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1

Sara

COOKING IS PAINFUL. Sitting at the back of an afterschool cooking club I didn’t sign up for is even worse. And listening to a bunch of whiny white kids complain about the cooking club is actually excruciating.

Especially because my mom is the teacher.

I look at the clock on the wall. Three thirty p.m. This is going to be a long afternoon.

“Now, class, please settle down and join me at the table,” Mama calls politely, her hijab slightly askew, sweat shining on her forehead.

I cringe. I can’t help it. Her Pakistani accent is thick, even though she’s lived in the United States for almost three decades.

The kids in Mama’s class giggle and look at their phones, their bored fingers swiping the screens. They’re a small group, twelve middle-schoolers. There are only two boys, even though the flyer Mama spent so much time on specifically said everyone was welcome. A few are veterans, seventh- and eighth-graders who did cooking club with the original teacher, Chef Elaine. From the way they keep throwing suspicious looks at Mama, it’s clear they don’t think anyone can replace their teacher, especially not some foreign lady in a hijab.

I stifle a sigh. Everyone stands in pairs in Poplar Springs Middle School’s kitchen classroom, where I’ll be taking FACS—Family and Consumer Science—later this year. I hang back from the group, near the giant metal appliances. There’s an open kitchen with neatly stacked pots and pans where the FACS teacher, Mrs. Kluckowski, does demonstrations. But there are also six cooking stations for kids, each with its own stovetop, oven, and sink. A metal island on wheels stands in the middle of the room. Mama waves and points, finally convincing everyone to gather around. Supplies for the club’s first recipe are piled on the island: a brown bag labeled ZEBRA BASMATI RICE, a bucket full of onions and potatoes, a bunch of wilting cilantro, and a few bright tomatoes.

Thank God I’m not part of this stupid club, I think as I stretch out my legs on the floor and lean against the wall. It’s an inconspicuous spot at the back of the kitchen, near the metal refrigerator. I make a small pile of my things on the floor: backpack, sketchbook, a can of still-cold Coke. It’s not as if I’m trying to disappear, but I won’t exactly be upset if these junior chefs don’t notice me. Like that would ever happen.

Poplar Springs is a small suburb in central Maryland, halfway between Baltimore and Washington, D.C. Some residents can trace their families back generations; others are transient, moving every time they get a new job. There are a handful of brown people. Most of the Muslim kids go to an Islamic school called Iqra Academy, thirty minutes away. Not all, though; there are two eighth-grade girls I know from the mosque. I sometimes see them laughing in the hallways, but they just nod at me. There’s also Ahsan Kapadia in sixth grade, but we don’t share any classes. Like me, he’s quiet and keeps to himself. Like me, he was at Iqra until middle school.

I sigh again as I think about my school. At least, it was my school until this fall. My best friend, Rabia, who I’ve known since preschool, doesn’t understand why I left. To be honest, neither do I. It was one of those decisions eleven-year-old girls don’t get to make on their own.

Like which afterschool clubs to be present at, apparently.

I’ve already gotten narrow-eyed looks from the other kids. I think a couple of them are sixth-graders too, new to Poplar Springs Middle, like me. I feel their questions hanging in the air like heavy steam. I bet they’re dying to ask who I am, if the lady in the headscarf is my mom or my aunt. As if all Muslims know each other.

Then there’s Mrs. Kluckowski, short and barrel-chested, wearing a brown blouse and a plaid skirt that reaches almost down to her puffy ankles. Frizzy hair frames her frowning face. She stands near me at the back of the room, writing in a small notebook. Finally, she gives Mama a stern look and walks away.

No worries. I’m a master at ignoring people. You have to be when your parents get dirty looks at the mall and somebody shouts, “Go back home!” a couple of times a year. You definitely have to be when not even one of your close friends from elementary school is in this new, very large middle school. I think of Baba’s favorite quote from that eighties show he loves, The A-Team: “Pity the fools.” And if that doesn’t work, ignore them.

Unfortunately, ignoring is difficult right now. “Class, let’s get started,” Mama practically shouts. Her accent is more pronounced, with the T’s and R’s harder, so I can tell she’s getting annoyed. She holds up a wooden spatula. “Can anyone tell me the correct name for this utensil?”

“What’s she saying?” A tiny girl with freckles and a thin, dark ponytail whispers so loud that everyone starts giggling again.

I feel a frown digging into my forehead. These girls really are the height of disrespect. If Rabia were here, she’d walk right up to them, hands on hips, long braid swishing like a whip from under her hijab, and tell them to knock it off. I feel a little sorry for Mama. She’s chewing her lip, ruining that pink lipstick she put on at the last minute. She looks as if she’s about to drop the spatula and run away.

I’m not about to rescue her. Mama literally dragged me to this detestable cooking club because she thinks I’m not old enough to stay home alone.

“I’m in sixth grade, Mama,” I’d protested. “I’m old enough to stay alone for an hour without burning the house down.”

To be honest, I’d wanted to shout at her, but thought better of it. It would’ve been rude, and Pakistani parents like mine don’t care much for their kids’ impolite American ways.

“We never talked back to our parents, not even once!” Baba likes to say in his proudest voice.

I don’t think that’s anything to brag about, but clearly he does, so I always try to be respectful. Yet how have I been rewarded? Here I am, sitting on the graying floor of this freezing metal kitchen, listening to a bunch of complaints from girls who don’t know how to boil an egg.

Okay, I’m guessing about the egg-boiling part. I don’t care how many classes they took with Chef Elaine—most of them don’t look like junior chefs, with their polished nails and confused faces as Mama tries to explain the different types of utensils. Mama told me last week that the old teacher left suddenly and took the binder of club recipes with her. When Mama took over, she had to come up with lessons from scratch.

“Spatula!” Mama says grimly. “It’s a spatula!”

“We know,” one girl scoffs. She’s wearing a tight white T-shirt with a smiling cupcake emoji on it and the words SWEET STEPHANIE’S in sparkly silver font. I recognize her. She has her own cupcake business. I’ve seen her in the cafeteria, handing out samples when the teachers aren’t looking. She probably knows how to make eggs ten different ways. If anyone in this awful class has an ounce of cooking experience, it’s her.

She’s never offered me a sample. Good thing I don’t like cupcakes.

I grit my teeth and look away from Stephanie’s superior smile, away from Mama’s flustered face. At least I’ve got my drawings. Thank you, past me, for packing my sketchbook and pencils at the last minute.

I insert my earphones and press PLAY on my iPod. Selena Gomez always puts me in a good mood. I pull a red pencil from my case. The garden I’m drawing has only one red rose, right in the center, and I want it to be perfect.

I hear Mama over Selena Gomez’s melodious voice. “The first thing I’ll be teaching you to cook is rice with potatoes. In my language, we call it tahari. It’s very simple and quick.”

“Tahari? I thought he was a fashion designer,” Stephanie blurts out.

More laughter.

“I hope it’s plain rice,” the freckled girl with the too-loud whisper says. “Like, not spicy?”

Mama tries to smile, but it’s causing her quite a bit of effort. “It won’t be too spicy, but you did sign up for a South Asian cuisine class,” she says, very sweetly.

“I can’t eat spicy food. It makes me . . .” The girl sticks out her tongue, panting like a dog. Stephanie laughs. Is this a cooking class or a comedy club?

Time for some intervention.

I lean forward and stare the loud girl down until her eyelids flicker. Then I notice the girl next to her elbowing her in the side. She’s in sixth grade too. I recognize her from language arts class. Elizabeth something.

She has wavy brown hair with bangs so long, they threaten to cover her glasses. Elizabeth and her friend are a total mismatch. For one, the loud girl is way shorter than Elizabeth. Her name-brand jeans and fleece are the preferred uniform of Poplar Springs students, and if she weren’t so outspoken, she’d blend in with everyone else. I have to admit, I prefer Elizabeth’s style. She wears brown corduroys and a Harry Potter T-shirt. It’s black, with gold letters that read WHEN IN DOUBT, GO TO THE LIBRARY. —HERMIONE GRANGER. She must be a little bit brave to wear something so book-nerdy.

Mama sighs very obviously, her cheeks puffing. “The good thing about spice is that you can adjust it to your taste,” she says, patting her hijab in a gesture I recognize as nervousness. “Now, first thing is to soak the rice in water. Does anybody know why we do that?”

I can answer that. I’ve been watching Mama cook since I was tall enough to stand by myself in the kitchen. I knew the names of all the spices on Mama’s spice rack before I could read: salt, paprika, turmeric, cumin, coriander, mint. The list is as long as it is colorful.

When I was old enough to go to kindergarten, Mama had time to open her own catering business. Suddenly our kitchen went from one pot on the stove to three or sometimes four huge cauldrons of steaming food cooking all hours of the day. Biryani and chicken korma on the stove. Samosas in the fryer. Dahi bara in the fridge. It’s like living in a restaurant, only I never get to leave. That’s why I hate cooking. I have to scrub my hair for hours to get the smell of the spices out.

Mama is still looking around expectantly. The students all gaze back in silence, a few of them frowning as if she, their teacher, has no right to ask questions. Really, does nobody know why rice must be soaked before cooking?

I jab the PAUSE button on my iPod. Time to speak up, if only to save Mama some face. “If we soak the rice, it becomes softer and cooks faster,” I call out loudly.

They all turn to look at me, mouths open—especially Stephanie, who thinks tahari rice is a fashion trend, and the loud one with the dark hair.

“Who is that?” the girl says to Elizabeth. I stare right back.

“Shhh, Maddy! Listen,” Elizabeth whispers.

Mama raps a hand on the metal island to get everyone’s attention. The clang from her wedding ring makes a few of them jump.

“Thank you, Sara,” Mama says. “Everyone, this is my daughter, Sara. She will be spending our club time doing her homework. Quietly.”

I nod and try to cover my sketchbook with my arms. Great. Now everyone knows my mother dragged me along, and that I was doing everything but homework.

Mama throws me a Sorry look and continues. “Let’s measure two cups of rice in this bowl.”

As the kids gather around my mother, I start up my music again. Before I can look down at my drawing, I notice Elizabeth watching me. Not in a mean way. More like she’s curious. I hate people staring at me as if I’ve got a horn growing out of my forehead. I have to resist the urge to cross my eyes or make a face at her. It’s not like we’ve ever officially met, even though we share Ms. Saintima’s language arts class. Sometimes I see her in the halls, but Poplar Springs is so different from Iqra Academy, like a big, noisy circus where all the performers know each other except me. I don’t talk to anyone most days. I keep my head down and rush from one class to another.

I suddenly miss Rabia like a craving for that mint chutney Mama used to make when I was little. I haven’t seen her since school started.

I notice that the edge of my tunic sleeve is wrinkled, and I smooth it carefully. My eyes shift down to my drawing. The garden seems ugly now. Whose idea was it to draw a single rose in the center of all these white lilies?

Oh, yeah. Mine.

I feel someone’s gaze on me. I sneak a peek, looking up at the kids gathered around the cooking island. Elizabeth again. She raises her right hand to her glasses, and I notice she’s wearing bracelets, her only jewelry. One has a Star of David charm. It glints in the fluorescent kitchen lights like it wants to be noticed. When she sees me looking back at her, she smiles a little.

Ugh. The last thing I want to be is friendly right now, stuck in this hot kitchen with a bunch of rude kids making Mama nervous. I glare at Elizabeth until her smile slips and she looks away.

Good. Message sent and received.
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Elizabeth

IF YOU BELIEVE IN stereotypes, British cooks fall into two categories. Terrible ones who boil everything until it’s as gray and soggy as English weather, and the ones who bake perfectly iced cakes and adorable meat-filled pastries for BBC cooking shows.

My mother is British, but she probably thinks a Victoria sponge is a cleaning product, not an airy cake filled with jam. Mom is a great believer in instant mashed potatoes, frozen dinners, and Hot Pockets. She does cook when Dad is home, but canned tuna, frozen peas, and mayonnaise tossed over noodles is not my idea of delicious.

When Poplar Springs Middle announced that an afterschool cooking club was starting, I signed up immediately. Mom doesn’t like cooking? Fine. I’ll do it. All I need is someone to teach me. My brothers still tease me about the Stilton scrambled eggs I made, and that was weeks ago. How was I supposed to know Stilton is England’s stinkiest cheese?

When it’s finally the first day of cooking club, I bounce into the FACS room with my best friend, Maddy Montgomery.

Maddy leads me to the station next to Stephanie Tolleson. She tosses her ponytail and says, “This is going to be amazing. I get to be with my new best friend”—she waves at Stephanie—“and my old best friend. That’s you, Elizabeth.” Maddy nudges me and smiles.

Great.

When I first told Maddy there was a South Asian cooking club, she crinkled her freckled nose and said, “No. Thank. You.” Maddy is not an adventurous eater. Then she found out Stephanie was in the club and it was all, “I cannot wait to be in the kitchen with you and Steph. Since she has her own business, Steph wants to learn as much about cooking as possible.”

Puh-leeze. Maddy’s only known Stephanie since this summer. When I was at sleepaway camp, which I am never doing again, they met at the Club, where Maddy does swim team.

I’m not so sure about this “new best friend, old best friend” deal. One best friend should be enough for a person. It’s enough for me.

Maddy drifts over to the next kitchen station. She’s gushing with Stephanie and some seventh-grade boy about all the fun they had on swim team this summer. Nobody tries to include me in the conversation, so I focus on what our teacher is saying. Something about potatoes. Mrs. Hameed walks over and puts a mound of them on our counter.

Maddy says, “See you later,” to Stephanie, as if our station is on the other side of town instead of two steps away. Ugh. This was supposed to be our thing, BFF time.

“I’ll chop,” Maddy offers.

“Large chunks,” Mrs. Hameed instructs. “The pieces should be slightly bigger than the end of your thumb.”

“Ew,” Maddy says as Mrs. Hameed walks away. “Now I’m going to picture big hunks of thumb in our rice.” She hacks at the potato I’ve just peeled.

I push my charm bracelets up my arms so they don’t dangle as I peel. Then I sneak a glance at Mrs. Hameed. She’s wearing a green headscarf decorated with white teardrops, and makeup that shows off her dark eyes. My mother doesn’t do makeup, except for special occasions.

Some kids near our station start grumbling about making food with names they can’t pronounce.

“Chef Elaine was so much better,” Stephanie says in a low voice.

“What’s wrong with mac and cheese, or chocolate chip cookies? American food,” Maddy adds.

The red-haired boy from swim team grins and says, “Right?”

Mrs. Hameed ignores the chatter and goes on teaching without getting frazzled. When grouchy Mrs. Kluckowski comes in with her notepad, Mrs. Hameed nods politely and acts as if our FACS teacher is invisible.

I like her style. If she can ignore the complaining, so can I.

I’m not here to gossip. Yes, I want to spend time with Maddy. The only class we have together this semester is PE. But mainly, I’m here to learn. If I pay attention and work hard, maybe I can take over making dinner at home. I already know how to bake challah and some other breads, but my older brother says he needs meat to put meat on his bones. He is pretty skinny for a fifteen-year-old. Dad says David hasn’t gotten his man-muscles yet. Gross.

What if I add chicken to this rice and potato dish? I can tell David and my younger brother, Justin, to think of it as a breadless Hot Pocket. They consider those things a miracle of culinary brilliance.

I’m so busy planning my own version of tahari rice that I don’t notice Maddy’s terrible knife skills. The potato is a mess of jagged bits on her cutting board. It’s never going to cook evenly.

“Let’s switch places,” I suggest. “I’ll chop; you peel.”

Maddy shrugs. She catches sight of that girl in the corner, huddled over her sketchbook. “Who sits on the floor in the school kitchen?” Maddy snorts. “Her jeans are going to smell like onions and disinfectant.”

The girl has long black hair clipped back with a silver barrette. She’s wearing jeans and a blue-gray tunic with bell sleeves. I know her from language arts class. Ms. Saintima calls her Sarah, the American way, but her mom pronounced it “Sah-rah.” I like the way her name makes a little rhyme. It’s weird that she’s never corrected our teacher. Ms. Saintima would be cool with it. Plus, it’s October. We’ve been in school for weeks.

Maddy catches me staring and nudges my arm. “You know her?”

“We have a class together, but she hardly ever talks.”

Maddy snorts again. “I wouldn’t talk either if I had an accent like that.”

Was she even paying attention before? Probably not. She was too busy talking to Stephanie. “Mads,” I say, “she sounds exactly like us.” I don’t know why I’m sticking up for Sarah. Sara. Whatever. I don’t even know her.

“Her mom is, like, impossible to understand.” Maddy makes sure Mrs. Hameed isn’t nearby. “My brain has to work overtime when she talks.”

“You’ll get used to it,” I say. Maybe having a mom with a foreign accent makes paying attention to Mrs. Hameed easier for me.

Mrs. Hameed calls us to a giant soup pot on the teacher’s stove. The moment she tosses cumin seeds into the hot oil, I know this club is where I’m supposed to be. I breathe in, close my eyes, and inhale the warm, nutty aroma. When I open them again, Maddy is chitchatting with Stephanie. Loudly. I catch Sara scowling at them.

Most of the kids in sixth grade have friends from elementary school, but I don’t think Sara does. She sits alone at lunch and hangs her head down in class, barely speaking, even to teachers. Did she move here from far away? That might explain it, but it’s no excuse for being unfriendly.

Mrs. Hameed reaches up to the wood-framed mirror hanging from the ceiling. She tilts it so we can see chilies, tomatoes, and onions glistening in the pot below. When she asks for a volunteer to stir, no one raises a hand. But all of those rich colors and flavors are calling to me. I step forward and take the wooden spoon.

Mrs. Hameed directs one of the eighth-graders to pour in the soaked rice with its water. “Carefully,” she explains as I stir. “The rice is fragile.”

Rice is fragile? No one ever told me that. At my house, rice boils in a plastic bag or gets heated in the microwave.

When Mrs. Hameed is pleased with the mixture, she puts the whole pot into the oven so it can finish cooking. “Time to set the tables,” she calls.

I spot a package of napkins on the counter, but Sara’s in my way. She’s still on the floor, absorbed in her sketchbook.

“Excuse me,” I say.

Nothing.

“I need to reach the napkins.”

Typical. Sara must be the least friendly kid in our grade. I poke her shoulder. Hard.

As she looks up and scowls, her hair falls away from her face.

“Oh, you’re wearing earphones,” I stammer.

She glares at me, as if I’ve accused her of stealing. “Is class over?”

“No. The rice is in the oven.”

Sara leans back and relaxes a little. I want to grab the napkins and rush back to Maddy, but my mouth keeps moving. It does that sometimes.

“I didn’t know that was a thing. Cooking something on the stove and then sticking the entire pot in the oven.”

Her eyes narrow as if to say, Why are you still talking to me? Finally, Sara mutters, “Good food takes time and patience.”

I laugh without meaning to. “Tell that to my mom. Does your mother have a cooking club for grownups? Because I will sign my mom up so fast.”

“One cooking class is more than enough.” She shakes her head and returns to her sketchbook.

I’m trying to be nice, but if she’s more interested in her artwork than in me, fine. I’m reaching for the napkins when Sara speaks again.

“All we do at my house is cook.” Her voice is quiet. “My mom has a catering company.”

“But you’d rather draw.” I lean over to peek at her sketch.

Sara snaps her book closed, but not before I see a swirling garden created in black ink, one red flower in the center. It’s beautiful. If I could draw like that, I’d study animation when I grow up. But my hands are big and clumsy. I’m better at kneading dough than drawing.

Sara slides her sketchbook into her backpack without saying another word.

Conversation over, I think. I head to the table, where Maddy is already sitting next to Stephanie.

Stephanie’s all right, I guess. People like her because she’s always sharing samples of the cupcakes she bakes. But she’d rather watch America’s Got Talent than Doctor Who.

Maddy and I used to argue for hours about which actor was the best Doctor Who, a time-traveling do-gooder who clashes with monsters, saves Earth from aliens, and witnesses historical events like the destruction of Pompeii. How cool is that? Not cool enough for Maddy, now that she’s friends with Stephanie Tolleson.

Maddy’s complaints about Mrs. Hameed’s accent and the spicy food are annoying, but I put up with her because she’s my best friend. We’ve been together since third grade, when we both showed up for the school Halloween parade wearing the Eleventh Doctor’s tweed jacket and red fez hat. I laugh to myself, picturing Sweet Stephanie in a fez and nerdy bow tie. That is so not her look.

When it’s finally time to eat, everyone gets a ladleful of bright yellow rice and potatoes in a plastic bowl. I chew slowly, savoring the flavors. They’re so delicious that the noise in the room fades away for a second. How can such simple ingredients make my tongue feel like it’s dancing with warmth and smoke?

No one has taken the time to teach me about food before. Not even my grandmother. She taught me to make challah, but Bubbe says the kitchen in her New York apartment is too cramped for showing me more complicated recipes.

But tahari rice is easy. I bet I can make this at home. No Stilton cheese necessary.

I take another bite and shoot Maddy a huge grin. And that’s when she spits her rice into a napkin. “My tongue is on fire,” she tells everyone at the table.

Sara drops her plastic fork with a clatter. All eyes turn to the end of the table, where she’s sitting by herself. She treats everyone to a lethal scowl.

This is why she has no friends.

I don’t know what Sara’s problem is, and I don’t have time to care. I’m too worried about Maddy. Since we started middle school, sometimes she feels like a new person. Spitting out her rice was rude, but I know she’s showing off for Stephanie. I ignore her and enjoy my food.

The door opens before we finish eating. A few parents wander into the room. Stephanie tries to hand some of them her brochure.

“I cater birthdays and bat mitzvahs,” she says. Her smile matches the grinning emoji-faced cupcake on her Sweet Stephanie’s T-shirt.

I walk over to Mrs. Hameed and tell her, “I can’t wait to try this recipe at home!” I feel like I should curtsy or something, which is ridiculous. It’s not like Mrs. Hameed is the Queen. She’s a regular mom who happens to be our cooking teacher. I blush, totally embarrassed that I even thought about curtsying to Mrs. Hameed.

I’m taking a printout of the recipe when Maddy’s dad comes in. He’s driving me home today. Mr. Montgomery doesn’t like it when we make him wait. I rush to the door in time to hear him grumble to Maddy, “That Arab lady is your teacher?”

I know that Mrs. Hameed is not an Arab. This is a South Asian cooking club, after all. The Hameeds are from Pakistan, not the Middle East. But I’m not about to say that to Mr. Montgomery.
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Sara

ON SATURDAY, I wake up to the smell of steaming-hot parathas and eggs, the way I’ve done every morning since I can remember. Mama and Baba are at the kitchen table, eating and watching a morning talk show. Some blond reporter with a toothy smile is praising the qualities of an L.L.Bean jacket versus the Sears brand.

I quietly say, “Salaam,” and get a bowl from the cabinet.

“Paratha khaa lo. I just cooked it,” Mama tells me, her eyes glued to the television. She waves to the freshly cooked paratha in the foil.

So what else is new? I almost say, but it’s too much effort to talk just yet. Who invented mornings, anyway? I fill my bowl with chocolate cereal and pour milk over it before anybody objects. “No, thanks,” I say in English, and settle next to Baba, who’s got a plateful of fried eggs sprinkled with pepper. “You can give my paratha to the twins.”

Baba looks up from his plate, eyebrows threatening to touch his hairline. “Eggs are good for you, jaanoo,” he tells me in Urdu. He’s big and bulky, all wrapped up in a tattered jacket even though the central heating is on full blast.

“Er, no, actually, too many eggs could increase your cholesterol, Baba.” Again, I reply in English. He grumbles under his breath. It’s a game with us: the older generation speaking one language, the kids responding in another. But Mama and Baba always give up in the end.

He switches to English. “What are you talking about? See how strong and healthy I am?” Baba flexes his biceps.

“That’s not muscle, Baba!” I groan. “That’s fat. F-A-T!”

Mama scoffs. She has a not-so-secret habit of eavesdropping on other people’s conversations.

She reprimands me, her tiny frame rigid with indignation. “Our parents used to eat paratha and eggs every day in the villages of Pakistan, and they lived to be ninety.”

I wave a spoon dripping with milk. “They lived a different lifestyle, Mama—you know that. They worked on farms and walked everywhere, so they got plenty of exercise.”

“Hmph,” Mama mutters, sipping hot tea. I make a face at her. Mama and I are often at loggerheads about the weirdest things, like how people in villages lived a hundred years ago. Still, I secretly enjoy our little arguments. She’s very knowledgeable but doesn’t like to rub it in.

Baba puts up his hand like a police sergeant. “Please stop, you two. I have ulcers from listening to you all the time.”

I don’t tell him that spicy food will irritate his ulcers. I jab a spoon in my cereal, which has absorbed so much milk that the pieces look like bloated life jackets bobbing in a speckled ocean. Ew.

Baba goes back to his eggs. I look around and catch sight of the papers from the cooking club last night, lying on the kitchen counter with a bunch of unopened mail. A slim booklet with an American flag on the front sticks out from underneath, jogging my memory. “Why are you watching that blond airhead again, huh, Mama? Don’t you have your citizenship test to study for?”

Mama makes an impatient sound deep in her throat and whispers, “Later.”

“Kya?” Baba abandons his egg halfway to his mouth. His grayish-black goatee quivers on his chin. “You told me you were almost done with your studying.”

Mama gives me an exasperated look. I am instantly ashamed, but in my defense, I didn’t realize she hadn’t been studying for that thing at all.

“I’m doing it, okay?” she tells Baba, touching his shoulder in a comforting gesture. “It takes time. If I had someone to help me, it would go faster.”

Both of them turn to look at me. Uh-oh.

I pretend to focus on my soggy cereal. “Maybe I’ll have a paratha after all,” I say weakly, trying to make them happy.

Too late.

“You will help your mama study,” Baba commands. He gets up from the table and wipes his mouth, then turns to Mama. “It’s ridiculous that you’ve been studying for months and haven’t finished yet. Sara is going to help you, and that’s the end of it.”

Baba doesn’t usually talk so firmly. In his job as a pharmacy technician, he speaks little and works way too hard. Both Mama and I glare at him.

“But . . . it’s not fair,” I splutter. “I’m already staying back with her in that stupid cooking class! Why do I have to be part of this, too?”

Mama’s hand freezes. I see her teacup tremble slightly, and I wish I could take the words back.

Baba frowns. “Don’t you want your mother to be a citizen of this great country? Do you want her to float around between two cultures forever?”

I groan. My father is always so dramatic. When he puts it like that, the choice is clear. “Okay, fine. I’ll do it,” I say with gritted teeth.

Mama relaxes. “Thank you, jaanoo. That will be such a big help.” She smiles at me.

I bite my lip, then reluctantly smile back. “Anything for family, right?”

 


Later that afternoon, I sit on my bed and stare at my laptop, wondering if I should send Rabia a message on Google Hangouts. It’s past two o’clock, so she must be watching America’s Got Talent videos. We used to watch together on weekends, with the Hangouts bar open in the corner of our screens, commenting on all the contestants, laughing, even though we could only see tiny squares of each other.

Rabia’s family spent the summer with her grandparents in Pakistan, so we haven’t watched AGT since fifth grade ended and I left Iqra. I drag the laptop onto my thighs and ping Rabia before I lose my courage. It’s dumb, really. What am I afraid of? She’s still the same girl I’ve always known.

The computer rings and rings. I count five beeps before she answers.

“Sara!” Her face is grainy and dark, so I know she’s in her room with the curtains drawn, probably listening to music really low.

“Hey, Rabia. How’s it going?” I try to act casual, as if I don’t think about her every day when I walk into school without a friend.

“I’m fine. I have to get started on a project about solar ovens, but it is so boring!” She tosses her hair back in classic Rabia style. “How about you?” Her face looms across the screen, the same wide sparkling eyes, her curly hair longer than I remember it.

I’m suddenly tongue-tied. “We did solar ovens in science last week.”

She laughs. “Yeah, you’re in public school now,” she teases. “All high and mighty, doing lessons before us private-school kids.”

I relax. “I’m pretty sure it’s supposed to work the other way around.”

She laughs again. “So how is it, your new school?”

“Do you want the good, the bad, or the ugly?”

“Definitely the good.”

“Hmm.” I glance out my window. The neighbor’s cat is climbing awkwardly on a high branch, its claws gripping the wood as if it’s petrified. I know how that cat feels, but I search for the positive anyway. “The teachers are nice, especially my art teacher. We’re starting a new project on Monday, and I’m dying to know what it is.”

Rabia rolls her eyes, but her smile is gentle. “You and your art obsession.”

I shrug. “I prefer to call it my passion.”

“Not sure your parents would agree.”

The cat is stuck on the branch now, swiveling its head from side to side in slow-motion panic. “We’ll see.” Call me an optimist, but I’ll never give up hope that my family will take my art—and me—seriously.

“Sara!” Mama calls from downstairs. Ugh.

“Gotta go,” I tell Rabia. “Remember our trip to the mall is coming up soon.” I breathe anxiously. “You’re still going, aren’t you?”

“Are you kidding? It’s our tradition. I wouldn’t miss it!”

“Sara! Jaldi aao!” Mama calls again, louder, and I shut the laptop.

Downstairs, the family has gathered for packing duty. Baba has work today, but everyone else is at their positions in the kitchen. Mama’s catering business is a family affair. We all have to pitch in whether we like it or not. My twin brothers, Rafey and Tariq, are only eight years old, but they pack food like quick-fingered professionals. I’m a bit on the messy side, so I ladle and try not to spill too much.

Mama points to the butter chicken in a gigantic pot on the stove. “Four containers, please,” she tells me. I pick up four plastic takeout containers from the counter and start ladling. It’s still warm, and I don’t want the curry splashing on my white T-shirt. It’s got an American flag on the front, with white flowers where the stars should be. It’s almost worn out with so many washings, but it’s my favorite comfy shirt.

The flag reminds me of our conversation at breakfast. “I’m sorry I said anything about your citizenship test to Baba,” I offer.

She smiles. Her face is warm and flushed, but the little creases in the corners of her eyes always make me smile back. “It’s okay. I was probably annoying you with all that talk of ancient village people.”

I giggle, and the twins look at us curiously. “Anyway,” I say. “When’s your test?”

Rafey says, “You have a test, Mama?” He’s the leader of the duo, always asking demanding questions.

Tariq adds, “We had a math test on Friday. It was really easy. Fractions are stupid!” He grins as if it’s a joke. Everything is a joke to Tariq.

The twins moved to our local elementary school this year, but they seem to be loving it. They’re math geniuses. At least Baba thinks so. The teachers treat them like little princes. Disgusting.

Mama looks up from the lettuce she’s cutting. “Don’t say stupid, please. It’s not a nice word.”

I’ve seen that prim, frowning expression before. She had it painted on her face in cooking class yesterday. I’d never seen Mama that way before, all reserved and almost strict. A teacher, not my mama. It was strange, and I’m not sure I liked it.

A little thump in my chest makes me swallow. I’m feeling angsty again, just like in the morning. “Kids say much worse words than stupid, Mama. This is America. You should get used to it.”

She stops and puts her knife down. “Sara, I’ve lived in this country longer than you’ve been alive. Please don’t act like I don’t know anything.”

The twins gaze at us with their mouths slightly open. Not a good look when half your baby teeth are missing.

“I want you two—you three—to always act kind and respectful. Just because your friends are using bad words doesn’t mean you should. Right?”

“Right, Mama,” the twins chorus. “We love you, Mama.” Rafey hugs her quickly. Tariq hates hugs, but he grins to let her know his feelings.

I stick my tongue out at them. Sucking up, as usual.

We get back to the work at hand, all of us practiced in our assigned tasks. Customers usually come in the evening to pick up their orders, so we have to make sure everything is ready by four o’clock at the latest. Once the butter chicken containers are packed, Tariq sticks labels on them so we’re sure we’re sending the correct orders home with each customer.

“Time to watch cartoons!” howls Rafey. He runs off toward the television, with his trusty twin sidekick behind him.

Mama takes out a pot of biryani from the fridge and hands me white Styrofoam boxes to fill. I breathe in the smell of fragrant rice and succulent lamb.

“Good?” Mama asks, smiling at me.

Biryani is one of the few Pakistani dishes I actually like. I nod, relieved she doesn’t seem really mad. “I’m sure it’ll be great. You make good food.”

“Seems like some of your classmates don’t agree.”

It takes me a moment to realize she is talking about the cooking club. “Oh, them! Don’t worry about them, Mama. They’re idiots.”

Mama throws me a warning look but doesn’t scold. Apparently, idiot isn’t as bad a word as stupid.

“They didn’t like the food, I think?” she murmurs, her mouth turning downward.

“Not everyone!” I reach over and hug her. “That girl Elizabeth seemed to really like it. She said her own mom doesn’t cook much.” I think of the way Elizabeth closed her eyes and breathed in a long sigh when the tahari was handed out.

Mama hugs me back, places a little kiss on the top of my head, and I know all is forgiven—for now. No doubt we’ll be at loggerheads again pretty soon.

“Do you know Elizabeth?” she asks.

“Not really.”

“I hope she can bring the others to her side,” Mama says, her face grim. “I can’t afford to lose this class.”

I freeze, my hand trembling with the weight of a spoon full of biryani. Mama and Baba rarely talk finances in front of me. “What do you mean?”

Mama shakes her head and forces a smile. “Nothing, jaanoo. Forget I said anything.”

I slap the spoon down on the table, and little grains of rice fly around me. “I’m not a little kid anymore. I want to know.”

She takes a deep breath. “I know you’re not a little kid, but Baba and I never want to burden you with our problems.”

I can’t believe what she’s saying. “It’s not your problem, Mama! It’s our problem. We all help with the business.”

“Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. Sub theek hai.” Her face smooths and she turns back to the biryani. Her long hair falls forward, shielding her face and hiding her feelings. This conversation is over.

Back in my room at night, I replay Mama’s words over and over in my mind. I can’t afford to lose this class. She’ll never admit it, but she needs my help. It’s clear to me: no matter how boring I find Mama’s cooking club, I’ll try to win over that girl Elizabeth and make sure the club is a success. How hard can it be?
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