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CHAPTER 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A crack? Whoa. How?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Dr. Singh looks at me sympathetically.

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

I offer a weak smile back.

“And what about the crack?” Mama asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My smile disappears.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mama explains that she’s on her way home.

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

Mama asks if she can make it an hour.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I have no idea, but I’m starving.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey,” I say.

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

“Want a grilled cheese?” I offer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“High-low?” Mama asks. “Kya matlab?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can you make the neck bigger?”

I do that.

“And make the bottom straight after all?”

I add that in too.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Science.”

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

Never. The thought of blood makes me squeamish.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is it?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What kind of test?”

“Science.”

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

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

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

“Come on,” I say to Parisa.

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

“What do you think?”

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

“Of course.”

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

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

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