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chapter ONE


It’s funny how something as small as a dot could matter so much.

But it did.

Most Desi kids I knew had been asked about it at some point in their lives. “Do you have a dot?” “Where’s your dot?” “Why do you guys have dots on your forehead?” It was kind of annoying.

But I didn’t know any Desi kids who had to walk around with a bindi on their forehead at all times. I had to, though. For eleven years and counting. That’s because mine was a birthmark. A bindi-size, dark-brown freckle that I couldn’t take off. And that was really annoying.

But despite how much I wanted to forget my permanent bindi at school, I loved looking at the real bindis I had at home. And on this Friday night, I was staring at the mother lode. Ignoring the cobwebs draped around my dimly lit basement, I sifted through white packets full of bindis of every color and size. There were neon circles; jewel-tone diamonds; pastel, snakelike swirls; and metallic, oblong spears.

While I loved staring at the glimmering bindis, they weren’t what I was looking for. I broke free of their hypnotic spell and peered into the box full of knickknacks from India. There were glittery bangles, shimmering decorative cloth with hundreds of tiny mirrors sewn into the embroidered cotton, and sparkling gold and red coasters. We clearly liked shiny things. It was the Desi way.

I paused at my permanent bindi’s reflection in the mirrors of a soft blue pillowcase. I quickly adjusted the long diagonal sweep of thick black curls I kept pinned over the birthmark, and then I spotted what I had been searching for. Four dandiya. And, yes, they were sparkly too.

I grabbed the wooden sticks that had been wrapped in green and orange fabric with ribbons of gold spinning around them and shut the box. It was just in time, as thundering footsteps made their way down the stairs, getting louder and louder. You’d think it was a giant coming in search of whoever’s beanstalk had invaded his yard. But it was just my next-door neighbor Noah. He was as scrawny as me, but somehow his footsteps made him seem stronger.

I had shown Noah a video from my cousin’s wedding during our last trip to India almost three years ago. Our side is Marathi, and the bride’s side is Gujarati. All five hundred guests did raas together, the Gujarati folk dance with sticks that seems more like a fun game than a dance. Despite my great-uncle’s grumbling about the noise, we had a blast, jumping, twirling, and hitting sticks to the beat of the catchy music.

Apparently, it showed, because as soon as Noah saw that video, he asked me to teach him. And since then, every year around Navratri, the Hindu holiday celebrated with nine nights of raas at the Hindu temples in Detroit, Noah would play raas here.

We lived an hour away from Metro Detroit, and were the only Indian family in town, so it was nice to be able to have someone to play raas with, even if that someone had a hard time pronouncing the word and we were doing it a couple of weeks late.

“Just in time,” I said, turning with the dandiya.

Noah was wearing a lumpy, crocheted gray fish hat with uneven, oddly shaped eyes that bugged out.

I laughed so hard, I almost dropped the dandiya. “What is that?”

Noah shrugged, grinning. “My dad’s latest creation.”

“A whale?” I guessed, looking at the wide face of the frumpy, half-collapsed hat.

“A whale? Uncool, Lekha,” said Noah, pretending to be offended. “It’s a shark. And a dolphin. A sharkphin, actually. It’s a dolphin for tomorrow morning, to wish you luck at tryouts.”

“Thanks,” I said, nervous butterflies fluttering. I tried to remain calm about the swim team tryouts where I might finally become a full-fledged member of the Dolphins.

“Except I’m not going to wear it there … cuz, you know … it looks like this. And I don’t want to embarrass you on your big day. But tomorrow night, on Halloween, I will be wearing it. Because on Halloween, it’s going to be the shark to your Michael Phelps.”

This time I did drop the dandiya. They rolled on the thin brown Berber carpet. “Really?”

Noah nodded.

Every year we flipped a coin to see who got to pick the costumes. For the past two Halloweens, ever since he wanted to be a reporter, Noah had won, and we went as some random newspaper reference I didn’t get (but the grown-ups who answered the doors strangely found adorable). I was bummed when Noah won again this year. I’d wanted to go as Michael Phelps and a shark ever since Dad showed me an old online video of the Olympic swimmer racing a computer-animated shark. “We’re really not going as those reporters?”

“No Woodward and Bernstein. I realized it wasn’t really fair for me to pick our costumes three Halloweens in a row. So here I am, the shark from your little video, even though no one is going to get it. I swear, your costume ideas are even more out-there than mine.”

I shrugged, grateful I wouldn’t be in Dad’s old suit tomorrow. “Whale, I guess they are.”

“No. We’re not doing this,” said Noah, picking up his pair of dandiya.

“Oh, I sea,” I said, grabbing my sticks. After we learned about puns in fourth grade, I started to make them every now and then to annoy Noah, who thought newspaper articles were art and puns were the pits. “You don’t want me to make puns on porpoise.”

“You’re shrimpossible,” Noah replied, trying not to smile.

“That’s a good one.” I beamed. “I need to remember that for next time.”

“Just play the music, please.” Noah handed me his cell phone. My parents didn’t let me have one because Dad thought I was too young and Aai thought it was too much radiation. Noah threw one of his dandiya in the air and caught it. “I could do a piece on raas for the Gazette,” he said, his “raas” sounding more like “Ross.”

The thought of everyone at school reading about this made my palms sweaty. “Trust me. No one is interested in an Indian dance.” I wished Noah would drop it. That he would understand, without me having to explain, that I didn’t need another reason for people to ask me more dot-related questions. Sometimes Noah just didn’t get that highlighting how different my culture was from everyone else’s at school just made everyone think I was, well, different. I scrolled down Noah’s browser and got a garba-raas playlist up. “Ready?” I asked, twirling one of my dandiya like a baton as the music started to speed up.

Noah nodded, and I began to count.

“One.” We each hit our own dandiya together, down by our knees.

“Two.” We tilted our pair of sticks to the right, clinking the other’s pair to form an X.

“Three.” We tilted to the left and made another X.

“Four.” We tapped our own dandiya together, back down by our knees.

“Five.” We took the dandiya in our right hands, hit them to each other’s, and spun around until we faced each other again.

And then it was time to do it again, and again, and again, until I no longer had to count. We were just jumping and turning and almost accidentally smacking each other’s fingers while cracking up. As the music grew louder, I spun fast, and my frizzy curls decided to spin too.

I stopped to slide them back over my birthmark and bobby pin them in place.

Noah, midturn, ready to hit my sticks, stopped just before he accidentally hit me instead. “Lekha!”

“What?” I asked, even though I knew what was coming next.

“You know it’s fine, right? That no one cares?” he added, pointing to my forehead.

“Let’s get some water,” I said, changing the subject.

Noah followed me up the stairs, his footsteps booming as we passed the canvas prints of pictures my dad had taken in India. It was easy for Noah to say no one cared. But it was also untrue. Lots of people cared. If they didn’t, I wouldn’t have gotten made fun of for my bindi birthmark when I first started elementary school in Oakridge.

“You always do that,” said Noah as I reached around an array of spiky aloe plants in the kitchen to get to the water pitcher and pour him a glass.

“Do what?”

“Change the subject when you don’t want to talk about things. It’s really obvious.”

I gulped my water down. Before I could think of another topic to discuss, to throw this nosy reporter off the scent, a loud honking interrupted.

Noah and I looked at each other. “New neighbors?” we both said at the same time.

The dentist across the street from us had moved away from the Michigan winters, retiring on her cavity money to Florida, making all the other old, cold people on our street jealous. We ran down the hall, skidding on the oak floor, threw on our shoes, and raced out the door. We stopped at the porch, under a swinging plastic ghost, but there was no car in the dentist’s former driveway.

All we saw were my parents, raking leaves and trimming plants for winter. Dad smiled at us, his mustache scrunching up on his face. Aai gave a small wave and tossed her silky black hair back out of her eyes. I was watching her hack at the dead sticks on the rose mallow with shears when another honk startled me. It was coming from a car to our right, in Mr. Giordano’s driveway.

Mr. Giordano was bent over a sign in his yard, struggling to get its metal feet into the hardening soil. Satisfied, he got into the car, and the driver pulled out of the driveway.

I could finally see the sign, but it wasn’t too exciting. It just said WINTERS FOR CONGRESS.

“Ugh,” said Noah. “Can you believe that?”

“Believe what?”

“He’s voting for Winters. My dad says she hates anyone who looks different from her.”

My smile disappeared slightly as I felt my heavy black bun with my brown fingers. I knew I didn’t look like Abigail Winters, with her blue eyes, light-brown hair, and skin the color of peeled almonds. I turned away from the sign, glancing at Noah, who was frowning and shaking his head. I could tell he was getting worked up and needed calming down. “Could you be more Pacific?” I asked.

“Yeah. For starters, I read in the paper that she—wait. Was that another pun?”

I grabbed Noah’s sharkphin hat. “You otter run if you ever wanna see this again!” I raced to our backyard, my laughter echoing down the street as Noah chased after me, grinning, leaving Abigail Winters far behind.

Maybe Noah was right. Maybe I did change the subject a lot. But it was just a silly little yard sign, and he was getting so upset over it. Something that small couldn’t really matter that much. Could it?






chapter TWO


The next afternoon I stared at my reflection in the Oakridge Sports Club locker room mirror, pulling at my swim cap like it was pizza dough. Whoever invented the swim cap must never have grown her hair down to her waist. I stretched the rubbery cap into a hungry mouth, letting it swallow the large frizzy bun that nestled my black curls together. I yanked the front of the cap down toward my eyebrows. Bye-bye, bindi birthmark. My head felt like one of those overripe green grapes Noah and I always tried to squeeze out of their skin at lunch.

A locker behind me slammed shut with a metallic clang. I didn’t have to turn to know who it was. In a split second, happy, normal Home Lekha disappeared, and even though we were nowhere near the middle school, School Lekha appeared. I felt my shoulders slump, and I took a step to the side, cleansing the mirror of my reflection as Harper neared. We were both eleven, but she was a whole head taller than me. Her short thin wisps of shiny red hair hugged her earlobes as she easily snapped a swim cap on.

I felt her green eyes on the misshapen lumps in my cap. “Ready for tryouts, Leh-kuh?”

I wanted to correct her. I wished my mouth would just open and say, “It’s Lekha. LAY-khaa. You’ve known me since fourth grade, but you still can’t say my name right.” But School Lekha only thought about what she wanted to say and never said it out loud. So I just nodded.

“Good luck. See you in the pool.”

“You too,” I said softly, following Harper out the locker room door, my toes clenching at the thousands of little white tiles that made up the flooring around the pool. They were wet and cold, not exactly the feelings of comfort, but they were home to me. I inhaled deeply, taking in a whiff of the chlorine fumes of the Sports Club pool.

Harper was talking to the cluster of boys splashing in the water in front of the bleachers where all the parents sat. From his seat there, Dad was staring at his phone when Aai spotted me and nudged him. He quickly tucked his phone into his bag and got up to give me a hug.

Aai patted my head. “Think positive and do your best, okay, Lekha? If you make it or don’t, it doesn’t matter, as long as you give it your all.”

Dad knelt down before me, silver strands of hair peeking out of his mustache. “Himmat karke,” he said, telling me to be brave.

“Badha kadam,” I responded softly. It meant “take that step forward.” It was part of a Hindi phrase Dad had learned in medical school that meant “we’re in this together.” Dad had first said it to Aai when they got married and left their families in Mumbai to move to America. Aai said it gave her strength. It seemed to do the opposite for me.

“I can’t hear you,” said Dad.

“Badha kadam,” I said a little louder.

A few of the boys in the pool began to snicker.

My cap was over my ears, but I could still hear it loud and clear. I didn’t have to turn to know what they were laughing at. They were laughing at my parents. At us. People always did around here, even if it wasn’t out loud or even with their mouths. The exasperated breath that huffed into the phone when the bank teller couldn’t understand the questions Dad was asking, even though he was speaking in English. The rolling of eyes from the cashier at the grocery store when Aai held up the line, scanning her receipt to make sure all the coupons had been tallied up correctly. The finger-to-the-forehead gesture the fifth-grade boys made when I first started elementary school. They were all different ways of laughing at us. It was like no matter where I went or what I did, the laughter always figured out some way of finding me.

I glanced at the boys out of the side of my eyes as I headed toward the start of the lanes.

“She needs a lawn mower,” giggled Liam, a short brunette boy from my English class. He made an engine noise with his lips.

“You’re terrible, Liam,” said Harper.

The other boys laughed even louder than before, filling the room with the sound of hollow splashes and my embarrassment.

I frowned, passing the bleachers, unsure of what Liam meant. Was he talking about our yard? Aai had banned herbicides and pesticides from our grass years ago, so it was full of weeds. Or was it about my hair? I patted the lumps in my cap, wishing I could be my normal, funny, sometimes punny self in front of Harper, or Liam, or anyone from school. But it seemed like the only person who knew both sides of me was Noah, who was standing poolside, taking a million pictures of me with a bright flash.

“Noah,” I groaned, rubbing my eyes until the spots dancing in front of me disappeared. “This better not make it into the Gazette.”

Noah sometimes hung out here when I swam, while his parents played racquetball on the other side of the club. “You didn’t say ‘off the record.’ That means I can use it. It’s for my ‘Hidden Talents of the Sixth-Grade Class’ piece. So far it’s Emma and you.”

I chewed on my lower lip. An article about me swimming was better than one about raas, but I didn’t want to be in any piece, let alone one that was also about Emma. Her hidden talent was not so hidden. She painted pictures of bird droppings. I tried to focus Noah’s investigational skills on something else.

“Any scoop on the new neighbors?” I flapped my arms back and forth, loosening up. We had seen the moving truck arrive this morning, but we had yet to find out who the belongings belonged to. And, more importantly, if there were any kids our age.

“Negative.” Noah fiddled with his camera. “Still just a bunch of boxes with no people.”

Although I wouldn’t admit it to Noah, I was secretly hoping it would be a girl. I wanted to have sleepovers like Harper and her friends, and Noah just wasn’t interested. He only wanted to sleep in his own bed with no one else in the room. He didn’t even let his shih tzu, Cookie, snuggle up to his feet at bedtime because the one time she did, his feet fell asleep before he did.

Coach Turner whistled, motioning for all the swimmers to take their places. “Let’s go! Remember, top two girls and the top boy make the team. The rest of you, I wish I had more openings, but there’s always next year.”

I stretched my neck up and down. I had tried out last year when there was a spot open but didn’t make it. And in a year I’d be twelve. I had to do this, and I had to do it now.

“Do a really cool dive and maybe I’ll get the front page.” Noah gave me a fist bump. “Don’t look so nervous. You’ve got this. Pretend the sharkphin hat is here, cheering you on,” he added, heading back to his spot as Coach Turner called the swimmers to their places.

I snapped my goggles on, letting the whole room turn a shade of cool aquamarine, and walked toward Harper, reminding myself that swimming timed laps in the hundred-yard IM was something I had done so many times, I could do it as naturally as I could walk.

Harper stared straight at the water as I took my place next to her, on my starting block. Liam and the other kids took the rest of the lanes.

“Swimmers ready?” Coach asked.

His whistle blew sharply before we could even nod. But I was ready. I jumped in, letting the cold water welcome me. My legs became spaghetti as I dolphin kicked underwater. I stared down at my lane line in a swirl of blue. One … two … three … and inhale. I drew in a heap of oxygen and was off, churning my arms in the butterfly until I tapped the far end of the pool.

A quick turn and it was time for the backstroke. The pool was full of splashing water. I didn’t know if it was from Harper or from me, and I didn’t want to look to find out. Not until the last lap.

One more turn and tap on the pool wall. It was breaststroke time. My biceps burned as my arms went forward, sideways, and down, faster and faster, until I tapped the edge of the pool.

This was it. Freestyle. I turned my head from side to side, arms whipping the blue. It was time to look. I glanced to the side. Harper was right in front of me with a good lead, thanks to her backstroke and breaststroke. I ignored the pain in my legs and zipped forward, my hand in line with hers, seen briefly through the foam. I sliced into the water, faster, almost dissolving into the splashes until I finally tapped the edge.

I pulled my goggles off and glanced at the scoreboard. My name was in the middle of the alphabetically arranged kids. Lekha Divekar: 1:09.30. My fastest time ever.

“We tied!” exclaimed Harper from my left.

I scanned the scoreboard. Harper Walbourne: 1:09.30. She was right. We had tied. Although it may not have seemed like it in school, the way kids flocked to Harper but avoided me, she and I were equals. We had both made the swim team.

I grinned at my parents, who were clapping in the stands as Noah took picture after picture, and then turned to watch Liam finally tap the edge. He was five seconds slower than me. I watched as he stared at the scoreboard and saw his numbers. And as awful as it was, as horrible as it made both versions of me sound, I couldn’t help but feel a little good inside when the smile was wiped off his face.

Because for once, it meant no one was laughing.






chapter THREE


Back home from my triumphant swim, now as a member of the Dolphins, I listened to a song from the old Hindi movie Dangal on repeat as I got dressed for Halloween. The singers roared about believing in yourself and ignoring what others say, because your day will come. I bopped my head along, zipping up an old warm-up suit and squeezing a dry, too-tight swim cap on. I twirled to hit the stairwell lights and danced down, unbothered by the whistles of the pressure cooker that were shouting over my song.

“When will Dangal stop repeating?” asked Aai, before dropping a stack of papers on the kitchen table at the end of our small hall. She preferred soft, classical sitar music over blaring Bollywood hits.

“When I’m done celebrating,” I replied, flexing my muscles.

She smiled, putting down the paperwork Coach had given her after tryouts, and headed to the stove. “Your costume looks great. You’re going to have so much fun tonight.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Just don’t follow us too closely, please?” Aai used to let me walk to elementary school with Noah because it was at the other end of our neighborhood. She didn’t mind me walking down the street to the post office. But she drew the line at Halloween. Trick-or-treating started at 6:00 p.m., and by the end of October, it was already dark then.

Aai nodded, opening the pressure cooker. The nutty aroma of the cooked lentils and the fragrant basmati rice drifted through the house. “You’ll have to make sure your homework is done on time the days you have swim practice. And every third Saturday of the month is a swim meet. Meets start in December for the new kids.”

“I always finish my homework on time, don’t I?” I barely talked back to my parents, respected my elders, got all As, didn’t lie, and didn’t get into trouble at school. I had checked all the boxes on the good-Desi-kid list, I thought as I danced back toward the stairs and entered the den.

I was greeted by the rich smell of the curry leaf plant growing in one of the many pots in the room that made up Dad’s Jungle. Dad was crouched on the floor, gently scooping up some ants that had made their way in for the winter with a cardstock flyer from the mail for Juan Sharpe, the guy running against Winters.

“Lights, Lekha,” he said, concentrating on the bugs.

I reached my hand back out through the door frame and hit the switch, turning off the lights above the stairs behind me, which I had accidentally left on. I knew what was coming next.

“What do you think it is? Diwali?” Dad grinned.

“Hilarious,” I said. After the four-hundredth time hearing his joke about the festival of lights when you purposely turn on every light in the house, it was hard to fake-laugh. I stepped back into the Jungle. The citrusy scent of lemongrass wafted by from one pot, immediately followed by the floral perfume of the tiny white jasmine flowers nearby. I rounded the shelves that housed the plants and turned the music down on the computer in the crowded den.

Dad handed me the dustpan he had dropped the ants into. “You’re not too famous to show these ants out, are you, Michael Phelps?”

I grinned and shook my head, walking past more canvas prints of pictures Dad had taken in India. There was the Sikh Golden Temple, an intricately carved Jain temple, and the Hindu temple my mom had grown up going to.

“And I’ll get the camera. Almost time for pictures.”

I headed out to drop the ants in the front yard. I glanced at the dentist’s house. The towers of moving boxes were now gone, but no new neighbors were in sight. I shivered as a fall breeze coiled around me, making the ghost dangling from our porch roof dance. It wasn’t too cold yet for the little black ants, though. They were still crawling around on the plastic pan, not curling into little frozen balls like they did in winter.

To my right, Mr. Giordano was on a ladder, cleaning leaves out of the gutter. I saw him raise his eyebrows as I emptied the dustpan in the grass. He probably thought I was tossing trash there. I wanted to explain that we were vegetarian and didn’t kill bugs, so instead, we caught them and put them outside. But I thought his eyebrows might fall off his forehead if he heard that.

To my left, Noah in his sharkphin hat, trick-or-treat bag in hand, was heading over to my house with his parents. They were armed with a ton of cameras, cell phones, and camcorders. My parents joined us, and Aai handed me a pumpkin-shaped cloth bag as Noah and I took our places in front of the garage door.

We knew the routine well. Dad took his photography seriously and loved the way the last rays of light hit the garage door in the evening.

“Oh, you two!” Noah’s mom beamed as we smiled for picture after picture. “Don’t ever let the world take those smiles off your faces,” she added, blinking back tears as she crossed her arms over her shirt, which was printed with the union logo I recognized from when Aai worked as an engineer at the transmission plant.

I scrunched my nose at Noah as the sun dipped below the horizon. He just shrugged. Clearly, he got his love of dramatic writing from his dramatic mother.

Before Mrs. Wade could burst into tears, the storm sirens went off across town. Only, they weren’t to warn us about a storm tonight. They were signaling the start of trick-or-treating hours.

“It’s time!” I shrieked, like I was already sugared up.

“You kids have fun,” said Dad as Noah and I ran down the driveway.

First up on our route was Mr. Giordano, but he always gave out pennies in between grumbling to us about the weather, so we decided to skip him. Besides, he was busy cleaning the gutter still and seemed to have no interest in giving us anything other than dirty looks.

I glanced back at our house. My mom-bodyguard was standing at the bottom of our driveway, waiting to follow us. Maybe she would actually give us a couple of houses’ distance this time, since we were eleven.

Noah and I ran up to the next neighbor’s house. They had turned their entire front yard into a graveyard, with robotic skeleton hands waving in the ground and their family names on all the tombstones.

I imagined how Aai would click her tongue in disapproval at the neighbors putting their actual names on the tombstones. My mother was insistent that words had power, and you shouldn’t put bad thoughts out into the world because they would come true.

Since we were two of the few kids on the street still into trick-or-treating, the neighbors loaded our bags with candy. But about half had gelatin in it. I sighed. Gelatin meant animal parts. Animal parts meant I couldn’t eat them. I’d have to give all those colorful, chewy candies to Noah.

We ran house to house, my legs feeling numb from either the cold weather or the fact that I had swum my best time earlier that day.

“Did you notice the boxes are gone?” huffed Noah as the cold air made it a little harder for him to breathe, even with his pink puffer jacket on.

I slowed down, keeping pace with Noah for the next house. “Yeah.” I nodded. “But I bet they don’t have kids.”

“My sources say it’s a girl,” said Noah, knocking on the next door. “Our age.”

I gasped, and it wasn’t just from the gigantic candy bars this house was handing out. Our new neighbors had a girl! And she was our age! I was finally going to have a friend for sleepovers, right across the street.

Most Desi kids I knew in Detroit had jam-packed weekends, full of Bharat Natyam classes, Bollywood dance classes, classical Indian singing lessons, and nonstop social events, with dozens of holiday celebrations, temple outings, Bollywood concerts, classical music concerts, and Marathi plays added to the mix. They probably barely had time for sleepovers. But we were nowhere near Detroit. And there were zero Indian people here, so zero social events and plenty of time for sleepovers. Just no friends interested in them. But now, with our new neighbor, there was finally hope.

“Are you sure it’s a girl?”

“My dad said he saw a girl carrying a box.”

“Why isn’t she out trick-or-treating?”

“Maybe they don’t know about Halloween.”

“Who doesn’t know about Halloween?” I wiped at my nose as the cold air chilled it.

Noah shrugged. “Or maybe they don’t believe in it. Or maybe they couldn’t find the box with their costumes in it on time. Or maybe—”

“Or maybe they just don’t have kids,” I said again, my arms now sore from lugging my bag full of candy. I didn’t need to get my hopes up unnecessarily. Even if the new neighbor was a girl our age, chances are she’d be more like Harper than like me.

Noah looked at me. “Let’s find out.”

“What?” I asked, shivering. My swim cap was clearly not cut out for Michigan in fall. “I’m tired. Let’s just go home and stuff our faces with candy before dinner.”

“Let’s ring the bell. It’s Halloween. And with the dentist gone, we know they won’t be handing out little toothpastes. So we might get something good. Besides, we’ve done almost every house on the street. Let’s just finish this one and then go home.”

“If they can’t trick-or-treat because their costumes are still boxed up, what makes you think they have candy?”

“Come on,” said Noah, tugging at my arm as he turned up the new neighbors’ driveway.

“Lekha!” Aai shouted from behind us. “They’ve just moved here. Give them some time to unpack!”

I cringed. Aai didn’t have much of an accent, but she did have one. And screaming down the street with it in public was embarrassing even if no one else was around to hear it but Noah.

Noah stopped. “Their porch lights are off. Their hallway lights are off. Maybe your mom’s right.”

Aai was not right. I was eleven. I didn’t need a chaperone to trick-or-treat on our own street. I needed some space. It was now my turn to grab Noah’s arm. “Hurry up before my mom catches up.”

Ignoring Aai’s shouts, which were now growing louder as she speed walked toward us, we bounded up the driveway. I punched the doorbell with my finger as Noah knocked loudly on the glass and we both shouted, “Trick-or-treat!”

The door abruptly opened. And so did my mouth. Because the person who answered the door, without a costume on, was a girl our age. But she wasn’t just a girl our age. She had silky black, shoulder-length hair. Her skin was brown. She was Desi.

I couldn’t believe it. Another Desi family in our tiny little town! There would finally be someone to get it. To know what it’s like to feel different but want to be the same as everyone else. To love your Hindi movie star posters all over your bedroom wall but to be mortified when a teacher asks you to say a word in Hindi. To know how it feels to be asked once a week where your dot is, or if you shower, or if your parents can speak English. To know what it’s like to have two lives, your Indian life at home and your American life at school.

I smiled bigger than I had all day, even after making the Dolphins. “Hi! I’m Lekha, and this is Noah.”

The girl smiled. “My name is Avantika. It’s so great to meet you.”

My smile curled slightly down at her words, and it wasn’t because I could hear Aai’s footsteps getting closer. It was because I was wrong. My new neighbor wasn’t exactly like me, and she probably didn’t know what it was like to feel everything I did. My new neighbor had a thick Indian accent. My new neighbor was a fob.






chapter FOUR


I’m a fob too,” said Dad from behind the kitchen counter as he squeezed a cheesecloth until a light-yellow liquid came out of what was wadded inside. “Fresh off the boat.”

I was eating my Halloween candy out of the bag, but my thoughts were on what Dad was making. As he unwrapped the cloth, revealing the clumpy white paneer inside, I chewed faster. It was partly because I didn’t know if my parents were going to make me hand over what little candy I had left after the great gelatin purge to make Avantika feel welcome here. And it was partly because I was starving; the Indian cheese was one of my favorites, and Dad made it really well.

“You are not a fob,” I replied, watching as he formed the cheese into little cubes in preparation for the big dinner he and Aai had planned for our new neighbors. “Your accent isn’t that thick. You came here a long time ago. You know how things work around here.”

Dad made a disapproving clicking noise with his tongue.

“I feel so bad for anyone who has just come from India. You kids act as if you’re better than them,” said Aai from the kitchen table. She was chopping up tomatoes and garlic, adding them to a bowl with some mint leaves from the Jungle.
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