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            For my family, 

            May He always keep us close. 
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         viiMY SUMMER HOLIDAY STORY
THE ADVENTURES OF YUSUF ALI KHAN

MY LAUGH-OUT-LOUD LIFE

By Yusuf Ali Khan (Age 9 and 3/4)

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Miss Minchell, my brand-new Year 5 teacher (yes, that's right, you heard it here first: Year 5! I'm one of the big boys now) has told our class to write about our summer holidays and she gave us this booklet to do it. Yes, I know, teachers make us do this nearly every year and, normally, I'm the third-last person to fall for this kind of stuff. The second-last person would be my cousin, Aadam, and the last person would be my arch-nemesis, Bashir, but we NEVER talk about Bashir.

         
             

         

         BUT (and this is a big, big BUT), Miss Minchell said, and these were her exact words (no word of a lie): “There MAY be a little prize for the best storyteller in our class.”

         viiiThen she winked at me. DIRECTLY AT ME. Nobody else - just me. It couldn't be a coincidence that she sat me in the first row, right in front of her desk, so I knew this was her way of secretly communicating to me that she had a pair of special edition Black Panther gloves with battle sounds with my name on it. T'Challa Miss Minchell, I will NOT let you down.

         So here it is, my summer holiday story AKA The Adventures of Yusuf Ali Khan AKA My Laugh-Out-Loud Life. Now, let me introduce you to the main characters in my story…

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            ixYusuf (THAT'S ME):

            
	I'm 9 years old (and 3/4), which basically means I'm almost an adult.

               	Even though I'm almost an adult, Amma says I'm still growing into my teeth.

               	I wear glasses - Affa says I have square eyes from being on my tablet too much.

               	You might recognise my name from the Penalty Points board, but Amma has made me change my ways. She can be very persuasive.

            


                

            

            AMMA (my mum):

            
	When she's wearing her hijab, she can look like an angel - especially with that smile.

               	At home, she looks wild. Sometimes I think her hair is secretly hiding horns.

               	Usually seen carrying a slipper to throw at me (see: persuasive).

            


                

            

            NANU (my grandma i.e. Amma's mum):

            
	LOVES ME TO BITS (just like she should).

               	She has no teeth and is always sucking on gwa and fan (betel nuts and leaves) like it's oxygen. She's not wearing lipstick and she xisn't a vampire (I hope). It's the fan juice that makes her mouth red!

               	She always has a tasbeeh (prayer beads) around her neck.

            


                

            

            AFFA (my sister):

            
	Her eyebrows are always wrinkled because Nanu always picks on her.

               	She has TWO names (Tammy and Farhana), which is SUPER confusing. But because she's soooooo much OLDER than me, I have to call her Affa, anyway (it's a Bengali thing).

               	Her head is quite big, probably because she's got a very big brain. I think that's why she has a fringe. (Nanu hates the fringe).

               	She's engaged to be married this summer to Umar Bhai (gross).

            



         The other important person in my story is Aadam, my favourite cousin (and I have hundreds of cousins to choose from so that makes him extra special).

         
            xiAADAM (my favourite cousin):

            
	My best friend in the whole galaxy.

               	Has the most amazing gadgets.

               	Still growing into his ears.

            



         Normally, Aadam goes to Bangladesh for WAY more than a month during the summer, so my holidays are usually BORRRRING. All I do is sleep, eat, play on my tablet and then press repeat to do it all over again. I know it sounds fun, but it's not, especially after six whole weeks! I'll never tell anyone else this, but it actually makes me feel even more excited to go back to school again. But SSSSHHHHHHHH, that's TOP secret. I'm already the 29th least-coolest person in my class (and there are only 30 people to choose from!). That would make me a whole lot uncooler if that's even possible.

         
            But not anymore!

         

         xiiThis year, my homework booklet won't be filled with things I've made up - even though I do work extra hard to make them not sound like white lies (astaghfirullah).

         
            Amma makes me say this every time I do something bad like tell fibs. It means 'God forgive me'. I secretly hope He does, otherwise I'm in big trouble especially after this summer.

         

         I definitely didn't go to Disneyland or America or get some kind of deadly flesh-eating disease. BUT (another HUGE BUT) this time I did get myself into some extra tricky business involving THE WORLD'S HOTTEST CHILLI PEPPER, the BROWNIEST, SLOPPIEST and RUNNIEST paste in the whole wide world and a really, really, REALLY expensive red dress.

         
             

         

         And it all started with a big sister, a bigger wedding and the BIGGEST problem I've ever had.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         “Yusuf, are you even listening to me?”

         My sister, Affa, always sounds like she has a blocked nose, but she actually hasn’t. That’s just her voice. She quack-quack-quacks like Daffy Duck. It’s hard to ignore her even if you DESPERATELY want to. And trust me, I’ve tried wayyyy too many times.

         “I always listen.” I said. (I do, but sometimes I just pretend not to because it can get me out of very sticky situations.)

         We were in her bedroom, hiding from Amma and Nanu. Affa was on the bed and I was on the floor, playing with her keyring torch.

         “Prove it. What did I say then?” She looked at me with her beady eyes.

         I knew that would happen. Luckily, I was always prepared because of my supersonic memory powers.

         
            You have to have supersonic memory powers to be a hafidh and memorise Qur'an. 2I'm nowhere near finishing so don't ask me where I'm up to. Don't ask my mosque teacher either! (Seriously, don't!)

         

         It helped that I had just written it down in my notes for my summer booklet (the one you’re reading right now), even if I did look weird doing it.

         
            [image: ]

         

         3“You said,’’ I took a DEEEEEEEEEEEP breath, threw Affa back her keyring, and closed my eyes. Rubbing my temples, I pressed rewind in my head. Who was I kidding? I didn’t need help. My supersonic memory skills haven’t failed me yet.

         I put on my best Daffy Duck voice and puffed out my chest: “Now that I’m leaving home, sweet brother of mine, YOU have to be the ‘man of the house’. You get me? None of this silly ‘I’m-going-to-be-lazy-guts-for-life’. No way. That ain’t happening. That ends now. You, my friend, need to step up. You hear me? You need to be there and help Amma and Nanu. They’re going to be very fragile right now and things are going to change. It’s important that Amma knows that we’re still here for her. We’ve worked too hard to make things go back to the way they used to be. Do you understand what I’m saying? Why are you writing? What on Earth are you doing? Yusuf, are you even listening to me?”

         I forgot to breathe when I spoke so I had to do it fast. Affa laughed and I felt dizzy.

         “You missed out what ‘fragile’ means.” She threw her pillow at me, but because I was already lying on the floor, it helped that I could use it for my head. Affa has hard floors with just one white, hairy rug.4

         “TAMMMMMYYYYYYYY!” 

         Nanu has THE LOUDEST voice in our house. She’s like a fire alarm. Affa never lets her call twice, or three times or even more like I do either. She’s too much of a goody-two-shoes for that anyway.

         “Got to go, kiddo.” And with a quick spin like the Tasmanian Devil, Affa grabbed her scarf and disappeared through the door. “REMEMBER WHAT I SAID, YUSUF,” she called back over her shoulder.

         As if I would ever forget. Me, of all people! Did she even know who she was talking to? There was only one tiny, little problem though… I was 99.11% sure that I didn’t know what ‘A MAN OF THE HOUSE’ was and I didn’t want to look like a baby by asking her and Aadam later. That would be a job for Sheikh Google.

         
            Sheikhs are like the ULTIMATE teachers. They're supposed to be really smart and full of information - just like Google.

         

         I could do the first step and step up, but I was just too comfy on the floor to be disturbed right now. And, anyway, where would I even step up to? The roof? I was already on the top floor.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         “YUSUF ALI KHAN! Your bedroom better be clean,”

         Amma's the type of person who always jumps to conclusions and thinks the worst of me. I mean, she's rarely wrong, but it would be nice if she didn't do that once in a while. Know what I mean?

         Amma always sounded like she had a huge megaphone to scream into when she was angry. “And if your smelly clothes are still on the floor, you watch what I do to you, fwa.”

         
            Fwa means 'boy' (usually one that isn't your family or someone you love)

         

         UH OH.

         Everyone in our house had a superpower and Amma’s was my kryptonite. She knew how to make your head hurt, heart stop and your whole body freeze without actually dying. Sometimes I thought being dead would be less scary! 6

         I scanned my room and quickly activated speed-mode, targeting all the things that Amma would probably kill me for. It took her exactly thirty-seven seconds to come upstairs so time was already running out.

         The whole room was a tip. My P.E. socks from two weeks ago were beside the empty box of Jaffa Cakes and my money box on the floor. The socks were covered with a glass bowl so the stinky smell wouldn’t spread. If you looked closely enough and didn’t breathe, you could even see life forms. RED ALERT: Amma would NOT be happy.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            7 Twenty-nine seconds.

         

         Not only that, but my school uniform, mosque thobe and every one of the clothes that I had worn for the past week, including my underwear, had exploded onto the floor.

         
            A 'thobe' is like a really long shirt that reaches your ankles. It's great because not only do you feel so free, but if you kick your leg high enough, you can almost do a back-flip.

         

         It was like a washing machine-eating dinosaur had vomited in my room and left the evidence there for Amma to inspect.

         
            Nineteen seconds.

         

         My bed wasn’t made, the pillows were on the floor, my bandages were tangled in the corners of the walls and I was a dead man walking. Forget being ‘the man of the house’ – in one minute, I’d be buried UNDER the house. Amma would definitely kill me and then bring me back to life to dig my own grave. 8

         
            Ten seconds.

         

         There was no other choice but to take the plunge. I had to protect myself at all costs. I took a deep breath, blocked my nose and, like lightning, wrapped myself with EVERY SINGLE stinky item in the room. In shaa Allah that would cushion the blows. I wasn’t prepared to meet my Maker just yet.

         
            Nanu tells me to say this when I want something to happen. It means 'If Allah wills'.

         

         
            Three seconds.

         

         The smell was DISGUSTING. I thought I’d pass out, be sick or, at the very least, suffocate, but I guess God didn’t want to meet me yet either. Even though Amma had never used the slipper on me before, I knew it was only a matter of time.

         
            Two seconds.

         

         I could hear her footsteps on the other side of the door coming closer and CLOSER and CLOSER. 9

         
            One second.

            Where was Nanu? Only she could save me now!

            0.5638492 seconds.

            I closed my eyes and braced myself.

            Death was on the other side of that door.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         It was like all the air had been sucked out and I was an astronaut in space.

         A DEAFENING SILENCE flooded the room and an Amma-like mutant hovered at the door, ready to pounce on its prey. (GULP)

         For Amma, there were always five levels of angry:

         
	Di-ne di-ne badh os (Day by day, you get worse)

            	Ami morle sinbe (When I die, you'll know)

            	My all-time favourite: Thuy manush na goru (Are you human or cow?)

            	No words, but a slipper or any other household object that can be used as a weapon

            	DEADLY SILENCE

         

11 This time was definitely a level five. I was so scared that I had to clench every part of my body – and I mean every part! This was a BAD time – if not THE WORST time – to need to pee. This was DEFINITELY a bad day to have had four Capri Suns. I crossed my legs tightly, knowing that Amma wouldn’t budge. Instead I just watched her, shaking like a young meerkat outside in winter.

         Suddenly, Amma did something I had NEVER in a million light years expected – something so weird, so strange and so frightening that I thought that maybe an alien really had taken over her body.

         Amma’s face grew into a huge tomato and she burst into tears. She threw herself at me and squeezed me so tightly that I was almost 99.68% sure that my pee would trickle out. I didn’t know what was worse: angry Amma or alien Amma.

         “Yusuf Ali Khan,” she wailed, almost strangling me with her scarf. “You will never, ever, ever, EVER leave this house. Okay, footh?”

         
            means 'precious, loving, amazing, brilliant, extraordinary son' - except this was not the right time!’ 12

         

         Wait. What?

         NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!

         How did Amma just go and do a full 180 from ‘fwa’ to ‘footh’ in less than two minutes? And what did she mean I would never leave this house? Didn’t she know I had BIG plans? Was this what Affa meant by the ‘man of the house’? Was it somebody who was chained to the house? NO WAY. Not if I had anything to do with it.

         Amma finally released me from her death grip.

         “You are a good boy, but tidy this room,” she said, stroking my hair. “And why do you smell like pee?”

         Oh, no! PLEASE, GOD. PLEASE tell me I haven’t wet my pants!

         After Amma left the room, I quickly checked. All clear. FALSE ALARM. It was just my old, smelly underwear. PHEW!

         Trying not to throw up, I pulled off the mouldy clothes and threw them on to the floor again. There was no time to tidy my room. This was URGENT. I needed to find out what Affa really meant by ‘man of the house’, I needed to make sure that Amma didn’t have the wrong idea and expect me to stay inside forever, and, more importantly, I desperately needed to pee.
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            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Amma and Nanu always said that men:

         
            
	were lazy

               	were smelly

               	did nothing to help in the house (I'm already a pro at that!)

               	never smiled - even in front of a camera

               	always forgot things (the shopping list, the bills and sometimes, they even forgot that they had a family)

            



         
            [image: ]

         

         If that was the entire list, then maybe grown-up men were secretly zombies after all. Did being the ‘man of the house’ secretly mean I had to turn into a zombie? Did that mean I no longer needed to take a bath? Coooooooool. 14At least I could get some good zombie practice in at night-time when Affa put my bandages on. The only hard thing on the list would be forgetting everything. I’d have to sacrifice my supersonic memory to do that, but maybe it was worth it for the greater good. On the bright side, if I did that, maybe I wouldn’t be haunted by that unspeakable day of 22nd March, 2017 when Amma gave away my Playstation to her other sister’s son in Bangladesh. We don’t talk about that anymore.

         But everyone knows that nanus and ammas weren’t the best sources for information, so I couldn’t just rely on them. It was time to ask an expert.

         Sheikh Google said that a ‘man of the house’ was a ‘male member of the home that had the most responsibility for making decisions and taking care of the family’. If that was true, I was in trouble. Making big decisions definitely wasn’t one of my superpowers.

         And neither was looking after people. If anything, I needed everyone to look after me! This ‘man of the house’ business was going to be trickier than I thought.

         I did more research because I’m actually good at finding facts. (Once I even got two reward points for my ‘Plastics and the Planet’ homework.)

         Here’s what I learnt. 15

         A 'MAN OF THE HOUSE' must:

         
            
	be strong at all times

               	take care of all family members

               	open letters and pay the house bills

               	do his best to make sure nobody gets hurt

               	make sure there's always food on the table

               	know what's going on in the house

               	bring home the bacon halal chicken

               	be the first one up and the last one down

               	
pray regularly

            



         
            I think Sheikh Google accidentally missed this one out, but Nanu says prayer is the most important thing in the whole world. I'll have to find the prayer mat Khala and Aadam got me otherwise I'll forget too. There are some things even supersonic memory powers can't help. 16

         

         I began to think that maybe the internet wasn’t as truthful as I first thought because Affa was a girl and she did everything the man does and loads more. Somebody needed to write to Google to change that. But if my research had taught me anything, it was this: being a ‘man of the house’ was definitely going to be a challenge and with a list as big as that, I don’t think just being a zombie will cut it. Affa was right. I would have to step up.

         Step one: use the stool in the kitchen to step up. That, at the very least, I could do.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         DAY ONE of OPERATION ‘MAN OF THE HOUSE’:

         Okay, first thing’s first: a ‘man of the house’ was supposed to ‘be strong at all times’. But my muscles were only just a tiny bit bigger than the size of a chana dhaal lentil.

         This meant that I needed a little more training. Like Affa’s wedding, I needed to plan carefully and put lots of thought into it so it would work out.

         Amazingly, when I went downstairs to prepare my thoughts, it was almost like Amma had read them already. Maybe she had a superpower that even I didn’t know about.

         “Yusuf, help your affa bring in the shopping. NOW. I need to go feed my baby khodus while the sun’s out.”

         
            Khodus are long, green bottle-y vegetables and Amma seriously loves them. Sometimes I think she loves them even more than me. 18

         

         I never really understood why Amma always speaks to me like I won’t do what she says. I guess only God can explain that. Anyway, as Amma came through the door and pulled her headscarf off (she brought in absolutely NONE of the shopping by the way – except her precious plant food), I decided to test my skills and flex my new muscles.

         Affa drives a Juke (or a ‘joke’ as I like to call it) and it was quite high so this was my chance to properly step up. After putting on Affa’s heels (they were the tallest sandals I could find), I dragged the loose brick that sometimes lives under our purple, spiky bush and pushed it next to the car. Doing this with pointy dagger-heels was not easy. I repeat: it was NOT easy. It made balancing on a wobbly P.E. beam seem like a walk in the park.

         Okay: this was it. This was the moment Affa and I had been waiting for.

         I took a deep breath and reminded myself that I was ready for this. I was worthy to be chosen and I could do this. I was Yusuf Ali Khan: former troublemaker turned respectful man of the house. With great responsibility came great power – every great superhero knew that.

         With another deep breath, I relaxed my back, lifted my right leg and placed it on the brick. BAD MOVE! BAD MOVE! Affa’s daggers slipped straight through the hole, nearly toppling me backwards. When I finally got my 19balance back and stopped wobbling, I lifted my left leg and placed it more carefully on the brick this time.

         There! I had done it. I had stepped up.

         Just then, Affa swung past me with a HUGE dead fish. GROSS! Its frozen ugly head was peeping out of the paper bag and it was looking directly at me like I was the one who had caught it. Look here, fish-guts, it wasn’t me who stole you from your underwater home and your other fishy friends, I swear. Just as we locked eyes, I slipped off the brick, but luckily, I grabbed three shopping bags on the way before I hit the ground with a little crack.

         “I’m okay!” I yelled, picking up the carrier bags and jumping up. “I’m okay.” See, even when I was clumsy, I was on top form. If carrying three bags of bread, biscuits, toilet tissue, kitchen roll and Jaffa Cakes (yes!) wasn’t ‘man of the house’ material, I didn’t know what was.
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