things cost?”

“Mama tells them when they ask,” I explain.

“And then they bargain,” Mama adds.

She doesn’t say that the aunties who seem to have the most money are the ones who haggle the hardest. And Mama always lowers the price, more if they buy multiple outfits. The problem is, after paying her so little, she hardly makes a profit. But that doesn’t stop many of the aunties from acting like they’re doing her a big favor by making a purchase. I can’t imagine marching into Forever 21 and behaving the way these aunties do. I would never walk up to the register with an armful of leggings and T-shirts, sigh dramatically, and mutter, “Fiiiine, I’ll take it, if that’s the best you can do.”

“I think you need to make the business more like a real store,” I continue. “So that people understand the rules.”

“Customer training,” Baba says, looking up from his plate. “It’s smart.”

“Maybe.” Mama’s mouth turns down on one side of her face. “But I don’t want to lose my customers.”

“You won’t,” Khala argues, nodding at me. “I have fixed prices for my services. And now my repeat clients know not to keep asking for discounts.”

I smile at her gratefully, and then I add, with more confidence than I feel, “And I think we should advertise on social media.”

Parisa waves her hands around in excitement when she hears me.

“Totally,” she says.

“I don’t know about that,” Mama falters. “I’m not very good at it.”

“But she is.” I point to Parisa. “And she can help us. Right?”

Parisa leans in and whispers to me, “I thought you said you didn’t want to be on socials. And that you weren’t allowed.”

The second part is true. I wouldn’t mind, but my parents are pretty firm about the rules.

“It’s for the business,” I whisper back.

“Yeah, sure!” Parisa snorts.

“I’m serious!”

“I think the girls are right,” Khala says, crunching a cucumber. “It’s a way to get more people excited about the new clothes and styles. And it’s basically free, so why not?”

“I guess,” Mama says. “I don’t know much about the marketing side of this.”

“We do,” Parisa says. “We got you.”

My cousin looks at me and nods. And I wonder if my plan to grow the business might actually work.




[image: ]

CHAPTER 7

My stomach growls loudly as I stare at the question on the last page of my science test. It’s only second period, but I hardly had any breakfast this morning, and I’m hungry now. There’s a granola bar in my backpack, but I can’t take it out during our test. Ms. Simmons doesn’t let us eat in class anyway, and that’s probably a good rule. Who knows what else lurks on the surface of these lab tables, apart from the eraser dust I can see?

I only managed a couple of bites of cereal before school because I was feeling nauseous. If I tried to eat more, I know I would have thrown up. I push that thought out of my head and try to focus on the test. Luckily, I understand this unit on heredity and traits. At least I think I do.

I get through the multiple-choice questions about chromosomes, traits, alleles, and genes. My favorite part of this unit was mapping out a chart of different dominant and recessive genes in my family. I have things like my curly hair, which I get from my mom. And dangling earlobes, which I get from both my parents. I’m also a little bit nearsighted, though neither of my parents are. Same with Musa. Mama and Baba blame too many screens for ruining our eyes, but I don’t believe that. It’s genetics.

“Time’s up, everyone. Pass your papers up to the front,” Ms. Simmons says.

I glance at my test, unsure about my last few answers. But I make sure my name is on top, and hand it to Lucia, who takes it with a grimace. Once we’re allowed to talk, she whips around.

“What’d you get for number seven?” she asks.

“What was number seven?”

“Was it mitosis or meiosis?”

I pause, trying to remember.

Lucia doesn’t wait for an answer and turns to ask Jay, the kid sitting next to her. When he shrugs, I can’t help but smile. Not only did Lucia skip a grade, making her one of the youngest people in our class, she’s probably the most competitive too. Most of the time, her intensity works for her, but sometimes she gets obsessed with every point and won’t stop until she finds out what she needs to know. It’s good for me, because she pushes me to study harder, but it also stresses me out sometimes.

“It was mitosis,” she tells me after flipping through her notes. “I got it right.”

“Awesome,” I say, although now I can’t remember what my answer was. I hope I got it right too.

“See you at lunch?” Lucia asks me this every day, and it’s always the same answer.

“Yup.”

I tear open my granola bar and sneak bites of it on the way to art class, since we aren’t supposed to eat in the halls either. This has been happening more and more in the mornings. I can’t eat because I feel like it will make me sick, but then I worry about getting hungry later. And then I am hungry later.

“Good morning.” Mr. Carey smiles at a couple of other girls and me when we walk into the art room. It’s a surprisingly bare space, compared with what you’d expect. There are tons of supplies, cans with paintbrushes drying, and stacks of old newspapers in here. But it’s not like elementary school where bulletin boards are filled with colorful student art all around. Other than works in progress, our projects aren’t on display. But there is some amazing art by students in the hallways that I pass every day, which I’m sure Mr. Carey had something to do with.

I go to my table, which I share with the only other seventh grader in this class, Cody. Advanced Art is almost all eighth graders. Cody and I don’t talk much. He’s super into anime and designing skateboards that he sells online. His style is so different from mine, and though he’s never said so, I can’t help but wonder if he thinks my art is silly and fluffy compared to his graffiti-style inks.

“Get to work on your portraits, class,” Mr. Carey says as the bells rings and we settle onto our stools. “Let me know if you need my help. I’ll be walking around the room.” His voice is super deep and soothing, and he looks like someone who should play a dad on TV.

I pull out my art pad and look at what I’ve got so far. After Parisa left last night, I sketched out a rough contour of her entire face, plus her hair. Now I get to work on adding the details. But I don’t prefer this part and would rather make it less realistic. I get that it’s a skill to make something look like it does in real life, but that’s what photos are for, right? And, if you let Parisa get her hands on them with her glam app, even photos aren’t that realistic anymore.

I raise my hand.

“Mr. Carey? Can I ask a question?”

Mr. Carey looks thrilled that someone needs him, and he hurries over to me.

“What’s up, Deena? Oh, nice photo choice. Lots of contrast for you to apply to your form.”

“Thanks, but—”

“It’s a good image. Promise.” Mr. Carey is used to me second-guessing myself, after having me in class for half the year already.

“It’s not that. I was wondering if I could make this less realistic. I was looking at some of Van Gogh’s portraits last night and wanted to try to make it look more like one of those instead.”

“Oh.” Mr. Carey taps the photo that I’ve paper-clipped to the edge of my pad for reference. “We’ll get to Postimpressionism in our painting unit, which is five weeks long, a little later in the school year.”

“Yeah, but—”

“I promise you’ll get to do some cool stuff then with paint. But these are important skills to develop in the meantime. Trust me.”

“Okay.”

“But Van Gogh, huh?” Mr. Carey adds. “You a fan?”

“Yeah, I did a report on his life in social studies. And I really like his art.”

Mr. Carey’s eyes grow wider, and he nods.

“Fascinating life. Did you hear that there’s a theory that perhaps he didn’t cut off his own ear after all? That maybe it was actually Gaugin who cut him, and that Van Gogh was protecting him from getting arrested?” he says.

“No way. I didn’t see that.” I make a mental note to look it up. “I did read about how his family didn’t support him being an artist, except for his brother. And that he had a lot of mental health problems. It’s so sad.”

“Yes, a young, brilliant mind lost too soon. What a tragedy. He didn’t live to see the impact he made on the art world.” Mr. Carey shakes his head.

It is a tragedy. I learned that Van Gogh painted thousands of pieces in his short life, and that he only sold a couple while he was alive. He had no idea that his work would be so widely loved, for so many years after his death. I still have a book of his works that I checked out from the library. I’m not ready to give it back yet, even though I’m done with my report. I’ve been studying his paintings, and something about the bold colors and brushstrokes takes my breath away. I want to be able to make art so beautiful that it makes people gasp with appreciation.

But for now, I guess I’ll finish this portrait of Parisa the way I’m supposed to.
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CHAPTER 8

Wait, so what, you’re going to be like everyone else now?” Lucia’s tone is accusing as we sit together in the lunchroom.

“No, not like… everyone,” I argue.

Lucia slaps her head. “I knew it was just a matter of time before you got sucked in too.”

“It’s for business, not for fun,” I repeat.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’m going to create an account for my mom’s boutique and make her a logo. I’ll take photos of the clothes and post them so people can see how nice they are and then come see them. It’s advertising.”

“But we had a deal, remember?” Lucia picks at her sandwich and frowns at me.

“Yeah. But when I promised to join together, I didn’t know this was going to be a thing. Right?”

I’m being honest. I did have every intention of waiting for Lucia to be allowed to be on social media before joining. It was the right timing for me too. Her parents are as strict as mine are about phone use. They said she can’t get on any social media until after she’s thirteen, but since she skipped a grade, that won’t be until next year. I’m already thirteen, but I wasn’t allowed until I started high school. My parents have only loosened up because of my proposal to “market the business.” And it helps that I’m getting good grades in all my classes.

“I’m not going to get all obsessed about it,” I promise.

“We’ll see.” Lucia doesn’t seem convinced. “That’s what my sister said, but now my parents are always upset at her. They say social media makes her moody, and then she gets salty, and they say she’s proving them right. She loses her phone privileges and throws a fit. It’s so much drama. Like literally every day.”

That does sound terrible, and I can’t help but think that maybe Parisa has become a little like Lucia’s sister too, ever since she got on social media.

“I promise, this is to help get the word out about the boutique. My mom needs the help, Luce,” I say. “She’s always stressed out about money and in a bad mood, and then everyone gets in a bad mood. She and my dad argue all the time.”

“They do?” Lucia’s eyes cloud. “Is it, like, bad? The fighting?” She whispers the last part.

I take a sip of my water and think about it.

“I don’t know. It’s more like my mom is always going off about everything to my dad. I can tell he’s getting annoyed and then sometimes, he mutters under his breath. I’m afraid he’s going to get sick of it and—”

I don’t finish the thought.

“Leave?” Lucia says.

“No!” I shudder. “I was going to say, ‘snap and say something mean.’ ”

“Oh. Gotcha. Sorry. But, you know, people get divorced all the time because of money issues. I read that it’s the number one reason for breakups.”

Lucia is always quoting random articles about everything, so I’m not surprised. But my gut twists anyway.

“I don’t think that they’re at that point! I mean, not yet.” I frown. “At least I didn’t think so before.”

“I’m sure they aren’t.” Lucia pats my arm awkwardly. “And besides, you’re going to help. I’m sure it’s going to work out.”

“Yeah,” I mumble. “I hope so.”

“Yeah,” Lucia repeats. “Totally.”

Nisha slides into the seat next to Lucia holding a lunch tray.

“That line took forever! Something was wrong with the machine so we couldn’t enter our PINs,” she complains. “My food’s totally cold.”

She takes a bite of her veggie burger and drops it back on the tray.

“This is nasty. I need to start bringing lunch again,” she says.

I try to muster up a smile, but it probably comes out lopsided, because Nisha turns to me with a concerned look.

“What’s the matter? You feeling okay? Stomach bothering you again?”

“I’m fine,” I say, not wanting to talk about my parents or think about divorce anymore. “We had a science test earlier and I don’t know if I did okay.”

“You always say that, and you always do okay,” Nisha says.

“I guess.”

“Did you hear what happened with tennis tryouts?” Nisha continues.

“Did you make the team?” Lucia asks.

“I hope so. Coach said today she’s cutting two people.”

“That sucks.” Lucia frowns.

“No, no, it’s fine. I think I’m definitely better than at least two of the other players,” Nisha says. She opens up her chocolate milk. “Not to brag, but my serve is stronger than Tyler Parker’s, and June Lang’s backhand is inconsistent.”

“Well, it sucks for whoever gets cut,” Lucia adds. She’s got a lot of sympathy for everyone else who stinks at sports. And that’s actually how we became friends. I hit Lucia in the face with a basketball in fourth grade while making a bad pass. It made her nose bleed. Luckily, she was super nice about it, and by the time I helped her to the nurse’s station, we were already giggling together.

Nisha is the opposite of us. She’s one of the most athletic kids I know, other than Musa. Her family moved to Virginia from India only two years ago. Back in India, she went to a fancy private school where she was some sort of tennis champion.

“You’re totally making the team, Nisha,” I say, smiling at my friend. “There’s no way you’re not making it.”

“I hope you’re right.” Nisha smiles back. “Can I have some of your pretzels? I’m still so hungry, and I’m not getting back in that line.”

We polish off the rest of my lunch together, and I tell my friends about my ideas for the business and brainstorm with them. Lucia says we should make Musa stand on the corner and twirl a big sign with an arrow on it to advertise, and we all crack up. None of the ideas we come up with are great, but at least my stomach is settled by the time the bell rings. And I feel better about whatever is coming next.




[image: ]

CHAPTER 9

The bus ride home is loud like usual, but I pop in my earbuds to drown out the chatter and the squeal of the brakes. As I stare out the window, I brainstorm logo ideas for the boutique. I told my friends at lunch that I want to come up with something creative that plays off the letter Z, for my mom’s name, Zarina. I wish I could get out my sketchbook and play around with my ideas, but I’ve tried drawing on the bus before, and it’s way too bumpy.

“Thanks, Miss Linda.” I step off the bus and wave to the driver, glad to breathe in fresh air on the short walk home. Musa trails behind me, kicking a rock down the sidewalk. Our house sits in the middle of a group of five different-colored brick town houses that always remind me of a little family. The neighbors on the right, in the white house, are a little nosy but bring us homemade cookies and treats for every holiday. The people on the left, in the dark brown brick, are friendly but loud. They’ve got toddlers who are always outside riding tricycles or playing in a turtle-shaped sandbox.

“Salaam,” I yell as I come inside, slip off my shoes, and throw my backpack to the ground. Mama is in the kitchen cooking, and the smell of onions and masala is overwhelming, despite the open window and exhaust fan blowing. I steer clear of it, head straight to my room, and shut the door.

Safe inside, I sit on the carpet, spread out my colored pencils, and start to doodle a few designs. First, I draw a Z that’s shaped like a lightning bolt. It’s cool but maybe says superhero more than elegant clothes. Then I draw embroidery patterns and henna designs inside the letter Z. I’m lost in thought when my door swings open and Musa bursts inside.

“What are you doing?” Musa never remembers to knock. But then again, neither do my parents. They actually hate it when I close my bedroom door. It’s like they immediately assume I’m doing something suspicious in here if they can’t see inside. That’s why I always change my clothes in the hallway bathroom.

“Drawing,” I say.

Musa comes inside and squats beside me.

“That’s cool,” he says, pointing to the lightning bolt. “Can you make one like that on my poster?”

“Sure,” I say. I totally forgot that I offered to help him with his science report yesterday. “Let’s do it right now.”

“Now?” Musa looks at me, surprised. “I have practice in half an hour.”

I should have noticed that Musa was wearing soccer socks up to his knees. It seems like he’s always at practice, playing at a game, or in a tournament. When he isn’t playing soccer, he’s watching it or playing FIFA on the PlayStation. I used to kick the ball around with him outside, but he doesn’t have the patience for me sending it into the parking lot anymore. And he can literally dribble circles around me. He’s done it before. Both in real life, and in FIFA.

“We can get started at least,” I say.

“Can I have a snack first?”

“Yeah. Bring it up here, and some for me too. And the tub of markers. Wait. Do you have poster paper?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay then, let’s do this.”

Musa start to leave.

“Don’t forget napkins!” I yell after him.

Musa sticks his head back inside the door.

“I thought we’re not supposed to eat up here,” he reminds me.

“I know, but it smells in the kitchen.”

“True.” Musa leaves, and I make space on the carpet for us to work. A few minutes later he returns, holding a plate full of Oreos and a glass of milk.

“What about me?” I ask. “Where’s my milk?”

“I couldn’t carry so much.” Musa shrugs. “We can share.”

“It’s okay.” There’s no way I’m sharing a drink with him. He backwashes like crazy. Sure enough, after he takes one bite of cookie, there are dark brown crumbs floating in his milk. Nasty!

“So, what do you want to make?” I ask, grabbing an Oreo.

“A giant tornado in the middle, and some cars flying in the air.” Musa doesn’t hesitate at all before directing me.

I follow his orders and we get to work, creating a giant twister on the page out of marker and charcoal pastels. It looks ominous, like it’s going to jump off the paper.

“This is awesome!” Musa wipes the charcoal off his hands, onto his socks instead of a napkin. “What about the cars?”

“I think you should cut them out of construction paper, and glue them on. It’ll be 3D that way. And everything stands out more in 3D.”

“Yes!” Musa leans over and gives me a little punch in the shoulder.

“Hey! What’s that for?” I laugh.

“For being the best artist,” he declares. “And for helping me.”

“Thanks, Moose,” I say softly. It feels good to impress someone, even a sixth grader with a milk mustache. “You know, you still have to add in some science stuff.”

“I will, but at least this isn’t boring and will get people’s attention.”

I watch as he cuts out a little car and draws tiny people inside, their mouths shaped into terrified O’s. I finish off the last of the cookies as I watch him, thinking about the power of 3D. And then a big idea pops into my head.
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CHAPTER 10

What do you think?” I show Mama my sketch pad with the finished logo design.

“Did you do your homework?” she asks.

“Yes, Mama, but look. This is a logo. For the business.”

“Oh. What are those little lines?” she asks, squinting at the page.

“It’s like a tape measure. Get it? To show how you can make alterations and change things. Like you’re doing for Rubina Auntie.”

I show her how the Z design I finally came up with is a folded yellow measuring tape. It’s set against a cobalt-blue background that will be textured—like fabric.

“Will it be hard to see?” Mama reaches for her reading glasses.

“It’s okay if people don’t notice that part right away. But I searched up a bunch of company logos earlier. All of the coolest ones were where the symbol has something to do with what the business is about,” I explain.

“Like what?”

“Like Staples has an actual staple for the letter l, and Nike’s swoosh is supposed to be the wing of the goddess Nike.”

“Oh, it is? I hadn’t realized.” Mama has her glasses on now, but she starts to riffle through a pile of mail on the counter and is completely distracted by it.

“What do you think of the logo? I was going to make a final version on the iPad but wanted to see if you liked the idea first.”

Mama is tearing open a bill now, and she doesn’t respond.

“I had another idea too,” I quickly add.

Silence.

“Are you listening?” I ask. I try to remember the other logo ideas I had, other than this one. But I like this one. I mean, I did before. I think.

“Yes, yes, I like it,” Mama says. But then she frowns at the paper in her hand and asks, “Is this right? This doesn’t seem right. It’s too much.”

“I don’t know, but like I was saying,” I begin again. “I also thought that we could maybe ask Parisa and some of our friends to model the new clothes for the boutique. It’ll look so much better than basic pictures of the clothes on hangers. And it’s a way to get more people to notice the outfits and hear about you.”

Mama gives me her full attention now.

“Where would you put them?” she asks.

“Put what?”

“The photos.”

“Oh. On a website, and on social media, with links to the website. Like regular stores do.” I smile because that part should be obvious to Mama. It’s not like I was planning to put up posters of the photos all around town. But Mama’s old-fashioned when it comes to marketing. She still calls up the list of people in her contacts, like Rubina Auntie and a bunch more, to tell them when she has a new shipment of clothes.

“Hmm.” Mama pauses, and runs her finger along the edge of her glasses while she considers what I said. “Parisa is too young. I don’t want her photos online. Not for everyone to see.”

“But that’s the whole point. We want everyone to see,” I protest. “Parisa’s tall and the clothes will look good on her.” Mama and Khala always talk about how clothes “fall” and the flow of them. That’s hard to capture unless someone is wearing them. And although I haven’t asked her yet, I’m certain that Parisa would love the chance to model. Especially if that means doing her hair and makeup.

“No.” Mama’s tone is firm. “I don’t want weirdos and creeps looking at her.”

Right. I forgot about the weirdos and creeps. From what my mother and Khala say, the internet is the place where they all hang out.

“Well then,” I add, thinking quickly. “What if we don’t show their faces? We could take pictures from the neck down, or with her turned away, or looking down or holding something. That way you still get to see the clothes, and don’t have to worry about the creeps.”

“That could work.” Mama nods as she speaks. She shoves the bill back in the envelope and peers at me more closely.

“You really care about this, don’t you?” she says after a moment.

“Yeah, of course,” I say, feeling my face warm up. “I want to help you, and the business.”

“That’s great.” Mama touches my cheek lightly. “Parisa helps her mom so much with the salon. Khala was telling me again that it has made such a big difference.”

“I know,” I mumble. I’ve been hearing a lot about Parisa working her magic for a while. But we’re talking about my ideas now.

“Why don’t you talk to her and Khala and see what they think?” Mama says. “If they’re okay with it, then we can try.”

“Okay,” I agree.

Mama looks down and points at my sketchbook.

“Your logo is very nice too,” she adds.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “Because now I don’t know if I like it anymore.”

“I’m sure.” Mama smiles. “Thank you for making it. You’re very talented.”

I nod, because her finally saying the thing I’ve wanted to hear for so long is making a lump form in my throat. I want to tell my mother that I’d like to take some art classes or go to a camp. I know I’m pretty good at art, but I’m not amazing. And I want to be amazing at it.

But I have a feeling Mama won’t understand, and then this moment will be ruined. So instead, I give her a quick squeeze and ask if I can go over to see Parisa before dinner.
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CHAPTER 11

I don’t expect to walk straight into a torture scene. Parisa’s older brother, Daniyal, opens the front door, mumbles salaam, and warns me with “Be careful or they’ll get you too.” But since he’s smirking like usual, I don’t realize he’s serious.

Before I open the door to go down into the basement, I hear Parisa.

“Ow ow ow!” she yelps.

And then I walk into the salon and see Khala rip off her daughter’s arm hair with a wax strip. As she tosses it into a pile of other strips, I can see all the tiny hairs, roots and all, stuck to the wax. It’s disgusting. And fascinating.

“Hold still,” Khala says. And then she spreads more wax onto my cousin’s arm, presses another strip on top, waits a few seconds, and then pulls.

“Yoowwwww!” Parisa howls. I’m not sure if she’s being extra loud for my benefit. But I say something like “I’ll come back later,” and quickly turn to leave.

“We’re almost done,” Khala says, wiping sweat off her forehead. “Sit down.”

I send Parisa a pleading look. I don’t want to watch any more of this.

“Last bit,” Parisa says. “Don’t go. I won’t yell.”

I sit on the leather couch in the corner and pick up a magazine while I wait. It’s an old issue of Desi Fashion and appears to be a bridal edition. I thumb through it, studying the clothes and the way the models are posing with their dupatta. These photographs are incredible and really showcase the outfits. In one photo, a bride is sitting in the middle of a palatial room, with her langha spread out all around her. Her head is slightly bowed, her lashes are thick and dramatic, and her hands are covered with henna and folded on her lap. It’s so elaborate that I can’t stop looking at her, which is probably the effect the magazine wanted.

“Done.” Parisa walks up to me, rubbing aloe onto her arms and picking off the tiny bits of wax that are left on her skin. “Look, how smooth.”

“Yeah.” I glance at her arms and quickly look away. They are red and raw, and it looks painful.

“It’ll calm down in like ten minutes,” Parisa says, putting her sweatshirt back on over her tank top. “It’s totally worth it.”

She looks at my arms. And then I look at them too.

“You should—”

“No way,” I cut her off. “I’m not doing that.”

“But—”

“It’s okay. My arms have a little bit of hair on them. Big deal. It doesn’t bother me.”

“I think it would look so much better if you took it off,” Parisa says.

Of course she does. It’s another way I need to change myself to be “better” than I am now.

“I’m good,” I mutter.

“I know you are. You’re lucky you’re so confident,” Parisa says. She looks at the magazine in my hand, points at the woman on the page, and sighs. “Wow. She’s stunning.”

Confident? Me?

“I just don’t like pain,” I snort. “That did not look fun. At all. And that pile of used hair strips is so nasty. You should post a picture of that for your friends to see.”

“Gross! Can you imagine?!” Parisa giggles.

I smile at her. And then I bring up the reason I came over, and the reason I stayed.

“Speaking of posting. I came up with a logo design for Z’s Threads.”

“What?” Parisa looks confused.

“The boutique.”

“Oh! Is that the name? Cute!” She nods. “Let’s see.”

I pull up the photo I took of the logo on my phone and hand it to her.

“It’s still rough, but you get the idea,” I say.

“Oh my gosh!” Parisa jumps up. “This is SO GOOD! Ammi, you have to see this!”

Khala comes over from where she was putting away her waxes and cleaning up.

“Look! It’s a little measuring tape,” Parisa explains to Khala, their heads bent over the phone together.

“I see that.” Khala nods. “It’s fantastic. Nice job, Deena.”

“Thanks.” I try not to grin too widely. “And, I had another idea for marketing the clothes.”

As they both turn to look at me, I quickly explain the modeling idea, including Mama’s concerns about posting photos, and my solution. I watch as Parisa’s eyes grow bigger, and she starts to nod her head quickly before I’m done explaining.

“I’ll totally do it!” she says, before turning to her mom. “Can I?”

Khala has more questions, and then a bunch of suggestions.

“I think it’s a smart idea,” she finally says. “I’ve been trying to get your mom to branch out for a while now.”

Parisa claps her hands. “This is going to be so fun! My friends will love it! Thanks, Deenie Beenie.”

“Thank you, for agreeing to do it.”

“Well, I do have one favor to ask for in return,” Parisa warns.

“What?”

Parisa points at my arm hair, but I get up and run away. She chases me with a tub of wax, and I scream until Daniyal comes downstairs to check on us. He looks so confused and alarmed when he sees the scene that we can’t help but laugh super hard. And then I manage to escape upstairs—with all my arm hair safely intact.
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CHAPTER 12

Make the lettering a little bigger,” Parisa says, pointing to the screen. I’ve never built a website before, but I understand now why people get paid to do this. It isn’t easy, especially if you pick the wrong template to start with. Luckily, Parisa suggested looking for a few other small boutiques with nice websites that we can mimic. And then I thought of asking her older brother, Daniyal, to help us. He’s super into computers and was happy to show off his skills.

“Since you aren’t selling anything from the site, it’s pretty basic,” Daniyal says from the dining table where the three of us are sitting. “It’s mostly the contact info and a gallery.”

“Right,” I say, grateful that he’s taken charge of this.

Before we convinced him to help us, I managed to add the logo and the name Z’s Threads in a fun, free font that I downloaded. Then Parisa helped me write a short “About Us,” using a bunch of words like “modern,” “classy,” “high fashion,” and whatever else she suggested.

“It totally looks like a real website,” Parisa says, peering over my shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

“It is a real website,” Daniyal says.

“Why can’t I find it on my phone then?” Parisa argues. “It’s not there.”

“That’s because we haven’t gone live yet. Or paid for a host yet, genius. But once you’re happy with it, we will,” Daniyal explains. “That’s easy.”

“I think we should wait until we have the photo shoot, right?” I ask.

“You can put ‘coming soon’ for that section for now, if you want,” Daniyal says. He pushes back his chair. “I can add that in for you, but then I’ve got homework to do.”

“Thank you so much for doing this,” I say, trying to sound as appreciative as I feel. Daniyal is always holed up in his room studying, and I know his time is precious. He’s a junior in high school, and Khala is always saying how that’s the hardest and most important year of school. I’m not in a hurry to get there.

“No problem,” Daniyal says. He leaves the room and I wonder if I should ask him to model a couple of men’s outfits for us.

I turn to ask Parisa, “Can we do the photo shoot on Saturday?”

“Yes! I’m so excited!” Parisa squeals. She stands extra straight and starts to strut across the family room like she’s on a runway.

“How do you know how to do that?” I ask her.

“I watched a video that explained how to walk like a runway model. You have to look straight ahead, and step like you’re walking on a line.”

“You mean, like on a tightrope?”

“No, Deena!” Parisa snorts. “When have you ever seen models walk like this before?” She starts to pretend she’s in a circus act with her arms out to her sides, stumbling like a tall, clumsy mime.

“I haven’t,” I admit. Sometimes I blurt things out without thinking them through.

“What I mean is that you put one foot in front of the other, as if you’re walking on top of an imaginary line, like this.” Parisa demonstrates as she speaks, gliding along the length of the family room and back. “That’s what makes models walk different than regular people. Their hips swing. And they don’t move their arms too much.”

“Did you practice that?” I ask. “You’re so good at it.”

Parisa stops walking and turns her body toward me, with her hand on her hip.

“You think?” She smiles. “I would love to be a model.”

“For real?” It’s not surprising.

“Sure. That would be completely amazing. But I’m not tall enough for the runway.”

“You’re so tall!”

“You need to be like super tall. Like five foot ten.”

“Oh.” That’s tall.

As Parisa explains the world of supermodeling to me, I sketch her strutting on a runway. Her hair is in a high ponytail and her cheeks are sucked in. It’s a simple caricature, but Parisa takes one look at it and flips out.

“Oh my gosh! I LOVE that!” she squeals. “Can I have it?”

“It’s pretty rough.” I hesitate. “I can make you a better one to keep.”

“No, it’s not,” she says. “It’s so much better than I could ever do! Please!”

I hand her the book and she carefully rips out the page.

“This is so cool,” Parisa gushes, totally focused on the cartoon of herself now. At least we’re done with the site already.

“Can I post it?” she adds. Unlike me, Parisa is all over social media. She says that it’s the main way she keeps up with her friends and knows what’s going on in the world. To be fair, she does know a lot more about things than me.

“I guess.”

“But I can’t tag you,” Parisa says as she takes a photo of the drawing and smiles at the image on her phone. “You should have an account of your own. That way you could post your art for everyone to see.”

My heart jumps at the thought of people other than my family and teachers seeing my art.

“Let me start with the boutique account, and then we’ll see. I don’t know what I would post anyway,” I say, trying to act nonchalant and ignoring the pounding in my chest. Then I think of Lucia and the promise I made her to wait to get on social media together.

I want to talk about it more, but Parisa has already started tapping on her phone screen to upload the photo. It’s like I’ve already left to go home.

So, I leave.
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CHAPTER 13

I hear the hum of the sewing machine as soon as I walk into the house. Mama is in the corner of the room, hunched over the table, feeding fabric in smooth strokes under the needle. I wait for her to pause before speaking.

“Salaam, Mama.”

“Oh!” Mama jumps in her seat. “You scared me!”

She turns around to look at me, clutching her chest.

“Sorry!” I say.

“How was your visit?” Mama asks, her face relaxing as she laughs nervously.

“Everyone likes the logo. We started a website. Daniyal helped. And Parisa is excited about the modeling. We’ll have the photo shoot on Saturday, and I’m going to ask Lucia and Nisha too.”

“That was fast,” Mama says, her eyebrows coming together. She’s right that I’m moving quickly. Even though I’m usually much slower with decisions, for some reason, it’s easier with all of this. Maybe because it’s not only about me.

“We need to move fast, so we can get more customers. With the wedding and everything,” I insist, before she can protest.

“Yes, you’re right.” Mama sighs softly. “I hope I can keep up.” She gives me a little smile and turns back around.

“What are you working on?” I ask.

“Rubina’s outfit. She said she needed it next week before, but now she texted and said she’s coming tomorrow to get it.”

“She texted you today?”

“Yes, while you were out.”

“And wants it an entire week earlier?”

“Yes.”

“Mama.” I move to the other side of the table so I can see her face. “Don’t you think that’s unfair?”

“What is?” Mama has a thread in her mouth.

“That you have to drop everything in your life to do this for her? What’s the big hurry?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t ask. That would be rude.”

“But it’s rude of her, Mama. People can’t do that with other businesses, right? They have regular hours. And regular policies. If it takes a week to get something made, you can’t force them to give it to you the next day.”

The machine is singing again, and Mama makes a line of neat stitches in the dark pink fabric.

“Right?” I ask louder.

Mama finishes the line and then stops.

“You don’t need to worry about these things.” Mama sighs. “You don’t understand how it works. Focus on your homework and let me finish. If I don’t get it done, then she won’t pay for it.”

I feel my face warm up. I understand a lot. Like what’s fair. Rubina Auntie is taking advantage of Mama. Just like so many of the other ladies who act like they can. But instead of telling Auntie to be patient, Mama’s being short with me.

I stand there, silent, chewing on my nail as Mama gets back to work. Her hands are steady, and her stitched lines are straight. I remember how much I loved watching her make things when I was younger. She sewed all the curtains in our house, added tassels on to pillows, smiled when she worked, and showed us her progress proudly. Plus, it wasn’t almost nine o’clock at night on a Tuesday.

But it’s not the time to remind her of that. The conversation is over. My stomach churning, I go up to my room and flip mindlessly through my library book on Van Gogh to calm myself down. It’s a large volume of all of his works. Every chapter has details about his life that I read back when I was focused on my report. Right now, I relax by looking at the paintings.

I study the faces in Van Gogh’s portraits. As I trace his wide brushstrokes with my finger, I can’t help but notice that his self-portraits are all serious, without a smile. They don’t reveal his emotions, or any of the torment he must have felt so strongly that he later took his own life. Did he paint his own filter to hide behind?

Next, I turn to the many paintings he made of sunflowers. Some are more vibrant than others. Many are shrunken, withered, dying. What was Van Gogh trying to say through his art? What was he telling us?

I remember my conversation with Mr. Carey about Van Gogh’s life as I pull out my sketchbook and start to draw. I outline some flowers, copying a few of my favorite pages from the book. And then I add in some bees and a few butterflies.

I’d like to have a bigger audience for my artwork and think about what Parisa said about using social media. Maybe I should try it. But the idea of putting my stuff out there for anyone to comment on is scary. What if it’s not good enough? What if people don’t like it?

And I can’t help but wonder, what would have happened to Vincent Van Gogh’s art if he was on social media? Would his work be the same?
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CHAPTER 14

I hit snooze on my alarm again. Seven more minutes of glorious sleep.

BEEEP! BEEEP! BEEEP!

Ugh. It doesn’t feel like any more time has passed, but I drag myself out of bed this time. It’s 6:47 a.m. and I have to catch the bus at 7:15 a.m. I miss the days of elementary school when I could roll out of bed at 8 a.m.

As I stumble into the bathroom, it hits me. The nausea. It hasn’t been as bad the last few days, and I was hoping that I was over it. But no, there it is again. Even after I splash water on my face and brush my teeth, the feeling comes in waves. It’s like someone is wringing out my insides like a big soggy sponge. And the only way to make it stop is to throw up. I lean over the sink and try, but nothing comes out except for a weak cough.

In the mirror, the person staring back at me looks tired.

“Get yourself together, Deena,” I growl at her.

I throw on some clothes, sweep my hair into a knot, grab my backpack, and head downstairs. Musa’s in the kitchen eating breakfast, and Baba is fixing a cup of chai. Mama’s already left early this morning for Mrs. Taylor’s house. For the past three years, she’s been helping an older woman every morning with her medicines, showering, and exercises. That means Baba gets us ready before he leaves for work.

“Salaam, Deena.” Baba smiles. “What do you want to eat?”

“Cereal,” I mumble, although I doubt that I’ll be able to force down more than a bite. If I say that I want nothing, like I want to, I know I’ll get a bunch of concerned questions.

“What’s wrong with your face?” Musa asks as I slide in the seat next to him with a bowl and spoon.

“Nothing. What’s wrong with yours?”

“You look greenish.”

“I don’t feel good.”

“What’s the matter?” Baba comes over and puts a hand on my forehead. “Not feeling good how?”

“Just a stomachache.”

“Oh.” Baba looks relieved. “Eat something. Maybe you’re hungry.”

I nod at Baba and pour myself some cereal and some milk. And then I stare at it, pushing it around with my spoon. I try to raise the spoon to my lips, but the thought of taking one bite makes me want to vomit again.

Luckily, no one is watching me. Baba is rushing around throwing snacks into our lunch boxes. Musa is scribbling the math homework he didn’t finish last night and trying not to spill on it.

“You better go,” Baba says, checking the time. “The bus will be here soon.”

I quickly go over to the sink and pour my cereal down before he sees, trying to wash away my guilt along with the lumps of mushy flakes. It’s not like I want to waste it. I can picture Mama’s face while she scans the sale ads for the grocery store, scolding me and reminding me how much a box of cereal costs.

I grab a granola bar, say khuda hafiz to Baba, and follow Musa out the door. The bus pulls up, and I step onto it and slide into one of the seats in the middle. It’s an unspoken rule that the sixth graders are in the front, seventh graders are next, and the eighth graders are in the back.

I lean my head against the window and close my eyes. The cool pane against my cheek helps, but I don’t say a word for the entire ride. I don’t think I could. Instead, I think about what Baba said when I was younger, and I went into my parents’ bedroom when I was scared or had a bad dream. He’d take me back to my room, tuck me in, and say, “Make dua, Deena. When you do dhikr, your heart will find rest, along with your body.” I’d recite all the duas and surahs I knew, until I fell back asleep. And now I try that again, silently reciting passages from the Quran, praying for this feeling to pass.

When we get to school, I head to my locker, and Nisha is at hers on the other side of the hall.

“Hey, Deena,” she says, looking cheerful. “Did you hear?”

I turn my head to look at her.

“I made the team!” she squeals.

I try to open my mouth to congratulate her, but the wave of nausea is stronger than ever. There’s no forcing words out of my mouth. Instead, I run to the bathroom, dodging people in the hallway.

I make it to a stall before my stomach ties in knots and forces up the few sips of water I had this morning, and not much else. I’m embarrassed as I make retching sounds and hope no one else is in the bathroom. But once I’ve cleaned out my insides, I feel better.

When I open the stall, Nisha is standing there, hugging herself with a worried look on her face.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“Yeah.” I walk to the sink, wash my hands, and rinse out my mouth. Then I splash some water on my face. “I’m fine.”

“You should go to the nurse,” Nisha says.

“I’m okay now. You know I don’t feel great in the mornings.”

“Yeah, but you threw up. What if you have a virus? Come on, I’m taking you.”

Nisha won’t take no for an answer. She grabs my backpack and guides me back outside toward the nurse’s station. And because I’m sick of feeling this way, I let her take me there.
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CHAPTER 15

What’s the problem, hon?” Ms. Freundlich asks as I walk into the small room near the main office that smells like disinfectant.

“She threw up,” Nisha says, leading me protectively to the chair in the corner.

“Okay, let’s see what’s going on,” Ms. Freundlich says to me, before adding to Nisha, “Thanks for your help. You can head to class now.”

“Thanks,” I mumble to my friend.

“Feel better.” Nisha turns, her back straight like always, and leaves after giving me a sympathetic wave.

“So, not feeling well?” Ms. Freundlich asks.

“I’m actually feeling fine now. And I hardly threw up at all,” I explain. Although as I speak, I can’t help but think about how close that call was. A few more seconds, and I would have been retching in front of the lockers, in the middle of the hallway. And everyone around me would have seen me. I think I would have died right there and then from the embarrassment.

“I see.” Ms. Freundlich leans forward and waves a digital thermometer across my forehead.

“No fever,” she says after reading it. “Do you have a headache? Stomachache? Diarrhea?”

“I had a stomachache before I threw up.”

“I see.”

“And I felt nauseous,” I add.

Ms. Freundlich wipes down the thermometer and puts it away. She’s wearing a white lab coat with her name tag on it.

“Did you eat breakfast?” she asks.

“No.”

“Do you usually?”

“I tried to eat, but felt like I would throw up, so then I didn’t.”

Ms. Freundlich takes a few notes as she listens. Then she pulls up a chair and sits across from me.

“How long have you been feeling this way?”

I think about the question. It’s been a while. On and off for weeks. Maybe a month. But it hasn’t always been as bad as today. Not every day, anyway. And I haven’t thrown up at school before, though I do throw up at home sometimes.

“Maybe a few days,” I finally say. That seems like a reasonable answer. “Can I have some water, please?”

“Sure.” Ms. Freundlich gets up, goes to the sink in the corner, and fills a paper cup with water that she hands to me. “Do you need me to call someone to take you home?”

“No, thanks.” I sit up straighter and take a sip of the water. “I feel fine now.”

“You want to go to class?” Ms. Freundlich goes over to the laptop on her desk and starts to type. I’m not sure what she’s doing.

“Can I?” I ask.

Ms. Freundlich turns around.

“Sure. But if you feel badly again, you come back here, okay?”

“Okay. Can I have a pass to first period?”

“Sure.” Ms. Freundlich scribbles out a note for me.

I stand up, grab my backpack, and reach my hand out for the note.

“One more thing.” Ms. Freundlich pauses with her hand midair. “Have you been feeling worried or uncertain lately?”

I freeze. Is Ms. Freundlich some kind of mind reader?

“A little,” I admit.

“Anything out of the ordinary?” she presses. The weight of Ms. Freundlich’s gaze is making me sweat.

“Not really. No.”

“Okay, well, I want you to know that if there’s something on your mind, you can always talk to me and Mr. Lin, the school counselor.”

“Uh. Okay.” I try not to look as confused as I feel.

Ms. Freundlich smiles and pats my arm. “In case it’s something in your head that’s making your stomach hurt.”

“My head?”

“Yes, whatever you’re worried about. And if so, maybe it would be good to talk to someone. Right?”

“Right.” I say that, although she has it backward. It’s the fact that my stomach aches and that I feel nauseous that makes me feel worried. Not the other way around.

“Can I go now?” I ask.

“Sure,” Ms. Freundlich says. She pauses, studies my face, and then hands me the note. “We’re here for you, hon.”

“Okay. But I’m fine.”

I pick up my backpack and head out, remembering to say thank you before I leave.

“You’re welcome, hon.”

After I turn the corner, I take a deep breath, glad to be out of there. I take the granola bar out of my bag. Once I’m out of sight, I take a tiny bite of the bar, chewing slowly. The last thing I want to do is talk about this with the school counselor. I mean, Mr. Lin seemed nice enough the few times I’ve listened to him make presentations to my grade. But what if he calls Mama and Baba, and then this whole thing turns into a big deal, like the mouthguard all over again? I can imagine my parents’ confusion and worry over being called in to school because of me. They’d have to miss work. And Mama would have that look on her face. Everyone has enough to worry about already. And I’m fine. I can handle this.

I finish the bar, taking the long way to class. And by the time I get there, my mind is made up. Nothing is wrong with me. I just have to figure out how to power through. And everything will be okay. I make another silent prayer for it. Because it has to be.
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CHAPTER 16

That’s coming along nicely,” Mr. Carey says to me. He’s strolling around the art classroom with his hands clasped behind his back as he peers at our work. The cardigan sweater he’s wearing has elbow patches on it, which makes him look like a TV grandpa today.

“Thanks,” I say, grateful for the feedback. I’m almost done with my portrait of Parisa. Her face is already complete. Now I’m touching up the shading and adding some more detail to her hair. For some reason, that’s been the hardest part to get right. It’s like I’ve got Parisa stuck in the back of my mind, saying “make me look good.”

“How’d you get those to look like that?” Cody asks from the other side of my table. He leans over and points at my page.

“What?”

“The eyes. Look at mine. They’re totally dead.” Cody shows me his portrait of an older woman, probably in her sixties. I see what he means. She has zombie eyes.

“Maybe you could add some reflection of light in them?” I spent a lot of time on Parisa’s eyes after Musa’s obnoxious turd comment, and it paid off. They turned out nice in the end and are now the most striking part of the portrait.

“Yeah. But how do I do that?”

“Like this.” I start to sketch another eye for him on some scrap paper. “When you make the pupil, leave a bit of white in a spot, for the light reflecting off it.”

I demonstrate what I mean, shading with the side of my pencil.

Cody watches intently.

“Yeah, that’s so much better,” he says. “You’re really good.”

“Thanks,” I say, feeling my cheeks flush from the unexpected praise. “And make it darker on the top for the shadow from the eyelid. Like this. When it’s all the same color, it doesn’t look as realistic.”

When I’m done, Cody asks to borrow my eraser.

“I think I can remove some of the shading in here,” he says, “instead of starting over.”

“Yeah, you should totally try that.”

As Cody gets back to work, I look at my portrait again. Now that I spent some time on the project, I’m glad we did it. But, like Cody, I’m still more excited about other stuff. I check that Mr. Carey is busy talking to another student and flip to a page in my personal sketchbook. It’s a self-portrait I started, which is a lot like the ones Van Gogh did. I’m using colored pencils and pastels instead of paint. Last night, I drew the outline of myself. My head is turned slightly, like Van Gogh’s is in many of his portraits. Also, my expression is grim, like his. Unlike Van Gogh, whose eyebrows are faint, mine are thick and dark, like my hair. And my face is rounder and full, nothing like his sunken cheeks.

“Whoa. That’s awesome. What are you doing that for?”

I look up and see Cody is staring at my page again.

“For fun. I did a report on Van Gogh and got into his style of drawing and painting.”

While we’re talking, Mr. Carey returns, and I quickly start to close my book.

“Hold on.” Mr. Carey’s hand rests on the edge of my page. “Let me see.”

I turn back to the portrait and chew on my nail while he studies it silently. Finally he turns his head and looks at me.

“You really are a big Van Gogh fan, aren’t you?” he says, smiling.

“I guess,” I say. I mean, I think it’s obvious.

“I hope you signed up for the field trip?”

“What field trip?”

“I only mentioned it three times, Deena.” Mr. Carey shakes his head like he can’t believe it. But either he forgot and told his other classes, or I must not have been paying attention.

“It’s called Van Gogh: The Immersive Experience, this interactive exhibit that’s traveling to different cities,” he continues. “It’s coming to DC, and a couple of the students asked about it, so we were able to get a group rate to bring the cost down.”

I would have heard him talk about that! He definitely forgot to tell us.

“When is it?” Cody looks up and asks our teacher.

“In two weeks. You didn’t hear me talk about it either?” Mr. Carey asks, shaking his head. It’s true that our teacher makes announcements about local art shows and contests at the beginning of class while we’re gathering materials, and most of us tend to tune him out.

“Stop by my desk for a permission slip,” he adds.

“I will, thanks,” I say, glad he mentioned it. The idea of seeing a bunch of Van Gogh paintings up close sounds incredible! It’s one thing to see his work in books, but to study his brushstrokes in person will be next level.

Cody stops Mr. Carey and shows him the eyes of his portrait. They are looking better already. Mr. Carey encourages him to continue doing what he’s doing.

“And Deena,” Mr. Carey adds. “I think it’s great that you’re experimenting with different styles and seeing what you like as you develop your own.”

I nod.

“But it’s important to be able to mimic the technique of the greats, like Van Gogh, and then take what speaks to you and then transform it and bring yourself to it, right? That’s how you find your own style.”

“Sure,” I say. I’m not sure where he’s going with this.

“Like, are there things about your background that maybe you want to incorporate into your art? Things from your culture, perhaps?” Mr. Carey stares at me, like he expects a big lightbulb to turn on over my head, like in cartoons. But I don’t know what he’s suggesting exactly.

“Yeah, sure. Maybe,” I say with a little shrug.

“Okay then. Carry on,” Mr. Carey says, but his eyes are still questioning me, like he’s not sure I’m following him. I’m not sure I am either. But to be honest, he’s always saying stuff like that during class. We’ve gotten used to it, and maybe ignore those things a little bit too. I remind myself to make sure to get a permission slip for the field trip before I leave class.

I hope it isn’t too expensive.
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CHAPTER 17

I don’t know about this lighting,” I say. “Should we go outside?”

“Be careful that the clothes don’t get dirty,” Mama warns. “Musa, no eating in here!”

Musa is standing in the doorway, munching on some cheese and crackers. He’s watching us like it’s a show.

We brought ten outfits up to the family room to start the photo shoot. They’re a mix of colors and styles, and Mama is guarding them like they’re her babies.

“We’re not going to play kickball in them,” I assure her.

“Yeah, we’re being super careful,” Parisa adds. She’s wearing a red outfit with a turquoise border.

“You look so pretty,” Mama says, touching the fabric of Parisa’s sleeve. “Wearing them does show the clothes so well.”

Mama has been gushing over Parisa and how great she looks ever since we started. I want to remind her that the photo shoot was my idea, along with the logo and the website, but I bite my tongue. It feels small to do that.

“You could totally model in real life,” Nisha says to Parisa. “It’s like you were born to do this.” I was shocked Nisha was able to come today, and that she didn’t have tennis practice or a lesson scheduled. Lucia is here too, changing into an outfit in the bathroom. I knew she’d be here. That’s Lucia. No matter what, she finds a way to be there for everything important.

Nisha’s right about Parisa. My cousin does look like a model. She’s as glamorous as the women I saw on other desi clothes sites, or in that South Asian magazine at her house. It’s a shame we won’t see her face in the photos because she’s wearing all this makeup, including eye shadow and contouring. Where did she learn to do all that?

“Can you take a few pics of my whole body, including my face, for me to have?” Parisa asks, which means she must have been thinking the same thing as me.

“Sure, in here or outside?”

“Wherever.”

“Let’s do it outside.”

“My mom says yes!” Nisha yells, holding up her phone. Mama made her and Lucia ask again for permission to be photographed, to be extra careful about the internet.

“Wonderful.” Mama smiles. “Let’s see which outfit will fit you the best.”

She looks through the selection and holds up a lavender outfit with silver embroidery on it.

“Do you like this?”

“Ooh! It’s gorgeous!” Nisha takes the outfit carefully and touches the threadwork gently. “Where do you get these from?”

“I have a tailor in Pakistan that I work with. In Lahore,” Mama explains. “He makes the clothes for me.”

“Who picks what they will look like? The tailor?”

“No,” Mama says. “I choose the color and the fabric, and the type of work for each, and then I tell him.”

“My mom always complained about tailors messing things up, or not making things the way she wanted when we lived in India,” Nisha says.

“Oh yes, that happens.” Mama nods. “But I’ve been working with the same team for a few years now, so my tailor understands my taste and my instructions, and I trust him.”

“That’s so cool,” Nisha says. “I like your designs.”

“They’re simple,” Mama says.

“No, they’re pretty combinations. You’re like a legit designer,” Nisha continues.

“I don’t know about that.” Mama shakes her head. But the way she laughs a little and blushes means she appreciates the praise. And to be honest, I’ve never thought of Mama as a designer before, even if she does plan out the fabrics, cuts, and design work of each outfit.

Have I been underestimating her?

“Go on, here is Lucia. You can change now,” Mama says.

Lucia walks out of the bathroom, holding out her arms for us to admire the kameez she’s wearing. Her tanned skin is radiant against the silvery white fabric of the shirt, which has sequins in a flower pattern around the boatneck. Unlike Parisa, her hair is swept up in a scrunchie and she has no makeup on except for maybe lip gloss.

“Mashallah!” Mama claps her hands. “That looks great on you!”

“It’s a little big.” Lucia pulls on the fabric to show us how much extra room there is.

“We can clip it in the back to make it look more fitted for the photos,” Mama says.

Now that she’s seeing the clothes on everyone, she’s getting into this.

“What about you, Deena?” Lucia asks.

“What about me?”

“Are you going to wear something too?”

“No, I’m the one taking the pictures, remember?”

“But don’t you want to model?” Lucia asks. She stands in front of the mirror and looks at herself. “These clothes are so fancy, I want to live in them.”

“I’m the one taking the photos,” I laugh. “That’s why you’re here.”

“Right.” Lucia takes one look at Parisa and starts to redo her hair. Parisa has that effect on people. I want to remind my friend that we aren’t going to see her face in the photos, but I don’t.

“Everyone, ready?” I say when Nisha comes out, looking glamorous in her lavender gownlike outfit.

“Yup,” the girls agree.

“All right, let’s do this!” I say, feeling a little flutter of nerves in my chest. But it’s in a good way this time. I’m excited to see how this goes.
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CHAPTER 18

Girls, don’t you want lunch?” Mama asks from the front door.

“Yes! Please!” I say. We’ve been at it for two hours already, and everyone’s ready for a break and some food. “Let me just finish taking pictures of this last outfit.”

We’ve tried a bunch of different poses, and I’ve done the best I can to make these photos mimic the ones in the desi fashion magazine. I used Mama’s phone, which has a better camera than mine. And I tried to get creative, having the girls stand in front of a brick wall, a fence, siding, and a bunch of bushes. It’s bright and sunny, so that helped the photos turn out crisp and clear, if not quite magazine quality.

“Let’s see the pics!” Parisa says. “I can’t wait!”

After taking the photos for the boutique, I took a bunch of extra glam shots for Parisa. They include her face from a bunch of angles, zoomed in and out, some of her full body leaning against a wall and draped across a tree, and whatever else Parisa suggested. She was super into it, coaching me on what would be the most flattering poses. Some of them seemed a little awkward, but I went along with her.

“Change out of the outfits first, and then come eat,” Mama says. Then she adds, “Don’t forget to wash your hands,” like we’re kindergarteners.

“Ooh, yum.” Nisha surveys the spread Mama put out for us. She made us kabob sandwiches on hamburger buns, and there’s a bowl of chips and some carrots and cucumbers cut into slices.

“Yes, there’s food.” Musa comes into the kitchen and grabs a sandwich off the plate. He starts to shove it into his mouth before sitting down.

“Musa!” Mama scolds. “Where are your manners? Wait for our guests to take first.”

“Sorry,” Musa says between chews, shrugging. I can tell he’s not sorry at all. And he still reaches into the chip bowl with his nasty fingers before anyone else.

“You heard Mama. Get out of here, Musa,” I warn.

He cackles, and then runs out of the kitchen as I swipe at him.

“Ughh. He’s being so annoying,” I fume.

“Ignore him,” Mama says, putting out a stack of napkins. “Enjoy, girls. It’s just something simple.”

“Thank you so much,” Nisha says. She’s changed back into leggings and a T-shirt and looks like herself again. I realize that before today, I’ve never seen her wear desi clothes.

“That was fun,” Lucia says as she comes into the kitchen. “Thanks for inviting me.”

“Thank you for doing this!” I say. I mean it, it was a huge help. And Lucia did great. She was the one who looked the most natural in the photos, after we pinned the outfits in a few places to fit her petite frame. Nisha was a little stiff. And to be honest, Parisa was a bit overdramatic, like she was trying too hard to be a real model. Of course, I didn’t say that to her. She was having too much fun.

I bite into a sandwich as Parisa walks into the kitchen, her face still made up even though she’s wearing jeans and a pullover.

“Let’s see them,” she says again.

“In a sec,” I reply with my mouth full.

“I can’t wait to post them.” Parisa starts to swipe through her phone and then adds, “By the way, you’re getting lots of likes.”

“Who is?” I ask.

“You. I mean, the drawing you made of me.” Parisa hands me her phone.

I grab the phone and take a look. Sure enough, there are lots of fire and heart emojis underneath the cartoon along with comments like:

OMG I looooooove this!!!

Me too!

I want one!

Make one for me!

I’m surprised by how it makes my heart swell as I scroll through them.

“Are you okay with her posting that?” Lucia whispers, looking over my shoulder.

“Yeah,” I whisper back. “She asked me, and it’s fine.”

“You drew that? Can you make me one too?” Lucia continues, her voice at a normal volume now.

“Of course,” I say. “But it’s a basic sketch. It’s not that special.”

“Maybe for you. But I could never make anything like that, and I want one,” Lucia says.

“Me too!” Nisha adds. “Of me playing tennis, please. Serving.”

These sketches aren’t much more than doodles, but I’m touched that my friends want them. I can’t help but wonder what it would feel like to have people react like that to an actual work of art that I made.

“Are you finally going to make an account of your own?” Parisa asks as she watches me.

“I need to focus on the one for Z’s Threads. And I need to get my mom some followers.”

“Well, you need content. These photos are the right start,” Parisa says. “You should use hashtags. And tag people. And put up a bio and photos of your mom and yourself, and—”

“Photos of us?” I interrupt. Listening to her is making my hands sweat and a part of me want to delete it all. It’s like when she has all those opinions about my hair and my nails: I know she’s trying to help by showing me five different products and giving me lots of instructions, but it gets overwhelming.

“Yeah, duh,” Parisa scoffs. “It’s called social media for a reason. It’s about being social.”

“Is it though?” Lucia asks, looking at me, but Parisa ignores her.

“Maybe I’ll add that kind of thing later,” I say.

“Okay but put up some more stuff. You have to make it interesting. And maybe some behind-the-scenes moments, like some cool shots of your store, and videos of your hands drawing the logo or something like that. People love that kind of thing,” Parisa explains.

That’s not a bad idea.

“People love cats,” Nisha says. “And babies. You should add some cats and babies. Or like, baby cats.”

“They’re called kittens, genius,” Parisa says, which makes Lucia snort out the water she’s drinking, and then we all laugh.

I wish I felt as sure of myself as Parisa. Life would be so different.
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CHAPTER 19

I run my hand over my chin again and still feel nothing. Half of my face is completely numb.

This afternoon I was back at the dentist office, to get my filling done. But first, they had to make a mold of my teeth for the super expensive, custom nightguard. I tried not to gag while Claudia shoved a bunch of greenish foam into my mouth and had me bite down on it. After a few minutes, she pulled out an impression of my teeth, let me rinse at the sink, and talked with me until Dr. Singh came in.

I know most people hate going to the dentist, but I was so nervous about it that I almost threw up again in the morning. Then my stomach ached all day at school and I thought about my appointment nonstop. I couldn’t eat and barely focused in class.

In the end, the filling itself wasn’t as terrible as I imagined. Dr. Singh was quick, and I hardly felt anything while she worked. But the sound of the drill still made my toes curl up in my sneakers.

Now I’m sitting on my bed with the iPad, waiting for the numbness in my mouth to subside so I can eat without biting my tongue or cheek by accident. At least I can sip on the milkshake Mama got me from Dairy Queen while I scroll through the official Z’s Threads website, admiring all the images. After Daniyal added them to the gallery, they look better than they did on my phone. Like Khala said, the site really makes the outfits shine.

“Mama wants you to empty the dishwasher,” Musa says, sticking his head in the door.

“Can you do ith?” I ask. My words come out funny because of the numbing. “Pffleese?”

Musa’s eyebrows go up.

“What’d you say?” he asks.

“I’m thhalking funny because of my mouffe,” I explain as I point to my mouth.

Musa comes into the room, his eyes narrowed. He pulls out his phone and points it at me.

“Say that again,” he commands. “Louder.”

“Shhtop,” I whine, putting my hand over my face. “Ithh not funny!”

“Fine.” Musa puts his phone in his pocket. “I’m kidding. Does it hurt?”

“No, ithh justhh feels weird.”

Musa sits on the bed next to me and looks over my shoulder.

“Whoa, is that the website for Mom’s store?” he asks. He takes the tablet from me and starts to scroll. “You’re done already?”

“Not yet.”

“Wow. It’s really nice, Aapi.” Musa sounds genuinely impressed. He hasn’t called me Aapi in a while unless Mama or Baba overhear when he calls me Deena and tell him to be respectful. It’s like he’s decided he’s too old for that now, or that he doesn’t care that I’m his older sister anymore.

“Thhhanks. It was moshhtly Daniyal.” I try to smile at him, but it comes out crooked. Musa’s eyes grow wider, and he stares at my face. Then he points and starts to giggle, and I realize what’s happening: I’m drooling though I can’t even feel it. I put my hand to my mouth and wipe my slobber away.

“That’s so nasty!” Musa whoops with a wicked grin. “And awesome.”

He’s laughing so hard that I start to giggle too, but that makes me drool more. Musa hands me a tissue from the box on my nightstand and punches me playfully in the shoulder. I dab my face and then threaten to touch him with the drool-filled tissue while he fights me off. It feels like old times.

“Look,” I say, panting from the effort of wrestling him. All that soccer training must have made him stronger than I remember, although he’s still shorter than me. I take the tablet from him and switch to the social media account I made for Z’s Threads. There’s nothing on it yet, but with Musa watching I post one of the best shots, link it to the website, and add a bunch of hashtags that Parisa gave me.

“There. Let the customers come,” I say.

“I hope so,” Musa says. “But what about your own stuff?”

“What sshtuff?”

“Your art and your cartoons.”

“What about it?” I wait for him to tell me that my art stinks.

“You should totally share it,” he says instead.

“Huh?” I grunt in surprise.

“Yeah.” Musa nods. “Why not? So many people with no talent post stuff all the time. But you’re actually decent.”

I take a sip of my milkshake and think about what Musa is saying while he watches me.

“Maybe,” I finally say.

“I mean it,” Musa adds. “It’s like me and soccer, right. What’s the point of working hard at something if you’re not going to play? You have to play, Aapi.”

“Itth not the same,” I say.

“It kind of is.”

“Want some?” I offer, holding out the milkshake.

“Not if you drooled in it.”

I might have for all I know, so I shrug.

“I’ll pass.” Musa shakes his head.

“Thanks,” I say to him. “For encouraging me.” The words come out easier, and I can feel more of my face.

“No problem,” he says, getting up to leave. “But I’m not doing the dishwasher for you. Nothing’s wrong with your hands.”

Figures.

As soon as he leaves the room, I click on “new account.” I start to register myself as STARRYDREAMS1, fill in my info, and then… hit delete. After a few minutes I do it again. And then I delete it again. The third time, I take a deep breath and follow all the steps to the end. I send a link to Parisa since she’s been pestering me about it but ask her not to tell anyone else. No one will know it’s me if I only post art and no photos of myself. And I don’t want them to know about it yet, while I’m still figuring it out. Especially Lucia.
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CHAPTER 20

I open the front door and find a desi woman, maybe in her twenties, looking puzzled.

“Is this Z’s Threads?” she asks, while turning her head to check out the front of the house and the neighborhood kids shrieking while playing tag. She’s dressed in black with chunky boots, and her dark brown hair has a streak of maroon in the front that she tucks behind her ear.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Oh, great.” The woman smiles in relief. “The address brought me here, but I was expecting a store when I saw the website.”

I can’t help but grin when she says that. That means she found the website, and that it looks official! I made a mental note to tell Daniyal. He’ll be pumped.

“So, um.” The woman pauses. “Are you open? Can I come in?”

“Oh yeah, sure.” I stand to the side, and let the woman enter.

“Right this way,” I say, trying to sound professional as I lead her to the top of the basement stairs. “The clothes are down here.”

“Great. I’m Salma.”

“I’m Deena.”

“Nice to meet you, Deena.”

“You too.”

When she gets to the bottom of the stairs I flick on the lights and point to the hanging racks.

“You can start looking at those. I’ll be right back.”

And then I race upstairs to get my mom, who’s in the shower.

“Mama!” I bang on the bathroom door.

“What?” The water turns off.

“Someone is here to look at clothes.”

“Now?”

“Yeah.”

“Who?

“I don’t know. Somebody new. Named Salma.”

I hear a bunch of rustling and then Mama opens the door a crack, wearing her towel.

“Can you help her until I come down?”

“Okay.”

I run back downstairs.

The woman is looking through the clothes on the wedding rack.

“My mom will be right down,” I say, out of breath.

“No problem.” Salma smiles at me. “These are pretty fancy.”

“Are you looking for a wedding outfit?”

“Me? No, no! I’m not getting married any time soon,” Salma half laughs, half snorts.

“I mean clothes to wear to that big wedding in town that lots of people are going to. As a guest?” I clarify.

“Oh, I don’t know anything about that,” Salma says. “I’m looking for something to wear to a gallery opening. I saw something on your site that was mostly plain with goldwork around the sleeves. Do you have that one?”

I know exactly which outfit she’s talking about. It’s a bit short, like a tunic, and has antique gold beads hanging off the cuffs and the hem. It’s simple and classic. Nisha modeled it during the photo shoot.

“Do you like it in black or navy?” I ask, holding up both.

“The navy is elegant too.” Salma comes closer and takes it out of my hand. I catch a whiff of her perfume, which is kind of spicy and fruity at the same time. “But I think I’ll stick to black.”

“Okay.”

“Can I try this on?” she asks.

“Yeah. The bathroom is right there.” I point to the door to the right of the stairs.

While Salma is in there, Mama comes tearing down the stairs. She’s dressed now, and her wet hair is twisted into a bun.

“Where is she?” she asks me, looking around.

“In the bathroom.” I point. “Trying something on.”

“Okay, great.” Mama exhales and checks the buttons on her shirt.

Salma comes out of the bathroom wearing the tunic.

“Do you have a longer mirror?” she asks me. “Oh, right there.” She walks over to the full-length mirror leaning against the wall and checks herself out, turning to the side.

“What do you think?” Mama asks. “It looks nice on you. Welcome. I’m Zarina.”

“I like it,” Salma says. She sweeps her hair back and adds, “And that it’s plain in front. I have a gold choker that belonged to my grandmother that would go well with this.”

“That would be very pretty,” Mama says.

“What about pants?” Salma asks.

“It comes with a basic shalwar or pajama-style cotton pant,” Mama says. “Do you want something different?”

“Well, I was thinking maybe a long, pleated skirt, or wide-leg culottes?” Salma explains. She turns to the side again, and frowns, and I wonder if she is starting to have doubts about her choice.

“Wide-leg pants would work,” Mama says. “Is this for an occasion? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I’m having an opening at a gallery. For an art show,” Salma explains. She walks back to the rack and starts to search through it again.

“Art show?” I pipe up. What does she mean?

“Yeah, my first solo exhibition.” Salma smiles.

“Wait, so you’re an artist?” I ask. I take in her funky jewelry, including a line of tiny silver hoops running up her ear, and her bag that looks like it was handmade, and it suddenly seems obvious.

“Yeah.”

“What kind of art?” I continue.

“Interdisciplinary,” she says, turning to me and smiling. “You like art?”

“I love it!” I say, avoiding Mama’s gaze. “But I’ve never met a real live artist before!”

Salma laughs, revealing small white teeth.

“If you make art, you’re a real live artist too,” she says. “But you should come to my opening if you can.”

She opens up her bag, riffles through it, and pulls out a stack of postcards.

“Here,” she says, handing me one. “All are welcome.”

“Thanks,” I say, carefully taking the card.

“I’m honored that you’ll wear my design for your big day,” Mama says, steering the conversation back to the clothes.

“Oh, of course,” Salma says. “You designed these yourself? They’re lovely.”

As the two of them chat, I try not to stare at Salma. I’m glad to see that she at least has some money as an artist, because now she’s looking at a second outfit that’s heavier and more expensive, along with some of the costume jewelry Mama pulled out. Mama’s selling to her in a way I haven’t seen her do with her auntie friends before.

I can’t stop thinking about how Salma is like an older version of me in so many ways. She’s desi, and American, and young, and female. But she’s also a real live artist! And I have a million questions for her.
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CHAPTER 21

Salma lifts her bag, which is filled with two outfits, a handmade Kashmiri shawl, and two sets of garnet and gold costume jewelry. Mama gave her an old shopping bag she had lying around, and it hits me that we should get bags with our logo on them, like a real store.

“Deena can help you to your car,” Mama offers.

“Thank you.” Salma smiles gratefully, hands me the bag, and grabs her purse.

“Are you sure you don’t want some chai?” Mama asks.

“No, thank you, Auntie, I have to get going,” Salma says. “And I had some coffee in the car on the way here.”

I make a mental note that the artist drinks coffee.

“Okay then, drive safe,” Mama says, turning all motherly.

“I will. And I’ll be sure to spread the word about your great collection,” Salma says.

“How did you hear about us?” Mama asks.

“My mom’s friend is a friend of Ghazala Auntie. Do you know her?”

“Oh yes,” Mama says. “That’s wonderful.”

That means Salma didn’t first hear about us from social media after all. I swallow my disappointment. At least she used the website to look at the clothes and find our address.

I follow her out the door to her car parked in front of our house. It’s a tiny gray hatchback.

“Thanks for your help with picking out the outfits,” Salma says. She pops open her trunk, and then takes the bag from me and shoves it inside. There’s a box of art supplies and some other bags filled with clothes already there.

“I went thrifting,” she shares when she sees me notice them. “But I didn’t find anything that worked for the event. And I thought I’d wear something Pakistani and represent!”

She slams the trunk shut.

“Plus, it will make my mother happy if I dress up for the show,” she adds, grimacing at me in a knowing way, like she’s sharing a secret.

“Right.” I smile back at her. “I hope I can come.”

“Oh yeah, please do,” Salma says.

“Where is it again?” I ask, realizing I left the postcard she gave me inside.

“It’s at Gallery 102, Smith Hall at the Corcoran School of Art.”

“Okay. I’ll tell my art teacher too. Maybe he’d like to come.”

“What kind of art teacher?” Salma is standing by the door of her car, but she doesn’t open it. Instead, she’s fully focused on me. I feel my face heat up.

“At school. I take art there,” I explain. “Middle school.”

Salma nods. “That’s great. What do you like to do?”

“I’m working on a realistic portrait of my cousin right now and making caricatures for my friends. I really like Van Gogh, so I’m trying to copy some of his paintings. I mean, the style of them. And I’m doing a self-portrait.”

“Gotcha.” Salma’s lip turns down ever so slightly, and I wonder if I said something wrong.

“I did a report on him, and I got interested in his life and work,” I quickly explain.

“You know, Van Gogh is a legend, of course,” Salma says gently. “But there are a lot of great contemporary artists doing awesome stuff that you should also check out.”

“Totally,” I say, nodding my head. “Like you, of course.”

“Oh, I’m not talking about myself,” Salma laughs. “There’s lots of women artists of color who are pushing boundaries. Who I admire.”

“Like who?” I ask.

“Like Shahzia Sikander for one. And Baseera Khan. And Mona Hatoum,” Salma says. “You should look them up. It’s important to look to the past greats, to understand art history. But remember, other cultures outside of Europe have been producing art for just as long, even if it doesn’t get celebrated or recognized as much in the West. It’s good to understand that, and to decolonize your mind.”

Now I don’t know what she’s talking about, but I’m too embarrassed to admit it. Because a real live artist is talking to me like she thinks I do.

“Yeah, of course,” I say. “I’m totally going to do that.”

Salma laughs hard then, so I join in, like I get the joke.

“I’m so glad we met, Deena,” she says, opening her car door. “And I hope to see you at the show.”

“Me too.”

Salma gets in her tiny car and drives away, and I head back inside, and downstairs. Mama is folding up a few of the shawls that she showed Salma, before she picked one with orange embroidery in a flower pattern on it for her mother. She looks up when she sees me.

“Can you help me clean up?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

“She was nice.”

“Yeah. Can we go to her art show?” I ask, picking up Salma’s postcard and looking at it again. It’s called Fabrications. And there’s an image of hands holding a pile of buttons on the cover.

“Oh, I don’t know. How much is it?” Mama asks.

“It’s free,” I say, hoping that’s the magic word.

“When is it?”

“Next Thursday. At Gallery 102 at the Corcoran School of the Arts and Design in DC.”

“That’s not close, Deena. And with traffic—”

“Please, Mama. She said she wants us to be there. And you can tell everyone that you designed the outfit that the artist is wearing.”

Mama scoffs. “I’m sure that’s what she wants. For us to come and steal her attention.”

“Not steal,” I insist. “Maybe share a little.”

“We’ll see,” Mama says, smoothing out the last shawl.

I’ll take that for now. Although I have to get to the show one way or another. Now that I have a connection to a real live artist, I want to see what her work is all about. But luckily, in the meantime, I get to go to the Van Gogh Immersive Experience with my school. The field trip cost a whopping thirty dollars, even with the group discount. I was smart though, and I asked Baba to sign my permission slip and give me a check, because he I knew he wouldn’t sigh or look pained while doing it. Everyone says it’s going to be awesome and totally worth it. And I can’t wait.
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CHAPTER 22

Please form one line,” the woman shouts. “Single file, please.”

No one listens to her. Everyone is standing in groups, and a bunch of kids are taking selfies by the green wall with a bunch of sunflowers and Van Gogh quotes hanging on it. I watch as a group of girls makes peace signs and turns their heads to the side under a burst of flowers, pushing out their lips a little as they pose.

“Move up,” Cody says to me. I found him once we filed off the bus and we walked in together.

It took a little under an hour to get here, and I’m still recovering from the nausea that gripped me for most of the ride. This morning, I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it to school in time to catch the field trip bus because I felt so terrible. Maybe it was because I was so excited about it that I had trouble sleeping. I got up late and missed my regular bus to school, and Baba had to drop me off.

I had to listen to another lecture from him about why it’s important to go to bed early and eat a proper breakfast to be successful in school. But, as we pulled into the carpool lane, Baba looked at me with concern and handed me a container of mints.

“I’m not saying you need them,” he said, touching my cheek. “But, on the other hand, never, ever say no when someone offers you a mint.”

“Baba!” I squealed, covering my mouth with my hand in embarrassment.

The mints saved me. I let one dissolve on my tongue slowly on the bus ride, and concentrating on it made me feel less sick. When we finally reached where the exhibition is being held, I was confused. It looked nothing like the National Gallery of Art. That was another field trip we took, back in elementary school, and we all marveled at its thick marble columns, majestic fountain, and vaulted ceilings. This place looks more like a warehouse or a storage facility—boxy and boring with a big billowing cloth sign advertising VAN GOGH: THE IMMERSIVE EXPERIENCE.

I shuffle forward in line, taking a tiny sip from my water bottle.

“Okay everyone, listen up,” Mr. Carey says. “We have your tickets and are going to count you in. Once you get inside, you’re free to look around on your own in the two main exhibit areas. I expect you all to conduct yourselves appropriately and respectfully. We will all meet in the gift shop in ninety minutes.”

We start to file past him and when he notices me, he smiles.

“Big day, right, Deena?”

“Yeah.”

“Excited to be here?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve been counting down the days.”

We walk into a hallway with black curtains draped from the floor to the ceiling. There’s a giant 3D projection of Van Gogh’s head, made from different self-portraits of his. It changes colors and transforms every few seconds, which is mesmerizing. Weirdly, there are a bunch of bathrooms on the opposite wall, which one of the chaperones points out to everyone.

“If anyone needs the restroom, this is a chance to go,” she says.

Next we walk on into a room where there are vibrant fabric prints of some of Van Gogh’s framed paintings tacked onto the drapes. Different versions of his paintings of sunflowers hang in a row. It’s as if someone printed them out onto bedsheets and cut them out. The colors are more vivid than the paintings in the books I’ve been studying.

In one corner there’s a big screen playing a short video about Van Gogh’s life and work. As I watch, the narrator mentions that the artist is now thought to have been colorblind, which I already read about. But a girl I don’t know gasps when she hears that.

“That’s wild!” she says to no one in particular. “He did all this while he didn’t even see colors.”

“He saw colors,” I say. “Just not the same way.”

“Yeah, but imagine seeing the world in black and white, and then being able to create this!” the girl continues. “No wonder he’s like a legit genius.”

“Well, it’s not actually in black and white,” I start to explain, but the girl has moved on to look at another 3D image of a flowerpot and different flower arrangements. When I read that Van Gogh might have been colorblind, and saw reds and greens differently, I was totally fascinated by that too. I found a site that showed the difference between the way most people would see Starry Night, and how he might have seen it. And I tried to imagine what it would be like to view the world that way.

We walk into the next room, which has a timeline of information about Van Gogh’s life, excerpts of letters he exchanged with his brother Theo, and a replica of the room that he stayed in when he lived in the French countryside, but no paintings.

I spot Mr. Carey standing by a big kimono in a case, reading signs about the Japanese influence on Van Gogh’s work.

“Mr. Carey?” I ask him.

“Yes,” he says, turning around with a smile. “Enjoying the exhibit?”

“Yeah, but where are Van Gogh’s actual paintings?”

“Oh no, no, there aren’t any of his paintings here,” Mr. Carey says.

“What?” I say, a little louder than I meant to.

“You didn’t realize that? I thought it was clear from the description,” Mr. Carey continues.

“No.” I knew this exhibit was supposed to be a cool and different way of experiencing Van Gogh. But how are you supposed to properly appreciate him without seeing his paintings?

“Well.” Mr. Carey shifts his weight on his feet a bit and clears his throat. “This is an immersive media experience. It’s taking all of Van Gogh’s work and allowing us to enjoy it in a new digital format.”

I stare at him, unsure of what to say. So much for getting super close and studying his brushstrokes.

“It, ah, won’t disappoint. Trust me. Wait until you go into that room over there.” Mr. Carey points.

“What’s in there?” I ask.

“You’ll see.” Mr. Carey rubs his hands together. “It’s unlike anything you’ve ever experienced before. Go on. Others are in there already. And I’m right behind you all.”

“Okay,” I say. I trust Mr. Carey. So I pull back the flap, and head inside.
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CHAPTER 23

Mr. Carey is right. This is definitely unlike anything I’ve seen before. I’ve stepped into a gigantic, darkened room, with huge screens covering all four walls around me. There’s music playing and animated images lighting up the screens. As I walk in, massive sunflowers from Van Gogh’s painting grow and morph into one, almost dancing to the beat.

Kids from school are sprawled out on the ground, and most of the adults are sitting on the few benches in the middle. A few people are sitting in what look like lawn chairs, and I can’t tell if they were in here already, or if they brought them from home. The scene reminds me of sitting on the grass and watching fireworks, except we’re indoors, and there’s no food. Our bagged lunches are waiting for us on the bus.

I spot Cody’s baseball cap and make my way over to him. He’s completely engrossed, watching the screens intently. Then the music changes, the sunflowers disappear, and an image of a gray stone building comes into focus. It slowly gets covered with cherry blossom vines.

“This is awesome,” he whispers to me as I settle next to him on the carpeted floor.

I watch for a couple of minutes, taking all the images and music in. It feels a bit like being trapped inside an enormous, room-sized TV. But even though it’s pretty, something about it doesn’t feel right.

“Don’t you think it’s a little weird?” I finally whisper back.

“Weird how?”

“Do you think maybe Van Gogh wouldn’t, I don’t know, like this? Seeing his paintings all chopped up and mixed up like this?” I explain.

“I don’t know. I like it. Just watch.”

Cody doesn’t seem interested in talking, so I try to get comfortable and give it a chance. The scene changes again, and I recognize images from Van Gogh’s painting of the French countryside. They come alive with rolling hills filled with swaying wheat and flocks of birds flying overhead. I remember that the scenes are from paintings he did after he checked himself into a facility because of his mental illness. It looks peaceful, with lots of warm shades of gold and brown. And I hope he was at peace there, at least some of the time.

As I watch, I can’t help but wonder whose idea this show was, and who gave them permission to make it. Van Gogh didn’t make anything like this. He made actual paintings. He worked on them until he was finished, until they looked like he wanted them to. It’s like if someone took Mama’s outfits, cut them up, sewed them together in a different way, and sold them again. I guess that’s technically okay. But I’m sure it would make her feel strange to walk into a wedding or a store and see her designs all mashed up together, compared to her own vision.

And poor Van Gogh never knew that people would fill up warehouses and pay tons of money to watch videos and fabric copies of his paintings. Not to mention all the galleries with his actual paintings that people line up to see. He had no idea any of this would happen when he was still alive and struggling.

My thoughts start to swirl like the images on the screen. I think about my own art projects, the comments I read, and Parisa’s suggestions. I think of Salma and her show and wonder if it will be like this, or something completely different. When the music turns more somber and the images grow a little darker, my stomach begins to churn, and I remember the breakfast that I didn’t eat. I wonder how much longer we’ll be in here until we can finally have our lunches.

I need to eat something. It’s been too long since I’ve had anything. And I can’t tell for sure, but I think I’m getting weak.

I start to overheat, so I pull off my sweatshirt and take another sip from my water bottle. It’s too crowded in this room, and with all the lights and sounds, it’s suddenly suffocating.

“I have to go,” I tell Cody, and then I quickly stand up and make my way to the exit sign. I push open the door and end up in a gift shop. One of the parent chaperones, a woman with short blond hair, is holding a tote bag with big red flowers on it and rushes over to me as I bend over and rest my hands on my knees.

“Are you okay? Why are you out here?” she asks.

“I need… I want…,” I start to speak but the words are stuck in my chest.

“Come on, sweetie, let’s get you some fresh air.”

The lady whisks me out the door into the bright sun, and I squint and shield my eyes. It makes my head spin and I’m afraid I’m going to vomit.

Please God, don’t let me throw up.

“Take some deep breaths,” the lady says. “In and out, in and out.”

I focus on a spot on the sidewalk and breathe with the chaperone for a minute or two. In and out. In and out. And then slowly, the feeling passes.

“Feeling better, sweetie?” The lady rubs my back gently and waits for an answer.

“Yeah,” I say, with a rush of gratitude. “Thank you.”

“I’m glad. It was a bit overwhelming for me in there too.” She smiles. “I had to leave.”

I’m glad it wasn’t just me.

“And look! Oh my!” the lady gasps. She looks down and realizes that she’s still holding the tote bag.

“I better go inside and pay for this before I get arrested for shoplifting! Come on.” She laughs.

I follow her back into the gift shop and sip water as I mindlessly browse all the Van Gogh posters, coasters, umbrellas, and magnets for sale. Finally everyone else comes pouring out of the immersive experience room. I overhear a bunch of people gushing about how cool it was as they show each other recordings they took of the videos inside.

When I see Mr. Carey, I turn away and pretend to be interested in a journal with Starry Night on it, which I like until I notice that it’s twenty-four dollars. I don’t want my teacher to ask me about the exhibit, because I wouldn’t know how to explain all the mixed-up feelings I have right now. How can I talk about it with him, Cody, or anyone else, without ruining it for them by expressing my doubts?

We finally get to eat our lunches, spread out in the parking lot. As I chew my turkey wrap, my thoughts turn to Salma and what she would make of all this—the immersive experience room, Van Gogh’s art on socks, and an exhibit with none of his paintings. I hope I get the chance to ask her.
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CHAPTER 24

You promised,” Lucia sighs. “Remember? I knew this was going to happen.”

“I know, I know,” I say, closing out of the app and putting my phone down on the lunch table. I make sure to avoid the sticky spot where it looks like someone spilled fruit punch earlier. “But I don’t understand why I’m not getting more followers.”

I’ve had the Z’s Threads account up for days, and I was certain we’d have thousands of followers by now. But we’re still at less than a hundred. I keep checking to see if the number is growing. Sometimes I see it go up by like four, and the next thing I know it goes down by three. It’s very slow. And incredibly frustrating.

“What does Parisa say?” Nisha asks. “Isn’t she the expert?”

“She says a lot of stuff. Like how I need to follow the right people and comment on their posts, and stuff like that. I don’t understand all of it.”

“Why don’t you ask her to do it for you?” Lucia asks. “You said she’s always on her phone anyway, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But this is something I want to do myself.” I told Mama I would do it, and I want to be the one to help make her business a success. For all of us.

“Let me see her page,” Lucia continues.

“Whose? Parisa’s?”

“Yeah.” Lucia holds out hand. So I open the app again, go to Parisa’s account, and give my phone to my friend.

Lucia starts to scroll through Parisa’s posts, and I lean over and look over her shoulder. Nisha pulls Parisa’s account up on her own phone and suddenly the three of us are all studying my cousin’s content. It feels a little like snooping to me, even though she’s the one who puts everything out there for the world to see.

“Parisa is so good at eyeliner,” Nisha says. “I can never get mine to look like that.”

Parisa’s account is filled with bathroom mirror selfies, car selfies, poses with friends, and close-ups of her nails. The newest posts include the glamour shots I took of her during the photo shoot, including a side pose where her hair is flipped over one shoulder. She’s looking down and her eyeliner does pop. I glance at all the comments which are mostly fire emojis, heart eyes, and words like “beautiful,” “gorgeous,” and “pretty.”

“How does she have so many followers?” I ask.

“I think it’s mostly people from school. And she follows a lot of people,” Nisha says. She knows more about this than Lucia and me since she’s had her own account for a while. “Plus, whenever you post selfies, fashion, and makeup you get a lot of likes.”

“The boutique is fashion,” I say.

“Yeah, but that’s different,” Nisha explains. “It’s a business.”

“I guess I’ll ask her about it,” I sigh.

“You can ask my sister too,” Lucia offers. “She’ll know.”

“Go to some other desi clothes shops and see what they do, and who they follow,” Nisha suggests.

“That’s smart,” I say, before realizing I don’t know the names of other boutiques and will have to do some research. This is all harder than I thought. But I don’t share my disappointment over the fact that my new logo, the photo shoot, and our website haven’t led to the stream of new business for the boutique that I hoped for. Instead, I sigh and reach over to Lucia to take back my phone, but Lucia clicks on some of Parisa’s friends and beings to explore their pages. I hide a smile. That didn’t take her long at all.

Someone taps me on the shoulder.

“Excuse me, is this you?” I turn and see a girl with a top bun. She points at her phone, but I can’t see her screen, and I have no idea what she’s talking about.

“Who?” I ask her. I’m pretty sure her name is Maxine.

“Are you STARRYDREAMS1?”

I try to hide my surprise. I didn’t add my name to my account yet.

How does she know?

The girl goes on to explain, talking so fast that words come out in a long stream.

“Parisa posted a drawing, and she said her cousin made it, and then she tagged you, and you’re her cousin, right?”

“Right,” I say.

“So it is you then?” She stares at me, crosses her arms, and waits for an answer.

I glance at Lucia, who’s looking at the girl, and then at me. Her eyes are asking me a million questions.

“Sort of,” I mumble.

“Sort of?” the girl presses, like she’s a lawyer making an accusation in a TV trial. “Either it is, or it isn’t.”

“Fine. It is. But I wasn’t telling people yet.” I try to focus on the girl but can still see the shock registering on Lucia’s face anyway.

“Oh. Okay. Well, whatever,” the girl continues. “Your cartoons are adorable, and I was wondering if you would make one for me.”

“Want to see the one she made of me?” Nisha chimes in. “Look.”

She finds the image I made of her swinging a tennis racket and shows it to Maxine.

“You’re so good!” Maxine coos. “I want one of me climbing a rock wall. Could you do that?”

“I think I could,” I say.

“Thank you!” She smiles brightly, as if it’s final and I’ve already agreed to doing it for her. I guess that means I am now.

“Um, you’re Maxine, right?” I ask.

“Right.”

“Okay, I’ll do it. Send me a picture of you.”

Maxine scrolls through the photos on her phone.

“Are you the one who took all those pictures of Parisa dressed up in those ethnic clothes too?” she adds while she looks.

“Yup.”

“They’re pretty,” Maxine says. “Is Parisa like a real model?”

“Um, I don’t know,” I say. I don’t know what she’s telling people.

“She should be,” Maxine says. She sends me the photo and kind of skips away.

Once she’s gone, I take a gulp of my water and turn to face Lucia. She’s picking at her sandwich, her lips pressed into a thin line.

“I was going to tell you about the account,” I start. “I just made it and put up one image.”

Lucia pulls a little piece of bread off her sandwich, and then rolls it into a ball with her fingertips. She doesn’t respond.

“You know I was doing that stuff online for my mom, but everyone was pushing me to put my own art up. Even Musa. So I decided to try it.”

Nisha seems to realize what’s going on and tries to help me out.

“It’s a good idea, Deena. You should totally share it with people,” she says.

“That’s what I decided. But I didn’t want anyone to know who I was, until I felt ready. And then I was going to tell you both, promise.”

Lucia lets out a deep sigh, and I know she isn’t happy with me.

“We had an agreement,” she finally says quietly. “We were supposed to do this stuff together, when we’re both allowed.”

“I know, I know!” I quickly say. “But I’m not posting selfies or stuff like that. It’s just my artwork. I want to see if it’s any good.”

“You know it’s good,” Lucia says. And although I appreciate the way she says it with so much confidence, I have a familiar pinch of doubt.

“It’s amazing,” Nisha adds. She pauses and then continues, “So why not put it out there in the world, right? For other people to see it, right?”

I’m not sure who she’s asking.

“I guess,” Lucia finally says. “But you should have told me. I thought we didn’t have secrets from each other.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” I say. Lucia nods like she accepts my apology, but she doesn’t say much for the rest of lunch.

I look over at where Maxine and her friends are sitting. A couple of them are talking, and the rest of them have their heads buried in their phones. Anger bubbles up inside me as I think about how Parisa should have been more careful. She knew I wanted to keep my account a secret! I don’t know why she had to blab about being my cousin to the whole world. She’s always looking for attention, and sometimes it’s too much.
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CHAPTER 25

Mama is waiting for me in the van outside of school.

“Salaam,” I say as I slide into the front seat.

“Walaikum asalaam,” Mama says, handing me a bag with a snack inside. “I brought you this in case you can’t eat after seeing the dentist again.”

“Thanks.” I pull out the grapes and start to eat them. Today I’m not supposed to be getting anything numbed. I’m only picking up my mouthguard and trying it on for the dentist.

“I’ll be so happy when this whole ordeal is over,” Mama says. “Aren’t you tired of going to the office? It takes so long.”

“Yeah,” I say. Although all Mama does is sit in the waiting room and read magazines while I get poked and scraped and drilled.

When we get to the office, I’m taken to the back right away. I don’t see Claudia, but another young man in scrubs directs me to a chair.

“I’m Dr. Chan, and let’s see, you’re here for a mouthguard, am I right?” he says.

“Are you the dentist?” I ask. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve never seen him before.

“Yes, I am. I’m new here and assisting Dr. Singh, who’s with another patient. And I’ve got your nightguard right here.”

Dr. Chan puts on some rubber gloves and then pulls a clear mouthguard out of a case. He leans me back in my chair and asks me to open my mouth. And then he fits the curved, hard plastic mold onto my top teeth and presses down firmly.

“How’s that?” he asks.

“Ithh really tighthh,” I say. It’s like my teeth are being strangled by the thing, and I can’t breathe properly.

Dr. Chan tugs until he gets it out of my mouth, and I cough.

“It’s tight,” I repeat. “Too tight, I think.”

“That’s the way you want it, and why we took a custom mold of your mouth. You don’t want it to move around while you sleep, right?”

“I don’t know. I guess not.”

“Plus, we ordered it for you almost ten days ago, so your teeth have probably shifted ever so slightly since then.”

“Is that bad?”

“Oh no,” Dr. Chan chuckles. “It’s totally normal. Because, as we in the dental practice like to say, ‘shift happens.’ ”

I fake a little laugh because he seems so pleased by his own joke.

“You can run it under hot water to loosen it a little. And wear it for a while when you’re awake, watching TV or reading, to get used to it. It might take some time to get comfortable sleeping with it in your mouth, but after a while, you won’t want to sleep without it.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll try.”

I get another toothbrush and mini tube of toothpaste from the receptionist on my way out, and Mama pays the rest of the bill. The lines between her eyebrows deepen as she quietly signs the credit card slip before we leave.

“The nightguard is really uncomfortable,” I tell her when we’re back in the car. “But the dentist said it’s supposed to be like that.”

“You have to wear it, Deena. No matter what. We paid a lot of money for that thing,” Mama says, shooting me a warning look.

“I will,” I promise. “It was a new person. He said it’s extra tight right now because my teeth probably moved a tiny bit since we ordered it. That’s because ‘shift happens.’ ”

Mama laughs when she hears that. “Did he say that? Isn’t that the truth!”

“Yeah,” I say. Mama has a pretty laugh. I wish she did it more often.

“It’s almost time to get Musa from soccer practice, and it’s on the way home, so I’m going to take us straight there and we can wait, okay?”

“Okay.” I’m glad I have the snack now and finish off the grapes and cheese crackers left in the bag.

When we pull up to the soccer field, there are already a few parents there watching practice. We get out of the car and stand with them while Musa and the rest of the team do drills around a bunch of cones.

I haven’t seen Musa play in a while and it’s clear that he’s one of the stars of the team. You’d never guess by the way he’s so clumsy at home, slamming the cabinets in the kitchen and tripping on the stairs. But on the field, he moves the soccer ball gracefully, and he’s so fast! I’m surprised by how proud I feel watching him. And he seems super confident out there too.

“Coach said a scout is coming to the game next weekend from one of the travel teams. He could recruit some of the players,” a dad standing next to one of the other moms says.

I perk up and listen to the conversation, wondering if Musa knows about this.

“Do you know which team?” the mom asks.

“He wouldn’t say. Or he didn’t know,” the man says, shrugging.

“That’s great for the boys. But we might lose some of our starters,” the mom says.

“That’s what happens,” the man laughs. “But I’m pretty sure Jessie isn’t going anywhere.”

“Same with Benjamin,” the mom says. “I’m secretly glad. I can do without driving all over God’s green earth for travel teams. And the money. It’s not cheap.”

But then they go on to talk about the travel teams and how different kids have been scouted by private schools and gotten big scholarships. And how it can be such a great opportunity for the kids who have the talent.

Like Musa.

The team starts to pick up the cones and head over to the sidelines, and the parents start to walk back to their cars. I’m going to ask Musa if he knows about this travel team stuff. It sounds like something he should do. This team doesn’t seem good enough for him. And maybe I can help figure out a way to make it happen for him once I figure out how to get more people to come to the boutique.

But first I’m going to keep working on getting Mama to take me to Salma’s art show tomorrow night. Because she’s finally starting to come around.
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CHAPTER 26

I’m certain a blister is forming on the back of my foot. The black flats that Mama insisted I wear to the gallery instead of my sneakers are too tight and digging into my heels. But I didn’t argue with her, and I’m not complaining, because I’m so happy she agreed to bring me to Salma’s opening tonight.

Now that we’re here though, I’m not exactly sure how to act or what to do. And Mama looks as out of place as I feel. The room is filled with people, but I’m probably the youngest person here. There are a lot of desi people, including a few older women in saris and shalwar kameez. I wonder if one of them is Salma’s mother—the one who wanted her to dress up tonight.

We got to see Salma and say hello for a few seconds when we first walked in. She looked perfect in the outfit she bought from us and the gold jewelry she mentioned wanting to wear. Her hair was tied up in a messy knot with little braids in it, and she added bright red lipstick.

“You came! Thank you so much!” she said, grinning when she saw us. Mama complimented her on how great she looked, and then Salma thanked her again for the outfit and encouraged us to “look around, take it all in, and grab some refreshments.”

Since then, Mama and I have been slowly walking around the large room, its white walls filled with Salma’s artwork hanging on them. The show’s full name is Fabrications: An Exploration of Borders and Belonging. And the art is a mix of ceramics, fabric, and drawings. It’s cool, but I’m not sure I’m understanding all of it. My favorite section is a series of cracked plates with people’s faces in black and white printed on them. The placard says that they’re made from ID card photos, a comment on “where we are told we belong by governments.” Something about the faces is mesmerizing, and I can’t stop looking at them.

Mama seems most interested in the drawings of ordinary people. There are sketches of wrinkled hands rolling out roti, ironing clothes, and creating henna designs. It made me think of what Parisa said about how I should post videos of my hands making art.

“So beautiful in its simplicity,” Mama says. “It feels like respect for hard work.”

Looking at everything with my mother and hearing her reactions makes this extra special. It’s like I’m getting to see her in a different light too, along with the art on the walls.

A woman dressed in a black suit rings a little chime and asks us all to gather in the center of the room. We stand in a semicircle around Salma, who gives us all a little wave before speaking.

“I’m so honored that you all are here for this big moment in my life and my career,” she begins. “It’s thrilling to see people from so many different parts of my past, old friends and new, colleagues and relatives and neighbors. I promised myself that I wouldn’t cry in front of you all, but, oh well, here I go.”

Salma pauses, smiles, and swipes the edges of her eyes with her fingers until a young man wearing a black T-shirt and jeans hands her a tissue.

“This show is the culmination of three years of work that I did exploring the idea of belonging and home, and what that means for people who are uprooted or immigrants. My art always focuses on a question I’m thinking about, and that I want to explore. And I’m grateful for the chance to share it all with you, and to be able to have these conversations.”

Salma looks around the room and acknowledges everyone there, which makes it feel personal. I smile when she glances at me.

“I’ve been blessed to have great teachers and mentors, and countless influences who I admire so much,” she continues.

Salma extends her hand toward an elegant woman in a hijab, wearing a heavily embroidered jacket and pants, and says, “And of course I have to thank my mother for believing in me, and for accepting my decision to focus on my art full-time. I’m much happier now, Ammi, and grateful for your love and support. And I know Abbu is watching and celebrating tonight with us too.”

Salma’s mom is like an older version of her daughter, and she accepts a tissue from the same guy who seems in charge of them, dabs at her cheeks, beams with pride, and hugs her daughter. My own eyes fill up without warning as I witness their sweet interaction and think about Salma’s father not being able to be here for her big moment.

“Art is hope and the creative process is a sanctuary. And although we may be censored, or banned, or portrayed a certain way by others, art gives us space to claim our narratives, to speak our truths, and to inspire change.”

Everyone claps when she says the last part. And in that moment, Salma suddenly seems bigger and more powerful than when we first met.

As I watch her, I suddenly understand what Mr. Carey and other people mean when they talk about finding your inspiration. I think I just found mine. I mean, I still love Van Gogh’s style and his art will always be important to me. But I don’t want to imitate his work. I want to be bold and create something new, like Salma. I want my art to say something, and to make people think and feel things. And I want it to help me answer the questions I have too.
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CHAPTER 27

That was wonderful,” Mama says on the drive back home. We left soon after Salma’s remarks but made sure to follow her instructions first and help ourselves to mini wontons stuffed with paneer and mango lassi in tiny glasses.

“Everyone loved your outfit,” I tell Mama as she gets on the highway. “Wasn’t it nice of Salma to tell them about you and the shop?”

At the end of her speech, Salma gave Mama a shout-out and told her guests to check out Z’s Designs. Mama turned red, but she was smiling so hard her gums were showing, especially when people around us turned to compliment her right away.

“Very nice,” Mama says, smiling a little again. We drive in silence for a while, each of us lost in our own thoughts. When we left, Salma gave me a hug and said it was great to see me there.

“Follow your passion and keep creating,” she said. And then she added that she hoped we would meet again soon. I hope so too.

I look at Mama, who seems more relaxed than I’ve noticed in a while, and decide to go for what I want in this moment, before I can talk myself out of it.

“Mama, do you think maybe I can try to take some private art classes, like Rubina Auntie was talking about?” I ask.

“Why do you need that?” Mama says. “You take art at school already.”

“I know, but I want to push myself more and try new things. And learn more and get better—”

“How expensive is it?” Mama asks. “And when are the classes? You know it’s already so hectic with Musa’s soccer schedule and everything else.”

And if he joins a travel team, it’ll get busier if those parents were right. But I don’t mention that. Instead, I say, “I found one place that’s like forty dollars a lesson, but you can buy a package which makes it less, I think.”

Mama doesn’t say anything.

“Please, Mama, can I show you? Everyone always says it’s important to have talents and activities other than school. Our counselor was talking about how you need that for colleges. And you want me to go to a good college, right?” College feels like a million years away, but I know these are the things that get Mama hyped.

“Of course I do.”

“So can we look?”

“Yes, we can look,” Mama says. “But remember that your studies have to come first.”

“I know, Mama.” I grin. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Mama warns. “I’ll talk to Baba about it. We’ll have to see if we can afford it first.”

“I know,” I say, but the grin is still on my face.

“Let’s stop at Khala’s for chai,” Mama says after a few minutes. “I don’t feel like going home yet. What do you think?”

“I guess,” I say, remembering what happened yesterday at school with Maxine. I’m still kind of annoyed at Parisa but push it out of my head. I don’t want anything to ruin tonight.

When we arrive at Khala’s, she starts to show Mama some of the redecorating ideas she’s been working on while Parisa and I hang out on the sofa. I snuggle under my favorite fuzzy brown blanket while I still can, since it’s one of the things that Khala says she’s planning to get rid of—and tell my cousin all about the show. I try to describe how cool all the different installations were and to remember what Salma said during her talk.

Parisa seems interested in what I’m sharing at first, but after a few minutes she pulls out her phone.

“What does that mean for you?” she asks me as she mindlessly scrolls. “Are you going to try to be like her now?”

“I don’t know,” I say, not sure how to reply. “I guess after seeing her show I’m wondering if I should try something else with my art. Something different, and bigger—that says something about what I think about the world, you know?”

“Uh-huh,” Parisa mumbles. But I can tell she isn’t listening anymore.

“By the way, this girl at school named Maxine asked me to make a drawing for her. She told me you said your cousin drew yours in the comments, and then she figured out who I was,” I say, after clearing my throat.

That gets Parisa’s attention.

“Really?” A slow smile spreads over her face. “She was that interested in my comments?”

“Apparently. And now Nisha says I’m famous,” I add.

“Relax, Deena,” Parisa scoffs, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You’re so not famous.”

I flinch from the sting of her words.

“I know I’m not,” I retort, watching as she goes to her page and starts looking at her comments again. Parisa’s eyebrows go up as she reads something. Then suddenly, she closes the app and puts her phone down without showing me.

What is her problem?

“You know, I told you I wanted to keep my account private until I was ready to share it with other people,” I say slowly.

“And?”

“And you didn’t let me do that,” I add.

Parisa rolls her eyes. “Come on. You don’t have to be so dramatic,” she says. And then she picks up her phone again.

“Me?” I sputter. “What about you? You’re the one who’s dramatic. Like all the time!”

Parisa bristles.

“I am not!” she says. Her voice is screechy, and if I wasn’t so irritated it would be funny.

“You so are!” I insist, getting louder. “Literally everything about you is dramatic. You want everyone to look at you. In real life and online.”

“Well, at least I care about myself and what other people think!” Parisa hisses.

“What’s that supposed to mean? I care too,” I mumble, sinking lower into the sofa.

“Could’ve fooled me.” Parisa gives me a nasty stare, but I look at her blankly.

“I’m tired. I’m going to bed,” she suddenly adds.

And with that, my cousin simply gets up and starts to leave the room. But Mama and Khala walk in at the same moment, and Mama stops her.

“Do you know what you’re going to wear to the wedding yet?” she asks, putting a hand on Parisa’s shoulder.

“I was thinking of a sharara,” Parisa says flatly. “The cream and gold one.”

“Oh yes, that one is very pretty,” Mama says. She ordered it for Parisa last year.

“Thanks,” Parisa says, giving my mom a quick hug. “Khuda hafiz.”

Mama looks confused, glancing at me and then back at Parisa.

“Khuda hafiz, jaan,” she finally says. “Ready to go, Deena?”

I guess Mama picked up on the weird vibe, because she decides right then that it’s time for us to go home. And for a change, I don’t protest.
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CHAPTER 28

I’m drifting to sleep when I hear voices rising. It’s muffled, but I make out loud whispering and can tell that the tone is angry. Uh-oh. My parents are at it. Again.

I slide out of bed and creep to the door, sitting on the carpet so I can hear them better. Even though it feels like a thousand tiny hammers are hitting me in the chest when they fight, I want to know what it’s about. It usually goes back to money.

Sure enough, I hear Mama say something about how it’s “not that expensive,” and that it’s “important.”

Baba says that there are a lot of other priorities right now, and he doesn’t know if they can manage it.

I get closer to my door and lean my head outside the room to be able to hear better.

“There are always other priorities,” Mama whispers loudly in a mix of English and Urdu. “Like the things you care about. But what about the rest of us? You need to think about what other priorities matter to the rest of us too. Let’s just look at the options.”

I hold my breath as I listen.

Is Mama asking Baba about my art classes already?

I feel a pang of guilt that my wish is making them fight about money again. Why does it always have to be such a big issue? But I also feel a rush of gratitude for Mama, for at least trying, and for following up like she said she would. I try to send her a telepathic message to mention the discount package.

“This always happens when you visit your sister,” Baba says, snapping me out of my thoughts. “You don’t always have to compete with her.”

“Leave my sister out of this!” Mama snarls, her voice louder.

“Shhhh,” Baba hushes her. “You’ll wake the kids.”

Too late for that. At least for me. Luckily for them, my brother is a heavy sleeper.

“I’m working as hard as I can,” he continues. “And I do everything I can to provide a good life for this family.”

“I work hard too,” Mama sniffs. “I’ve been selling more clothes lately, and I deserve to spend money the way I want to. You don’t get to decide everything alone, like some kind of a… dictator!”

Baba coughs when she says that, and for a second, I can’t tell if he’s laughing or not. But then I realize he’s clearing his throat. When he begins to speak again, his voice is low and steady.

“This isn’t the time to have this conversation. It’s late and we’re tired. Let’s look at our budget and the numbers together tomorrow, and you’ll see that we don’t have an extra ten thousand dollars or whatever it costs for new carpet and paint right now.”

Wait, what—that’s what Mama is fighting for? Carpet and paint?

Seriously?

I sit back, as a wave of frustration washes over me. This isn’t about me or what I want at all! And what’s so bad about this carpet anyway? I examine it more closely. Sure, it’s worn in a few places, but it’s not that bad.

I crawl across the carpet, grateful it’s muffling any sound of my movements, and get back into bed. I’ve heard enough, and my mind is racing.

Mama may not think she’s competing with Khala, but wasn’t my aunt literally just talking about decorating tonight? Did hearing about all the things Khala wants to change encourage her to come home and look at our house with different eyes?

And what priorities of Baba’s is Mama talking about? I can’t think of anything he likes to spend money on except for maybe big TVs and new computers. It’s all boring and basic stuff. It’s not like he wants a convertible like Lucia’s dad. Or… does he?

Who gets to decide if they can’t agree in the end? If it’s Baba, does that mean my father is a dictator?

And what about the things that are priorities for me? And Musa? We don’t get to decide anything. And was Mama even listening to me when we talked about the art classes? I thought she was finally understanding!

I remember what Lucia said about money being the biggest reason for divorce. I can totally believe it. It unleashes all this anger in our house, and it has become an issue so many times. And Mama seems so unhappy about it. I can’t believe I thought for minute she was arguing about me taking more art classes. If only!

I pick up my overpriced nightguard and shove it in my mouth. I haven’t gotten used to it and still hate the way it feels—like it’s pressing against my teeth and trying to move them, more than protecting them from myself. I also can’t stop biting down on it every few seconds, to check that it’s still there, even though I know it has no room to go anywhere. But that makes me so aware of it, it’s all I can think about other than my parents’ words.

I force myself to focus on something, anything, else. I think about the opening, which feels like a long time ago already, and about some of the pieces from Salma’s collection. But right now, the memories feel haunting. Then I try to envision something brighter and picture the gigantic sunflowers from the Van Gogh Immersive Experience. But the flowers twist and gnarl and dance together, like my thoughts. When they turn to Parisa, I get annoyed all over again. I love my cousin, but she’s so difficult to understand sometimes. And on the way home, Mama and I had a conversation about her.

“What’s going on with you and Parisa today?” Mama had asked. “Did something happen between you two?”

“Us? No,” I said, not wanting to talk about it.

Mama kept driving and didn’t say anything else for a while.

“Jealousy,” she finally said with a sigh. “It ruins so many relationships.”

“No one’s jealous!” I snorted.

Parisa, jealous? That makes no sense at all. Parisa’s tall, pretty, and popular, and she seems to know exactly what she wants and how to get it. Unless Mama meant that I’m the one who is jealous of her? Could she really think that? Because I’m not. At least I don’t think I am. But I didn’t ask Mama to explain what she meant, and now I’m curious.

I don’t know how I’m going to get any sleep tonight.
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CHAPTER 29

Deena, get up! You’re going to be late,” Baba says from my doorway.

I moan and turn over.

“Come on, come on,” Baba continues. “The bus will be here soon.”

“I don’t feel good,” I mutter. It’s true. I didn’t sleep well, kept waking up, and had weird dreams. They’re fuzzy now, but I remember being lost and crying in one of them. I yawn, run my tongue over my teeth, and realize that my mouthguard is missing. How? Where could it have gone?

“My nightguard’s gone!” I sit up.

“It’s probably in your bed somewhere,” Baba says. “Look in your sheets.”

I pat around for the clear plastic piece and don’t see it, while Baba opens my curtains and lets light flood in.

“Here it is.” Baba points with his socked foot at the mouthguard, lying on the middle of the carpet.

I must have taken it out of my mouth and flung it onto the floor in my sleep. It’s not quite sleepwalking, but I’m still impressed that I managed to do that without waking up. I pick it up, see a layer of lint on it, and make a mental note to clean it extra well tonight before using it again.

“Can I skip school?” I ask Baba. “My stomach hurts.”

“I have to go in for an important set of meetings today and your mother is at the Taylors’, Deena.” Baba frowns.

I’m guessing from the way he calls Mama “your mother” that he’s still upset about their fight. And when I see the little creases in his forehead, I know it.

“Is it that bad, or do you think you can you manage to go?” Baba asks. “I’m not leaving you at home alone.”

“I’ll go,” I say, and drag myself to the laundry basket of folded clothes I haven’t put away to find something to wear. If I stay home and mess up his or Mama’s schedules, maybe they won’t get paid and then they’ll have more to fight about.

“That’s my girl.” Baba smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. Then he adds, “How about I drop you to school?”

“Thank you,” I say. Not being on the bus will help me get through the wave of nausea that’s gripping me right now.

When I get downstairs, Baba hands me a water bottle.

“Here. Sip on this,” he says.

“Water makes me feel like I’m going to throw up,” I protest.

“It’s not water. It’s what my mother used to make me when I felt queasy. A secret family recipe,” Baba explains.

I take the bottle gingerly.

“Don’t be afraid,” Baba laughs. “Try it.”

Baba watches as I take a sip of the secret concoction. It’s not terrible, and a bit fizzy. Musa already left for our bus before we came downstairs and could tell him we were driving, so it’s just the two of us on the ride, which is fine with me. Sometimes it feels like the only time we talk is when we’re in the car.

“Feeling better?” Baba asks me. “Is your tummy settled?”

“Yeah,” I say. The nausea has passed, but I still don’t feel great.

“You didn’t tell me about the art show last night,” Baba asks. “How was it?”

“Oh, it was so cool, Baba,” I tell him. “Salma’s like a big deal! There were all these people there to see her.”

“Was it like paintings or…?” Baba asks. His voice trails off, which isn’t surprising because he doesn’t know much about art although he’s enthusiastic about mine.

“It was some drawings, and some mixed-media stuff. She said it was a commentary on immigration and class, how we see each other and stuff like that.”

“Sounds interesting,” Baba says.

“It was. And she wore the outfit from Mama’s boutique and told everyone about it, so I bet Mama is going to get more business soon,” I add, peeking at my dad out of the corner of my eye to watch his reaction to my mention of my mother.

“That’s great,” is all he says.

“Yeah. And, you know, I’ve been thinking for a while that I want to be better at art too,” I continue.

“What? Why?” Baba stops at a red light and turns to look at me. “Your art is fantastic!”

“Thanks, but I know I can do better.” I pause and then suddenly decide to ask him about what Mama didn’t last night.

“There’s a bunch of places that offer art lessons after school and some summer camps that sound amazing,” I say, “but I don’t know if I could go or anything because it’s kind of expensive.”

Baba clears his throat.

“Well, you’re getting great art instruction at school, and I’m sure you can find tutorials online. I can help you look.”

“I guess,” I say, chewing on my nail. Is it possible that Baba is a dictator? But maybe because he’s a nice one, I never noticed before?

Baba glances at me, and I watch him force a smile on his face.

“But listen, if those lessons are something that you really want, I’ll talk to your mother about it and we’ll see, okay?” he adds, smiling at me encouragingly.

Now I’m completely confused. Is he really going to talk to Mama? Does that mean that she is the one who gets to decide? Because if that’s true, why did she have to ask him about the carpet? And why is she always complaining and stressed out about money? I don’t ask any of these questions though. Instead, I quietly sip on my drink until Baba pulls into the school driveway.

“Here you are,” Baba says, as I open the car door. “Take that with you,” he adds, pointing to my bottle.

“What’s in this anyway?”

“You want me to reveal the secret family recipe? Fine. You dragged it out of me. It’s Sprite, lemon juice, and salt.” Baba smiles. He’s looking more cheerful after our ride.

“Good one. Thanks for bringing me. And for letting me drink soda. In the morning. On a school day,” I say.

“Well, in this case, it’s medicine, young lady, not bad parenting,” Baba says with a wink. “I hope your day gets better.”

I really hope so too.
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CHAPTER 30

There might be something to Baba’s special drink after all because I’m feeling much better by the time I walk into school. I might need to bring this with me more often.

“Hey, Lucia!” I spot my friend at her locker wearing her favorite national park hoodie and call out to her.

“Hi, Deena,” Lucia says without turning around. Then, when she finally does face me, she drops her head and mumbles something about needing to see her teacher about a makeup test before rushing away. I can’t tell for sure, but it looks like she’s less happy to see me than usual. Is she still annoyed at me about the social media stuff? Do I need to work harder for her to forgive me?

There’s a pinch in my chest as I watch her walk away but tell myself not to worry about it right now. Maybe it’s nothing. Instead, I take a deep breath and head to math.

Mr. Stone nods to me as I walk into his classroom and settle into my seat in the third row. He begins by putting on a cute, animated video about buying things at the Discount Barn. The narrator talks about how Rowdy Richard, the owner, has odd items for sale and odder discounts, like 17.5 percent off a pair of cow-shaped cuff links. And he goes into how to calculate the discounts and add sales tax. Then a customer comes in with a bag full of coins and asks about buying a pair of golden goose candlesticks, and the narrator talks about how to figure out if they have enough money.

Money again. I sigh.

The kid next to me starts to giggle because the customer’s voice is so strange, and soon the whole class is laughing. I join in. But then, as the narrator of the video starts going over the calculations and what exactly Petunia can afford, my heart starts to pound.

At first, it’s not terrible, but soon it’s as fast as the washer on spin cycle. I try to take a deep breath and get my heart rate to slow down. But no matter how deeply I inhale, I can’t seem to fill up my lungs.

Now I start to sweat, breathing faster while trying to gulp in air. My body isn’t listening to me!

And then, my chest starts to constrict.

What is happening to me?

Is this what a heart attack feels like?

A wave of nausea hits me and I’m afraid I’m going to throw up all over my desk. I quickly stand up, and the sound of my chair scraping loudly against the floor makes a few kids turn around. Mr. Stone gives me a questioning look from his desk, but something on my face must give him the answer he needs.

“Go,” he says, waving his hand.

I rush out of the room and start to go toward the bathroom, but then keep walking and head to the nurse’s station instead.

Ms. Freundlich is in there, wiping down the cots with a tub of disinfecting wipes. I barge in and sit on the chair, clutching my chest.

“Deena?” Ms. Freundlich asks. “What’s the matter, hon?”

“I… don’t… feel… good,” I gasp.

“What’s going on?” she says, rushing to my side.

“I… can’t… breathe.”

Ms. Freundlich puts the tub of wipes down and sits next to me.

“Do you have asthma?”

I shake my head.

“Any allergies? Nuts?”

Another head shake.

“Okay. What happened?”

“I was in… math class…,” I say. “My heart started beating… so fast.”

“Go on.”

“My chest hurts.”

Ms. Freundlich nods, her big brown eyes filled with concern. I can see little flecks of gold in them, which I never noticed before. She also has a fresh manicure that Parisa would appreciate.

“I might throw up,” I continue.

“I see. Can you take some deep breaths?”

“No,” I whisper. I shake my head and stand up again. Maybe I’ll be able breathe better if I stand.

Ms. Freundlich takes both of my hands and squeezes them gently.

“You will be okay,” she says. “You need to catch your breath. Focus on inhaling and exhaling.”

I think back to the field trip day and how I didn’t feel well and needed fresh air then. That mom and I took deep breaths together and I felt better afterward.

But this is not like that day.

Something terrible is happening inside me, and I’m seriously afraid I am going to die.

“Listen to me,” Ms. Freundlich says. “You are taking quick shallow breaths and hyperventilating. I’ve seen this before, and I’m pretty sure you’re having a panic attack.”

A panic attack?

No no no.

Is that related to a heart attack?

Why did she say that?

What is happening to me?

Oh God, please don’t let me die.

“It means that you are having anxiety, hon,” Ms. Freundlich continues. “Your body is reacting to your worries, okay? I want you to listen to me and help me count to ten while we take deep breaths. Can you do that with me?”

“Okay,” I gasp.

I want this to stop.

I need this to stop.

This is the most terrible feeling ever.

So I begin to count, “One… two… three…”
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CHAPTER 31

It doesn’t feel like I’m going to die anymore. The tightness in my chest passed and I can breathe normally again. But now that I’ve survived, all I want to do is lie on this cot and sleep.

“Deena?” Ms. Freundlich says. “I have Mr. Lin here to see you.”

Mr. Lin is the school counselor. Ms. Freundlich didn’t ask me if I wanted to see him this time. I pretend not to hear her.

“Deena? Can you get up? How are you feeling now?” I hear Mr. Lin’s voice.

I open one eye.

“There you are, come on, sit up for me. Your mother is on her way.”

Wait, what? They called Mama already?

That gets me up.

“I’m fine now,” I say. “I can go back to class. My mom doesn’t need to come.”

Mr. Lin smiles at me. He pushes his clear gray glasses up his nose and adjusts his collar.

“I’m glad to hear that, but we need to chat a little bit. Find out what’s going on with you. Okay? We’ll get you back to class as soon as we can,” he says.

“But my mom has work.”

“She’s already on her way. It’s no problem.”

“Okay,” I agree, since it’s clearly not up to me.

“Let’s go over to my office,” Mr. Lin says. He waits for me to stand up and then turn to Ms. Freundlich. “Thanks, Rachel.”

I guess that’s her first name. She totally looks like a Rachel.

“Thanks,” I mumble too as I follow Mr. Lin into the hallway and through the back entrance of the main office. The counseling office is tucked in a corner, after we pass the staff bathrooms and the kitchen. I smell coffee and feel a stomach pang.

“Here we are,” Mr. Lin says. He holds the door open and I walk in. Even though I didn’t do anything wrong, it suddenly feels like being sent to the principal’s office.

“Have a seat.” Mr. Lin points to one of the chairs around a small round table. I sit, and he pulls up a chair next to me.

“Just so you know, Deena, we’re all here to help make sure that you feel the best and do the best you can at school,” Mr. Lin says. He has a notepad and clicks the top of a pen up and down while he speaks.

I nod my head, and he continues to ask me a bunch of questions.

“Can you tell me what happened in class this morning? What were you thinking about? How were you feeling?”

It looks like I have no choice, so I start to describe everything, from the racing heart to feeling like I couldn’t breathe. While I’m still talking, there’s a knock on the door, and Mama appears in the doorway.

“I’m Mrs. Rahman,” Mama says. “Deena, are you okay?”

“Come in, come in, I’m Mr. Lin, the school counselor.” Mr. Lin gets up and directs Mama to a chair. “Please, join us. We’re just discussing what happened today.”

“What happened?” Mama looks back and forth between Mr. Lin and me. “The school secretary didn’t say much. Did you fall? Hurt yourself?”

“I’m okay,” I say. And then I start over and tell Mama and Mr. Lin what happened.

“You weren’t feeling well this morning, you had a stomachache and didn’t eat anything, and then your father still brought you to school?” Mama asks me when I’m done. I see a flash of frustration in her eyes and realize she’s blaming Baba for what happened.

“Yeah, but I feel like this most of the time in the mornings, so I never eat,” I quickly add.

“You never eat breakfast?” Mama sounds horrified. “Since when? And, why not?”

“I try but I can’t. I feel like I’ll throw up. But I bring a granola bar and eat it later. It’s fine, Mama.”

“It’s not fine.” Mama’s voice rises. “How can you concentrate at school if you don’t eat? No wonder you almost fainted. I told you that you need to drink more milk. Of course that’s going to happen!”

Mr. Lin’s been watching, and he interrupts us.

“If I may interject here,” he says gently. “I think there might be more going on than breakfast.”

“Like what?” Mama’s tone is challenging, in a “how dare you tell me I don’t know what’s going on with my daughter and the most important meal of the day” kind of way.

Mr. Lin clears his throat, shifts in his seat, and smiles at me before continuing.

“I think Deena has been experiencing anxiety, and that what happened in math class was a panic attack.”

Mama frowns as she listens, and I chew my nail and wait for her to ask what in the world a kid like me has to be anxious about. How my parents take care of everything for me, and how all I have to focus on is doing well in school. I hope she doesn’t say anything about how having a job and two kids will teach me what anxiety really is one day!

But my mother doesn’t say any of that. Instead, she shakes her head at me to stop biting my nails, and I pull my finger away from my mouth.

“Anxiety is an emotion that we all have, and that we of course need in our lives,” Mr. Lin continues. “It allows us to protect ourselves from danger, and prepare ourselves for different situations, like studying for a test, and so on.”

I nod. That part makes sense to me. Mama is frozen though.

“But, sometimes, when we have too much anxiety, it can start to take over and control too much of our brains. That’s when we need to step in and help manage it.”

“I understand that,” Mama says after a moment. “But how can you decide it’s anxiety after only one time Deena doesn’t feel well? What if it’s her stomach, or a bug? Isn’t that possible?”

Mr. Lin nods as if he was expecting the question. “Anxiety is quite common and something we are seeing more and more of in youth. From what Deena describes, including the last time she threw up at school, it sounds like it’s been affecting her for some time. I highly doubt it’s gastrointestinal, because of the pattern and the other symptoms she described. You should talk to her pediatrician, of course, and see if they agree. The good news is that by recognizing it now and learning some coping skills, she can feel better soon.”

Mama looks surprised at first, and then a little embarrassed. She gives me a questioning look. I guess that there are a lot of things that she doesn’t know about. I never told her about throwing up at school, the nausea in the mornings, or any of it.

I focus my attention on Mr. Lin because there’s something I don’t understand.

“I get that we all have anxiety. But how would anxiety make all that other stuff happen to me? Like feeling nauseated or having stomachaches?” I ask. “I mean, I know I worry about things sometimes. But when I feel bad in the mornings, I’m not thinking about anything, or stressing out about one thing.”

“That’s a great question. Your thoughts can turn into feelings. And we’ll have to work together to figure all that out,” Mr. Lin says. “But I think we can.”

“What are you suggesting?” Mama asks.

“Well”—Mr. Lin writes down some notes as he responds—“there are a few options. We have resources right here at school since this is affecting Deena at school. I suggest we schedule a team meeting with you and Mr. Rahman, myself, and our school psychologist, Ms. Jamison, as a first step. She can do an assessment, and we can come up with a plan.”

“I see.” I watch as Mama’s forehead wrinkles and wonder if she’s thinking about the same thing as me.

“How much does all of this, um, cost?” I ask, before Mama does.

Mr. Lin leans forward like he’s about to spill a secret.

Uh-oh. Here it comes.

“Nothing,” he says. “This is our job, and what we’re here for. If you decide after our plan that you also need additional private therapy, that may or may not be covered by your health insurance. But we can try this first.”

“Therapy?” Mama frowns. “You think she’s at that point? From one bad day? Isn’t that a big jump?”

“I know it’s a word that makes some people uncomfortable, but therapy is just talking through issues and coming up with coping skills,” Mr. Lin says. “It’s something that many people make part of their lives, and that really helps.”

Mama’s lips are a tight line. And I try to wrap my head around all of this too.

Why is my brain betraying me?
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CHAPTER 32

Mama signs me out of school in the front office and says I can have the rest of the day off. But first I return to Mr. Stone’s class and get my backpack. It’s lunchtime, and he’s sitting at his desk, eating pasta salad out of a container.

“Hey, Deena,” he says after swallowing. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I went to the nurse, and I’m going home now.”

“Feel better,” Mr. Stone says with a smile. “You didn’t miss anything you need to make up.”

I grab my backpack, which is lying near his desk, and then meet Mama outside the school.

“Should we get some lunch?” Mama asks as I walk up to her. “Are you hungry?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s nice out. Want to walk to over to Aroma Café?”

“Yeah.”

Mama takes my backpack and puts it in the trunk of the van. Then we walk a couple of blocks to a little restaurant with silly sandwich names, lots of soups, and big salads.

I order a tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwich, and Mama gets a French onion soup and a salad after eying a croissant. We find a table in the corner of the crowded dining area, which is full of moms dressed in yoga pants with their toddlers, people with laptops, and a few older people.

A man in a brown corduroy shirt brings over our food and I dig in. My soup is tangy and sweet, and the grilled cheese is perfectly toasty and gooey, exactly the way I like it. I’ve taken several bites before I notice that Mama is hardly touching her food.

“Is that bad, Mama?” I ask. “Want some of this?”

Mama shakes her head and looks down. Then, as I watch, her lower lip quivers and her eyes fill up.

“Mama,” I whisper, as a lump forms in my throat. My mother hardly ever cries.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Mama says, grabbing her napkin and wiping her eyes. She forces a smile and picks up her spoon. “I’m worried about you, that’s all.”

“I’m okay, Mama.” I say it with more confidence than I feel.

Mama puts the spoon down again without taking a bite.

“I can’t believe I didn’t know that you were feeling bad for so long. Why didn’t you tell me? You should have told me.”

I put down my spoon and swallow hard.

“It’s my job to take care of you, and to make sure you’re okay,” Mama continues. She wipes her nose with the napkin. “And here you are feeling bad every day, and I’m clueless? Why didn’t I notice? And why didn’t you come to me?”

Mama clears her throat and motions for me to keep eating. She looks around and smiles awkwardly at the lady with a pink headband at the table next to us, who gives her a sympathetic nod back in a way that says, “teenagers.” It’s way too packed in here for privacy.

“I didn’t want you to worry. I thought it was just the way I am,” I say.

“And why didn’t your father say anything? He’s with you every morning!” Mama shakes her head like Baba is going to get an earful later.

“I didn’t tell him either,” I quickly say. “Sometimes, when I’m late in the mornings, he drives me to school. He made me a special drink today because I told him my stomach was hurting.”

Although maybe soda in the morning isn’t such a great idea after all.

Mama sighs and then takes a tiny sip of her soup and a bite of her salad.

“Deena,” Mama says after she’s done chewing. “What do you think about what the counselor was saying? Do you think you need therapy? Do you really feel so bad?”

I can see in her eyes that she wants me to say no. She wants me to say that I’ll be fine and that today was a fluke in a regular school year. But I know it’s more than that. And I know Mr. Lin is right.

I take a deep breath, and then I tell her the truth.

“I do, Mama. I feel bad most mornings. And I try to push through. But I’m tired of it. And if there’s a way to make it stop, I want to try.”

Mama sighs and nods her head slowly.

“Okay then,” she says. “We’ll make the appointment with the school psychologist. But I want you to come to me if anything is bothering you. You know you can talk to me too, right?”

“I know,” I say, but then I think about why I didn’t sleep well and about the fighting last night. Mama already looks so miserable. How can I tell her that I heard them arguing? That one of the things I stress out about the most is her and Baba fighting about money? And about them maybe getting a divorce because of it?

I finish my soup in silence with Mama staring at me like I’m going to disappear into thin air or something.

“I’m okay, Mama,” I repeat, with a little more confidence. “Mr. Lin is nice.” Mr. Lin tried to reassure us when we left and said that he’s helped lots of kids cope with their anxiety. I liked the way he said we were a team and that we would work on it together. Knowing that there’s a path to feeling better already helps a tiny bit. And speaking of teams reminds me of something else.

“Mama, I think Musa should be on a better soccer team,” I say, glad to talk about something else.

“Huh?” Mama looks confused. “What’s wrong with his team?”

“He should be in a travel league. I heard the parents talking about it. That’s how top players get noticed and get scholarships to the best schools and colleges.”

“Deena, he’s only twelve.”

“I know, but this is the time. They have scouts coming to look at them. And some of these private schools are a big deal for sports. At least that’s what a dad on his team was saying.”

Mama wipes her mouth.

“I guess I don’t know about all of these things,” she says with a sigh.

“It’s important, Mama. Like my art.”

“I know it is,” Mama says. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Does that mean that you and Baba will make it a… priority?” I ask, without meeting her eye. Instead, I start to fold up a corner of my napkin like origami.

Mama drops her fork, and I wonder if she figured out that I heard the fight last night. But she doesn’t ask me.

“Yes, you kids are my biggest priority,” she says. “You always have been.”

I look at her and she wipes her eyes again and smiles a sad but determined smile.

“Are you full?” she asks. “Or do you want something else?”

I’m full. Of soup and grilled cheese, and a tiny bit of hope. But I could still use a cookie.
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CHAPTER 33

I wake up and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. The mouthguard is still lying on my nightstand, but I’ll use it tonight. I must have been sleeping hard because I’m groggy now. I don’t usually nap anymore but was completely drained after getting home from lunch with Mama.

There’s still time before dinner, so I unzip my backpack to see what homework I have. I need to read a chapter for history and complete a science worksheet. But first I pick up my phone and check for messages. There’s a short text from Lucia, asking me if I’m okay. I wonder if she’s still annoyed at me but I’m glad she reached out. There’s another message from Nisha. But nothing from Parisa.

I think back to last night and my argument with my cousin, which feels like a million years ago, and grab my sketchbook. I flip past a few flower drawings and the self-portrait I never finished and begin to doodle, distracted, while thinking about the things that Salma said in her talk. What are the questions burning inside of me? What do I want to explore with my art?

Then I pick up my phone again. I look at Z’s Threads and see that we lost a follower. Who are these people who change their mind? I sigh.

I remember what Nisha said before and search a bunch of boutiques and who they’re following. Then I follow a few of the same people and businesses. Finally I add a photo of Salma from her opening that I find on the gallery page. I add that we are honored that she wore our design to her show’s opening. Maybe that will help get us some attention since she’s famous.

Next I search for Salma’s social media accounts so I can tag her. She hasn’t posted much of her own finished artwork. Instead, she mostly has funny signs, pictures from travels, announcements of events, and news about other people’s projects. She included a few art-related things, like a lump of clay and a cactus that’s shaped like a person waving. There’s also a bunch of random art supplies like sea glass and fabric scraps. It’s a glimpse into her mind and what she finds interesting, and it isn’t all pretty or perfect like she’s trying to sell anything. I like it.

I think about how I promised to make that girl Maxine a cartoon and search for the one Parisa posted. The one where she decided to tell everyone who I am. I start to read through the comments, beginning with the ones she showed me last week. As I scroll down, I see where a few people asked who made the drawing and she said STARRYDREAMS1 and nothing else about me. But then I see something else, and as I scan it, my stomach starts to churn.

A kid made a rude comment about how my work was “basic” and that he could do better, and Parisa responded with: “You wish, my cousin’s a legit artist.”

Hold on.

Maybe this whole thing wasn’t what I imagined at all. Parisa wasn’t being careless, or bragging, or any of the things I assumed. She was only trying to defend me. And Maxine had to do some digging to piece it all together—apparently for no other reason than she really wanted a drawing of herself. It makes my head spin.

“Deena!” Mama is standing in my doorway. “You’re up? Lucia is here. Can I send her upstairs?”

“Lucia? Sure.” I quickly make my bed and put my phone away so Lucia doesn’t give me a hard time again for being obsessed with it.

“Hey, Deena,” Lucia says as she walks into my room. She gives me a concerned look, and then comes and sits on the bed next to me. She’s holding a small pink gift bag and holds it out. “This is for you.”

“What for?” I ask.

“I was saving it for your birthday. But I want to give it to you now. Open it.”

I take the bag and pull out the tissue. There’s a little box inside. And in it, a silver ring with tiny balls on it.

“Wow, it’s so cute,” I say as I slip it onto my finger. The shiny silver looks pretty against my skin. “Thank you.”

“It’s a fidget ring. If you start to feel bad, you can play with it and try to focus on it and see if it helps. My mom has one and likes it.”

“That’s so sweet of you.” I swallow my guilt and glance at Lucia while chewing on my fingernail. I don’t deserve this because I certainly haven’t been the greatest friend, or cousin, lately.

“Listen,” I add. “I really am sorry about all that stuff, I mean, setting up an account without telling you.”

“Forget about it—” Lucia starts to say.

“No,” I interrupt. I need to say all of this. “It was crappy of me. We had an agreement. And I should have waited. Or at least told you.”

Lucia nods and starts to play with her own ring. It’s a plain gold band with her birthstone in it.

“It’s fine, honestly,” she finally says, moving closer to me. “But what happened to you at school today?”

“I felt horrible, Luce. I for real thought I was going to die.”

“What? Why?” Lucia’s brown eyes are huge as she listens.

I fill her in on everything that happened, starting with math class, including the nurse, and the school counselor, and lunch with Mom. I only leave out the part about my parents’ fight.

“They think it’s anxiety, but that they can help me work on it,” I say. “We’re going to have a meeting with the school psychologist.”

Lucia nods thoughtfully. I can see my friend’s mind working as she thinks of something to say. I wonder if she’s going to mention an article or some random facts about teens and anxiety. Or tell me about a friend of her sister who has it too, and how they deal with it. I steel myself in case it’s something that’ll make me feel worse. But instead, she slides her hand into mine and squeezes it without saying a word.

“You know, I don’t think having my own account is something I need right now either,” I add.

“For real?”

“Yeah. I want to wait for you, like we agreed before.”

“Okay, if you want,” Lucia says, shrugging like it’s no big deal. But I can tell she’s pleased. My decision is for me too, though. I’m going to do whatever I can to feel better and focus on that. I need to give myself the space to figure out my style, and my own path, and not be distracted. Maybe I’ll want other people’s input later. But for now, I don’t. So, while Lucia watches, I log into my account and hit delete.

It’s a start, but I feel a little better already.
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CHAPTER 34

All throughout dinner, I keep wondering if we’re going to have a conversation about what happened at school today, but no one says anything about it. Instead, Mama’s weirdly upbeat and asks Musa a bunch of questions about soccer. Then, after we finish, and Musa starts clearing the table, Baba clears his throat in his “we should talk” kind of way.

“I heard about what happened earlier,” he begins as he neatly folds up his napkin. “I’m sorry to hear it, Deena. That must have been scary for you.”

“Yeah,” I say. Musa is loading the dishwasher in the kitchen, but he’s moving so slowly and quietly that I know he’s listening to every word we are saying.

“Mama told me that the school wants us to meet with the school psychologist, and to come up with some kind of treatment plan.”

“Uh-huh.”

Baba pushes up his sleeves and leans forward, closer to me.

“I understand they’re doing their job, but do you think that’s necessary, Deena?” he asks. “I mean, everyone gets stressed out and worried sometimes. But now that we know how you’re feeling, you can talk to us about it. And we’re here for you. You know that, right?”

“I know, I know that,” I say. I guess Baba is feeling bad that he didn’t know what was going on with me, like Mama did at lunch. The way he’s staring at me so intently is making me uncomfortable. I wish he’d go back to being his regular jokey self.

“We’ll spend more time together,” Baba continues. “And we’ll get through this, okay?”

I’m not sure where he’s going with this, but I nod.

“You’ll be fine, inshallah. Sometimes you have to let go and remember that we can’t control everything. And like we used to say back in the day, ‘Don’t worry, be happy.’ ” Baba smiles.

There it is: the dad joke. But instead of it making me laugh, something tightens in my chest as he speaks. Baba’s making it sound like he thinks I should be able to just push my anxious feelings away. But I’ve been trying that for a while now, and it isn’t working.

“I already do that, Baba,” I say. “All the time.”

Baba frowns. “Well, we can do it together now, right? Maybe that makes a difference. I know the school is following their policies. But Deena, you’re so young. What if this psychologist stuff goes on your permanent record? And what if that affects you negatively later in life? You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

What is he talking about? Does this mean Baba doesn’t want to have the meeting at school?

I glance at Mama and hope that the crease in her forehead means she shares my concerns about where this conversation is heading. I shoot her a pleading look.

“Mr. Lin said that they deal with this all the time at school. Anxiety affects a lot of kids these days,” Mama says after a moment. “He assured us that everything is strictly confidential.”

“Well, even if it is, it’s still good to be private.” Baba clears his throat. “Think of how things were for us when we were growing up. We just dealt with our problems, and we didn’t involve strangers. We can help our own child.”

I feel my face flush. Mama glances at me and squares her shoulders. She opens her mouth to argue, but before she can say anything else, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and jump in before I chicken out.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about all this before, Baba. But I’ve been feeling terrible for weeks and tried to act normal. And this doesn’t feel normal anymore,” I begin.

“Deena—” Baba interrupts.

“I’m tired of it,” I insist, a little louder now. “And Mr. Lin said there’s no shame in getting help. I know that if I needed tutoring in math, you’d sign me up right away. But I need help with this now. With my… anxiety. And you sound like you don’t want me to get it.”

Baba’s eyes grow wide as I speak, and his head jerks back slightly as if he’s dodging words he doesn’t expect to come from me. But that just makes me more certain that it’s important to say these things, and something I have to do, even as I pause to collect my thoughts.

“Go on, Deena,” Mama says encouragingly.

“I pray every day,” I continue, feeling warmer. “I pray at night to feel better the next day and beg God every morning to not let me throw up. It’s been getting worse lately. And what happened today at school was so awful.”

I remember the feeling, and my pulse quickens as I start speaking again.

“But honestly, it already makes me feel better to hear that there’s nothing wrong with me. That lots of other kids feel the same way. And that there are things I can do to control it.”

Baba is listening intently, and I see him bite his lip and glance over at Mama, who nods at him in a way that I know means, “your daughter is making sense.” That gives me the courage to continue even as my heart pounds in my throat.

“Plus, it’s free,” I add, exhaling slowly. “So, I want to talk to the school psychologist. Can we do that, please? Can we at least try it, and see if it makes a difference?”

Baba lowers his head for a second and mutters something under his breath. He looks at Mama again and his bottom lip completely disappears for a moment.

I stare at him, waiting for a reply. I said everything I wanted to. Baba suddenly reaches over and takes my hand. He pulls on it gently, and I get out of my seat and walk over to him. When I reach him, he wraps his arms around me and squeezes me tight. Then he strokes my hair and kisses my forehead.

“If that’s what you want,” he finally says, clearing his throat. I can tell he still has his doubts and read the worry in his eyes. But then he adds, “Your happiness is the most important thing in the world to us. Inshallah, we will get through this, and it will be easier for you.”

“Thank you, Baba,” I whisper, hiding my face in his chest for a moment as my eyes fill up. I look over at Mama and, for a change, can’t make out what her expression means. But a surge of love for her bursts in my chest anyway.

I dry my face, kiss both my parents, and then put on the water for their chai and head upstairs to finish my homework. I was pretty sure Baba wasn’t a dictator before, but now I know for certain that he isn’t.
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CHAPTER 35

Done with your homework?” Mama asks. She’s in the basement, hanging outfits and getting things ready for the weekend.

“Yeah,” I say. “I didn’t have that much.”

“Can you give me a hand then?” During dinner Mama said that a lot of aunties have been calling to come by and check out clothes, because all the parties for that big wedding are starting soon.

“Sure.”

Musa’s down here too for a change, supposedly helping. But he’s making more of a mess while trying to fold shawls.

“What’s the matter with you, Aapi?” Musa says, looking up at me.

“Nothing. What’s the matter with you?” I reply.

“I’m serious. What were Mama and Baba talking about after dinner? Why do you have to go to the doctor?”

“Not the doctor. I’m going to see the school psychologist. Just to talk.”

“Are you okay?” Musa squishes up his face as he asks, and I realize he’s truly worried about me.

“I will be.” I smile at him.

“Good.” Musa throws a shawl at me to fold.

“Okay, Musa,” Mama says. “We got the rest of this. You can go shower.”

“Are you feeling better now that we’re all on the same page?” Mama asks me once he leaves. She smooths out one of the shawls Musa tried to fold. It’s a pretty one, black with red paisley threadwork all over it.

“Yeah.”

“That was sweet of Lucia to come over,” Mama says. “She’s a true friend.”

“Yeah.” I twist the ring on my finger, spinning the little spheres on it.

I help Mama hang up a few outfits that are in a heap, checking to see if any of them need to be steamed. Khala gave Mama a hanging steamer, and it’s much faster than ironing.

“Mama?” I say after we work in silence for a few minutes. Since we’re talking honestly now, I figure I might as well get everything out.

“Yes, Deena?”

“Lucia says that money problems are the number one reason that couples, you know… split up.” I can’t bring myself say the word “divorce.”

“She’s probably right.” Mama stops folding the shawl in her hands and focuses on me. I resist the urge to change the subject and force myself to continue talking.

“And I, um. I heard you and Baba fighting last night.”

“Oh dear. I thought you might have.” Mama drops her head, and her fist clenches the fabric. It’s going to wrinkle and need to be steamed again, but I don’t say anything. “I’m sorry we woke you, and that you had to hear that.”

“That’s okay. But it’s not just last night. I hear you fight a lot about money.”

Mama looks up again, and her eyes are tired.

“We disagree sometimes. All couples do. It’s natural.”

“But always about money? Isn’t that bad?” I press.

Mama sighs and comes over to me. She lifts my chin and stares into my face.

“Is this what got you so upset at school today?” she asks. “Our fight? It’s because of us?”

I shrug, and Mama’s hand goes over her mouth.

“Oh, Deena.” Mama hugs me tight and then I hear her voice in my ear. “You do not have to worry about us, okay? Baba and I are happy together.”

“But you’re always complaining about money stuff,” I say, pulling back to look at her again. I chew on my nail and then continue. “I can tell that it makes Baba upset. What if… what if he can’t take it anymore?”

Mama’s expression changes. She looks stunned.

“I know I complain sometimes,” she says, like she’s thinking aloud. “It’s a bad habit. But I’m pretty sure Baba’s used to it.”

I shrug again. This time Mama looks like she wants to laugh.

“Trust me, Deena,” she says. “We’ve been together for fifteen years, and I know your father very well. Look at tonight. We figured out how to see eye to eye, after we disagreed at first, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, but Lucia says—”

“Lucia doesn’t know everything,” Mama interrupts. “It’s true, I worry about finances. Not having a full-time income while you kids were younger made things tight for a while. But things are better now. And alhamdulillah we are fine.”

“Fine enough for you to not stress out about it so much?” I ask.

Mama presses her lips together and nods.

“Probably. We’ll both work on not stressing out together, okay?” she says.

“Okay.”

Mama pulls my hand away from my mouth before continuing. “I also need you to come to me sooner about the things that are troubling you, okay? Don’t leave it to Lucia to give you advice.”

Mama doesn’t seem to be as thrilled with Lucia as she was a moment ago. She takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. I follow her lead and do the same, and then reply with “Okay.”

“Inshallah, you’ll be fine, Deena,” she says. “You are a smart and determined girl, and I know you’ll figure things out.”

I want to believe her so badly.

“Even if I don’t go to law school or become a dentist?” I ask.

“What?” Mama smiles. “I could never imagine you wanting to be a dentist in a million years!”

“Well, you never know. Shift happens,” I say.

Mama laughs harder than I expected. “It sure does,” she says after she catches her breath. “But I’m not worried. You’ll figure out what you want to do, something that excites you and sets you up for your future. You have plenty of time. And we’re always here to support you.”

“I know,” I say.

“Baba and me both,” Mama adds, giving me a long look, making sure I understand.

I nod at her and let my mother’s words soothe me, like the warm wisps of steam coming from the machine. I feel lighter than I have in a long time as they carry my concerns away.
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CHAPTER 36

Mr. Carey hands me my grading sheet. Instead of entering our grade into the system so we can see it online, he likes to do this thing where he calls us up one by one and hands us his evaluation of our projects. I glance at mine on the way back to my table and smile when I see that I’ve gotten checks in all the categories and that there’s a big A at the bottom. There’s a handwritten note that says, “Nice work. See me.”

See him? What for?

Cody slides his page over to me. He got an A too, and he deserves it. His portrait looks great now, and he managed to bring those zombie eyes to life more than I thought was possible.

“Yes!” he cheers, and gives me a fist bump. “I’m giving this to my grandma. I bet you she cries with happiness. She does that.”

“She might,” I agree. Cody’s grandma looks like a loving lady in the photo he based his portrait on. She’s in the middle of a laugh, like she heard something hilarious, and you can’t help but feel happy while looking at her face.

I wonder what Mr. Carey wants to talk about all through our lesson about our next unit, pottery. Finally, when he gives us time to set up our work areas, I approach his desk.

“You wanted to see me?” I ask.

“Oh yes.” Mr. Carey smiles. “You did an excellent job on your portrait, Deena.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“I know you weren’t that excited about the assignment at first, but you mastered it anyway, and I admire your dedication.”

“Thanks,” I repeat.

“I was wondering if you’d like to submit it to the Virginia School Board Association’s art contest. I can select three works from three students for the middle school category, and I think yours is a strong contender.”

“Really?” I ask. “Mine?”

I think about the portrait again. I finally got Parisa’s hair to look right. It took forever to get the light to reflect the way I wanted. The eyes are definitely the strongest part of the work. And I did manage to capture the teasing expression from the photograph of Parisa, even if it’s not a hundred percent the same.

But to be honest, there’s nothing about it that makes me say “wow!” It’s a simple portrait of a pretty girl that looks a whole lot like a photograph. It doesn’t say anything about the world or address any burning questions. Why would anyone pick this to win an art contest?

“It isn’t easy to get this level of technical accuracy,” Mr. Carey says, as if he’s reading my mind.

I think about my other portrait, the self-portrait I’ve been working on again. At first, it was inspired by Van Gogh. I was using lots of colors the way he did, a mix of pastels coming together. But recently, I started to experiment. I added a collage of patterns to the background based on things in my life. I added some of the print of my bedspread, the design on my favorite shalwar kameez, a sticker from my collection, and some scraps of pretty origami paper that I’ve saved. It feels like it’s more representative of me now, and I like the direction that it’s going in. I know I can do something else that’s even better.

“Can I show you something else?” I ask.

“Sure,” Mr. Carey says.

I go back to my table, grab my art pad, and flip to the self-portrait. Then I hold it in front of Mr. Carey.

“Oh.” His head moves back, and his eyebrows connect as he studies it. “You’ve changed this quite a bit from the last time I saw it.”

“Yeah.” I can’t tell if he likes it or not. I’ve learned to recognize the signs when Mr. Carey gets excited about a work. He tries to act like all art is equally good, but when he likes something, he rubs his hands together and the pitch of his voice goes up a little.

That’s not happening right now.

“It’s not finished,” I add. “And I’m trying out new things. But I want to try to find my own style, like you said. I want to make art that feels like it’s a part of me. And I want it to mean something.”

“I understand,” Mr. Carey says.

“So, if it’s okay with you, I don’t think I want to enter the contest with that portrait,” I add. “If you like something else I do later, maybe you could submit that for me instead?”

“You sure?” Mr. Carey says. “It’s solid.”

“Yeah.” I’m pretty sure that my best work is yet to come.

“Okay then.” Mr. Carey nods. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with.”

“Thanks. And Mr. Carey?”

“Yes, Deena?”

“Maybe you could enter Cody’s portrait of his grandma into the contest?” I bet his grandma would be even prouder of him to know that it was selected.

“I’ll take another look,” Mr. Carey says as I head back to my seat and sit next to Cody.

“What was that about?” Cody asks.

“Oh, nothing,” I say, letting myself feel proud for a minute. I pull out my portrait of Parisa again and take a moment to admire it. The eyes did turn out well, and as I stare at them, and Parisa’s amused expression, I can almost hear her saying, “You got this, Deenie Beenie.”

And then I remember that I still need to apologize for blowing up at her the other day.
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CHAPTER 37

I look around and when no one else is in the hallway, knock on the door. Ms. Jamison opens it up, inviting me into the room with a smile. She’s got cropped dark hair and a warm, friendly face. I liked her right away when we met last week during our big meeting with my parents and Mr. Lin. Ms. Jamison’s office is almost identical to Mr. Lin’s, with the same round table and chairs around it in the middle.

We all sat here together last week to agree to what all the grown-ups kept calling a “treatment plan” for me. Basically, that’s a fancy term for me coming here to talk to Ms. Jamison once a week. She gave me the choice of meeting during lunch, during art, or after school. I picked lunch because I don’t want to miss art, and here I am now.

“Feel free to eat your lunch while we talk,” Ms. Jamison says as I take a seat at the table.

It feels like eating at the doctor’s office, but I slide out my bag of pita chips and open it carefully, so no crumbs fall out. I put one in my mouth and try not to make any crunching sounds.

“All right, great.” Ms. Jamison gets comfortable in the chair across from me. She has a notepad and a pen and a folder with her. The pen is cute, with a tiny head and hair on top that shakes as she writes. “As you know, we’re here to talk a bit about how to help you manage your anxiety so that it doesn’t interfere with your functioning and performance at school. All right?”

“Okay.”

“Can you tell me a little bit about how you felt this morning before school and when you got to school?”

“A little bit bad.”

“What does that mean?”

I tell Ms. Jamison about how I woke up feeling slightly nauseated, and how I felt like I couldn’t eat, and how I thought I was going to throw up on the bus and when I got to school. As I speak, she watches me intently and take a few notes.

“It’s pretty much like this every day. Sometimes it’s worse. This was medium,” I explain.

“I see.” Ms. Jamison nods. “So, let’s talk about what you’re thinking about when you’re feeling this way. What’s on your mind?”

“Nothing,” I say.

“You must be thinking about something, right? Are you worried about something in that moment?”

“I’m worried about throwing up.”

“And other than that?”

“At that time?” I ask.

“Yes.” Ms. Jamison waits patiently for me to answer while I think about it.

“No. All I’m thinking about is how I can’t eat, and I know I’m supposed to have breakfast. And that I don’t want to get hungry later on. But also, if I eat, I’m going to throw up.”

“Have you thrown up before?”

“Lots of times.”

“Where?”

“At home, before school. And one time at school.”

Ms. Jamison’s eyebrows go up. “At school? Can you tell me about that?”

I describe the day I threw up in the bathroom and went to the nurse’s station with Nisha.

Ms. Jamison asks me a bunch of questions about how I felt. And how things might have gone differently. What if I hadn’t made it to the bathroom? What then? What might have happened? What would have happened if I threw up on the bus? What’s the worst thing that could have happened?

I try to answer all the questions, even though I’m guessing. I mean, how am I supposed to know? But it does help to go through what Ms. Jamison describes as my “worst-case scenario” and realize that maybe the things I’m afraid of 1) probably won’t happen and 2) probably wouldn’t be nearly as bad as I imagine.

“When we have anxiety, sometimes we fall into what we call ‘thinking traps’ that can take over. Like being convinced that the worst possible outcome is going to happen, for example,” she explains.

“Okay.” I can kind of see that.

“We’re going to work together to identify some of the thinking traps that you might be stuck in and come up with a road map to help you start thinking differently. Does that sound good?”

I nod. It does.

Ms. Jamison goes on to talk about keeping a journal, like a record of when I feel anxious. She says it will help find a pattern of when I feel bad, or when my body is physically responding to stress or anxiety.

“Like when my parents are fighting?” I ask.

“Oh yes,” Ms. Jamison says. “That’s a very understandable thing to be stressed out about. So that’s something to journal about too.”

“I’ll try,” I promise, although it sounds like more homework.

“You said you like art, right?” Ms. Jamison adds.

“I love it.”

“If you don’t want to write out your feelings, you can draw them too, if that’s easier for you. The idea is to have a record that we can look back at and go through together.”

“That sounds better,” I say. “I can write fine, but I’d rather draw.”

Ms. Jamison smiles. “Whatever you prefer.”

“And um, can I ask a question?”

“Sure,” Ms. Jamison says. “Anything you like.”

“How long do I have to keep coming here? I mean, no offense.”

Ms. Jamison breaks into a bigger smile.

“As long as you like, Deena. You might want to come for a few weeks, or until the end of the school year. Whatever you decide you’re comfortable with. Does that work for you?”

I don’t like missing lunch with my friends, but I want to feel better, and to be in control of my anxiety.

“That works for me,” I say. “Thank you.”
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CHAPTER 38

Musa, you have to help me this time,” I say when my brother walks into the kitchen. “I can’t carry all this by myself.” I’m making tea for a bunch of aunties who are over to look at clothes.

“Fine,” he agrees, without an argument for a change.

“What’s the matter?” I ask.

“We lost. And I didn’t score,” he says with a scowl. Musa is still wearing his soccer uniform, and his socks are covered with mud and grass stains.

“Oh. Well, you’ll win next time,” I say as encouragingly as I can.

“I guess. That’s what Brandon’s dad said. But no one could get me the ball. The whole game was played on the other side of the field.”

Musa drove with his friend to the game since Baba had to work this Saturday and Mama’s busy with the aunties. As I stare at my brother, his eyes dark, I wonder if he feels bad that his family wasn’t at his game to cheer him on. I’ve gone a couple of times with our parents, who watch and seem interested, but they don’t get into it the same way some of the other parents do. They don’t yell at the ref or coach their kid from the sidelines or act like each game is the most important thing in the world.

I wonder if this was the game when the scout was supposed to be there. If so, did Musa do enough to impress him?

“Can you get the other tray? The wood one with the handles?” I ask.

While Musa finds the bigger tray, I take out the fancy teacups. Then, I change my mind and take out some skinny mugs that don’t have saucers. They’re easier to carry, plus there’ll be less to wash later.

There’s a big pot of chai simmering on the stove, and I’ve already arranged the biscuits on a plate. With Musa helping, we get all the tea poured without spilling much. And he remembers to add napkins to the trays. We each take one and carefully head toward the basement.

“Ready?” I ask Musa. “There’s a lot of people down there.”

Musa gives me a half shrug, the best he can muster with the tray in his hands.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s do this.”

We walk into the basement and set both trays down on the little table by the wall.

“Asalaamualaikum, Auntie,” I greet a woman I don’t recognize who immediately comes up to us.

“Ooh, chai,” she says. “Can I take?”

“Sure. It’s for everyone.”

Musa and I back away as three of the aunties crowd around the tea, laughing and talking like it’s a party. I slip away and search for Mama. She’s in the corner, talking to one of the ladies, and when she turns her head, I see that it’s Rubina Auntie. Without thinking, I step to the side, ducking out of sight before she spots me. I’m not sure why, but I’m not ready to face her.

Right then, Khala and Parisa walk in. Mama had asked them to give her a hand yesterday. She decided to tell all her customers to come between twelve and four and called it an “open house.” And it worked, because there are six aunties crammed into the basement right now, plus one sulky little girl in pigtails playing on an iPad.

Parisa comes into the room first, almost gliding with her head held high. She’s wearing a printed kurta from one of Mama’s earlier collections and she chats with all the aunties in Urdu, making polite small talk like it’s her favorite thing to do. I watch how she cocks her head to the side as she listens to one of the ladies, and then smiles brightly before she answers. I haven’t seen her since our argument at her house. It was just a week ago, but it feels like a million years have passed. I wait until she’s done talking, take a deep breath, and then go up to her.

“Hey,” I say casually, like everything is the same as before.

“Hey, Deenie Beenie, I didn’t see you hiding over there. Look at all these people!” Parisa is also acting like her usual self, and I uncurl my hands, which I realize were balled up in tight fists.

“I know.”

“Do you think it’s because of the photo shoot and all the social media stuff you’re doing?” Parisa asks.

“Maybe.” I shrug. “Or because of that wedding.”

“Either way”—Parisa waves her hand around the room—“it’s great. I’ve never seen it this busy.”

I nod, trying to act relaxed. This is exactly what I’ve been hoping for. If Mama’s business can take off, with steady customers and more sales, it’ll make it easier for her to forget about money worries. I think about the art lessons again, and how it seems more possible now. And who knows, maybe travel soccer for Musa. But I need things to be okay with Parisa first.

“Hey, listen, I’m sorry about the other night. For getting angry and saying all that rude stuff,” I continue, swallowing hard. “I know you were only—”

“It’s okay,” Deena interrupts. “I know I can be a lot sometimes.”

“You’re not.” I shake my head. “You’re great.”

“Aww, thanks.” Parisa flips her hair over her shoulder and grins at me. “You’re okay too.”

That was a lot easier than I expected, and I feel like I should still say more.

“There you are, beti.” I turn my head and see that it’s Rubina Auntie herself, coming toward me with a smile.

I smile back. What does Auntie want to say to me? Does she want to talk to me about my art again? Maybe some more design help?

“Can you bring me a cup of chai? Two sugars,” she orders in her extra-loud, commanding way. “I’m picking out another suit from your mother.”

“Okay,” I mumble, as heat rises to my face. I quickly turn away and head toward the chai trays. There are two mugs left, so I put two spoons of sugar in one of them, stir, and grab a biscuit in a napkin.

“Here.” I hand the cup and the biscuit to Rubina Auntie, who takes it with a nod as she continues to tell Mama that she will call her to arrange pickup of the outfit.

I picture Mama, hunched over her sewing machine at night, and suddenly blurt out, “You know, we have a new policy. All alterations take at least a week. And if you want it sooner there’s an extra fee.”

Mama looks at me in shock, and I bite my nail.

Did I really just say that?

“Deena, don’t insert yourself in adult conversations,” Mama whispers in Urdu, her eyebrows raised so high they almost disappear into her hairline. My stomach twists with nerves as Rubina Auntie finishes taking her sip of tea slowly. But when she lowers her cup, her lips turn up in a way that isn’t wicked.

“No, no, it’s fine,” she says, and I start to breathe again. “Deena is right to tell me. You should make your policies and stick with them. Or else how will your business succeed?” she continues.

“Thank you, Rubina,” Mama says quickly. “I’m sure we can get this ready for when you need it. But please give me some notice if you can.”

“I will,” Rubina Auntie replies. “Good chai.” She hands me the empty cup with a little nod. And then I turn and meet Parisa’s gaze. Her eyes widen and I can tell that she’s more surprised by my boldness than I am. But even though my insides still need to unwind, I’m glad I said what I did.
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CHAPTER 39

You should have heard her,” Parisa giggles. “It was a total takedown.”

“Shhhh!” I hush her, while I peek outside the kitchen to make sure no one has come upstairs besides Parisa, Musa, and me. The last thing I want is for Rubina Auntie to overhear us. Or any of the other aunties. “It was not!” I add.

“What’d you say exactly?” Musa asks. He takes the last of the biscuits from the tray we brought back upstairs and shoves them in his mouth.

“That we have a policy of a week for alterations. So, she can’t demand her stuff the next day and make Mama work on it all night like last time,” I whisper.

“You said that, for real?” Musa whistles in appreciation.

“Not the last part. But I had to say something. I didn’t think Mama was going to.”

“I’d never have the guts to do that,” Parisa says. And as I picture her charming all the aunties, I wonder if that’s true. She probably wouldn’t say anything to challenge any of them because she likes being the perfect one.

“It came out of my mouth before I thought about it,” I admit. “Or I wouldn’t have said anything either.”

Parisa turns to the pantry, opens it up, and takes out a can of Pringles. “Can I have some?”

“Yeah.”

Parisa pours out a handful of chips and munches on them. She holds the can out to me, and I take a few. Musa takes the container next and polishes off the rest of them, shaking the can into his mouth.

“This wedding is turning into such a big deal. These aunties are acting like it’s New York Fashion Week or something,” Parisa says.

“They aren’t getting married. Why do they care?” Musa asks.

“My mom says there hasn’t been a big, fancy wedding in a while. I guess it’s an excuse to get all dressed up,” Parisa says.

“It’s weird,” Musa says. “And such a waste.”

“No it isn’t. It’s fun,” Parisa argues. “And it’s good for business. For both of our moms.”

That part is true, although I secretly agree with Musa. I heard one lady downstairs talking about how she was getting a new outfit for each event. Another said that she was getting eyelash extensions that last for three weeks, and she was encouraging her friend to consider it. She said she found a place where it “only” cost two hundred dollars. Two hundred dollars! All for lashes for someone else’s kid’s wedding.

“Do you do fake lashes for people?” I ask Parisa, who’s finished eating and has her face buried in her phone like usual.

“I don’t think so.”

“You totally should. People pay a lot,” I suggest.

“True. Lashes do make your eyes pop,” Parisa says.

That reminds me of something.

“Can you come up to my room?” I ask.

“Okay,” Parisa says. She puts her phone in her pocket, follows me up the stairs, and flops onto my bed.

“Close your eyes,” I command.

“What for?” Parisa complains, even while she does it.

“It’s a surprise. Okay, now open them,” I say.

I hold out the portrait I made of Parisa so that it’s facing her and hear her inhale sharply.

“What?” I ask nervously from behind the portrait. “I thought it turned out okay. My teacher wanted to submit it to an art contest, but I wanted to keep it and give it to you.”

Silence.

Does Parisa hate it?

I lower the portrait so I can look at my cousin.

She is clutching her chest, her face shining.

“It’s SOOOOO good, Deenie Beenie! I love it! You made me look amazing!”

I exhale slowly in relief.

“I made it the way you look, silly,” I say.

“Really? You think I look like that?” Parisa chews her lip and frowns.

What is she talking about?

“Duh. It’s not like I can use filters, remember? And I copied the photo I took of you. So, yeah, you totally look like that,” I laugh.

“Wow. Thank you,” Parisa says, staring at the portrait like she can’t get over it. “I can’t believe you drew this with your own hand. It’s amazing.”

“You could hang it in your room if you like it,” I suggest.

“In my room? No way! It should be in the living room, like over the fireplace!” Parisa declares, running her finger over the edge of the portrait. “I’m going to ask my mom.”

“Sure,” I say with a smile, closing the pad and resting it on the floor. “It’s yours. Put it wherever you want.”

Parisa sits without moving, inspecting her nails for a bit, not saying anything else.

“You okay?” I ask.

“I wish I was good at something like you,” she says, still looking down at her hands. “That I had something like that. A talent.”

“Are you joking?” I ask. “What about makeup and hair and nails? You’re amazing at all of that!”

“Yeah, but that’s not the same,” Parisa says. “Anyone can do that stuff.”

“I can’t.”

“That’s because you don’t care about it,” Parisa argues. “Because you don’t need it. I wish I had your confidence.”

“Me?” I laugh. That’s the second time Parisa called me confident. Does she know me at all? Or what the word means?

“I don’t have any confidence!” I correct her, and then, while Parisa shakes her head in disbelief, I add, “I’ve literally always wanted to be more like you.”

That’s the truth.

Parisa stops shaking her head and blinks in surprise.

“Why?” she finally asks, as she wrinkles up her nose.

“You always know how to act and what to say. Like how to model or talk to aunties.”

“But I’m faking!” Parisa throws up her hands. “I have no idea about anything!”

“Well, you fooled me,” I say. “You look like you have it all figured out.”

Parisa looks at me hard.

“Do you mean it? For real?” she asks.

I never realized that what I think matters to her so much.

“Yeah, for real.”

“Well then,” Parisa says, forcing a smile. “I guess we’re both phonies.” She laughs an extra-dramatic laugh and then holds out her hand for a high five.

“I guess so.” As I slap her hand it suddenly dawns on me that we have far more in common than I ever thought.
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CHAPTER 40

It’s good to see you again!” Mama says as Salma walks into the basement. The rest of the aunties have already left, but Salma called and asked if she could still come by today. Mama said yes, and I’ve been hanging out down here for the past hour, waiting for her to arrive.

Salma looks more casual than the last time we saw her, in jeans and a flowy, striped shirt. Her hair is curly and wild, and she’s got a colorful, flowery headband on, which doesn’t match anything but still fits somehow.

“Thanks for letting us come by.” Salma smiles warmly at Mama and then points to the petite woman in a long dress beside her. “This is my friend Vina. She wanted to check out your collection.”

“Welcome, Vina,” Mama says. “Let me show you what we have.”

Salma spots me and gives me a little wave. “Salaam, Deena. How are you?”

“Good!” I try not to jump up and pepper her with a million questions.

“By the way, thank you both again so much for coming to my show. It meant a lot to me,” Salma says.

“I loved it,” I say. “It was great. Mama said so too.”

“Thank you,” Salma sings, and then she heads over to help her friend pick out some kurtas. I listen as they chat with Mama about her designs, how she chooses the fabric and patterns, and all the steps she takes to get the clothes made. It almost sounds like an interview, and I wonder for a second if they want to go into business making outfits themselves. But Mama doesn’t seem worried and answers their questions freely.

I wait until Vina is trying something on in the bathroom to approach Salma.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask.

“Go for it.”

“How did you decide which pieces to put in your show? Did you pick them, or did the gallery?”

“I did. I applied for a solo show and my proposal was accepted,” Salma says. “Before this, in the past, I’ve only been asked to submit a piece or two.”

“Is it like a contest?” I ask.

“Sort of,” Salma says. “There are also specific categories or calls for submissions, and getting selected is a bit like winning a contest, I guess.”

“Oh.”

“How’s your art class going?”

“Fine, but I want to take some more lessons, and learn some more techniques. One of the aunties who was here before told me about a studio where her daughter went, but it’s kind of expensive.”

“I see,” Salma says. “Do you have any works that you can show me?”

“Of mine?”

“Yeah, who else’s?” Salma laughs.

“Really?”

“Sure.” Salma smiles. “Why not?”

I pull out my phone and scroll to the photo I took of Parisa’s portrait.

“I gave this to my cousin,” I say, handing her the phone. “My teacher wanted to enter it into a contest for middle schoolers, but I told him I can do something better.”

Salma enlarges the image and studies different parts. I watch her linger on the eyes for a second and wonder what she’s thinking.

“You’ve got nice skills, Deena,” she finally says.

A real live artist complimented me! I try to act calm and not throw my fist into the air or do a happy dance.

“You know, you don’t need formal art lessons to develop yourself as an artist,” Salma continues after a moment. “You just need to push yourself and try new things.”

“Is that what you did?”

“Totally. And for years, I used to feel like an imposter because I didn’t go to art school. But I know now that you don’t need a piece of paper or a fancy degree to say you’re an artist. You’re an artist when you make art.”

“Did you go to college?”

“I did. But I got a degree in biology,” Salma says. “And I worked in public health for a few years before I got a couple of grants and decided to focus on my art full-time. And now we’ll see how it goes.”

“Oh. I’m sure it will be great.”

Salma hands me back my phone, and I wonder if I should show her the cartoons I made or run to my room and get my art pad. But she’s looking around to see if Vina is out of the bathroom.

“Ooh, that looks great on you!” she says as Vina walks out in a long peach gown with pearls around the neckline and sleeves.

“Are you an artist too?” I ask her.

“Me? No!” Vina smiles. “I’m a nurse. But I have a gala to attend for my hospital and Salma told me to come here.”

“What do you think?” Mama asks.

Vina spins around in front of the mirror, checking herself out.

“I like it,” she says. “It’s gorgeous.”

As she and Mama begin to talk about the price, I peek at Salma again. I want to ask her more questions but don’t want to bug her.

But then she surprises me, by turning to me.

“You know, if you want, you should come by my studio!” she says. “I can show you around, and maybe we can work on something together.”

“Are you serious?”

“Totally. I have tons of supplies, and you can just let loose and be creative there.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

“That would be so amazing,” I say, while the excitement bubbles up inside me.

“It would be fun. And honestly, we artists need to stick together. I wish I had more people to support me when I was younger.”

Mama has been listening and she speaks up. “That’s very generous of you. As long as it wouldn’t be a bother or take up your time.”

“It’s not a problem,” Salma says. “I run workshops and love to mentor young people. It’s important as artists to be in community.”

I want to be in that community so badly.

“Thank you, so much,” I gush, while Salma waves me off.

“Don’t mention it. Take my number and text me when you want to come,” she says.

“Can I, Mama?” I ask, turning to my mother. “I promise school will come first.”

“Did I forget to mention that?” Salma adds. “I have a homework-before-studio-time policy.”

Mama smiles, nods her head, and mouths “thank you” to Salma.

Did she put her up to this?

No way. She wouldn’t.

Or did she?

I don’t think so. But no matter what, I get to train under a real live artist! And I finally let myself do that happy dance, once I’m safely in private.
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CHAPTER 41

I totally choked,” Nisha says, slapping her hand against her head. “I can’t believe it!”

“It’s okay,” Lucia soothes. “It happens to everyone, right?”

“I don’t know,” Nisha moans. “My partner was nice about it, but I could tell she was frustrated. What if she asks Coach for a different partner for our next match?”

“She probably won’t,” I say, although I have no idea about this person or anything about doubles tennis to be honest. It seems like a mean thing for her partner to do after only one loss.

I think about the tools I’ve been learning with Ms. Jamison and trying to put into practice. She says I tend to “catastrophize,” and worry about all the terrible things that are going to happen. And she talks me through how likely it is for those things to occur, and what would happen if they did. I’m starting to do that myself now.

“If you did have a different partner, it wouldn’t be the end of the world, right? You’re still on the team, which is great, and you’re still a star,” I add, as I play with the beads on my worry ring.

“I guess,” Nisha says, with a little nod.

“It’ll be okay,” I continue. “I know it will.”

“Thanks. My parents say I need to chill too,” Nisha laughs.

“It doesn’t help when people tell me to relax when I’m stressed out,” I say. “But it does help if they remind me to take a deep breath and think through what I’m worried about.”

“That makes sense,” Nisha says.

“Maybe I need to get you one of those too?” Lucia asks Nisha, pointing at my ring.

“Maybe.” Nisha smiles at us gratefully. “But I feel better already.”

I’m surprised by how good it feels to be able to talk about what I’ve been going through openly. And to have the right words to describe it.

“Come on, let’s order before it gets super crowded,” Lucia says.

We’re at our favorite boba spot, which is only a short walk from school, right by Aroma Café. Lucia’s mom said she’ll pick us up from here in an hour.

“Ooh, winter melon!” Nisha reads the cardboard poster sign, perking up. I stick to my usual order, black milk tea with extra boba although the colorful ordering panel does make all the other options look tempting.

“Something cool happened to me today,” I share once we’re settled into the chairs in the corner of the shop, slurping our drinks through the jumbo straws.

“Hmmm?” Lucia asks with a mouth full of boba.

“Mr. Carey told Cody and me he wants us to paint a section of the hallway in the art corridor.”

I explain how he added our names to the list of eighth graders because he thought we could make an important contribution.

“He called it a permanent art installation,” I add, as a tingle of excitement runs through me at the idea of my art living on the walls of our school, forever, for every student in the future to see.

“For real?” Nisha asks.

“What’s it going to look like?” Lucia adds.

“Well, we still have to come up with the theme and a motif. And then Mr. Carey will approve it.”

Mr. Carey was staring at me hard when he said he wanted us to think about what means something and represents the issues that matter to us. And I finally understood.

He wants us to explore our questions.

“That’s so awesome, Deena,” Nisha says. “You’ll be famous!”

“I guess,” I laugh.

“I have such amazing friends,” Lucia cheers.

“You’re amazing too,” I say.

“Am I?” Lucia shrugs. “At what?”

“You’re the best student I know,” I say.

“Me too,” Nisha adds. “Who’s better at school than you?”

Lucia drains her cup and puts it down with a satisfied smile.

“I don’t know,” she says. “But, speaking of school, did you start your social studies projects yet? I was thinking of naming my fictional island something related to friendship and then making the topographical elements the things that can make or break it.”

Nisha and I look at each other and burst out laughing.

“We literally got assigned that three hours ago, Luce,” Nisha says. “Slow down.”

“How am I going to be the best then?” Lucia says, sticking her tongue out.

We throw our napkins at her and laugh as she ducks and spend the rest of the time joking about what we would include on Friendship Island, like a theme park with a Boba Lazy River and the Anxiety Falls roller coaster.

I wouldn’t mind spending time on that island.
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CHAPTER 42

The studio is smaller than I imagined. It’s a basic room. But it’s got a big window bringing in lots of natural light, a big hanging fern, and a drawing table. And there are boxes and piles of supplies on shelves and on the ground, like tiles, clay pots, canvases, brushes, paints, and a bucket of pastels. I could live in this art center, spending all my time wandering the hallways, peeking into other studios, and exploring the two small galleries. I’m still in shock that Baba dropped me off here, and that this is actually happening to me.

“This is what I’m currently working on,” Salma shares with me, pulling a cloth off a canvas that has a bunch of buttons glued to it. It doesn’t look like much yet, but I’m excited to watch her process.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask. It feels like I’m always saying that to her, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

“Of course,” Salma replies as she pops opens a Scottish cookie tin stuffed with buttons and rummages through them.

“How do you decide when you’re done with a project?”

Salma grins and pats the stool next to her.

“I don’t know if my work is ever fully done. I reach a point where I pause for a while to think about it. And if that pause gets long enough, I guess I’m done. The burning inside to continue creating has stopped.”

“Okay,” I say. “Except, then, how do you know if it’s good?”

“Well, how do we know if anything is good? Does it make you happy? Does it satisfy you? Only you can decide that for yourself.”

That sounds like something Baba might say.

“But don’t other people choose what’s good, and what gets popular?” I press. Salma sure has a lot of buttons. I wonder if she collected the extra ones that come with different clothes she bought over the years or if she bought these. I decide to save that question for later as I wait for her reply.

“Well, yes, people do decide what gets popular.” Salma frowns as she thinks. “But there’s a big difference between what’s popular and good. Don’t forget that. When you find yourself in your art, you’ll feel it. You’ll know it’s good.”

I really, really hope she’s right.

I think about my portrait and decide I want to start another one that shows me breathing deeply. I imagine exhaling all my worries away, like a big wave, with shapes of things in it. I saw something like that in a series of portraits by Shahzia Sikander, one of the Pakistani-American artists that Salma told me about, whose work is in fine art museums all over of the world. I started to look at her work, and other artists, to see what else moves me as much as Van Gogh.

Salma and I spend the afternoon together, working in silence, and at other times talking more.

“I draw things that don’t satisfy me, because other people like them,” I finally confess after sketching out my new idea onto a big canvas.

“What’s that?” Salma asks. Her brows come together as she tilts her head to hear me better.

“I made these drawings of my cousin and some friends, and everyone likes them, but they’re just silly cartoons,” I explain.

“There’s nothing wrong with cartoons,” Salma says. “It takes talent to draw a likeness and find something to pull out from someone’s personality.”

Salma makes everything sound better.

“At the same time, how awesome that you already have a sense of the type of art that is meaningful to you, and that you don’t rely on outside validation alone,” she adds.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I mean that it’s great to get praise, but that shouldn’t be all that you chase. Work on making art that is important to you, that expresses your emotions, and wrestles with your big questions, and that will be more meaningful than getting likes, or compliments, or a good grade, or anything else.”

I must be frowning now because Salma looks at me and chuckles.

“I can tell you don’t believe me,” she says. “But you have to try to shut out the noise while you find yourself in your art.”

“I believe you,” I say. “But I don’t know if I can do that.”

“It takes time,” Salma says, nodding slowly. “I’m here to help you figure it out. Although, to be honest, I still struggle with that part sometimes.”

Spending a couple of hours with Salma is already making it clear that there’s still so much I don’t know. But I guess that’s why so many great artists have great teachers. And even if I never become a great artist, and end up being a pharmacist, or a lawyer, or even a dentist, I’m still lucky to have mine.

That reminds me to tell Salma about the surprise that Mr. Carey gave me, and I fill her in about the art installation.

“That’s a big deal, Deena!” Salma stands up and walks over to me. “It’s super important to have your people, and to see your art out in the world. And this helps you do both. Congrats!”

“Thanks,” I say as I think about the seeds of ideas I have for it and how I’m excited to share them with her. “But I have more questions about that.”

“Go ahead, shoot,” Salma says, with a laugh. “But let’s take a break and get a snack while we chat. I’m in the mood for some fries. Or do you like nachos? The Mexican place on the corner has killer guacamole.”

The artist, my mentor, wants to hang out with me and eat! Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any better, it did.
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CHAPTER 43

Musa appears from the other room, wearing earbuds. His eyes go wide when he sees me.

“Whoa. What happened to you?” He points at my face.

My cheeks heat up.

“Is it too much? I can take it off,” I quickly say.

“It’s… something,” he says with a smirk.

“Musa! Be nice,” Mama scolds.

I hesitate.

“You look great, Deena. Don’t listen to him,” Mama says.

I’m wearing an olive-green and orange outfit that Mama picked out for tonight. She said it was ideal for a mehndi, the color of henna when it’s both wet and dry. Then tomorrow night I’ll finally wear the blue outfit I’ve been saving.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have let Parisa do my makeup,” I say. I went to her house earlier today and she spent an hour on my face and hair. My hair is still curly, but halfway up in a little bun. And there are tendrils falling on either side of my face, which I like. But I’m wearing eye makeup, which I’ve never done before. I’ve got eye shadow on, plus thick eyeliner that is drawn to a point, and layers of mascara on my lashes. It’s making me blink funny, like a baby doll with big fake eyes that open and close when you move it.

“It’s fine for an event like tonight,” Mama says. She isn’t wearing much makeup at all. She put on some lipstick and a little blush on her cheeks, but she still looks fresh and beautiful. “It’ll be dark in the hall and trust me, everyone will be very decked out.”

“Okay, if you say so.” Part of me wants to run upstairs and scrub everything off, but I don’t want to hurt Parisa’s feelings after she worked so hard on me. She said it was like I was her canvas and made cracks about how she could enter my face into a contest. But I could tell when she was done that she was satisfied with her work. And then she and Khala gushed over how “stunning” I looked. Their words reminded me of the comments Parisa gets on her posts, to be honest. And I didn’t know how to feel about their praise, especially when the person in the mirror looks so different from regular me.

“I’m messing with you. You look like Parisa,” Musa says, although I’m not sure if he means that as a compliment or not.

“Remind Baba to order the pizza in an hour and don’t stay up too late,” Mama tells him. I know he’s going to be up playing FIFA all night. But it seems only fair since this mehndi is for ladies only.

Mama and I pick up Khala and Parisa in the minivan to drive to the mehndi together. They approach the car, and Parisa is wearing a dark red gharara with gold threadwork on it. Her hair is in a high ponytail and curled at the ends. And she’s got big gold jhumka earrings on that look like tiny chandeliers. She looks perfect, like usual. But today, I wonder if she feels as good on the inside as she looks on the outside, or if she’s as nervous as I am.

“Are we going to dance?” Parisa asks me as she climbs into the back of the van.

“We didn’t practice anything,” I say. “We don’t have time now!”

“Not a rehearsed dance,” Parisa says. “Freestyle. When it’s open for everyone.”

“Oh. I guess then, yeah.” I’m not the best dancer in the world, but it could be fun.

“I heard this place has tasty food,” Khala says. “They’re known for their chicken makhani and bhindi.”

“Yuck. I hate bhindi,” Parisa groans. “It’s so slimy.”

I’m not a big fan of okra either.

“This one is tavva fried. Everyone raves about it,” Khala insists.

Parisa makes a gagging face. And that seems to remind her to make other faces in selfies with me.

“Now? It’s so dark in the car,” I protest.

“Let’s try,” Parisa insists. We put our heads together while she takes a few shots from different angles, and then she turns on the light in the car.

“Look down,” she says. “That way we can see your lids.”

I do what she says, posing in all the ways she asks me to, until she’s done.

The rest of the ride, Parisa is busy editing the photos, and I sigh and let her do her thing. But when we pull up to parking lot, I feel a familiar knot in my stomach. I imagine walking into the hall and everyone staring at my face, wondering who the girl with the mask is. And I picture myself standing awkwardly, alone, while everyone else has a good time dancing and talking and eating. But then, I pause and reflect on what I’ve been working on with Ms. Jamison. I force myself to stop letting my thoughts get the best of me. And I tap Parisa on the arm.

“Hmmm?” she says.

“I’ll dance with you, and take all the photos you want, as long as you stay off your phone the rest of the time and don’t keep editing and posting stuff until you’re back at home.”

“Look at you,” Parisa says. “Telling everyone what’s up now.”

But I hear respect in her voice.

“I want to have fun with you, and not have you be on your phone all night,” I explain. I feel proud of myself as the words flow out of my mouth. It’s something I’ve wanted to say to Parisa for a while now. “Deal?”

“Deal.” Parisa sticks out her hand.

As we shake on it, our bangles jingle and collide with each other. Parisa grabs my arm, and we walk into the hall together.

I take a deep breath, exhale, and tell myself, It’s only anxiety. You’re fine. It’s going to be a fun night.
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CHAPTER 44

The bride and groom are sitting on a carved wooden bench swing together, surrounded by hanging flower garlands and little tables filled with decorated trays of henna and mithai. I watch the bride giggle as an auntie congratulates her and breaks off a piece of ladoo to feed them both.

“This is exactly what I want my mehndi to be like one day,” Parisa says, as she scans the room. “It totally looks like a scene from a Bollywood movie, doesn’t it?”

“I guess,” I say. “But you’re not getting married for a million years, so who knows what people will be doing then.”

“I’m pretty sure it will still be the same. I want all the traditions—henna on my hands and feet, motia bracelets, the big entrance with candles, all of it.”

“What about the mithai? You want that too?” I ask, pointing to the tray of barfi, ladoo, and other desi sweets. Parisa always complains if that’s the only dessert at a party.

“Okay, maybe not that. We can have cupcakes instead,” Parisa says.

“That sounds more like you,” I agree.

The room is packed with aunties and girls, and there’s the usual group seated on the middle of the dance floor, banging on a dhol, singing traditional songs and clapping. They burst out laughing and tease the groom, who is playing along even though I wonder if he only understands half of what they are saying, like me.

“Did you have appetizers?” Mama comes up to stand beside us. “The palak chaat is so tasty. I don’t know how they get the spinach to be so crispy like that.”

“Yeah, it was good, but I saw someone passing around chicken pakoras,” Parisa says. “I’ll find us some,” she adds, before disappearing into the crowd.

Mama smiles as she takes in the scene and puts her arm around me.

“Having fun?” she asks.

“Yeah.” I nod. Mama’s been checking on me a lot more lately. I feel her gaze as she studies me, making sure I’m okay. Maybe she’s afraid of missing something important again.

“I’m glad.”

I recognize an auntie who attended the open house as she makes her way over to us. She’s wearing a Z’s Threads original—a teal and gold block print shalwar kameez with an extra-wide dupatta, along with gold heels that must be pinching her feet from the way she’s hobbling.

“I’m getting so many compliments on your outfit,” Auntie says breathlessly. “I have an anniversary party coming up and I want to come again this week to see what else you have. Are you free?”

“Of course,” Mama says, and I watch as they chat. Mama seems much more comfortable in her role as business owner than before. I’ve heard her ask people to make appointments, stay firm on prices, and push back when people ask for things sooner than she can deliver them. It’s kind of amazing to see the transformation.

Auntie turns to me as they finish talking.

“Pyaree beti,” she says, patting my cheek. “Jheetay rao.”

“Shukriya, Auntie,” I say, bowing my head slightly like I’ve seen Parisa do in these situations. I feel super fake, and smile as I think about us both being phonies.

As Auntie hobbles away Mama moves closer to me and whispers, “That was nice, although I can’t remember her name for the life of me!”

“But she’s a customer!” I whisper back.

“I know, that makes it so much worse! And I’ve met her more than a few times, so I can’t ask her now. It would be so rude,” Mama confesses.

“I’ll find out for you,” I offer.

“Oh, Deena, thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help.”

“It’s not that hard.” I shrug. “I’ll ask around. I’m sure somebody will know her name.”

Mama chuckles.

“I’m not talking about your investigative work, jaan,” she adds. “I mean everything you’ve done for the business. From the logo to the website, to all the organizing and turning my little endeavor into a real boutique. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You do the hard work, Mama,” I say as my heart swells from the praise.

“No, we’re a team. And we have so much to be grateful for, alhamdulillah,” Mama continues, squeezing my hand. “I want you to remember that. How blessed we are, to have each other, supporting each other. It’s everything.”

I watch as her face fills with emotion, and I’m afraid she’s going to cry again and make me cry, in the middle of this ballroom filled with bright colors, singing, and joy.

“Of course, Mama,” I say. And then I point at a little kid who is spinning around on the floor and making himself dizzy, which makes Mama laugh.

Parisa and Khala find us, carrying two appetizer plates piled high with chicken pakoras to share. I bite into a piece of the fried chicken smothered in chutney and am jolted by the tangy sweet and spice of it.

“Ready to dance?” Parisa says as we polish off every morsel on the plates and then wash it down with sodas. Someone ushers the groom out of the room while another dims the lights. The deejay plays an upbeat song from an Indian movie that gets even our moms clapping.

“Let’s go,” Parisa says, pulling me onto the dance floor. We start off swaying a bit to the beat, moving our shoulders a little. Then we get a little more confident and begin to shake our hips and wave our hands in the air, spinning in circles and imitating the Bollywood actresses we see on Zee TV.

As I move, I feel my hair start to become undone, but I don’t let myself worry about who is watching, or whether I look ridiculous. Because I’m happy, and that’s all that matters.

Mama is right. I have so much to be grateful for.

Now I know that it’s possible for the things I dream about and pray for to actually happen. It’ll take courage and determination, and the right people to help me. But I can’t wait to draw my future, exactly the way I want it to be.
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